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          Prologue

        

        Ava

      

    

    
      When I was younger, life was peonies and lilacs, an entire bed of roses for me to rest my bejeweled soul. Then quickly, after the proverbial fall, it was thistles and thorns, hatred where love once stood, rejection in lieu of acceptance. A horror had infiltrated my family and winnowed its way into my marrow. After that I was never who I was born to be, yet relegated to lesser titles. I used to despise it when people addressed me as Aubree and Owen’s little sister, but after the tragic circumstances that befell our family, I became her, a part of the nefarious them, rejected for my sheer proximity to the madness—I had a new name. I was the killer’s sister.

      Now that I’ve landed at Whitney Briggs, I hear the echoes of those childhood taunts, although the lesser of them all. I’m back to being Owen Vincent’s little sister, a title I would gladly accept, but a part of me was hoping university life could wash the scourge from the backstreets of my existence. I still feel the weight of Aubree’s sins whenever I’m with Owen. A side-glance from a group of girls—a look of horror from startled eyes in the crowd. I thought maybe the university could wipe clean the grime from the windows of my past and set my feet on a solid ground where I could run fast and free, straight to the person I was meant to be all along—have some fun, maybe get in a little trouble to call my own along the way. It turns out I didn’t get very far after all. In fact, I ran straight into a boy with the biggest brown eyes, lashes that stretch for days, and the face and body of a living god. Lucky for me, Grant Jones is the exact kind of trouble I was hoping for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Crash into You

        

        Ava

      

    

    
      Unlike my new roommate, I don’t believe the sole reason for existing on a college campus is found in the boxers of the male species. But, unfortunately, much like my new roommate, I have an annoying big brother who is hell-bent on squashing all prospects of me ever taking a peek at whatever is found in the boxers of the male species. If the obstinate knifelike wind weren’t enough to ruin both my hair and my day, the fact my brother has spent the last few weeks stalking me around campus just to “be sure I was safe” is enough to make me rethink my enrollment at this prestigious institute of higher learning. Sure, Owen attends Whitney Briggs University himself, but I never for one minute believed our shared matriculation would ensue into a comedy of errors as I struggle daily to hide myself from his superhuman line of vision.

      Honest to God, that boy can see through walls the way he’s been tracking me down, bumping into me just when I thought I finally evaded his superpowers. And if he’s not descending upon me like an annoying gnat, his girlfriend, Piper, somehow magically appears before me. It’s as if they’re tag-teaming me—protecting me from any unseen penile forces attempting to penetrate me and steal my virginal standing. I don’t think Owen has much to worry about in that department. With the two of them draped over me like a wet coat, there’s not a man, boy, or dildo willing to have a conversation with me, let alone land me horizontal.

      If I knew this would be the not-so-rosy picture of my freshman year, I would have never opted to graduate from high school early and commit myself to such familial terror. In fact, I would have run for higher academic ground—in Alaska perhaps.

      Whitney Briggs University gleams under the late September sun with its tall cathedral-like buildings, its cobbled walkways offering an old world appeal. The campus itself is set on mountainous terrain with a smattering of pines strewn throughout the vicinity. The windstorm pushing through has blown the skies a clear blue and swept the walkways of this esteemed university leaving them to glitter. An entire herd of students spills out of the buildings as classes for the day let out—girls in expensive wool coats and boys so handsome it hurts to look them right in the eye. I do a quick sweep of the vicinity for either Lucky or Harper. Lucky is my new roommate and insta-best friend. Her brother, Jet, is good friends with my brother, Owen, thus the involuntary initiation in the big brother vaginal protection program. Our friend, Harper, lives down the hall and can’t stand her roomie, so she’s practically a third roommate in our tiny bathtub of a dorm. But neither Lucky nor Harper is anywhere to be seen at the moment.

      Whitney Briggs is populated with a plethora of the abnormally beautiful as if a casting call for perfection went out and they all showed up in droves. Truth be told, I’ve never seen so many good-looking people in one congregation before. But then, I’ve never been around this many people in general. I attended a small boarding school for most of my life until one day my family suffered a trauma so cuttingly deep it forever changed the timeline of who we were and what school I attended. After my sister’s startling arrest, our lives were reduced to the much longed for before and the much dreaded after. A few years back, my older sister, Aubree, lost her mind over a boy—a stupid boy—and committed an atrocity that actually took another human being off this planet. Not that Bryson Edwards is stupid, but the idea in general is like nails on a chalkboard. He’s definitely not worth throwing your life away over, and for sure not worth ending someone else’s.

      A group of rowdy girls steps in front of the building that Owen is currently scouting me from, and I take the opportunity to bolt to Hallowed Grounds, the campus coffee shop. I stashed my bike in front of the tiny café this morning. Just as I’m about to hop on Bessie—yes, my bicycle has a cute little nickname which might seem both foolish and immature, but, once your life gets flushed down the shitter, you opt for foolish and immature things to glue your sanity back together.

      Before I can land on my seat, Owen strides over like a streak of determined lightning, and just as he’s about to come my way, one of his beefed-up buddies blocks his path and starts up a conversation. All of Owen’s friends are drop-your-panties gorgeous, and not surprisingly they’re all taken by someone more than willing to drop their panties.

      Owen squints in my general direction, doing his best to pick me out of the crowd, just as I swoop into an empty seat outside the café and pick up a book to cover my face. Is it really too much to ask to have one Owen-free afternoon?

      I blink up at the words currently blurring my vision, far too close for me to ever make them out, the tiny letters all dancing around the page like ants, and it occurs to me that I’ve sat down at a stranger’s table and stuck their book to my nose—way to make an impression on the student body. Nothing screams insanity more than acting erratic in public. Dear God, maybe Aubree’s mental disorder has finally infiltrated my brain. Of course, I can thank Owen and his anti-penile campaign for this latest bout of madness to strike our family.

      “So, what type of dyslexia do you have?” a deep, decidedly male voice vibrates right through the spine of the heavy textbook I’m shielding myself with.

      Great. Not only am I honing my superpower of humiliation, but I’m doing it in front of the very species my brother has declared war on. If my inexplicable desire to read a stranger’s lit book hasn’t frightened the poor guy sitting across from me, then my brother’s inexplicable desire to pluck his limbs off will.

      Dropping the book and bolting seems like the only rational thing to do at this point, but there’s something warm about the way he asked the question, so I slowly inch the book to the bridge of my nose and gasp at the sun god before me. I’ve seen gorgeous boys before, the aforementioned brood of testosterone Owen surrounds himself withstanding, but this boy, this boy who still happens to be holding on to his summer tan, who has fields of gold for eyes, a sculpted version of perfection born on Mount Olympus has my throat locked up with something just this side of choking.

      “Excuse me?” I blink a few good times in the event this male mirage decides to do a disappearing act.

      “You know”—his brows knit together, but those eyes of his smile straight into my soul—“a reading disorder.” He motions to the oversized literature book I’m clutching on to for dear life. “It’s upside down. I just wondered if your doctor knows about your problem.” The golden god gives a dry chuckle, and a ray of sunlight gleams off his glossy white teeth. My stomach squeezes tight at the sight of him. I may have a slight obsession with sparkling white chompers, but again I relegate this odd preoccupation with the fact my sister stabbed a knife through my existence just under three years ago. I’ll admit to having a slight white knight fantasy that one day a stranger with a perfect smile would whisk me off on his horse and carry me far away from her earthly blunder.

      “I d-d-don’t have a reading disorder.” It comes out far more defensive than it ever should. I flop the book down, and he promptly pulls it over. “Besides, that’s the least of my problems right now.” I glance over my shoulder and spot Owen still chatting up a storm with his beefy buddy. “My problem is—I can’t seem to shake—”

      “Some guy?” he cuts me off, staring down the crowd behind me with a touch of morbid curiosity.

      “Yes. Girl problems. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      Owen twitches in this direction, and I sink in my seat, swiping half a sandwich off the plate in front of me. The last place Owen will look for me is noshing on a sammy with a cute boy because my brother has successfully scared off all of the prospective cute boys—sans this one.

      “PB and J.” I moan while taking a small bite. “My favorite.”

      “Okay.” His brows rise. Those eyes of his glow like molten ambers and warm me from the inside out without even trying. Holy hell, it’s as if an alien race of stunning beings has infiltrated the campus. I’ll be the last to complain. And why the heck do I suddenly feel hideous in his presence? Lord knows I haven’t brushed my hair into submission since seven this morning.

      “Help yourself.” He frowns as he scoots the plate to the middle of the table. “So, what’s your name? Or should I just call you the PB and J Thief?”

      “PB and J suits me just fine. In fact, it’s my formal name.” The last thing I even remotely want to do is say my “formal” name. Owen is just as keyed into listening for it as I am. Even the faintest whisper could blow my cover.

      The golden god rests his elbows onto the table and sheds that killer grin again. His dark hair curls around the back of his neck where it lightens to strawberry-blond. But those eyes. You don’t need a prospector to mine those golden flakes. I could stare at them all day long if he’d let me—correction, if Owen would let me. “So, I take it you’re not really interested in Homer’s Odyssey?” He holds the book up a moment before burying it into his backpack.

      My stomach cinches again, this time in fear he’s leaving.

      “Um, not really. I haven’t read it or anything. I’m sure it’s really good, though.” I’m sure it’s really good, though? What am I, a literary psychic? God, I’m so lame. I don’t even know how to talk to a human, let alone one of the male species. And flirting? Forget it. I’m a failure at all things seductive. But right about now, I’m wishing I had even the slightest clue on how to keep this boy with the golden eyes from getting up and walking out of my life forever.

      “It’s pretty good. But I’m an English major. I think most works of literature are pretty good.” He offers up a sly wink.

      “English, huh? What are you going to do with that?”

      “Teach.” He straightens as if proud of his scholastic-based future.

      Owen shouts my name from the depths of the crowd, and I don’t need a dyslexic road map to let me know I’m about to embark on an odyssey of my own.

      God—Owen ruins everything.

      I bolt up and make a run for my bike, pulling it out of the sea of two-wheelers.

      “Whoa! Where you headed?” The golden god pops right back by my side as if he teleported here, and I’m stunned for a moment. I’ve never had a boy follow me before, other than my stalker-like older brother.

      “Anywhere but here,” I pant through a burgeoning smile.

      In the distance, I spot Owen giving me a slight wave from the entrance to Hallowed Grounds before heading this way.

      The golden god inadvertently steps between us—a lethal, lethal error on his part—and briefly blocks my brother from my line of vision. “Hey, I didn’t get your name.”

      Owen’s refrigerator-like frame comes up behind him, his shoulders expanding with rage. If there is one mission in my brother’s life, it’s to stop me from commingling with the opposite gender.

      “Look, I gotta go. My stalker is drawing nigh, and I don’t feel like dealing with him at the moment.” There’s no point in detaining this Greek deity from his lit homework any longer.

      “Hop on.” The golden god nods to my handlebars as he straddles the frame. “Is some idiot actually bothering you?”

      My jaw nearly unhinges at the sight of him firmly seated on Bessie as if he belongs there. “Yes, and so are you at the moment. Look, I just want to get away from him, and the closer he gets, the harder it’s going to be for me to pedal my way to safety.”

      “Safety?” He glances back into the crowd with a new lens, and the slight look of terror flits through him as if he were genuinely worried for me. “Point him out. I’ll set him straight for you.”

      “No!” Although it is a rather swoon-worthy proposition—it would prove mostly deadly on his part.

      “Okay then. Hop on the handlebars. I’ll pedal you out of here in less than five seconds.”

      I hop onto the handlebars without thinking, and we whisk right by Owen with his eyes enlarged, the dark hole of his mouth widening with bewilderment.

      “Ava!” Owen shouts so loud my name reverberates through the wind like a hurricane.

      The golden god pedals us off campus, slowing just enough to ask where to.

      “The Row!” I shout, laughing and squealing as he traverses traffic of both the vehicular and human kind before landing us on that nefarious strip of Victorian mansions that house the universities honorary geeks—or Greeks, as it were. “You are insane—you know that?” I laugh, bouncing off the handlebars and into the sand pit that sits in front of Beta Kappa Phi. The overgrown sandbox is actually a volleyball court, the only one on the block, and the boys who live here allow anyone to enjoy it because they’re just that cool. They’re gorgeous, too, thus the reason Lucky and I chose to join its sister sorority Kappa Gamma Gamma, which sits nestled directly across the street.

      “Thank you.” I shrug as the golden god carefully rolls my bike before me like the gentleman he’s panning out to be.

      “Who was that?” He winces into the final reserves of sunlight as the wind lashes my hair between us like a den of wild snakes. He adjusts his backpack over his shoulders, and it’s only then I note how broad they really are, how amazingly tall this brooding golden-eyed boy really is. He’s at least a good two feet taller than me. An image of me wearing sky-high heels next to him in a club bounces through my mind, and I don’t fight the idea. Nope, don’t fight it at all. If I get my way, it’ll be a reality sooner than later. I’m ready to do all of the exciting things my brief stint in high school didn’t allow for—like clubbing and dating. And clubbing and dating with this particular boy has suddenly jumped to the top of the list.

      “Let me guess”—he ducks in close as if trying to capture my attention—“disgruntled ex?”

      “Ex?” I inch back at the thought. “No way. More like disgruntled—deranged big brother.” I leave my deranged older sister out of it for now—out of it forever. Aubree is one topic I don’t ever plan on broaching.

      “That dude was your brother?” His brows furrow, dark and thick, like a pair of overly concerned caterpillars, and I fight the urge to run my finger along each one.

      “Yes.” Something in me deflates with the admission. “And he’s totally annoying, so thank you for the speedy getaway.”

      “Don’t thank me.” He slouches a moment, staring off over my shoulder with a sudden void in his eyes. “I happen to be a fan of brothers. I used to be one myself.”

      Used to? An unexpected gasp gets locked in my throat.

      “Ouch,” I say it under my breath and regret the silly word as soon as it escapes my lips. “I mean—I’m sorry. My brother is just a bit too overprotective for my liking. It’s more like protective custody whenever he’s around. He’s like this lingering dark shadow. Plus, he practically runs the school,” I offer up stupidly. “I mean, I’ve always lived under his shadow, but we’re only a month into fall semester, and it’s already bordering on ridiculous.” When under duress, I seem to specialize in verbal diarrhea. “I’m sure you were a great big brother.” There. At least I’ve said something redeemable. I swallow hard as he meets my gaze once again. “Again, I’m really sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay. And I was actually a little brother, so I get what you mean about the whole dark shadow thing—sort of.” He shrugs it off, nodding casually to a couple of girls walking by, and they giggle and ogle him long after he’s turned his attention from them. It’s clear the golden god who’s gracing my presence—rescued me from my captor—has quite the harem he could surround himself with. I glance back at the girls and can’t help but note their matching short skirts and how cute they look pairing those ultra short skirts with tall fur-lined boots and sweaters that are snug in all the right places. I know that several of the sororities on The Row play those matchy-matchy games, but thankfully, the sorority my friends and I pledged into frowns upon such wardrobe blunders.

      “So, where’s home?” He steps in close, and for the first time, the subtle hint of his spiced cologne hits me. The warmth of his body emanates from his flannel, his white T-shirt stretches taut from underneath, and the overwhelming urge to touch his chest envelops me. But that hypnotic gaze of his holds me captive—I can’t stop staring at those large whiskey pools he calls eyes.

      “Across the street.” I try to sound equally as cool, calm, and collected as he seems to be, but my face heats unnaturally, and the wind cools me down enough to let me know I’m sweating. “I guess I better g-g-go.” Crap. I give a quick smile. The stutter is new. A little over three-years-new exactly. I can trace its origin right back to the day they arrested my big sister. A part of me wants to clue him in on who I really am—let him know that siblings are a bit overrated if you ask me, but considering his loss I would never do that.

      “Cool.” He jumps into the sand pit with both feet and walks backward toward the building. “What’s your name?”

      Oh my God, is he Beta Kappa Phi? He’s Beta Kappa Phi! Case in point—totally fucking handsome, pardon my French.

      “You do have one, don’t you? I’m betting it’s not PB and J.” He ticks his head to the side and offers up a cocky grin because it must be pretty obvious by now that I’m ridiculously smitten. I hate that I’m so easy to read. “A name?”

      “Ava—and y-yours?” Not so bad. I blow a steady breath from my lips. I can blame my dictionary’s worth of anxieties square on Aubree’s killing spree shoulders.

      “Grant.” A pair of dimples appears and disappears in lieu of a smile as he steps into the dark mouth of the opened double door. “See you around!”

      “See you around,” I whisper under my breath as if they were words I would cherish for the rest of my days.

      And, truth be told, they will be.

      [image: ]

      Who was that dude and where are you? I frown at the text from my brother as I give Lucky a hug.

      “What took you so long?” She leans over the Kappa G register and jots her name down. Kappa house holds the thick scent of floral perfume. Harper likes to point out they should hand out gas masks once you enter this place.

      “Met a boy,” I’m quick to confess. “Where’s Harper?”

      Lucky lets the pen slip from her grasp. “You met a boy and you want to talk about Harper? She’s running laps because she’s insane. Back to you.” Lucky spears into me with those lavender-blue spheres she calls eyes. Lucky Madden is as beautiful as her tatted-up brother is gorgeous. She, herself, tried to get a tat on her arm a few weeks back, but that turned ugly fast once it got infected. The tattoo was supposed to be a rose spearing through a heart, but it looked more like a duck sitting on a bike. Suffice it to say, it was a total and utter disaster.

      “Yes, a boy.” I motion for her to get to the task at hand. “Sign in for me, too, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      Lucky, of all people, understands what a miracle it is that I had a close encounter with a member of the opposite sex. Her big brother, Jet, along with Owen have banded together to create the Big Brother Protection League. The security clearance alone rivals that of the most elite branch of the U.S. Defense System. The President himself should be so lucky to have such a bulletproof structure in place, or, in this case, a penis proof structure. And, although, they are seemingly okay with us befriending girls at the moment, I know for a fact sororities are a no-fly zone at least where I’m concerned. I haven’t dared breathe a word of my pledging to the dark side to Owen, lest I find myself locked in an Ivy League tower with my only hope of rescue being my long onyx hair. Only there would be no sweet prince to climb my tresses because Owen would be at the bottom waiting to hack them to pieces should anyone be foolish enough to try. Aubree was in a sorority, and I think that left a sour taste in Owen’s mouth as far as the entire Greek system is concerned. Ironically enough, the sorority Aubree was a part of was actually shut down last year for hazing—by none other than Owen’s main squeeze herself. But Alpha Chi is up and running again, with the temporary suspension eased just enough for them to get on their feet. Kappa G, however, has an immaculate record. My brother couldn’t find fault with them if he tried.

      Lucky finishes up at the register and pulls me into the commons room until she’s backed us into a corner. “Spill every detail, you dirty little whore.”

      My lips twist to keep from smiling. It’s Lucky’s ornery disposition in life that makes me appreciate her that much more. I’ve always wanted a cantankerous friend who couldn’t control her mouth, and now I have one.

      And I do spill, right up until that final delicious detail.

      “He’s across the street!” Her eyes light up like lavender fields.

      “Yes, I know.” I hush her as the room begins to fill with our sorority sisters. Since Lucky and I are both freshmen, we won’t be able to get beds in the house until next year. For now, we reside tucked safely in a dorm on campus, Cutler Tower. Lucky is the Oscar to my Felix, whatever that means. Owen keeps saying it, so it must be true. As protective as he may be, I do look up to him in a weird, twisted way. I guess that’s what little sisters are destined to do, so I can’t really blame myself for that tiny bout of brotherly worship. “And if you squeal any louder, he’ll hear you.”

      Lucky wrinkles her nose. Gone is her happy-for-me attitude, replaced with that dismal frustration we mutually share. “You do realize Owen is going to kill you.”

      “Right. And then I’ll have two murderous felons for siblings.” My phone buzzes in my hand, and it’s a text from the prospective killer himself. “It’s Owen.” I flash the screen to Lucky, and we read the text together.

      I’ll ask again, and if you don’t answer, a manhunt will ensue. Who was that dude, and where the heck are you?

      “At least he’s being reasonable about it,” Lucky grunts while I busy myself with putting out the fire.

      I’m fine. He’s nobody. Leave me alone. Studying hard with Lucky. Bye, Felicia!

      “There. That should settle him for all of five minutes.”

      “Studying on a Friday night?” Lucky clucks her tongue at me. “If he buys that, he really is drinking the Jet Madden Kool-Aid.”

      A large group enters the room as Jenna Marshall and Sharon Ridgefield use their yell leader-worthy vocals to call the room to order.

      “Attention, girls!” Jenna bellows. “As we promised and hinted at earlier in the week, there is a very special event tonight just for Kappa house! Tonight is the annual sibling matchup mixer with our brothers at Beta Kappa Phi!”

      A spear of excitement rockets through me just hearing the mention of Grant’s frat house. And, the fact a mixer is involved sends my insides swirling like the double jackpot it is.

      Lucky leans in. “Don’t get all worked up, sweetheart.” She invokes that sarcastic drawl of hers, and I avert my eyes. If Lucky hadn’t quickly become a life preserver, I could have easily labeled her a bitch. But I know the truth. Lucky is a misunderstood villain personified. “The word sibling was just used, and you and I both know how off-putting they can be.”

      “Amen to that.” I hold my breath a moment as Jenna steps into the center of the room.

      “Per usual, it’s free dress. Mind the code of conduct.” The overly perky blonde wags her ponytail like a metronome. “We at Kappa G like to keep it just that—G.” A round of titters circles the room. The G might as well stand for gorgeous—a fact that made me a little prideful to be accepted into such a pack of beautiful people both inside and out, but now that I know all of my far-too-pretty-to-exist sisters will be around Grant the god with golden eyes for several hours during what amounts to a drunken splurge, I’m not feeling so prideful—more like pitiful. “There’s another little surprise, but I’ll let that little detail ride until we meet again. For those of you familiar with the ceremony—no spoiling the fun for others! Seven sharp! Be there!”

      The room breaks into a chatter, and it’s only then I note that the majority of those listening were freshmen recruits and a smattering of sophomores. Whatever it is, it concerns us directly.

      “Looks like I get to see Grant sooner than I think.” I give Lucky’s hip a bump with my own. “And you get to see the golden god with your own two eyes.” A horrible thought comes to me. “On second thought, keep your eyes posted in a different direction. The last thing I want is him falling into a Lucky-inspired trance. Wear a bag over your head, would you?”

      She averts her eyes. “For you I’d wear an entire garbage sack with the trash still in it. Don’t worry. Whatever this golden boy looks like, it’s hands off for me. The stupidest thing two girls can do is fight over a guy.”

      Just hearing her say those words spurs far more relief in me than need be. I’d hate to classify myself as insecure, but judging by the way my hormones beg to slay every girl in the room, makes it clear I’m more than insecure.

      Lucky waves her hand over my face. “Earth to Ava. We still have a few hours. Let’s head back to Cutler so I can start fashioning my Hefty bag couture.”

      We head out into the icy air and hop on our bikes. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      I pull out my phone and stare at it a moment. I’m going to see Grant. It’s ridiculous how excited I am over some boy I hardly know. And why exactly is that? My heart thumps hard over my chest as if to answer the question.

      Then, just as easily as my elation came, my perspective shifts. Grant will be there. Suddenly, it feels more like a death sentence than anything to get excited about. I saw the way he looked at those girls, and it was nothing like the way he looked at me. Why couldn’t he look at me that way?

      Daisy thumps through my mind. If anyone knows how to get a boy to look at her, it’s the author of all things hypersexual. Daisy Pembrooke and I have been friends for all of five minutes—as far back as August—and I’m completely aware of the fact that Owen and Jet are hoping she’ll play the role of spy, but Daisy assured me it’s the last thing she’s interested in.

      Lucky isn’t so hot on Daisy because she’s dating her brother, Jet, but I more than like her. Daisy is easy to talk to. She actually treats me like my own person and not some extension of Owen’s or Aubree’s family tree, or worse yet, sins.

      Just as I’m about to tuck my phone back into my pocket, my fingers start tapping away as I shoot Daisy a text.

      Any tips on how to get a cute boy to notice me? Say a word about this to Jet or Owen and die a slow and painful demise.

      Perhaps the death threat was a little less than kosher, all things considering, but Daisy gets the picture. This is a conversation just between us girls, and I’d like it to stay that way.

      She texts right back. Cute clothes, cute smile (glossed, of course!) and make sure you get in that boy’s way a time or twelve. He won’t know what hit him. ;) No worries on the brother front. Your secrets are safe with me. The only thing I ask in return is every last dirty little detail! (And by dirty, I mean keep it clean. Like really, really clean.)

      I laugh out loud as I tuck the phone into my backpack. It’s ironic how much Daisy sounds like Lucky. I think if Lucky gave Daisy half a chance, she’d quickly replace my best friend standing.

      The wind sears over my face like a flame, but it feels good, it feels perfect. The world feels good, and in exactly two hours, it will be perfect.

      Cute clothes, cute glossy smile, and getting in his way—Grant will never know what hit him.

      [image: ]

      Beta Kappa Phi is lit up like a lighthouse on the middle of rough Greek waters. Bodies stream in and out of the enormous doors as a rap song belts out its thunderous bass right through my solar plexus, thumping up my spine while tapping over each and every vertebra.

      “You girls ready to do this?” Lucky pushes up the sleeves on her sweater as if she were readying for a fistfight in a dark alley.

      Harper stares wide-eyed at the enormous pale building, with its Friday night frat rager well underway, like a kid about to visit Disneyland for the very first time. Harper has a boyfriend, sort of. They’re pretty much on-again, off-again whenever the mood strikes, and judging by the way she’s drooling at the beefcake moving in and out of those doors, they might just be off-again tonight. Harper is stunningly gorgeous with her long, dark, red velvet hair, her year-round perfect cinnamon skin, and her glowing green eyes. Her father is part Black Foot Indian, which explains the mysterious undertones of inexplicable beauty. She’s the kind of a girl who makes you feel like a troll just standing next to her. If there were a beauty pageant on campus, Harper would kick every girl’s ass by a Gisele Bündchen mile—she’s that gorgeous. A wave of trepidation washes over me at the thought of Grant laying eyes on her. With his amazing features, they would make a shockingly perfect couple, and that thought alone makes me ill.

      “Y-y-yes.” It takes all of my energy to stammer out the word. “I’m ready to d-d-do this.” Crap. I am obviously not ready to speak a sentence, let alone woo Grant with my cute clothes and glossy lips per Daisy’s perverted orders.

      Lucky’s eyes round out in two white moons against the backdrop of this bleak, dark night. She’s not a fan of the stuttering. Neither am I, but each time I do it, she’s convinced she’s somehow broken me herself.

      “We can turn back,” she offers, her face quickly losing color. “I’ll drive us straight to WB, or we can go see a movie. No pressure. Don’t let some douche get you all rattled.”

      “Not me, girls. You count me right out of that chick flick. I’m heading in.” Harper traipses up the stairs, her long ponytail swinging proud in her wake. I’ve only known Harper for a few short weeks, but her affinity for the male anatomy has yet to be rivaled by either Lucky or me. As much as we do love the boys, Harper seems to be gobbling them up as if Whitney Briggs were about to experience a shortage—Justin be damned, and well, at this point, he sort of is.

      “Come on.” Lucky yanks me back.

      “Would you stop?” I grab her by the elbow and whisk her up the stairs before she changes her mind. Lucky drove us over in that beat-up pickup her brother gave her. Not that I’m knocking her ride. If my brother offered to buy me a beat-up anything, I would be the last to protest. Heck, I might kiss the bottom of his filthy sneakers for the divine act of vehicular kindness. “Grant isn’t a douche. There probably isn’t a single douche in the bunch. These are great guys, or Kappa G wouldn’t have anything to do with them.”

      “What about hoochie mamas?” Lucky stifles a laugh as she glances down to my skirt. “I guess we’ll find out if Kappa G wants anything to do with them, or should I say you?”

      Lucky for her, I take the merciless teasing she dishes out with a grain of salt.

      We enter the spacious frat house with its elbow-to-elbow room only, and the heat from the surging bodies makes it feel as if I’m about to melt in my fur-lined boots.

      Once I got back to Cutler Tower, I donned my shortest mini skirt—rolled it up once at the waist for good measure—and pulled on my longest, furriest boots to emulate the look those girls had going this afternoon. I figured if it turned Grant’s head once, it’s bound to work again—at least I’m hoping. I’m more or less a T-shirt and jeans kind of a girl, so this grapefruit flavored lip gloss, the sticky hairspray I doused my head with feels like a cross between playing dress-up and a Halloween costume.

      A crowd of guys adjacent from us erupts into baritone laughter, and I glance that way, only to have my living heart stop beating.

      “That’s him!” I hiss, navigating Lucky off to the opposite end of the room where we have a clear, yet slightly obstructed view of the golden god himself. “That’s him in the middle.” Grant stands flanked with two equally tall, dark-headed guys. Each one is dressed for coital success, with Grant being the most coital-worthy of the bunch, not that I would know anything about that. If Operation Keep-My-Sister-Chaste is the name of Owen’s mission for my vagina, he’s succeeding thus far.

      “Mmm, mmm!” Lucky shakes her head and rubs her belly as if she’s about to shove his entire beefcake into her mouth.

      I knock my shoulder into hers, hard. “Would you stop? What happened to all that I’d-never-let-a-guy-come-between-us crap? And, hey, where the hell’s that garbage bag you threatened to pull over your head?”

      “Stop. They’re all cute. You can have the one in the middle. I’m not choosy.” She gives a coy little wave, and the three of them look this way. Great. I should have known Lucky would make it her goal in life to humiliate me in front of the poor guy. All I need is for Grant to fall hard for Lucky. Honestly, he’s so cute, she’d be ironically lucky to have him. And, sadly, I like her a little too much to stand in the way of her happily ever after. Heck, I’d even cover for the two of them while she takes advantage of him in our room. Suddenly, I have the urge to sock my new best friend.

      “Relax.” She twists me around so that I’m no longer scowling at her or the trio of boys across the room. “I know where your little brain went. I’m not into him. You’re safe.” She gives a little wink. “For now.”

      The music dies down, and Kappa G’s captain, Jenna, is joined in the center of the room with what looks to be her Beta Kappa Phi matchup.

      “Hello and welcome, girls from Kappa G!” The boy by her side hoots so loud my eardrums thump in rhythm.

      Jenna giggles next to him like a smitten schoolgirl, and for all I know, she could be. “Thank you for the warm welcome, boys. Right now, I’d like to ask the incoming Kappa girls to step into the center of the room.”

      Harper is the first to fly into position. Her cute perky ponytail dancing alongside her as if it were vying for its own date or brother as it were.

      Lucky and I exchange glances before following the other girls to the white-hot spotlight. I count off sixteen of us, and suddenly that number feels awkwardly small for whatever it is that Jenna and her matchup have planned for us.

      “Eligible gentlemen of Beta Kappa Phi, please step forward.”

      An equal number of guys steps forward, Grant being one of them, and my heart beats wild and out of control as if the floor just threatened to open up and swallow us whole.

      Lucky gives my arm a tug as she butts up against me. “Ten bucks says they’re going to make us do the wild thing right here in the middle of the room.”

      “Would you shut up?” I hiss with a threat in my eyes that suggests I’ll make her if she doesn’t bother to do it herself. I haven’t found that magical nugget of info to lord over her and get her to adhere to my threats just yet, but I’d be remiss for not trying. Lucky is a loose cannon.

      She tosses up her hands and dances to the fading music just as Jenna woops the room to a quiet buzz once again.

      “To the incoming class of Kappa G! Tonight’s sibling ceremony is geared toward getting you intimately acquainted with Whitney Briggs and Greek life as a whole.”

      Intimately? I raise a brow at Lucky. Now there’s a dirty little detail I can work with.

      Jen continues, “Tonight’s sibling mixer is geared especially for you. This evening, you will receive, and get to know, your official big brother for the very first time!”

      Lucky and I exchange glances once again, and this time nary a sarcastic quip leaves her mouth.

      Jenna’s matchup steps in close. “Gentlemen of Beta Kappa Phi, tonight you will select the girl who will be your little sister for the duration of your stay here at Whitney Briggs and beyond. As a reminder, big brothers are forbidden to engage in crass conversation or enter into a big brother mentorship with perverse intent. You must, first and foremost, keep your sibling bonds chaste—no dating, no kissing, no heading up to the Witch’s Cauldron.” The room breaks out into howls of approval. Judging by the rise of the crowd, the Witch’s Cauldron has more than a few naughty intentions brewing.

      I’m pretty sure I’d like to visit the Witch’s Cauldron with Grant. I give a sly smile his way, and his eyes enlarge as if he heard.

      Lucky leans in. “He’s looking at you.”

      “I know. I bet he’s thinking the same thing I am. No way, no how, does that boy want to be my big brother.”

      Jenna strides between the girls from Kappa G and our potential big brothers. “Mingle and mix—please choose wisely. Compatibility is an integral part of the program. As soon as you’ve paired yourselves, alert either one of us, and we will make it official!”

      Grant waves his hand in the air a moment, and the room stills around him. Heck, every girl in the room has shifted her center of gravity toward his. There’s something supernaturally magnetic about him in general. He’s next-level gorgeous, swoon-worthy gorgeous, Witch’s Cauldron bubbling-in-the-brew gorgeous.

      “I’ve chosen who I want as my little sister.” He sheds that melt-your-heart-right-down-to-your-panties grin my way, and I die a little. An entire swarm of butterflies flutters through me in spasms as if they were on fire. Grant is about to choose a little sister? Clearly, it’s to prove the point that he would never choose me. In fact, this is a clear signal he does choose me and not in any little sisterly way. I’ve got a feeling the Witch’s Cauldron is about to get a little bit hotter later this evening, and that tender part of me is starting to quiver at the thought.

      He nods my way, that sexy smile melting right off his face. “I choose Ava.”
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      “What?” Ava’s complexion deepens to match her pretty pink lips.

      “See there?” Jenna snaps her fingers through the air. “We’re off to a great start!” Bodies circulate around the room once again, and the music cranks up in volume, but Ava hasn’t moved. Her jaw still hangs to the floor as a crowd passes between us.

      “Cool.” Rush slaps me over the chest, his eyes still very much glued her way. “Taking one for the team, huh? That frees her up for me, buddy, and don’t mind if I do.”

      My blood boils at the thought.

      “Down, boy. I’m her big brother, remember?”

      “You might be her self-appointed big bro, but she doesn’t look all that enthused to have gained another family member.” He takes in a breath, expanding his chest like some sexed-up baboon. I’ve known Rush as far back as high school. He’s the same beach rat, with the surfer hair and sunburnt face. His eyes glow an eerie shade because of it, and that usually sucks the girls right in. He’s the one that landed me in this alcohol-soaked frat house to begin with. “Here she comes, and she’s bringing reinforcements.” He tips his head back, unleashing that alley cat grin. If those girls knew he had anything but chaste intentions, they’d run far and fast.

      Lawson squints into the crowd of girls. “Dude, did we just get fucked? I’ve got plenty of sisters at home. It’s not too late for off-campus living, you know.”

      “Nope, fucked is something you’re not getting tonight. At least not by these girls.” I pump a dry smile. I have Lawson in a few classes, but he’s on the team with Rush and me, and one constant from playing basketball all these years is that the team somehow magically turns into family. “Chain it down, would you?”

      Ava strides over with two brunettes in tow, neither of which look half as pissed as she does. Her bookends both latch on to Rush and Lawson with Ava stepping up so close I back up a few notches. Before I know it, she has me backed against the wall. You can see the steam coming from her ears, and she’s downright adorable that way.

      “You’re welcome.” I relax a moment. Not sure why I was tense to begin with. I think it threw me a little to see her walk through that door. It threw me again to see her looking like a supermodel with legs to the ceiling, cherry-stained lips, and that hair. Ava is all body and hair. And those boots. I’m a sucker for a girl in boots. Maybe that’s why… My heart thumps straight down to the pit of my stomach. Hell, I know why I’m attracted to Ava, but what my body wants I can’t give it just yet.

      “What makes you think I’m grateful?” Those dark brows of hers turn into hooks, and I’m sunk. Ava looks every bit the Greek goddess she set out to be. Penelope to my Odysseus, only this is one odyssey I’m not ready for, not even close. It’s clear this vamped-up version of Ava is ready to play hard, not that she looks like she’s played hard often. The first thing that struck me when she sank herself in the seat across from me earlier was that Ava looked every bit the girl next door, a natural beauty—a typical little sister. A drop-dead gorgeous little sister, but I digress, and digressing into beautiful little sister territory is exactly what I don’t plan on doing. I promised myself I’d take it slow when it comes to girls—when it comes to relationships to be exact. Ava isn’t one-night stand material. Not even close.

      After spending the last few years glued to the hip with Darcy, it actually felt good being on my own again. Darcy and I sort of got off on the wrong foot. We started dating a week before Steph died, and then I clung to Darcy like a life raft, not realizing we probably didn’t belong together in the first place. Eventually, we devolved to an amicable friendship. It feels good having Darcy in my life on the friendship side of the fence, but this girl right here, I can tell she’s not looking for a friend.

      “What makes you think you shouldn’t be grateful?” I offer up that cocky bastard grin that’s landed me the attention of any girl I wanted all summer long. Then quick as it came, I sober up again. There’s something about Ava. She’s not some girl I want to run the bases with. She’s too cute and sweet for that. She deserves better. So I’ve done the only thing I could—taken her off the table. “Half the girls here would be grateful to have me as a big brother,” I tease. “I enjoy outdoor fun and long walks on the beach.”

      “You sound like a dog.” Her affect softens, but judging by the way she just folded her arms across her chest lets me know she’s still not buying my loyal Golden Retriever routine. That white fuzzy sweater clinging to her skin takes a dramatic plunge down to her cleavage, affording me just enough of a glimpse to sponsor curiosity. The light scent of her floral perfume offers up a mouthwatering kiss to my senses, and I’m suddenly regretting my choices. “So, you’re my new big brother, huh?” She smirks at the idea as if it outright offends her.

      “One and only.” I rock back on my heels, slightly pleased that I was able to get under her skin, and I’m not sure why. “How are those papers going? I’m a tutor at the essay lab. If you need help, just let me know.”

      “Papers?” Her lips part as she looks as if she’s about to be sick. Ava goes from horrified to mortified in a single bound, and if I didn’t feel like an asshole already, I do now. “Papers.” She offers up a furtive nod while blinking back tears. Ava bats her lashes so fast I can feel the hurricane winds coming my way with the sting of rejection, and I don’t like that I’ve made her feel that way. “I’m good with papers.” She lifts a shoulder between us. “Lucky for you, I’m okay with outdoor sports and long walks on the beach.” She says that last part with the beginnings of a devilish smile, and something tells me my effort to stave her off is about to backfire spectacularly.

      Just the thought of Ava in a skintight, teeny bikini has my blood pumping in all the wrong places. This is precisely why it was a brilliant idea to remove Ava from the short list of contenders—I’m not up for contenders this year, this semester anyway.

      The music picks up in both pace and volume. The cackles from the sorority girls grow wild as the voices and chants of my frat brothers fill in the gaps. It’s a clusterfuck of sight and sound, but the only thing I can see or hear is this girl right here.

      I lean in, and her shoulder grazes my chest, leaving a white-hot pang of wanting in its wake.

      “So, what do you want to do first?” I try not to linger on her eyes. They’re a blue-gray combination that’s lethal if you linger too long.

      “First?” Ava huffs a laugh, that pissed-off expression popping right back to her face.

      “What’s this?” a deep voice booms from above.

      We both glance up to find Rush and Lawson with the two girls Ava strolled in with.

      Rush nods to me. “You two making plans for noogie night? Or are noogies far too salacious for this brother-sister combo?”

      The shorter brunette by Lawson’s side laughs up a storm. “Ava prefers wedgies. I should know, I’m stuck looking at her murphies night and day. I’m Lucky.” She offers up her hand, and I shake it, cold to the touch but assertive. “Ava has the privilege of rooming with me at Cutler Tower. So if you want to stalk, talk, or lick your baby sister, we’re third floor last room on the right.”

      “Would you stop?” Ava waves her off before pulling in the girl with the long ponytail. This one has a look on her face that says she can take a bite out of you if she wants. “This is my friend Harper—my only friend around here.” She sneers at Lucky, and the three of us laugh.

      “Ava, this is Rush and Lawson,” I offer. “We’re on the basketball team.”

      Rush swoops in and blocks her body with his. “We are the basketball team. And if you ever want to get away from your big brother, just let me know. Believe me, I’ve turned dodging big brothers into an art form.” His hand glides around her waist, low and to the point, before I flick it off and stand shoulder to shoulder with her. Ava grins like a schoolgirl, her eyes set wide and sparkling as she laps up Rush’s offer.

      “Don’t listen to him.” A silent rage brews in me at the thought of Rush trying to put his stale moves on Ava. “He’s studying STDs for his upcoming thesis. He’s got a whole collection in his boxers, so I’d steer clear if I were you.”

      “Dude, do not reference my boxers.” Rush socks my chest with a mock heart stopper. “Besides, I’ve got my little sister here to look after.” He pulls Lucky in and wraps an arm around her shoulders.

      “Get that snake off her.” Lawson tosses Rush’s limb back at him.

      “Dude.” Rush laughs while knocking back the toxic filled red Solo cup in his hand. “I keep my snake in my boxers.”

      Lucky and Harper share a quick laugh, but Ava blushes ten shades deeper. She looks just as pissed at Rush as she is with me.

      “Lawson is my big bro.” Harper wraps her arm around his. “We’ve already mapped out a plan to dominate the mixers. I’ll be his wingman.” She knocks her shoulder into his chest. “Come on. Let’s make the rounds. I’ve got a few sisters I can introduce you to that will gladly turn your boxers inside out.” The two of them get swallowed up in the crowd before anyone can protest.

      Lucky leans in. “She’s slightly insane. I, however, am totally put together.” She bites down on her lip and winks over at Rush. Something tells me a few cardinal rules might be broken starting tonight. “Relax.” She flattens her hand against his chest. “I’m totally cool with having a big brother. I’ve got a real one, by the way.” She smirks at the thought of him. “He’s mean as shit, and if you so much as wink at me, he’ll rip your arms off and shove them down your throat. He’ll have more interesting places to put your other limbs.”

      “She’s not kidding.” Ava shudders as if she’s witnessed the limb plucking event a time or two.

      “Come on.” Lucky grips Rush by his preppy collar and makes him follow her. “I’ve always wanted to dance with my big brother.” Her laughter trails long after they’re both out of sight.

      Ava glances my way, her anger set to simmer. “You dance?”

      “Nope.” A smile begs to come, but I won’t let it.

      “Didn’t think so.” She makes a face at the crowd before twisting her perfect little frame my way. Her shoulder drops, her neck extends as her lips purse just begging for a kiss. Then, just as quick as she fell into her flirtatious state of mind, she straightens, her face bleaching out as if she’s just come to a horrible realization. “Oh, wait—do you have a girlfriend or something?” She leans in with anticipation, and the hint of her perfume lights up my senses. Inhaling Ava’s scent is far more intoxicating than anything that keg can offer up.

      “Or something.” My gut wrenches because I’m afraid I just spilled a lie at the feet of my newfound little sister. Darcy bounces through my mind, and I let her bounce right back out.

      Ava’s shoulders sag as if the idea actually left her dejected. “That’s great. Can’t wait to meet my big brother’s main squeeze.” She glances around as the crowd presses closer to the exit. “Is she here? What’s her name anyway? I bet I know her.” Her lids hang heavy at the prospect.

      “Darcy—and no, she’s not here.” My stomach heats in a vat of acid at the trajectory this conversation just took. I can’t let Ava think I’ve got someone in my life when I don’t. Especially now that I’ve all but volunteered to take her under my wing. I couldn’t protect Steph from the lies her friends told her, but I can be a better brother to Ava and start by not lying to her myself. “Actually, Darcy and I aren’t together anymore.” There. It feels as if a bowling ball just rolled off my chest. “We’re sort of in that nebulous place that happens afterward.”

      A large crowd presses through, inadvertently landing Ava against my chest, and my arm swoops over her back in an effort to keep her from tipping over. That fuzzy sweater warms my shirt, but the softness, the heft of her tits pressed to my chest, the heat from her body, it all sets my brain on fire. For one brief moment, the noise dissipates, the crowd melts into a dizzying blur, but Ava keeps her eyes trained on mine, and in that one miraculous moment, I forget about the past, the present, and a future that seems to stretch out before me like a thicket of black clouds.

      Ava hikes up on her tiptoes with her hair spilling over my chest. I’d have to lean in if I wanted to kiss her. Ava’s mouth barely crests my neck.

      “How about we take the party outside?” she shouts up over the music. Her teeth glow in this dim light as if she took a bite right out of the moon. “Or maybe we should get a drink?” Her eyes light up at the prospect. I know for a fact there’s not a whole lot of carding going on at the house. I’m guessing she’s eighteen, nineteen max.

      “Outside sounds good.” I take her by the hand, and her fingers lace easy through mine and it’s a perfect fit. There’s something both fragile and strong about Ava, and I can’t pinpoint quite why I feel that way.

      We thread our way through the tangle of limbs. The smell of beer and the slight stench of weed follow us right out the door into the sharp icy night. Hollow Brook is lit up with a spray of white stars against the deep navy sky. That’s the one thing I appreciate the most about this mountainous terrain, the proximity to nature, the abundance of stars at night. I thought about going away for college—anywhere but here, anywhere but the scene of the crime, but I couldn’t do it.

      Ava pulls in close, and I can feel her tiny frame shiver as we make our way down the porch.

      “You okay in that?” I glance down at her bare thighs, trying to not hone in on the fact I can get an eyeful if I wanted. The skirt is that short. “I can run back in and grab a blanket or a robe.”

      “A robe, huh?” She shakes her head, and her hair flares out like the wings of a bird. “Wow, you really are going to make a great big brother. We’re already off to a grand start. You just dragged me out of a raging party.”

      “Dragged you?” I’m only partly amused, another very real part of me wonders if I’ll be taken in for assault. “It was your suggestion.”

      “Never mind that.” Her eyes light up with a wicked gleam as if she has a secret, and she can hardly contain it for another moment. “You’re still holding my hand.” Her fingers press in, and a charge heats through me. I am still holding her hand. A part of me refuses to let go. I haven’t held a girl’s hand in so long, not since Darcy, but that never felt quite like this. Darcy has long bony fingers, claws for nails, and Ava’s sweet hand dovetails to mine without any real promise of injury. I give a little laugh at the thought as I shake us loose.

      “Better?”

      “Definitely not better.” She wrinkles her nose, and something about that small gesture warms me. “So score one on the big brother board for removing me from the presence of a hundred drunken frat boys. It’s sort of my first mixer.” Her eyes stray over my shoulder at the rowdy crowd that’s spilling onto the porch. “I take it you don’t really get to know anyone too well in there. It was sort of sold as a meet-and-greet—minus any celebrities.”

      “How do you know I’m not a celebrity?” I snatch a basketball from behind the bush—the same place Rush and I landed it this morning.

      “You’re not a celebrity.” She makes a face as she swipes the ball right out of my hands and manages to impress the hell out of me at the same time.

      “Whoa—you’re good.” A surge of adrenaline spikes through me with that one simple move. “I didn’t see that coming, sort of the way I didn’t see you coming when you crashed into my table this afternoon. Are you always so subtle?” I snatch the ball back and bounce it over to the side of the building. Beta Kappa Phi is way too big to be referenced as something as humble as a house. This is a McMansion at its finest—heck, it’s the real deal, but for sure it’s no humble home. Maybe that’s why I’ve decided to take a little sister under my wing. I wasn’t going to do it until Rush and Lawson double-teamed me. Rush thought it might even be good for me, get my mind off my restless dick as he put it, and just hang out with one sweet girl, chill out, just be myself until my self-imposed moratorium on women is over and out.

      Stephanie and that silly grin she used to wear whenever the girls came knocking at our door comes back to me. Breaks my heart all over. I miss her. I miss her every damn day. Whoever says death gets easier to deal with over time was one heck of a liar. It gets tougher. It hurts like living hell. It is hell.

      “Where’s your head?” She snatches the ball and dribbles around me as she’s about to score the winning basket. A couple looks over, their bodies partially hidden in the shadows. It’s clear from the way their limbs are wrapped around one another, by the heavy-lidded look the dude just gave me, that they’re enjoying one another’s company on another level.

      “Come on. Let’s go.” I snatch the ball out of Ava’s hands and run us out of there. “Not in front of my little sister, dude!” I shout back, and Ava and I break out into laughter before we hit the street.

      “Boy you’re a riot.” She slows down as the noise from the frat house dims to nothing. “So, you escape killer parties, stop hookups cold in the middle of the night—what else do you do for fun?”

      “Pick girls at random and make them my little sister.”

      “That sounds incredibly kinky.” Her eyes light up as her gaze meets with mine. Something about the slow way she expelled those words makes my heart thump right into my ears. “Should I be expecting kink?”

      A part of me demands to say only if you want it, but my jaw wires itself shut, and I shake my head instead. Forget monitoring Rush. It’s safe to say I’ll have to monitor myself around Ava.

      “Okay, Grant.” Ava threads her arm through mine, and we start in on a walk down the oak-lined streets of The Row. The ground fog lifts and swirls at our feet, and I kick it and watch as it rises like smoke. “What’s a typical weekend like?”

      “I work out. If there’s no game, I head home. My folks live close by in The Hills.”

      “Ooh, a Hills boy, huh?” The Hills is synonymous with wealth, but ironically we’re not wealthy by any stretch of the imagination. “My family isn’t too far either.” Ava’s expression darkens as if trying to submerge a bad memory. “I’m not that close with my parents anymore. I want to be. I think we will be again one day. But anyway, what are your folks like?” She looks up, her face glowing pale like a star, the way the night demands a beautiful girl like Ava shine. I study the papery nuances of her features, her pale pink lips that the moon kisses just to make me jealous. Damn, I want to kiss her. What the hell did I just get myself into?

      “They’re great. My mom was an English teacher up until she retired a few years back.” I’m not sure retired is the right word, but I go with it. When Stephanie died, it paralyzed my entire family—jobs were lost, grades were sunk, money we didn’t even have seemed to float away. When Stephanie died, she took everything with her—the light, the dark, every shade in between, every hour of every day collapsed on itself like a dying star. “My dad tinkers with models in the garage.”

      “What!” Ava jumps and swats me with that laughter of hers bubbling from her throat. If roses could sing, that’s exactly what they’d sound like. Damn, that was a weird thought. I blink back at her as she settles down.

      “Battleships,” I add quickly. “Ships in a bottle. Stuff like that. Metal boxed kits that he transforms into works of art. I’ll bring you by the house one day so you can meet the parents.” The therapist told him to find something he can control, and he did just that. Wait, did I just say meet the parents? My mouth does realize I’m not dating this chick, doesn’t it? I frown at my own blunder. Mom will never buy the fact we’re just friends. Hell, my boxers aren’t buying it either.

      “I’d love to meet Mom and Dad.” She bumps her shoulder to mine when she says it. “Can I spend the night in your room?” She blinks up with a contrived level of innocence, and I laugh. “No, seriously.” She gives my arm a firm squeeze. “Will Mom be making her famous apple pie? I can help. I’m a charm in the kitchen. And wait until you see what I can do in the bedroom!” She snatches the ball out of my hands again and dribbles down the street.

      A laugh gets locked in my throat. “How’d you know she makes a famous apple pie?”

      “Because she’s your mom, and you’re like perfect.” She averts her eyes as if it were a fact, and something about that tiny, perhaps unbelievable compliment warms me to my egotistical bones. “You have the perfect family, a killer smile. I bet your ex is perfect, too.” She sticks her finger down her throat and gags. “And now here I am, rounding out the perfect party.” She dances on one leg as she says it, and something in me loosens. Ava is a party all right.

      “You’re the perfect little sister, Ava. I knew I pegged you right.”

      “What’s this?” She jolts the ball my way like she’s about to make a pass and catches it. “You want to peg me?” She bites down on her lower lip, and swear to God, my balls throb on command. “I knew you were a perfect pervert.”

      “You wish.” Now it’s me knocking my shoulder into hers. It feels nice like this, dare I say perfect. “So, are you okay with this big brother deal? I know you’ve got one. You in the mood for two?”

      Ava’s eyes snag on to mine a moment too long, that day-glow color, the exact hue of the Caribbean Sea makes me want to linger. “I’m in.” Something in her softens, and her lips turn down at the corners. “B-b-besides, you mentioned you used to be a brother.” Her brows arch as grief dims the light in her, and something about the way she stumbled over her words endears me to her. “I want to be there for you, Grant. That’s what little sisters do, right? They, they”—she gulps as if she were struggling to get her words out— “they give their big brothers someone to look out for—and they look out for them.”

      Ava nails me with those words. I’ve heard many consoling phrases since the day Stephanie passed away, but Ava and her heartfelt sentiment seared me to the bone.

      I rough up her hair a moment. “Something tells me you’ll be easy to keep an eye on.”

      “Oh yeah?” Ava dribbles the ball in a dizzying circle around me. “Just try to catch me!” She takes off with the ball, and I bolt right after her.

      “Hey, slow down! I’m telling Mom!”

      We laugh all the way to Whitney Briggs.

      Yeah, Ava is going to be a handful. All I have to do is remember to keep it chaste. I’m still finding me, burying Stephanie—Ava doesn’t quite fit into that equation.

      But everything in me screams she does.
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      The rest of the weekend drags by with no sign of Grant. In an effort to look poised and polished last Friday night, I may have forgotten a few important details, like getting his number. Although the paranoid part of me did consider the fact that maybe he thought it best not to exchange our seven digits lest I text him to an early grave. I have been known to be quite prolific, penning entire tomes to friends far and near on my favorite digital device. I can’t help it. I’m a talker—and in Grant’s case, I’ve quickly evolved to a stalker. I’ve been interested in boys before. There was this one guy in boarding school whom I had a quasi-relationship with, but that was junior high. We hardly kissed, let alone dated. Once my parents booted me to public school, I was basically in survival mode. To put it mildly, high school sucked big hairy balls. The girls hated me. The boys simply weren’t interested, and the teachers, well, they weren’t really all that interested either. I knew college had to be better, so I clawed my way here early. I bet I’m the only seventeen-year-old on campus. But who cares? With Lucky and Harper—with my new big brother Grant—my life is immeasurably better.

      Monday lives up to its infamy by slogging by irritatingly slow. English 101 is the new bane of my existence with pre-calculus coming up for a close second. Once classes are through for the day, both Lucky and Harper head to Hallowed Grounds for coffee, but I make a beeline for the Black Bear to meet with my magnificent mentor—Daisy Pembrooke, my self-appointed big sister. If it’s one thing I didn’t expect to earn at Whitney Briggs, it’s a whole new set of siblings, one of which I’d like to wed and bed and not necessarily in that order.

      The Black Bear smells of fries and wine, a somewhat stomach-churning combination for those of us too young to legally imbibe. Not that those frat parties care if I partake in an illegal liquor-based activity. Lucky and I have clutched a red Solo or two, but Harper is still a virgin in that capacity—not in the traditional capacity. That award goes to her part-time boy toy, Justin. Lucky and I happen to be virgins in the traditional capacity, and if Jet and Owen have a say in it, we always will be. There’s no way we’re going to pull the penis wool over their eyes. Not at Whitney Briggs with the two of them breathing down our virginal necks.

      A familiar redhead waves from the bar, and I wave back at my cousin, Roxy. Rox and her brother, Ryder, are about the only other people I really know in this end of town. Of course, I know Roxy’s boyfriend, Cole. He’s a bartender here at the Black Bear part-time and a student at WB. He also happens to be a total sculpted masterpiece. I sort of know Baya, Cole’s sister. She’s the one Aubree almost offed a few years back, and it’s because of that my sister was finally stopped in her murderous tracks. A pressing grief washes over me as Aubree sinks to the forefront of my mind, and I’m quick to push her away.

      “Get over here, girl!” Roxy pulls me in for a strong hug. Her long crimson waves hold the scent of sugar and cinnamon, most likely because she’s been baking all day. Roxy owns her own cupcake business, Sprinkles, and is doing better than okay for herself. The way she’s filling orders you would think there was gold in each batch. “What brings you this way? You meeting Owen?”

      “Nope.” That’s the thing with the Black Bear. It’s always crawling with family. I’m about the only girl at WB who isn’t grateful there’s a bar across the street. “Actually, I’m meeting with a friend.” I scan the area for the blonde in question. Daisy is beautiful and smart, although she’s made a few dicey life decisions, like pole dancing, letting people suck sushi off her naked body at corporate events—and falling into a fake, yet heavily publicized relationship with some old coot from the Senate. She’s no saint, but in truth, that makes me like her all that much more.

      Roxy’s dark red lips round out into the perfect O, and suddenly I have the urge to stick a lollipop into her mouth. “Would that friend happen to be of the male persuasion?”

      “Are you insane? You do know who my brother is, right?” Considering Roxy is pretty close to Owen, I think it’s best to keep all parties in the dark about my newfound obsession. It’s too bad. Roxy is a great person, and I would love to spill all of my feelings about my new, big bro.

      “Hey, you!” Laney hops around from the other side of the bar. Laney is Ryder’s wife—more family to contend with, case in point why the Black Bear is a no-go for me as far as fun zones are concerned. That’s part of the reason I wanted to rush Kappa G. There’s not a single family member on The Row, and I like it that way. “Meeting up with Owen?” Laney bats those big doe eyes my way. She’s always reminded me a bit of those cartoon drawings of beautiful little girls with giant oversized eyes. Laney is hysterical and just the kind of girl anyone would love as a friend, which is probably why she’s one of Roxy’s best friends. A few years back, Owen took me to see a few plays that Laney was in. She’s always starring in something with the WB theater department.

      “Are you kidding?” I smirk at the thought of meeting up with my controlling brother. “I’m here to relax. If I wanted to have someone size me for a chastity belt, I would have gone straight to his apartment.”

      Laney sucks in a breath. “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse,” I offer just as a perky little blonde buzzes into the bar. “Here’s my ride! Gotta go.” I jump off the stool and turn back. “How about an order of sweet potato fries? They’re my favorite!”

      “I’ll keep ’em coming!” Laney disappears to the kitchen with a wave.

      “Daisy!” I squeal all the way over to her before dragging her off to a table a safe distance from the bar itself. “So glad you could make it. I’ve got great news!”

      “Let me guess.” She leans in, and a gust of her cotton candy perfume wafts over me. Daisy is perfect both inside and out. I know she’s self-conscious about everything that’s happened to her this year, but the way she’s handled it makes her look like that much more of a badass. “He’s tattooed your face on his chest, proposed, and has already named your future children.” She fans herself with her fingers. “Let this be a lesson—all of my advice is golden. I may not know how to navigate my own life, but I sure can drive the hell out of yours.”

      “Daisy.” I press my hands to the table in an effort to keep calm. “You told me to wear lip gloss and a smile.”

      “Well, it worked, didn’t it?”

      I wince. “Mostly.”

      “So spill!” Daisy hops in her seat as Baya comes over to take our orders. Daisy orders something fun and fruity, and I get the same minus the fun. I wait until Baya takes off before even uttering his name.

      “He’s tall, dark, and handsome in the traditional sense, but he’s got this dry sense of humor.”

      A guttural moan comes from her. “Love that dry sense of humor to damn death.”

      “Yes, well, apparently, so do I. He’s nice, too. Is that weird? I don’t know why, but I thought all guys were jerks—the cute ones at least.”

      “That’s because you’ve been hanging with those frat brats.”

      “Shh!” I practically jump out of my chair in an effort to muzzle her. Daisy is the only person outside of my holy huddle who knows about Kappa G. Sororities haven’t exactly served my family well. In fact, my parents blame Aubree’s psychosis on her time spent on The Row, even though she killed that poor girl long before she ever entered WB. “I see your point. But in the defense of frat brats everywhere, he just so happens to be in the fraternity right across the street.”

      Her eyes enlarge like eggs just as Baya comes by with our drinks and fries. I wait until she sashays back to the bar before continuing.

      Daisy clucks her tongue before sipping from her drink. “I’m telling you, your brother is lucky that you have to wait an entire year to move into that place. But by then, you and what’s his name will be old news.”

      My stomach sinks when she says it. “What do you mean old news?” The thought of Grant moving on, trading in me, his little sister, for an actual girlfriend makes me want to vomit nonstop. Of course, I could picture it. WB is loaded with tall, beautiful girls in every shape and size who would gladly wrap their arms around him night and day.

      “You know”—she wrinkles her nose while dipping her fries into a pool of ketchup—“a done deal. I mean, it’s not like you’re going to hide your boyfriend from your brother forever.”

      “Oh, that.” A laugh bubbles from my throat. I do love the sound of that ultra bright and cheery scenario. “Actually, he sort of is my brother.” I fill her in on the fact Grant is officially my Greek big bro.

      “Wow.” Her brows dance like fuzzy worms. “So, like—you did get any clear signals—you know, in the carnal way?”

      I hold my breath a moment. “Not really.” My shoulders sag right along with my affect. “He said he just broke up with his long-time girlfriend. I guess dating isn’t too big on his priority list at the moment. I think he sort of likes me in the little sister category, if you know what I mean.” I smash a fistful of fries into my pie hole at the thought.

      “You poor thing.” She brings a napkin to my mouth and carefully dabs my lips. “A sure-fire way to get a boy to notice you is for you to notice someone else.”

      “Really?” I glance up at the ceiling while trying to digest the thought. “That’s so seventh grade.”

      “It might be seventh grade, but it worked then, and it works now.” She pulls me in by the chin, inspecting my face with an eyebrow arched high into her forehead. “I see we’ve got some work to do. But trust me, once I’m through with you, you’ll have that frat brat eating right out of the palm of your pretty little hand.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Oh, honey, there isn’t a darn thing I can do. We’re going to pay a visit to my good friend, Caila Jace.”
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      I’m pretty sure Owen would die a slow and painful death if he knew Daisy was gifting me the deluxe tour of the inside of a strip club—never mind the fact he once spent a short stretch of his life shedding his own clothing in a dive just like this one.

      “You can stop grinning at that glittery pole,” Daisy chastises while speeding me to the back of the establishment. “This is a one-time deal. Once Caila gives you a lesson in glam, you’ll be set to go. That boy won’t know what hit him. Trust me, basketball will be the last thing he’ll want to play with his newfound little sister.”

      A glamazonian blonde pulls herself off a white vinyl sofa. “Wow, that sounds wrong in just about every way.” She extends her svelte long hand my way. “Caila Clayton—Jace for show.” She gives a little wink. Wow is about the only word I can think of to describe her. She’s tall, in skyscraper heels, decked out like a Halloween costumed version of Barbie with a face that almost looks inhuman. She’s unbelievably beautiful, and just so happens to be wearing an unbelievable amount of makeup. There’s no way I could afford that much cosmetics just to maintain the upkeep on a daily basis.

      Daisy sits me in the red velvet chair in front of a barrage of suitcases, each sliced open to reveal a rainbow’s worth of cream and powder palettes.

      Caila brushes back my hair with her purple nails painted in a chevron pattern and inspects my features. I can feel her soft breath on my face, and it’s weird. It’s unnatural to have someone sizing you up, nodding to themselves, mumbling something about the need for an airbrush.

      “You’re a natural.” Caila smirks as if this were a first-class offense, and if the cosmetic industry had anything to say about it, I’m sure it would be. “Daisy, take her phone and record this so she can replicate it on her own.” Caila meticulously scrubs, tones, and moisturizes me before applying layer after layer of products. Who knew the pore filler went before the concealer but not before foundation, which goes on before the highlighter? And the gluing of the lashes! Gah! Glue on my eyelids! GLUE! Then the painstaking, and quite painful plucking of my brows, the artificial filling in of my brows, followed by the contouring of my cheeks, jaw, forehead, and nose, and finally, the meticulous lining, priming, and painting of my lips.

      Dear God. I sigh with relief once Caila steps away with that open-mouthed smile, those wide Bambi eyes with the finger-length lashes.

      “You ready to see the transformation?” Caila clasps her hands when she says it like a well-pleased Dr. Frankenstein.

      Something about the word transformation doesn’t sit well with me, and suddenly I’m afraid to have a look for myself.

      Caila and Daisy spin me around for the slow reveal, and I gasp at the sight.

      “First”—I clear my throat—“there should never be a day when a person looks in the mirror, and they think they spot the girl who sits next to them in American history—you should see yourself in the mirror each and every time. And second, I need to get to Hollow Brook fast before my face turns back into a pumpkin.” My face glows like a paper lantern, my eyes would make any feline proud, and my lips, well, they are made for stamping out a perfect kiss print on any basketball player’s jersey. “My new big brother really won’t know what hit him.” Or apparently who, but that’s not a detail I have time for at the moment.
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      I have Daisy drop me off at The Row, right in front of Kappa G, but considering she let me out on the wrong side of the street, I’m only steps away from the big reveal.

      Beta Kappa Phi is lethargic inside compared to its Friday night fright, with its wall-to-wall body action, its quaking floors and mattresses. I’m about to ask a couple of guys lounging on the sofa for directions to Grant’s room when I bump into a quasi-familiar body.

      I hold out a finger at the tall, preppy-looking dude. “Rash?”

      “Rush.” He inches back a notch. “Hello, and who are you?” His arm swoops around my waist without the proper permission, so I carefully remove it. “You can equate me with an STD any day.” He gives a little wink.

      “Sorry, Rush. Is Grant around? It’s me, Ava, his little sister. We met at the mixer.”

      “Are you sure that’s you?” His head bobs from side to side as if my face were trapped somewhere beneath all the layers of the spell Caila cast on me.

      “Yes, it’s me.” I swat him over the arm. “Now, take me to your leader. I’ve got a face to show off before the spiders that are glued to my eyes crawl off on their own.”

      “Nice.” He makes a face. Rush is handsome by anyone’s standards, but as good-looking as he might be, there’s nothing in me that’s remotely interested. It’s clear my hormones lean heavily toward his frat brother. Just the thought of seeing Grant makes my stomach explode with the flutter of a thousand butterfly wings. “Grant’s at the gym.” He nods to the door. “I’m on my way. I’ll give you a ride if you want.”

      Of course, I want, so Rush drives us in his truck back to Whitney Briggs, and we trek across campus making small talk about Lucky, his new little sister and her panache for biting any guy who even thinks of getting near her. She’s pretty dead set on rowing through life on her own. I don’t tell Rush this, but Lucky seems to think she’ll be happy with a handful of “fuck buddies” to get her through the sexual side of life—her words not mine. I’m not sure what her hang up with men is. Her brother, Jet, is a really decent guy. If he knew of her promiscuous plan, he would have an aneurysm.

      “The gym is his favorite place to hang out. If you ever lose him, you’ll know where to find him.”

      By him, I’m assuming he means Grant. And if that’s so, I’m in luck because the gym is just a hop and a skip from my dorm compared to the long walk to The Row.

      To my surprise, there is a full-blown fitness center right here in the middle of campus. The WB gym is warm inside, sticky and sweaty, a primordial soup of sweat and tangible grunts. In other words, it’s pretty disgusting with a capital everything. There are just as many girls draped around the equipment as there are guys. The girls all look immaculate in their matching Lululemon garb, their pretty-in-pink headbands, and long, sleek ponytails. The guys are each red-faced and sweaty, their shirts soaked so thoroughly you could wring them out and fill a bucket if you wanted. And, yet, there’s not a person on Earth who’d want to.

      Rush touches his hand to my lower back, and my skin becomes hypersensitive in that area. Honestly, Grant holding my hand the other night nearly left me orgasmic, but with Rush it’s nothing more than a realization that he’s close to me. A few of the Lulu girls glance my way and size me up with this basketball god by my side. I can tell they’re interested in Rush by the way they elongate themselves as we walk on by, the way they crane their necks to get a better look at his tall, beefy eminence. Rush is a fine specimen all on his own. There’s definitely a shallow side of me that gets an ego boost just by hanging out with a good-looking guy like Rush—not that I have much experience in this arena, but at the moment I’m beaming with pride while the rest of the girls turn green with envy.

      And that’s when I spot him. There he is among the sweaty, red-faced, soaking wet shirt elite, but for some reason, when Grant is involved, sweaty is suddenly interchangeable with sexy.

      “And here he is.” Rush stops at a huge piece of equipment armed with pulleys and straps, and, honestly, it looks as if this entire contraption belongs in a red room where people flog you and drip hot candlewax onto your naked flesh. “Are you missing a little sister?”

      Grant stands slowly, his eyes dragging from one end of my face to the other as if he were crossing continents. His eyes latch on to mine and widen as if a wall of fire were coming right at him. His Adam’s apple rises and falls, but that searing gaze of his seals over mine, and for a minute our bond is unbreakable.

      “Who is this, and where can I get her number?” He gives a half-hearted attempt at a grin.

      “I’ll g-g-gladly give you my number.” God, I’m so stupid. It’s obvious he was being sarcastic. And the stuttering? Cut my tongue off, please.

      Rush drops a kiss to my cheek, and my entire body paralyzes with embarrassment. I’m not sure why I’m petrified of public displays of affection—not to mention public displays of affection by someone other than Grant—a part of me equates it with having a bodily function right here in the open.

      That conversation with Daisy comes back to me—seventh grade, a sure-fire way to get a boy to notice you is for you to notice someone else.

      I glance up at Rush with his ruddy complexion, those laughing eyes. Should I kiss him back? Maybe we should embrace? Instead of utilizing either of those semi-sane options, my fingers clasp on to his chest and engage in a bizarre clawing ritual.

      What the hell am I doing and why? My face heats ten times hotter than I ever thought possible. Damn Daisy and her disastrous advice. Doesn’t she know my brain can’t function on all cylinders around this boy?

      Rush ticks his head back, unsure of what to make of my catlike gesture, and kisses my hand before pulling me into a quick hug. “I’ll be in the next room with the big boys if you need a real man.” He kicks Grant’s foot out from under him. “Wait, this is your big brother. I guess I don’t have to worry about losing you to this baboon. Take care of my girl, would you?” He takes off, and a crowd of girls giggle in his direction, but as soon as Rush leaves the vicinity, they’re right back to drooling over this boy right here, my rather shocked unofficial, official big bro.

      His girl? Wow, this went sideways quickly—or, as Daisy would say, according to plan. She’s doing a great job if she’s trying to hook me up with Rush.

      “Um”—I swallow hard, trying to come up with a very good reason for interrupting his bicep building—“actually, I was having trouble with an essay, and I thought you might want to help.” Lame. True in effect, but still so very lame. I’ll have to get Daisy to offer up a tutorial on how to maintain my cool when in the presence of greatness. I blush deeper at the thought. Obviously, I hardly know Grant, but my damn hormones insist on reducing me to a drooling pile of lip gloss.

      Grant steps in until his chest is just a breath from mine, and I’m forced to look straight up at that cocky grin of his.

      “Who are you, and what did you do with my little sister?”

      My lips contort into all sorts of odd shapes before the words decide to come. “Apparently, I’m your little sister’s alter ego—the pole dancing version.” Sort of true, considering where and from whom I received the makeover.

      “Eva?” He winces while playing along. If anything, Grant is shaping up to be a good sport.

      “More like Evil. My lashes are made of real human hair, not of my own, and they were meticulously crazy glued onto my lids.” My arms float out to my sides, allowing him to view the entire circus spectacular. “I was about to work on a paper and was subject to a hostile ambush makeover instead. Just ignore the smoke and mirrors.” I glance around at the endless number of girls, all craning their necks toward my newly minted big brother. I’m pretty sure Grant noticed them, too. It’s kind of hard not to with their neon bras and boobs knocking against their chins. Hell, I notice them, and I don’t even want to.

      Grant belts out a laugh and drapes his arm over my shoulders. “How about we head to the essay center, and I’ll look at your work. It’s two flights up if you want to head there. I need to hit the shower first, but I’ll be there in fifteen minutes if you want to run over and grab your laptop.”

      I don’t hesitate in taking him up on it. I book it all the way to Cutler Tower and back to the essay lab in less than seven minutes—Caila Jace Glam Squad be damned.

      True to his word, a freshly scrubbed Grant shows up with his dark hair still soaking wet in thick strands, the scent of soap ripe on his skin, and I die a little at how alarmingly hot he looks fresh from the shower. Every inappropriate thought possible courses through me, heated as lava, and my panties disintegrate from the heat smoldering off him.

      “You come here often?” He offers up a wink as he settles in the seat next to me.

      “Wow, I bet the girls are never tired of that pick-up line. Do you throw the cheesy wink in to seal the deal?” I pull my laptop out of my bag as we share a laugh. “So, how much do you charge anyway? Let me guess, a Benjamin will land me a perfect A? You realize this is illegal in like fifty different states.”

      “You wish. More like a Benjamin for a D—which isn’t a passing grade at the university level.” He knocks his shoulder to mine, and a surge of electricity burns through my right arm. Funny that I didn’t feel anything close to that when Rush all but touched my ass. I swear, it was as if his fingers were on a slow elevator ride down, the way he casually went about it. And that kiss to my cheek? A fly could have landed on my face, and I wouldn’t have known the difference. Nope, not a spark between us, and yet Grant here has merely bumped into me and caused a sexual ruckus in all the right places.

      Grant pulls my laptop between us, and his smile drips to nothing. “So, what’s up with Rush?” He frowns into the screen. “If he’s causing problems, I can have him neutered.”

      A pulse of excitement thumps through my stomach. Check one for Daisy. Grant looks morbidly pissed at his long-time best friend. Although, I’d hate to cause a rift between them.

      “Ha! Good one.” I force a laugh. “Nope, not causing problems.” Daisy swoops through my mind and offers me an imaginary high five. “Actually, I kind of don’t mind having him around.” I shrug as if it were no big deal and open up the Word document I started last night. “He’s seems pretty nice.”

      “Nice as a rattlesnake.” Grant shakes his head, his eyes still fixed on my paper as it loads. “There’s no anti-venom for his bite. I wouldn’t get too close, if you know what I mean.”

      My heart thumps wild. Daisy Pembrooke is a genius. I’ll personally bow down and polish her Manolos the next time I see her. “Are you telling me I should look out for his bite? You do realize that once you tell your little sister she can’t have something, she’s only going to want it that much more.” That statement in and of itself is true in its entirety, but in this instance, not an iota of it flies. I plan on staying far away from Rush in the sexual sense, but no use in cluing Grant in on that little tidbit. Besides, you can practically see the steam exuding from his ears. And as much as it might suck of me, I’m enjoying this on some level. To have someone of Grant’s caliber worked up in a rage over me is sort of a prize all on its own.

      His gaze shifts to mine on a dime. “Do you want Rush?”

      Here it is, the moment of reckoning. I suppose a half-truth couldn’t hurt all that much. “What’s not to want?” I pull the laptop over and start typing anything that comes to mind because I never was good at looking someone in the eye and telling them a lie.

      Grant moans as he pulls my laptop out of range from my jittery fingers. “I guess you know what you’re looking for.”

      My eyes skirt the outline of his form. Grant is built like a wall, like a human jungle gym the little girl in me would love to climb. Who am I kidding? It’s the big girl in me that wants to run wild on that piece of flesh over steel.

      “I guess I do.” Our eyes connect, snapping together like Lego pieces. There’s something final and perfectly delicious in the way we click. I have never felt a living heat with anyone else like I’m feeling right now—an eternal flame oblivious to the elements around us. With Grant in the room, everyone else ceases to exist.

      A smile tugs on the corners of his lips, but he’s too stubborn to give it.

      “So tell me about Marcy.” My own smile melts right off at the mention of his ex. “Any chance of a reconciliation? Little sisters love to have their big brother’s plus one hanging around. Just think of all the fun we can have. We could go shopping. Heck, I’d even let her braid my hair.” There is something so deeply sorrowful in Grant’s eyes. It was the first thing I noticed when I sat down at the table last week. I saw it at the mixer, too. Not even his smile can hide it. That girl must have tap danced all over his heart in nine inch spiked heels.

      “It’s Darcy.” He shakes his head and breaks the trance we had fallen into. His gaze reverts back to the screen with that perennial frown. “We’re over. We’re still good friends, though. She’s coming down in a few weeks. You’ll get to meet her then. She’s up in Virginia at a private university.”

      “Nice.” My adrenaline soars at the current friendly state of their relations, and then a crippling thought comes to mind. “But everyone knows absence makes the heart grow fonder.” My lips quiver with admission. I’m not sure why I’ve decided to play devil’s advocate with their impending reunion. Hell, I don’t know why I’m trying to find a reason for him to run to her right this minute. It’s evident Daisy has her work cut out with me, but then again, I am employing her reverse psychology techniques on a nuclear level. I swear, if they end up walking down the aisle by summer, I’m going to strangle Daisy by the strap of her Kate Spade handbag. Aubree blinks through my mind, and I’m quick to wipe all thoughts of torturing Daisy out of my head. No thanks to my murderous sister, all homicidal fantasies have been swept off the table, even though everyone understands that a normal person is allotted a good homicidal fantasy once in a while. Leave it to Aubree to take it to the extreme. My mood plummets. I’d do anything to reverse what my sister did.

      “Um”—I clear my throat in an effort to stave off tears—“if you felt something once, you can feel it again.” There. Maybe something good will come of my newfound obsession with Grant after all—his reconciliation with the love of his life, Marcy, Darcy, whatever the hell her name is.

      Grant tips his head back, his eyes set to the ceiling as if giving this some serious consideration. Great. My work here is done. I can start amassing cats by the dozens now and muttering to myself while wearing nothing but a bathrobe. I’m sure a future that involves a multitude of felines and a deficiency of males is one that Owen would approve of.

      “I don’t think so.” Grant pulls the laptop close, swallowing hard as if gulping down some serious emotions.

      “Oh, I get it. The wound is too raw. Not that I would know. I haven’t had my heart sliced and diced just yet. I’m sort of saving that good time for Rush.” I knock my shoulder into his in an attempt to add some levity to the situation.

      “He’ll slice and dice and put it in a blender for you.” That mile-wide grin of his floats back to his lips. “One heartbreak smoothie coming right up.” His mood shifts as those dark amber eyes latch back on to mine. “On second thought, don’t get your heart broken—hurts too much.”

      “Wow, she really did a number on you.”

      “She didn’t. My sister did.”

      His sister. I take a quick breath. The one who died! I feel like a big pile of steaming shit for even taking him down that broken hearted road. Of course, he’s still hurting. Pain like that never really leaves you.

      A heavy breath escapes me as I reach over and take up his fingers. The heat from his hand singes me right down to the bone.

      “I know all about broken hearts, Grant.” A mournful smile bounces on my lips as I interlace our fingers. “My sister broke mine, too.” A single tear rolls down my cheek as we lose ourselves in the moment, just the two of us, our gazes magnetized and unbreakable in our shared pain.

      Grant reaches up and catches my tear with his thumb, pressing it to my lips, and I kiss it. My entire body quivers with relief at that one single touch.

      “Make a wish.”

      I give a slow nod. It already came true.

      “You’re a good big brother.”

      He winces. “I may not have had the power to protect my sister from a broken heart, but I can protect you.” His brows arch in amusement, and a cool breeze washes over the two of us as a small crowd whisks by. “I’d stay away from Rush if I were you.” Grant gets right to the task of helping me with my paper, scooting his chair so close our shoulders become one.

      Stay away from Rush? I’ll protect you? Sounds like Daisy knows a thing or two after all. Yes, score one for Daisy.

      The memory of his thumb pressed to my lips comes back in a heated flurry.

      Score one for me, too.
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      Weeks trickle by like water with Ava and me biking through all of the trails that line the outskirts of the school. Apparently, ditching her actual big brother is a sport Ava indulges in quite often. Thursday after practice, both Lawson and Rush demand we hit the Black Bear for dinner.

      “I’m not sure.” I knew I should have driven—or walked for that matter. Briggs isn’t that far from the frat house. I’m not a fan of the Black Bear. I’ve been a time or two—ran into Jet and that was pretty cool, but honestly, it still twists my guts to head in there. I haven’t seen Bryson yet. He happens to own the bar along with his siblings. I’ve heard his wife, Baya, is a part-time waitress there.

      I’m glad she escaped the clutches of that nutcase that killed my sister, but a part of me still resents Bryson. Sure, the suicide note wasn’t true, but Stephanie shared with me on more than one occasion that she wished he felt for her what she felt for him. That note may have been fabricated, but it was all gospel as far as I’m concerned. That bitch that pushed my sister to her death knew well enough what was going on. She used my sister to get what she wanted, only she didn’t get the prize—Baya stood in the way. Baya survived. Stephanie didn’t. That’s a pretty crap ending to a pretty crap story.

      “Well, I do know.” Rush slips his truck in the parking spot right in front. “Looks like destiny is calling. Come on, dude. I’m buying.” He slaps me over the back. “Burgers all around.”

      We head inside, hungry as hell from a three-hour practice, my muscles screaming at me to get to bed and stay there. I do a quick sweep of the vicinity to see if I recognize anyone. A part of me is looking for Jet, but he’s just a cover for what my subconscious is really looking to find, but I don’t see Bryson or his lookalike brother, Holt. I bumped into Holt briefly that summer, and he explained away the fact he and Bryson are twins. I couldn’t care less who he was. His face was like a hot iron pressed to an open wound. It hurt like hell just to look at the guy.

      Music pumps through the speakers, and an entire herd of coeds breaks out into spontaneous laughter at the table in front of us.

      Rush snorts at the sight. “Looks like the buffet is open tonight, boys.”

      Ava and her constant chatter about Rush and his goofy grin knife me. I’m not so sure that I’m buying her I-think-Rush-is-oh-so-great routine. A part of me refuses to believe it. She’s too sweet to his sour, too casual to his high anxiety, too… Everything about the fact she’s into Rush vexes me at the moment, every moment to be exact.

      “Forget the girls—tonight is about food.” I brush past the crowd, ignoring the purrs and catcalls as we make our way to the back.

      “Dude”—Lawson shakes his head as we take our seats—“did you leave your dick at home? Those girls are fucking hot.” He picks up the menu, still shaking his head at the idea. “Emphasis on the fucking.”

      “They might be hot”—I growl at Rush a moment—“but you’re taken, lover boy.” The words felt like vomit, even if I didn’t mean them. “Ava has this little schoolgirl crush on you.” I pull my menu forward and try to find the most expensive thing on it since lover boy here is buying. “Make sure you stay away from her. I hear her big brother is a real ballbuster.”

      “You met her brother?” Lawson nods at the waitress as she comes over.

      “I am her brother.”

      We put in our orders, and I listen as Rush and Lawson try to figure out which girl at the next table they’d like to pin to their mattress for dessert. I don’t know Lawson as well as I do Rush, but I’m thinking he talks a better game than he plays. However, I’ve seen Rush in action—completely to my misfortune. That white ass of his is the last thing anyone needs to see after midnight—or before. The girl he was with laughed up a storm. She even motioned me over. Nope. Not for me. Rush’s girls rarely are. For a moment, I picture the scene. Only this time the girl’s face is transposed with Ava’s. She motions me over, and this time I go. I sock the living crap out of Rush until he’s halfway in the hall begging for mercy. Then it’s me in that bed with Ava. That happy-to-see-me smile on her panting lips.

      “Dude.” Lawson kicks me in the shin. “She’s taking your order.”

      “Right.” I blink into my menu a few times before glancing up at the nametag that reads, BAYA. Sandy blonde, big doe eyes. She looks exactly how I remember from that brief encounter at the fair a few years back. I glance behind her a moment in the event Bryson is about to pop up. My heart drums so fast, I can’t hear the music blaring over the speakers anymore. “Steak. Make it rare and extra expensive.” I blink a smile to Rush as she traipses off with our orders.

      “Where were you?” Rush doesn’t look all that amused. “I know you, man. I’m here for you. I know it doesn’t get easier.” He gets that far-off look in his eyes a moment. I know what’s on his mind—who to be exact. His mother. Rush always manages to look extra pissed when he thinks of his mom. Rush lost his mother about seven years ago in a traffic accident. A pickup ran a red light and smashed into her Corolla like a freight train. The coroner said she didn’t feel a thing. That’s one of the things that bonded us. We both know how much death sucks and how little time really heals. Death is a bastard, and time is a liar. Maybe I should get that tattooed across my chest right under Stephanie’s name. Too much pain. There isn’t much good left in the world without Steph around.

      Ava bounces through my mind like a rubber ball I can’t seem to catch. That smiling face, those laughing eyes telling me it isn’t so. She has so much damn hope, it rubs off on me after we’re together just like that sweet perfume of hers. I like getting back to my room, smelling her sweet scent on me. Just being in her presence is like walking in a ray of holy sunlight. She’s too pure and right to ever be with Rush.

      I scowl at him a minute.

      “You two having a silent argument?” Lawson looks lost.

      “Nope.” Rush gets that shit-eating grin on his face that lets me know he’s about to shovel a pile of bull down my throat. “Grant here is too busy fantasizing about banging his little sister. Dude, you know I’m digging my dick into her first, right?”

      A burst of rage pumps through me. “Nobody is digging their junk into any little sister. You want me saying that shit about Lucky?”

      “Nobody should say that about Lucky,” Lawson grunts as if it’s a fact. “That girl is a piece of work.”

      “Is that because she shut you out?” Now it’s me with the shit-eating grin. I prefer the spotlight on just about anybody else.

      “Are you kidding?” Lawson balks at the idea. “I wouldn’t even entertain it. No fantasies here for me. I offered to give her a ride back to Briggs the other night, and she practically pulled out the Mace. I don’t need that brand of psycho in my life.”

      “Me thinks you protest too much.” I try to remember what Lucky looks like, but Ava keeps pumping though my mind like a heartbeat. “Ava likes her, so she has to be decent.”

      “Ava this, Ava that. You got a hard-on for the girl. Just admit it.” Rush has that smart aleck look on his face, and I can tell the dig is coming. “Too bad she’s mine. It’s gonna hurt for a minute, but as soon as I rip her virginity right off, you’ll get over it, sweetheart. I’m shooting for homecoming, but Halloween is another fun night. In my experience, girls are more prone to turning in their V-cards on anniversaries and national holidays.”

      “You’re a piece of shit.” I push my seat back, and it strums like thunder as I lunge for him.

      “Whoa!” a deep voice comes from behind as my arms are locked in a vise. I turn to find Jet twisting me in a pretzel.

      Baya comes with the food, and I take a step away from the table.

      “We’re just messing around.” I pull back and hold my hands up. Jet’s a decent guy. He did the tat of Stephanie’s name for me a few months back. He seemed interested in what happened to her. He really did seem to care. It was nice to have another ear to lean on.

      Rush tosses a balled up napkin in my face. “That’s right. Take a moment to digest what I said, sweetie.” He gives a sly wink, and I walk away from the table with a laugh threatening to thump out of my chest. Rush knows how to get under my skin like no one else, and he loves to do it. He’s been like a brother to me, so I can’t fault him for it.

      Jet follows me over, and I slap him five. “What’s up? You playing bouncer for the night?” I try to shake Ava out of my mind, but she’s right there with that happy-go-lucky grin of hers, unshakable, unmovable, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was enjoying every minute.

      “Actually, I’m waiting for my girlfriend to show up.” He glances back at a table in the corner. “You going to the homecoming game tomorrow night? My buddy, Rex, is gonna tear up the field.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      He glances over my shoulder and winces. “Hey, you mind if I introduce you to somebody?”

      I look over at a couple of guys sucking down beers and inspect their faces as best as I can, but not one of those dudes is Bryson Edwards.

      “Yeah, sure.” I don’t see the harm. For all I know, Jet just wants me to expand my friendly horizons. I sort of spilled everything to the guy the day he gave me the tattoo of Stephanie’s name. His kindness in that moment meant the world to me. There aren’t too many people who you can spill your guts to, but there was something about Jet that made me feel as if he understood loss on a personal level himself.

      “Yo.” He nods at the brawny guy at the end of the table. I can see the monochromatic sleeves running down his arms. His neck looks tatted up as well. He has a kind face, friendly grin as he makes his way over. Something about that devilish look in his eyes has a familiar feel to it. “Dude, don’t bolt.” Jet shakes his head at me. Those dark shadows he calls eyes speak to me on a whole other level. “This is Owen Vincent. His sister is—”

      “Aubree.” It comes out more of a hiss than anything audible. Honestly, I can’t remember the last time I said her name. Not sure I ever said it out loud. My stomach grinds to concrete. My blood runs cold. Maybe that’s what I’m seeing in his eyes—a killer’s eyes. I shake the thought out of my head before I let it settle. “So, this is your friend, huh?” I’m not too sure what Jet’s point here is. It’s clear he knows who I am. Or he put it together. God knows I handed him enough pieces of the puzzle. “I’d say nice to meet you, but I’d be lying.” A dull smile pumps from me. I don’t know too much about the bitch that killed my sister. Don’t care to. I know all of the important facts. She’s rotting behind prison bars until kingdom come, and even that will be too soon to set her free.

      Owen shifts from foot to foot. He takes a deep breath, and that wild look on his face slowly melts to a morbid acceptance.

      “Are you in town?”

      I can’t tell if he’s puzzled or vexed by my presence—most likely both.

      “I’m at Briggs.”

      “Oh.” He glances to Jet with that what-the-fuck look on his face. “So am I.” Owen staggers back a moment before glancing over. “I’m sorry. I can never say it enough, and I swear on all that is holy, I mean every last syllable. I beg your forgiveness. I cannot imagine the pain you and your family have gone through.”

      “Your mother said it all at the trial. You didn’t do a thing wrong. Don’t beg me for anything.”

      Those strange eyes of his drill into mine, and for a minute, I consider kicking his ass all over the place. It’s pretty clear he could kick right back, but when you have bottled-up rage infesting your veins like I do, there’s not a chance in hell he’d ever succeed. His brows flex up at the center in the same way Ava’s do, and something about that one simple gesture softens me.

      “All right. I’m over it. I’m not going to kick your ass.” A dull laugh bucks through me, and the two of them do the same.

      Jet lands his catcher’s mitt of a hand over my shoulder and throttles me. “That is one war you might not win. Good move, dude.”

      “I’d win.” I slap Owen five. “So, this is weird for you, too, right?”

      “Damn straight.” His demeanor grows serious again. “Look, I know you’re here with your buddies, and I see your dinner getting cold. If you ever see me on campus, don’t be a stranger. I think”—he swallows hard as if he can’t get the words out—“I kind of needed this.”

      “I think I kind of needed it, too.” I’m lying. I don’t need a damn thing from this asshole or his family. If I see Owen Vincent coming my way, I’m running for the damn hills. I glance over at my steak glistening under the lights, and my stomach turns.

      “Oh, hey—” Owen nods over to someone at the bar and flags him over.

      I turn in time to see a buff dude with a rag over his shoulder—a slightly curious look on his all too familiar face and—

      “Fuck,” I mutter under my breath.

      There have been times in my life where I have wanted to disappear. They have been few and far between, but this right here is one of them. Why the hell is the universe turning up the shitstorm tonight?

      “Don’t panic,” Jet whispers, and for some reason, I glom onto his words and try to do just that.

      “What’s up?” Bryson Edwards. He offers a complacent smile my way before his eyes turn into ovals of regret, and he takes a step back. His face bleaches out. He’s holding his breath, and, truth be told, if he passes out, I’ll step right over his heart on my way to the door like he did to my sister all those years ago. “Grant.” His eyes close a moment. Only it’s not regret sweeping over his face anymore. It’s pure pity. “What’s up? How are you, man?” He steps forward, keeping his voice low like he doesn’t want to cause a scene. “What are you doing around these parts? You need a beer? I got a pint with your name on it.”

      “No thanks.” I realize that the Mr. Nice Guy routine I just dumped on Owen like a fresh pile of bullshit should probably be reprised, but it’s all just a little too much, and all of my false pretenses are just out of reach. Nope, this is the real deal, the real bitter me they’ll both have to contend with. “Look, I’m not sure what’s happening, but I need to take off.” I turn to go, and Bryson gets in my way. That sorrowful look dripping off his features spears me in the gut. Bryson might be all muscle, but there’s something assuring in his eyes. I can see how Steph must have fallen for him. I just wish she didn’t. I wish he didn’t break her heart. She deserved to be loved. She was the best, and he missed it. In a twisted way, his rejection toward Steph feels like a rejection of me.

      “Please, stop by—anytime. I mean it.” His chest decompresses with his next breath. “I miss her, too.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” I knock my shoulder into his as I head out the door, hit the cool night air, and just keep walking. Rush is smart enough to let me go. And right now, I’m thankful Jet is, too.

      I hit the end of the block and duck behind the alley. My back lands against a dumpster as I tilt my head back, eyes to the stars. It’s so beautiful out I want to kick the living shit out of everyone back there because Stephanie will never get to see the stars, see the beauty that life has to offer, take another crisp autumn breath.

      A roar thunders from me as I turn around and smash my fist into the dumpster. A rocket of pain jolts through me, and something about that knife-sharp sensation feels like a damn good release.

      “I’m sorry, Steph,” I whisper under my breath. I know she wouldn’t have wanted me to take off like that. I know she would have probably wanted me to give Bryson a hug for her. She was that nice. Hell, she would have wanted me to do the same for Owen. But I’m not into doling out free hugs just yet. I’m not looking to build a budding bromance with anyone even remotely connected to her death.

      Bromance, romance. Darcy pops into my head. All those years of trying to make it work, trying to convince myself that she was right—that we were meant to be, that my sister’s death was simply clouding up the atmosphere between us. I’m still not sure if it was true or not, but I knew we needed to get off that merry-go-round. Deep down, I don’t miss her. Not in the desperate sense you would miss someone you love, not like I miss Steph for damn sure. But there wasn’t a spark. At least not like there is with Ava.

      I blink back at the night sky a few times. What the hell was that? Do I have sparks with Ava? Should I be entertaining the thought?

      I’d better get home. Better throw myself in bed and pray to God I fall asleep. My mind is slipping. There’s no way there’s a spark between Ava and me.

      Nope. Owen and Bryson got in my head, and now my thoughts are unspooling. I always knew Stephanie’s death had the power to drive me to the brink of insanity.

      And here I am.

      Already gone.
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      On Friday night, the stands fill fast and steady as Whitney Briggs’ homecoming pregame madness sets in. The cheerleaders are doing their thing. The band is pumping up the crowd to unstoppable levels of self-righteous Mustang indignation. The home team has to take it all the way tonight, or they stand a chance to get lynched by the mob.

      “You think they got this?” I shove my arm to Lawson’s as we make our way to the student section.

      “My stepbrother’s got this. Rex is that good.”

      “I know it. You tell me each and every time we hit a game.”

      Lawson has nothing but nice things to say about his stepbrother lately, which is ironic because he all but threatened to pound his face in last summer. I guess his sister and Rex, the quarterback stepbrother, have been hitting the sheets. It made Lawson lose his mind for about a month straight. One night, he lost his shit on Bacardi and threatened to hunt Rex down and feed him his fist. Rush and I pretty much put a stop to it by locking him in his bedroom. He thanked us in the morning.

      “Rush, my man!” Lawson belts it out as we thread our way in, fifth row up. It’s nothing but elbows and knees as we scoot our way into the middle of the bleachers. I still can’t see Rush, but I’m trusting that he’s there. First man in the bleachers always saves a seat.

      “What’s up?” It’s not until Rush leans in to offer up a high five do I notice his hand is wrapped around a familiar, knife-you-in-the-gut stunning brunette, Ava. Lucky and Harper sit on the other side of Rush, but I can’t take my eyes off this girl right here.

      Her hair is pulled back, showing off that glowing skin, those eyes that shine like a tropical sea, and those lips. Poets could write epics about Ava’s beautiful mouth. I swallow hard just thinking about ways I’d like to map it out.

      “I’m so glad you’re here!” she screams as the roar of the crowd grows with ferocity. Ava wraps both arms around Rush and gives him a squeeze that looks as if it could land him in the ER.

      Was she talking to him? My ego takes a hit at the thought. Ava and I’ve been inseparable for the last few weeks. Sure, she’s mentioned Rush a time or twelve, but I didn’t think she was serious. For sure she hasn’t mentioned the urge to squeeze his insides out of his throat. Not sure why the sight of them together pisses me off—most likely because I know Rush. I know about those girls he’s forever dragging up to his room. It’s not a pretty scene. Ava would hate it. She should hate it.

      Lawson goes to take the seat next to her, and I step in front of him, effectively scooting him over one. There’s no way I’m letting Rush get away with manhandling my kid sister like that. I scowl over at him, but Rush hardly seems to notice. And once the WB Mustangs charge onto the field, Ava seems long forgotten by him. Rush is too busy screaming along with the rest of the crowd as blue and orange confetti rain down over the stands, pumping up the crowd ten times louder than before.

      The game gets underway, and we finally take our seats. I butt my shoulder into Ava’s because it’s sort of become our thing.

      “How’d that paper go?” I know for a fact it was due today. I checked out the final version last night when she sent it to me around midnight. I didn’t mind. That’s what I’m here for, right? Plus, I kind of like the twenty-four seven communication we’ve got going. It makes this bond the Greeks are trying to force on us feel real. Everything about Ava feels real.

      “I sent it off right after you told me it was destined for scholastic gold.” Her candy pink lips curl up on the corners, and something about that tiny gesture melts the pit of my stomach in a pool of heat.

      What the hell. She’s cute, that’s all—in a baby sister kind of a way. Ava is bundled in a bright red pea coat with a white turtleneck peeking out from underneath—a blue Mustang scarf wrapped tight around her neck. She looks cozy, like someone you can cuddle up with, you know, to keep warm. My stomach churns as she clutches on to Rush like she’s about to fall off a building.

      “I’m here, too, you know.” I give a playful wink. I’d hate to give her the wrong signal. Not that Rush is giving her the right one.

      The crowd shoots to its feet, and judging by the way Rush picks up Ava and spins her, the team just did something short of a miracle on the field.

      “Crap,” I say it under my breath before pretending to get lost in the emotion of the game myself, high-fiving Rush while pushing him down the row about six seats, but he doesn’t mind. As soon as the crowd settles, he sits down near Lawson, and the two of them continue to scream their heads off.

      “Hey!” Ava falls into the seat next to me, threading her arm through mine. The sweet scent of her perfume wraps its vaporous arms around me, and it feels like home. Ava’s perfume is the perfect combination of sexy and sweet, just like she is. My eyes widen at the thought. “Where’s my date?”

      “He’s not your date.” I shake my head at the field. There’s no way he’s her date. Rush doesn’t do dates. He specializes in fucks, not anything as humble as a quasi-chaste outing.

      “Well, I need a date.” Those long lashes of her flutter like a pair of night birds about to take flight. “It’s my first homecoming. I need something decent to write in my diary.”

      My entire body warms as she smiles at me. “You keep a diary?”

      “No, but I figure if you had a baby sister she totally would.” Ava sucks in a breath as a look of horror takes over her face. “Oh my God! I’m sorry.”

      “She was older.” I know what she was thinking. Ava would never want to hurt me, never want to hurt the memory I have of Steph, not that she knows that much about her. I’d love to share it with her sometime if she’d be up for it, and, knowing what a great person she is, I’m betting she would be.

      She gives a solemn nod. “I sort of like being your kid sister.” She winks, carefully pushing us past the awkwardness we landed in. “You definitely have that overprotective brother mechanism built inside of you.” She glances past me toward Rush and frowns. “But I was sort of hoping Rush would have picked me—you know, that night, to be his little sister.”

      The crowd screams in unison as if agreeing with her.

      My heart thumps wild like a sledgehammer trying to drum its way out of my chest. “Why’s that?” I think I know why, but I want to hear her say it.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugs, turning her face to the field. The floodlights overhead wash her white as snow—nothing but lashes and those raspberry lips. Her eyes glint in the light, and you can make out her pupils lost in a clear sea of blue. I’ve never seen a creature quite so perfect, so boldly beautiful that even nature isn’t quite sure what to do with her otherworldly beauty. Ava is a stunner. There’s no way I’ll ever let Rush get his sexed-up hands on her. Not happening. “If I spent as much time with Rush as I do with you, maybe he would have noticed me by now.” Her cheeks piqué with color. “You know, as a woman.”

      A quiet roll of laughter rumbles through me, but I stop short of letting it loose. Ava is a woman? Ava is a woman. A damn beautiful woman. Yeah, she is somebody’s kid sister, but technically, she’s not mine. An image of her sitting on my lap, that wicked grin of hers ignites as she strips off her sweater, and I’m met with a lacy bra, that deep well of cleavage.

      I snap to and take a quick breath. Shit. Down, boy. Do not go there.

      “I think he notices you.” I swallow hard. It’s tough not to notice Ava. I’ve seen half the guys at the frat house notice her on more than one occasion.

      Ava leans back, inspecting me for moment, her brows bent with disappointment.

      “At least someone does.” She gives the slightest hint of a frown, but I can feel her displeasure with me.

      The crowd loses it, and we spend the rest of the game on our feet.

      Ava wants to be noticed, and I can’t seem to stop doing just that.

      All night long I make sure Rush is too busy noticing anyone else but Ava.

      Now that’s a good big brother.

      But the last thing I’m feeling toward Ava anymore is brotherly.
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      Saturday morning, I get up with the sun and head to the place I haven’t been in weeks. The Hollow Brook Cemetery is icy, abysmal with its spray of fallen maple leaves tickling the gravestones as they dance in the breeze. I make the trek to the crest of the hill where we laid Steph to rest all of those horrible years ago and kneel at her headstone, wiping away the grime that’s settled over the granite while thumping my fingers over her carved name. Stephanie Nicole Jones, Loving daughter and sister. Gone too soon. I wanted to add to it at the time. Something poetic that painted a picture of her nestled in God’s arms, but my father thought simple was best. He was probably right.

      “Hey, Steph.” I lay a single white rose over her grave, the granite frozen like tundra.

      “Sorry it’s been so long. I guess you can say I’m enjoying Whitney Briggs.” I let the breeze whistle by me a moment as I gather my strength. “I have something to tell you.” A knot builds up in my throat. All night I thought about doing just this. For some reason, it feels right breaking the news to Steph even before I break it to myself.

      “I met a special girl.”
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      “I met a special boy.” I stare at my sister with that red moppet that sits on her head twirled in a bun. Aubree has always dyed her hair a beautiful auburn as a quasi-ode to her moniker, but at the North Carolina Women’s Correctional Facility all she can purchase in the commissary is a bottle of peroxide, thus the burnt orange ball of fire resting on her head like a flame.

      “A boy!” She claps her hands together as if I just announced I had one rather than spotted one in the wild. Not that I’ve simply spotted Grant. I’ve talked and stalked him into a near oblivion over the past few weeks. I can’t help it. That boy is perfection through and through, not to mention his heart is so big all I want to do is quell the pain he’s constantly in.

      “Yes, a boy.” I glance back in the event Owen is about to walk through the door. He excused himself to the restroom, which means I have less than five minutes to spill the hormonal details to my older, not wiser, nor saner sister—and I do.

      “Wow.” She winces as if I just gutted a fish on the counter between us. “You joined Kappa G?”

      “Would you pay attention to the important details? This boy makes my heart swim into my throat. He’s drop-dead gorgeous, and, for the life of me, I can’t get him to notice the fact I actually belong to the opposite gender.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t like the opposite gender. You ever think of that? You’re hot, honey. If that boy doesn’t notice you, then he’d better get his eyes, heart, and balls checked out.”

      “He has an ex. Some long-time girlfriend that he broke up with last spring. She’s coming down in a few weeks—I’ll get to meet her. Oh joy.” My stomach sours at the thought of meeting the formidable Darcy. “She still texts him all the time. I’m practically joined at the hip with him, so I sort of have a front row seat to the technological debauchery.”

      “Joined at the hip, huh? And you honestly don’t think he notices you?” Aubree licks her lips from side to side two times fast. It’s a habit of hers I remember from as far back as when she lived at home. It’s kind of heartwarming to see that the girl I once knew is still buried inside of this stripped down version of my sister. “I had a big brother myself, and we were never joined at the hip. I mean, we hung out, got coffee once in a while. I think we saw a movie once, but that was a member function.” Her lids flutter as if reliving the memory. “How about the other girls? Any other brothers sniffing around their matchups?”

      Lucky runs through my mind. She pretty much never brings up Rush, and come to think of it, Harper hasn’t even stood near Lawson at a single mixer. She’s back with Justin, so she’s all but persona non grata.

      My entire body sizzles with heat at the prospect of Grant offering me more attention than I ever deserve as far as being a little sister is concerned, but something tells me his kindness toward me is because he truly does miss being a brother.

      “He lost his sister. He’s all alone now, and he likes our—you know, bond.”

      “Who likes your bond?” Owen booms from behind before plopping in the seat beside me.

      “You.” I smirk before shaking my head just enough at Aubree. If she ever wants to see me again, she’d better keep those lips zipped.

      “Darn right, I enjoy our bond.” Owen picks up my hand and lands a sweet kiss to the back of it. “So, what’s got you ditching me every chance you get? Piper says she hasn’t seen you once since the semester began.”

      “Piper is—”

      “Right,” Aubree cuts me off with a simple pump of her shoulders. “Ava here tells me both you and your little girlfriend are making her insane. You do realize she’s trying to have a life, right? Just because she’s chosen to carry the family tradition at Briggs doesn’t mean she needs the two of you joined to her hip.” She offers a quick wink my way. “In fact, I’d like to suggest something that might make both of you happy.”

      “Doubtful, but proceed.” I give Owen’s hand a quick squeeze because I’m only partially teasing.

      “Why don’t you have a scheduled time together? You know, Monday dinners, or drinks at the Black Bear Saturday afternoon—except no real drinks for you.” She nods my way. “That way, you know when to expect one another, and you can get some good quality time in without feeling like you’re cutting into one another’s social circles.”

      “That’s brilliant!” I’m the first to confirm Aubree’s wicked genius. She always was a cut above everyone else when it comes to intuition. Unfortunately for her, she honed that gift into a pure horror. Nevertheless, Owen and I visit religiously and have for years. We show up every other weekend, and our parents fill in the remainder. At the end of the day, Aubree is family. It’s just that she’s sick, and she needs help. The only thing we can do is love her. I know if the shoe were on the other foot, and I were the one trapped behind these walls, I’d want the same thing.

      “I agree.” Owen gives my hand a quick tug, and his eyes meet up with mine. “I don’t want to lose you.” There’s a sadness in him, a mourning as if somehow he’s already done just that. I recognize that deep level of grief just below the surface because it’s the same one Grant tries to hide from the world. It breaks me each and every time.

      “Cheer up, would you?” I blink back tears of my own. “I’ll be happy to meet you for dinner. I’ll even let you buy.”

      “Funny.” Owen blinks a smile. “And what about Piper? She’s dying to get to know you a little more. You seemed to get along better last year.”

      “That’s because she wasn’t an official extension of your body last year.” It’s my turn to blink a smile. “But, yes, bring her. I sort of miss her. She’s totally cool, and beautiful, and, yes, you can tell her I said both of those things.”

      “Good. And I agree with you on all points. She’s my family, and it’d mean everything for the two of you to accept her.”

      “I love her.” Aubree is first with the affectionate declaration.

      “Fine.” I don’t bother to extrapolate on my emotions.

      “Speaking of family”—Aubree clears her throat—“Mom mentioned she and Dad were headed to the Bahamas for Thanksgiving.” Her entire person sags when she says it. Aubree has always been a holiday girl, and that’s exactly why Owen and I have made a point to drop in around each one. Aubree won’t allow us to see her on any actual holiday. In fact, she’s taken them off her visitation list, so we’d be restricted even if we tried. She doesn’t want us to sacrifice our holidays just because she ruined hers, but by all means, she loves it when we visit a day or two ahead or after.

      “Thanksgiving sucks anyway.” I don’t really mean it. Growing up, I actually got high off the scent of turkey permeating the house. My mother cooked a fifteen-course meal all by her lonesome while Aubree and I were in charge of the pies. Owen and my dad would watch football, and everyone was as happy as a helium balloon. We floated to the ceiling with our adulation, but then Aubree opened up the window in a jealous rage, and now it’s as if we’ve blown to the four corners of the Earth, each our own separate ways. I can’t begin to imagine what the holidays are like for the family of the poor soul Aubree murdered.

      “I know. Mom mentioned it to me last week.” Owen sounds just as dejected as she does. “Piper actually invited me to New York.” He looks to me. “And you’re coming.”

      “I’m not going to New York.” My insides churn at the thought of spending a holiday all on my own. “Harper invited me to dinner. I’ll be fine. Besides, I want to stay in Hollow Brook.” Harper hasn’t invited me anywhere for Thanksgiving, but I knew if I used Lucky for a cover he could easily fact check with Jet. But I’d rather eat a turkey burger at the Black Bear than fly to New York to have dinner with Piper’s family. And can that girl ever stop pawing my brother? The way they drool over each other nonstop would kill my appetite before the bird ever got out of the oven.

      Owen glances to Aubree and shrugs. A moment of strangled silence thumps by, and he nods over to her.

      “Oh! I almost forgot.” Aubree bounces in her seat as she turns fully to me. “Owen and I have a little surprise for you.”

      “A birthday surprise,” Owen interjects.

      “Newsflash”—a quick laugh bumps through me—“my birthday isn’t for another two months. I’m a December baby, remember?”

      “We remember.” Owen’s affect irons out to something between joy and sorrow. “But it’s a big one. You’ll be eighteen, and we wanted to do something special for you.”

      Aubree lifts a finger. “And I want you to do something special for me.”

      “Bake you a cake with a knife in it?”

      Aubree glances over at the guard in the corner and gives a tiny wave before leaning in. “No, you numbnut.” She pierces me with her stare, her entire heart pouring out of those two orbs. “Enjoy every second of your life.” Her eyes glaze with moisture. Of all the times I’ve visited my sister, she hasn’t shed a single tear. I know the weight of those words affected her. It seems the longer she’s in here, the more the gravity of it all rains down on her. “Live for me, too.”

      “Aubree.” Her words knife right out of me. “I’m not sure what to say. Of course, I will. I’ll make it a point to live each day to the fullest.”

      “Don’t overdo it.” Aubree’s features melt with grief. “All I want is for you to appreciate all of the wonderful things going on around you—fall has always been my favorite season. Take a deep breath for me in the middle of campus. Take a walk over to The Row and soak in the sights. Steal a kiss from a cute boy.” She winks, quickly bouncing back to her old self. Just the thought of Grant’s mouth covering mine has me heating ten degrees.

      “No stealing kisses.” Owen frowns at our sister with disapproval. He’s never been big on the idea I might actually grow up one day. The more time I spend with Owen, the more I feel like a pet rather than a human—a pet he deems cage-worthy.

      “Okay, what gives? What’s the big surprise? You got a boy hiding under that orange uniform for me? Let me guess, you want me to date one of the guards for you?”

      “Hell no, I’m doing that myself.” Aubree winks at a scraggly uniformed man in the corner. Gross. “Owen, tell her before she figures it out. She’s a smart one.” Her lips expand in my direction. Whatever it is, it’s something the two of them have cavorted over.

      “All right, kid”—Owen pulls my hand in once again—“your sister and I are going in halves. We’re pitching in to get you some wheels.”

      A slap of shock hits me. “Wheels? You mean a car? Something vehicular that might actually be street legal?”

      “Yes”—Owen gives my fingers a tug—“it’ll be street legal. I promise.”

      “What!” I squeal so loud three security guards storm our table. Once Aubree assures them everything is fine—not that they actually leave—I continue to hyperventilate. “But, but how? W-w-why?”

      “I still have money stashed away in my checking account.” Aubree sits straight as a pin at the declaration. “I’ve finally clawed my way through all that red tape and made Owen a joint manager of my finances. I offered to pay for the whole thing, but your stubborn brother wouldn’t hear of it. I also voted for something brand spanking new.”

      “And I vetoed that as well.” Owen is right back to frowning. “It’ll be a great first car. In fact, the reason we’re telling you about it now is because I want you to think about what you might want. This gives us a little time to hunt down the perfect deal. Come your birthday, I’d love to find you behind the wheel.”

      “You’re actually going to let me drive the car, too?” It comes out just as incredulous as I meant for it to sound. Owen can’t stand the fact I use a bicycle as a mode of transportation, let alone the bus. “Let me guess. You’ll have a state-of-the-art homing device hidden inside.”

      He belts out a laugh. “Only the best for my baby sister.”

      We wrap up our visit, and I offer Aubree a heartfelt hug.

      “Steal a kiss for me, would you?” she whispers as we pull away, and now it’s my turn to wink.

      I might just do that.

      In fact, stealing a kiss from Grant is the next thing on my list.
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      Actually, the very next thing on my list turns out to be an impromptu trip off-campus with my two new besties. Harper drives like there’s an entire fleet of police officers in hot pursuit, and judging by the way she’s straddling eighty, that very scenario just might be in our future.

      “Would you slow down?” I shout from the backseat of her lumpy, dumpy old run-down Jeep. “I’d like to stay alive!” So I can properly steal that kiss from Grant when the time arrives, and if my calculations are right, they’ll arrive the very next time I see him. Who am I to let my big, incarcerated sister down? It’s not like she has anyone to steal kisses with in her free time. That greasy guard thumps through my mind, and I thump him right back out.

      “Relax, girls.” Harper takes her hands off the wheel long enough to flip the hair off her shoulder. It’s a nervous habit I’ve seen her do about a thousand times and preferably would love to live to see again. “We’re here.” She screeches into a parking spot, and the three of us jolt forward with a violent thrust.

      “Wow.” Lucky pulls down the sunshade and checks her face in the mirror—“we arrived in one piece. Looks like I owe Ava ten bucks.” She winks back at me.

      “You guys are terrible.” Harper catches her purse in the door as she tries to slam it.

      We pile out and stare up at the party supply store with its overdressed window display featuring a clusterfuck of costumes, children’s birthday party supplies, and an odd array of naked mannequins that look as if they’ve been abandoned in the corner.

      “Don’t worry, girls.” Harper clicks her red glittery nails together, her wide eyes already deep inside the store. “I’ve got Daddy’s credit card burning a hole in my Roberto Cavalli pocket. We’re about to trick ourselves out like the vixens we are deep down inside. My treat.”

      The three of us let out a series of catcalls as if the sexiest man alive just materialized in our midst. Now it’s Grant thumping through my mind, but this time I don’t fight it. That boy is welcome to stay as long as he likes. For a second, I envision him stripping off his T-shirt, nice and slow, his thumbs hitching in his Levi’s.

      “Earth to Ava?” Harper yanks me into the store with them, and just like that, the sexiest man alive evaporates right out of my mind. Who am I kidding? Grant stays. He’s set up shop and refuses to leave. He’s the ever-present thought each and every day, and a part of me knows this level of obsession is anything but healthy.

      Owen and Piper seem to be obsessed with one another. Just how fine is the line between obsession and love anyway?

      Lucky races us right down to the slutty-everything aisle, and both she and Harper dive in headfirst, rifling through the whorish collection.

      Harper and that part-time boyfriend of hers snag in my thoughts, and every last part of me wants to grill her on the subject.

      “Hey, Harp?” I pull up a clown costume and pretend to marvel at the rainbow stitching. “So, what’s going on with you and Justin? You know, do you love him?”

      Lucky grunts when I say the L word and doesn’t even bother to look up from her spastic sorting. But Harper stops long enough to sneer my way.

      “I do and don’t. We’re sort of complicated. It’s not like we don’t care about each other, but we both sort of agreed to take a break once we got to college. We’ve been together for over a year now.” She tosses the disco dancer costume aside and trades it in for a gypsy.

      Breaking it off for college? God, they’re just like Grant and Darcy—at least that’s what I imagined. They heroically decided to break things off because neither one of them thought the distance thing could work. Although, if the shoe were on the other foot and it were Grant and I having to deal with a scholastic separation, I’d be devastated if he wanted to break up. “I think I’m ready, though. You know, to get serious again. I can’t stand the thought of all those girls crawling all over him.” The gypsy costume slips right out of her hands as she gets a faraway look in her eyes. “It’s like every day we’re apart makes me miss him a thousand times more. I’ve even thought of transferring.”

      “No!” Lucky shouts from the bowels of the sales rack.

      “I concur. You belong to us now.” I’m sorry I ever led her down this long distance path to heartbreak. I happen to know Justin is an entire coast away in California. Way too far to travel for the weekend. And honestly? The unsavory things she says about him make me glad he’s been sequestered by the continental divide.

      “Anyway, love isn’t really something I’m familiar with. My mom was too busy jet-setting with her socialite friends, and my father had companies to destroy while adding to his empire.” Harper has mentioned a time or two that her father owns New York. I just thought she was being cute until Lucky informed me it was all but true.

      “Love is an illusion.” Lucky gasps, partially emerging from the sales bin. “My brother thinks he’s in love.” She shakes her head as if she has pity for him. I happen to know that Daisy, the girl he’s professing his affection for, is darn easy to love. I wish Lucky would give her half a chance. I would die for Owen to be with someone like her. Piper is annoying and spastic and way too wild for my brother. I’ve seen her act flat-out bossy, and it pisses me off. Lucky doesn’t know how good she has it. “My brother can be a moron.” She looks to me. “And so can yours. Trust me, love went the way of antenna TVs and poodle skirts.” She pulls up a felt skirt with a white fuzzy pooch sewn near its hemline, and both Harper and I reject it, just the way she’s rejecting love.

      “Love has to exist.” I pluck a sexy policewoman’s costume off the shelf in my size. “Dibs.” I rattle it their way for approval. “Love is what makes the world go ’round. Don’t you people read bumper stickers?”

      Harper snatches back up that gypsy costume and presses it against her chest as if she’s giving it a hug. “It does make the world go around—in fairytales.”

      “And that’s why I’m wearing this”—Lucky pulls forth an itty bitty fairy costume complete with wings and sparkly pink fishnets—“to see if I can find true love’s kiss.” She blinks those overdone lashes at us ten times fast. “All right, I’ll fess up. All I really want on Halloween night is a happy ending.” She points to her crotch, and the three of us break out into cackles that would make any coven of witches proud.

      There’s no way I’d ever let Lucky give her virginity away like candy on Halloween. But I’ll be damned if I’m not gunning for true love’s kiss on that very night myself.

      Or sooner.
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      Tuesday afternoon, Grant texts and invites me to a practice game, so of course, I arm myself with my two best friends, and we hit the gym as soon as that clock strikes four.

      Lawson and Rush are there running up and down the court, getting all hot and sweaty, too, but I don’t dare take my eyes off the prize. As much as I’m aware that there are plenty of other shoes squeaking up the gym floor, the only squeaky shoes I happen to be concerned with have one hot boy attached to them. Grant is a specimen in his usual attire of Levi’s and a T-shirt, but stripped down in silky basketball shorts and his Mustang jersey, he’s a downright Adonis. And holy shit. He’s sporting a tattoo of a demented looking dragon on his right arm. All that time we’ve been doing the shoulder shuffle I had no idea there was a serpent lurking in there. The number twenty-one is etched on the back of his jersey, and instantly those become my favorite digits.

      “Number twenty-one!” I belt it out so loud Grant glances up and gives a prideful nod. His eyes slip past me a moment, and he falters before getting back into the game.

      “Would you be quiet?” Lucky bucks her arm into mine. “You’re throwing him off. Can’t you see the entire season is riding on his studly shoulders?”

      “For your information, this a glorified practice game. The season doesn’t start for another week.” I’m all up on my college basketball now that my quasi-boyfriend is a serious contender to bring home the gold or whatever it is they vie for in this dribbling competition.

      Hey! I just called Grant my boyfriend! Sort of. I glance around in the event the stray mind reader or two has seeped into our midst. Both Harper and Lucky seem equally absorbed in the mock game before us. The gym is nice and full considering there isn’t a whole lot at stake on the court.

      A pretty blonde scoots into the row ahead of us, eyeing me as if I should know who she is before she plops in the spot just in front of Lucky. She’s probably a sorority sister—one of those older obnoxious sisters who’s a throwback to my own older obnoxious sister’s sorority days. Not that Aubree is obnoxious anymore, not really. Prison seems to have the ability to squeeze the obnoxious out of a person real quick. That wink she shared with the guard comes back to mind. But apparently, it doesn’t squeeze the sex drive out of a person, at least not Aubree.

      The game goes on much longer than any practice should, but Grant’s team is winning, so that makes it just fine by me. Both Rush and Lawson are playing on the opposing team and can’t block my man no matter how fancy their footwork seems to be. I snap a few pictures of Grant in all his glory as those long tree trunks he calls legs run the length of the court. I take a few extra shots of his cut biceps as they strain and bulge each time he shoots the ball. I even get a clear shot of him in flight, in full extension just moments before the ball swirls the rim.

      The buzzer finally sounds, and I jump to my feet, shouting and screaming the loudest. Bodies mingle onto the court, but Grant jogs in my direction with that ear-to-ear grin on his face.

      “Way to teach those boys a lesson!” I belt out a laugh as Rush gives me the finger. “Don’t worry, baby,” I shout after him. “Once the season starts, you’ll have a real man on your team.”

      Grant tips his head back with a laugh then stops short as I run down to meet him.

      “You were a god among sweaty men on that court!” I go to high-five him, and my arms land around his neck instead. I’m so giddy to see him, to touch him after watching him dominate I think it’s time to unleash the power of that stolen kiss I promised my sister I’d land on this boy. Who the hell cares if it’s in a crowded gym full of onlookers? It’s melee in here. I doubt anyone will notice, let alone see.

      My gut cinches with anticipation. “I wanted to high-five you, but I’d rather do this.” I hop up on my tiptoes and lunge my lips toward his. The last thing I see is the whites of his eyes as he gifts me his cheek with a quick turn of the head.

      My heart thuds all the way to the soles of my feet as I pull back, rejected. My mouth opens to say something, but my arms fall loose as I stumble back a notch. That was no coincidental peck to his flesh. Grant couldn’t get away from me fast enough. His lips were the last place he was going to let me land a wet one.

      “Ava.” His brows hike as that perennial sadness washes over him again. He tries to take me by the hand, but in an instant, both Lucky and Harper are swimming between us.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Lucky whispers, but my feet don’t seem to work anymore.

      “That was crazy!” a blonde flurry screams as she lunges her body against his. “You were Superman out there!” Her arms remain locked around his neck, and now it’s her on her tiptoes, her mouth right next to his. Dear God. It’s her. The girl from the stands. The one who eyed me like a predator after I cheered him on. And now I know why. She was pissed. But Grant doesn’t take those tired eyes off me. “I’m so proud of you, babe.” She plants a wet one right over his mouth, and this time he takes it, doesn’t give her the offensive and make her taste the sweaty slick running down the side of his face like he did me.

      “Yeah”—Harper threads her arm in mine—“we’d better go. Like now.”

      “So, who’s this?” The blonde follows his gaze straight to me, and suddenly I want to reprise Rush’s digital gesture—only this time it won’t be so friendly.

      Grant swallows hard, stepping forward with the octopus who’s suddenly suctioned herself onto him. “This is Ava.” His cheek flinches where I kissed him as if it were a slap. And in hindsight I wish it were. “That’s Lucky and Harper. They hang out on The Row. Ava’s just my little sister.”

      Just.

      He’s reduced the two of us to something akin to siblings. We might be, but his words sear over me far more potent than a simple slap ever could. A heaviness spreads through my chest, running down my limbs as if I were suddenly lined with lead. Something about that brief descriptor cuts right through to my soul—as if the words morphed into a fist and jammed its way down my throat on its way to ripping out my beating heart.

      “I’m Darcy.” The blonde steps in and extends her well-manicured tentacles. She’s pretty. An obvious beauty with her tiny nose and delicate features, lips so small you can hardly see them. Maybe they’re still in Grant’s mouth? God knows she lingered there long enough. But that look in her eyes—it’s saying something to me. It’s saying I own this boy. Back off, bitch.

      “It’s been real.” Lucky whisks me out of the gym and across the lawn before I can even think to shake her hand.

      Harper pulls me in close by the arm. “Who the hell is she?”

      “Grant’s girlfriend.” The words swim numbly from my lips.

      “I didn’t think he had one.” Lucky jams her foot into the gap of the closing elevator doors before shoving us inside.

      “I didn’t either.”

      Grant sends a few texts later that night. Nothing but small talk—a brother talking his little sister out of a tantrum.

      I turn my phone off and try to drown myself in sleep, but sleep never comes. I just keep seeing her eyes.

      I think what they were really saying was stay the hell away.

      [image: ]

      Halloween night has always been the pinnacle of fall for me. When I was a little girl, my mother would pay to have elaborate costumes crafted just for me, none of this off-the-rack vinyl, polyester crap. It was designer all the way, nothing short of couture. One year I was Queen Elizabeth, red wig, powder white skin, and eerie blood-let for a smile. Another year—Minnie Mouse. You could have parked me in the Magic Kingdom, and there would have been a line a mile deep to have their pictures taken with me. My costumes were always meticulous right down to the least important detail, and now as I inspect myself in the mirror, it’s obvious that every detail of this policewoman mockery is the least important.

      Short vinyl micro mini? Check. Blue polyester blouse with the breakaway buttons bursting at the bosom? Double D check. Shiny silver badge and working cuffs? Well, let’s face it. Those bits of precious metal are the pièce de résistance of this ridiculous ensemble. I scowl down at the trinkets of kink as if they were Darcy the Ditz—not that I know Darcy well enough to call her one, but hey, cheap words and an even cheaper costume are all I have to work with tonight.

      I glance over at my phone, and my stomach turns to stone. Grant was nice enough to text me several times since the basketball mishap. And I was rude enough to ignore each and every text. Actually, there wasn’t a single hint of malice to my avoidance of those digital messages. I blame it on the fact my heart detonated in me the other night and left me without a single word to say—kind or otherwise.

      I snatch my phone off the dresser and spin around so Lucky can’t see me. She’s about had it with my insistence to meditate over his words as if they were scripture.

      Headed to Hallowed Grounds in ten minutes. Meet for coffee?

      And another. Guess you couldn’t make it. Need any help with your papers? I’ve got all night for you. Shoot one my way. I’m running a special. All A’s half off! ;)

      And the one that gutted me on a primal level. Headed to Jepson to show Darc around. Come with. It won’t be the same without you. I’d love for you to get to know her. I’ve told her so much about you, she says she feels like she knows you already. Missing my little sister. Let’s do this. K?

      “Let’s do this!” Lucky bumps my hip with her full pastel tutu, and I can’t help but laugh at the irony as I toss my phone back onto the dresser.

      “You sure you’re gunning for a fairy?” I give her wings a slight adjustment. Although, on her a pair of crooked wings speaks volumes. Lucky has her hair loaded with enough glitter to qualify as a disco ball, and those plastic shoes give off both a glass slipper vibe and a streetwalker special. “You look more like a three-year-old dance diva ready to rock the recital.”

      “That explains why my inner three-year-old is pretty darn happy right about now.” She douses her cheeks with another few strokes of blush. “You know what they say—had a crappy childhood? Make up for it today!”

      “Nobody says that. That doesn’t even make sense.” Harper walks in looking every bit the sex goddess she is. Her honeyed skin is smoothed and perfect, her lips filled in a rosy red that glows against her complexion. There’s not a boy in that frat house who won’t notice Harper’s perfection, including Grant. A part of me is thrilled by this. I’d rather Grant notice anyone but his blonde bombshell of an ex-girlfriend who happened to pick a lousy weekend to drop into town. As much as I’m hoping she’ll hop on her broomstick and fly back to Virginia, I’m pretty sure I’ll be seeing her tonight.

      “I’m probably not going to stay late,” I announce as we make our way into the cool night air. That thicket of dark clouds hovering over the school has yet to make good on its stormy promise. A part of me wants to bring an umbrella, and another far more wounded part of me wants to drown in the rain. We decide to hoof it tonight because parking on The Row is miserable—and on Halloween? Forget it.

      “There’s no way I’m letting you leave early.” Lucky hops by my side like the aforementioned three-year-old she’s quickly morphing into. “Who cares about his ex? Trust me, you don’t want any guy who’s still harboring feelings for someone else. I say good riddance. Besides, if the two of you got any closer, it would have led to disaster. I say we pen that girl a thank you. It’s time to move on and move up.”

      “Seems we have a rather opinionated fairy on our hands.” I glance to Harper to see what my sexed-up gypsy friend has to say about this. “Thoughts, please.”

      Harper tugs on that rosy lower lip of hers with those glowing teeth. Everything about Harper glows, and for some reason, I choose to believe if I had an ounce of her supernatural beauty, Grant wouldn’t be entertaining his ex for the weekend. But then, I’d hate to think a guy was with me just because of the way I look.

      “I don’t know.” Harper wraps her arm around me and pulls me close as we walk with a steady clip. “Some guys just like their exes. I mean, Grant’s a pretty friendly guy. Did you ever think maybe they were just friends?”

      “He mentioned that a while back, but you know how that goes. One long separation, plus one long-awaited reunion equals spontaneous combustion.”

      Lucky laughs so loud half the people around us stop to gawk to see if she’s tweaked.

      “You wish,” she sputters as she quiets down. “Ava, I’ve seen the way that boy looks at you. If he’s about to spontaneously combust with anyone, it’s with this officer of the law right here.” She gives the badge I’ve pinned to my heart a tug. “Face it, that boy has it bad for you. I still can’t figure out why he’d take you on as his little sister—unless, of course, it was all a ploy to get near you. The two of you have been inseparable, with the exception of the last few days.”

      I glance up at the Beta Kappa Phi house covered with overgrown plastic spiders, the girls draped all over the property in every jewel tone known to man in their slutty little costumes, the guys in their traditional frat boy garb with the exception of a few errant masks. But none of that has the power to hold my attention. My eyes zip right past the dizzying noise, the outright horrific elation a holiday like this demands, and I zero in on two people in particular, a couple huddled in the corner, heads knitted together as they come to some sort of agreement—most likely about their wedding day.

      Grant and Darcy stand arched over one another as if working out the details of their reunion. I’m sure long distance couples have a long list of rules to abide by. I’m pretty sure Darcy has included a no little sister clause in there somewhere by now. I’ve got a feeling that she’s cleaning house, and I’ll be the first to go.

      Harper gives me a mean squeeze as we come upon the frat house. “There’s no doubt that boy is having some serious withdrawals.”

      “That may be so, but it’s not me he’s craving a hit off.”

      A scraggly looking werewolf jumps in front of us and sends us shrieking. Rush plucks off his mask and howls for effect.

      “Girls!” Lawson shows up by his side, holding out his arms as if to escort us inside, and both Lucky and Harper latch on to him. Lucky gives me a quick wink from over the shoulder.

      “You can have the werewolf. Something tells me you’re about to have one wild night.”

      “Right,” I say lackluster just as Rush picks me up and runs across the sandy pit with me. A shrieking laugh escapes me as he carts me around, bumping and gyrating all the way around the frat house. My body flexes over his shoulder, and my hands flail in the night air as I scream. But Rush just runs faster, holding on to my knees for dear life, or at least he’d better be.

      The music turns up in volume, and Rush starts in on a side-to-side rhythm that has my dinner begging to show up to the party, and God only knows why this makes me laugh ten times harder. Tears rain from me as I pound my hands over his back, then lower still over that rock-hard stubborn ass of his.

      “Enough!” I finally cry.

      “Say uncle!” He gives his shoulder a pump, sending me into the sky.

      “Uncle!”

      “Say Uncle Rush is my favorite!”

      “Uncle Rush is my favorite!”

      A crowd of onlookers hoots and howls with approval. I’ve always known Rush was a crowd pleaser, but I never figured I’d become a human bullhorn in an effort to prove this.

      “Say I love Uncle Rush! Uncle Rush is the best!” He gives a little tickle to the backside of my knees.

      “I love Uncle Rush! Uncle Rush is the best! And I’m going to kill Uncle Rush and sacrifice his balls to a pile of dead goats if he doesn’t put me down right this minute!”

      In one fell swoop, I’m landed back on my feet, wobbling like a drunk until Rush wraps me in his arms and stabilizes me.

      “You’re a good sport, kid.” He drops a kiss to the top of my head, and just as I’m about to say something to contest exactly what a good sport I may or may not be, my eye snags back on that familiar couple, Grant with his glaring disapproval and Darcy with her unimaginable glee.

      “Thanks.” I offer Rush a high five, and we head into the party together with our arms wrapped around one another’s waists.

      Lucky is right.

      I’m about to have one wild night.
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      Looks as if I’m about to have one crap night.

      “That was insane.” Darcy leans in so close that for a second I’m convinced she’s going in for the kill. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to head to the little girl’s room.”

      She traipses up the stairs in her starchy nurse’s uniform, and I exhale for the first time in days. I’ve never been opposed to the occasional big surprise. Those were, in fact, the very words she used in her text just an hour before she showed up at the gym and caught me off guard during practice. I had no idea she’d be back in town. I had no idea that she had a mid-semester break that spanned an entire week, and that it would somehow involve me, and inadvertently Ava.

      Ava. My heart breaks just thinking about her. I wouldn’t have minded that simple kiss at the game, but something about crossing that line with her, combined with having Darcy there as an unwanted audience landed that kneejerk reaction in me, and it’s been a pile of shit ever since.

      I get it. Ava is pissed. Worse than that, she’s hurt.

      Hell, I don’t know. Maybe she thinks Darcy and I are back together and doesn’t want to get in the way? I knew she had a schoolgirl crush on me. Every part of me wants to admit I feel the same, but a part of me knows that I need this time. How am I supposed to find myself, sew up those gaping wounds that Steph left in her wake if I keep running from girl to girl?

      I head into the haunted frat house, and the jet engine level of music, the mindboggling crowd of people sets my skin on fire.

      I don’t know why I’m fighting it. This is exactly what it feels like inside my head, twenty-four seven.

      I spot Lawson and Rush laughing it up near the refreshment table. A pot with dry ice seeps its icy fingers out over the vicinity and makes this entire night feel like a mindfuck.

      Ava jumps up beside Rush, giving his ear a little tug, and something about that flirtatious gesture makes me want to vomit my intestines onto the floor. That little display out front earlier made me see red—made me certain that at some point in the evening I would be forced to kick Rush’s preppy little ass.

      “Here you are!” Darcy screams into my ear at the top of her lungs. She has a beer in one hand, me in the other, and I’m quick to evade the move.

      Darcy tilts her head at me knowingly. “This is for you.” She shoves the bottle into my hand, and I knock back half of it without coming up for air, feeling the burn all the way down and accepting it. There’s something honest about pain, the way it lacerates you with its bitter sting.

      When my sister died, death’s sting lingered for so many damn years. I can still feel it. Sometimes, I think I want to. Without the pain, the anger might go away, and without the anger, everything might somehow feel okay—as if losing Stephanie were just one of those things. That will never happen. I glance back over at Rush with his arms swimming all over Ava, his meat hooks coming daringly close to the girls blossoming out of her shirt. A part of me wants to go over and tell him to stay the fuck off my little sister, but something tells me I’ve lost that privilege. Ava isn’t up to playing our little sibling games these days—not sure I am either.

      Ava’s hair catches the light with a reddish tint, and I’m mesmerized as I take another hit off my beer. Darcy plucks the bottle right out of my mouth.

      “Maybe alcohol isn’t the way to go tonight.” She sways her body to the music until she’s landed in front of me, effectively blocking Rush and Ava from view. “How about we take off? We can have our own party. Maybe we can go trick-or-treating?” Her eyes expand with a desperation I haven’t seen in her before.

      “No.” The old me would have apologized for my lack of enthusiasm, for letting her think for a minute that this impromptu visit wasn’t a good idea, but for some reason, the old me has been put on a shelf.

      The day Ava came crashing into my world was like a breath of fresh air was blown into me. I became a new creation, a better version of who I could ever hope to be. And now, watching Rush all but tackle her, I’m not sure what I’ve morphed into. One thing is for sure—I’m boiling with rage.

      “What are you looking at?” Darcy tries to follow my gaze, but a sea of people drifts by, blocking her view.

      “I’d say nothing, but that’d just be another lie,” I whisper.

      “I’m going to get myself something to wet my tongue!” she shouts up over the music. “You want anything else? Another one?” she mouths while pointing to my beer.

      “No.” I put the bottle down as soon as Darcy disappears out of sight. I thread my way through the crowd, over to the other side of the room, my adrenaline pumping louder and faster than the music with every step.

      Ava’s hips grind smoothly to the music, that short skirt of hers rising up with every move. She has a pair of fishnets on, high heels that show off those long stems of hers. But it’s her face that lights up the room, that one million kilowatt smile ignites the commons area like an entire solar system worth of stars.

      Lawson is the first to greet me. Scratch that—only one to greet me. Both of Ava’s friends sneer at the sight of me, but I’m not too concerned with what they might be thinking. I know I never set out to upset Ava. I would die before I did that.

      Lawson slaps me over the back. “What’s up, man? Where’s your girlfriend?”

      Shit.

      Ava glances over with a slight smirk of her own before refocusing her attention back on Rush. And damn it all if he isn’t lapping it up like a puppy about to get scratched in his favorite spot.

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” I growl so low I doubt he heard, don’t really care if he did. Then it knifes me. If Lawson thinks that’s the way things are, then everyone must assume the same, including Ava.

      The music switches gears to something slower, and the room explodes with a collective sigh as the girls begin to sway in unison. Ava bites down on that poppy red lip of hers and tosses her arms around Rush’s neck the way she did mine in the gym that day.

      For a moment I’m convinced they’re going to dance. Other couples are spontaneously doing it. Hell, Lawson and some chick dressed like a dominatrix are doing it, but Rush starts nibbling on Ava’s neck, and my blood runs cold.

      “Shit. He can’t do that,” I pant as if my opinion about anything would matter. “Hey.” I try to get his attention without stepping in too close. A swarm of coeds bursts in from behind, butting me into Ava and Rush without meaning to.

      “Watch it, dude.” Rush elbows me before diving his mouth back over her neck.

      Ava glances over with a sleepy-eyed expression, her lips parting as if she’s actually enjoying it.

      I’ve had my fair share of surreal moments, those out-of-body experiences that leave you to believe no matter what happens next nothing is real, of no consequence—it’s all some warped and twisted dream you’ll soon wake up from.

      Rush brushes a line of kisses up her cheek, and I kick his leg out from under him.

      “What the hell?” He gives a hard look my way. “Dude—get lost, would you?” He ducks back down for another peck. Here it is, a real do-or-die moment. I either kick the living shit out of my best friend or turn the hell away.

      Ava’s eyes snag on mine, and the two of us freeze that way for what feels like forever. Then, just as Rush is about to land his wandering lips square over her mouth, Ava slaps her hands over his chest and pushes him away. She whispers something into his ear before taking off out the back.

      Rush looks over at me, his anger morphing to something just this side of curiosity.

      “Dude, what the hell has gotten into you? Where’s your girl, man?”

      I want to say my girl just walked out that door, and then it hits me.

      Ava. She’s my girl.

      A dull laugh thumps through me, dissipating as quick as it came. We could never work out. Ava deserves someone better, someone who doesn’t come with so many broken pieces.

      A cool set of hands covers my eyes a moment before Darcy pops in front of me. “Boo!” She offers up a spontaneous salute with her red Solo cup, the booze emanating off her breath like a fire hazard.

      Rush glances from Darcy to me with that strange look on his face he gets whenever there’s deductive reasoning involved. “Whoa.” He tilts his head as if he’s put it all together. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I excuse myself from Darcy and follow Rush to the back where the music is toned down just enough. “What’s going on?” I lean back on my heels, still feeling the need to pound in those lips of his. Who the hell does he think he is trying to take advantage of Ava?

      “Are you into Darcy?” He shakes his head as if he already has the answer.

      “We’re friends. I told you that. We were together, and now we’re—I don’t know, here.”

      “That’s not what she said.” He downs the beer in his hand before tossing the bottle into an oversized houseplant just a few feet away. “She said you’re inseparable. It sounded like things were back on track.”

      My heart thumps into my skull and gives my brain a good rattle. Crap. Who else is she telling this to? It kills me to think she’s even hinted at this with Ava.

      “No. I don’t know what she’s talking about. We’re just hanging out.”

      Rush gives a humble shrug. “Sorry, man. I probably just misunderstood her.” He gives my arm a quick sock. “Try not bumping into people tonight. I almost kicked your ass.” He shines that shit-eating grin my way, bright as a spotlight in this dim light before melting back into the crowd. That’s exactly what I want to do, melt into the crowd, into the woodwork, or perhaps the most efficient of them all—right into the ground with my sister.

      I head back out and tell Darcy I’m heading up to bed.

      Her mouth falls open as if crestfallen before perking right back up.

      “I can tuck you in if you like?”

      And there it is—the offer she’s hoping I won’t refuse. I grimace toward the back where Ava slipped out not too long ago. The last thing in the world I want is Darcy anywhere near my bed. The old me would have let her stay. I might have taken things too far and not thought twice, but this version can’t get out of this fire fast enough.

      “That’s okay. Thanks, though. You need me to call you a ride?”

      Darcy sobers up with her eyes narrowed, her lips pinched shut to nothing. “That’s all right.” She lands her cup on the table beside her. “I can handle it.”

      We say goodnight, and I head on up without getting another glimpse of my favorite police officer. Every last part of me wants to send her a message, tell her how stunning she looks tonight, invite her up so we can talk about things.

      Talk about things. What a joke. I hit the bed and close my eyes in an effort to ignore the tears as they beg to come. You can’t talk about things when they’re too close to home. Things are still happening around me, to me. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking coming to Whitney Briggs so close to home, so close to the nexus of the disaster.

      Bryson and Owen bounce through my mind. There’s no way I ever want to have another run-in with either of them. Ava envelops my thoughts, and I press the pause button and linger. Now that’s one person I would never evict from my mind, from my life, from my bed.

      Maybe I am glad I came to Briggs after all.
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      Sunday, Mom invites me out for a late lunch. Dad is out of town, and she said she’d like the company, so I head home. The last house on a cul-de-sac was a great place to grow up. Steph and I rode our bikes out in the street until well after dark. The basketball hoop Dad bought us when I was eight still stands prominent at the base of the sidewalk looking slouched and dejected from lack of good use.

      “What’s up, old buddy?” I give it a tap as I head past it.

      Mom’s car is tucked in the driveway, and I can hear the sound of Rusty barking up a storm from inside. I head around back and find Mom sitting on the veranda with a steaming glass of tea and a book nestled in her hands. “Mom.” I try to sound jovial and light despite the fact I’m experiencing one severe Ava hangover. I don’t know how much more of this silent treatment I can take.

      Mom bounces out of her seat and lets out a yelp of enthusiasm that rivals anything Rusty is capable of. The scent of something meaty and delicious wafts from the opened slider door. Nobody knows their way around a kitchen like Mom. It makes coming home a mouthwatering event each and every time.

      “Sweet Lord!” she trills. “Don’t give me a heart attack like that. I was listening for the door.”

      “You were not,” I tease, snatching the book out of her hand. “Love in the Highlands.” I wave the tawdry novel in front of her as if it were evidence.

      “Oh, sit down, you.” She snatches the book back and taps me over the head with it. “What’s new? How is school? I’ve got a little surprise brewing for you in”—she checks her watch—“just about half an hour.” She bites down on a smile as if it pained her not to blow it.

      “Sounds good. I can use a surprise or two right about now.” I’m betting it’s that roast she’s got in the oven. My stomach growls just waiting for the time to tick by.

      “You’ll get one all right.” She pinches my cheek extra hard while looking me over. My mother and her red Irish hair, her hazel eyes. Steph looked so much like Mom. In pictures at the same age, they could have passed for twins. I once told Steph that if she wanted to know what she would look like in thirty years, all she needed to do was look at Mom. Steph protested the idea, saying she would never cut her hair and sport the menopause bob. I laughed when she said it, and I didn’t even know what she meant at the time.

      “So tell me, Mr. Hot Basketball Stuff”—she motions for me to take a seat next to her—“what’s going on at that school of yours?”

      “I am hot stuff.” I give a little wink. “Not really. Everything on the court is going well, but everyone on the team is pretty good so it’s to be expected. We’ll be hard to beat, that’s for sure.”

      “And off the court?” She ticks her head to the side, honing that motherly intuition. She picks up the book and waves it at me. “What about the girls?” She offers a slight nod as if prodding me to say something she already knows.

      Ava settles in my mind, in my heart with her ever-present beauty. “I think I’m feeling things.” And just like that, the granite wall that’s been holding me under begins to lift right off my chest.

      “Feeling things?” She wiggles her fingers as if a ghost were in the vicinity, and oddly enough, I feel closest to Steph whenever I’m home so maybe there is. I’m hoping she’s here, listening. I’d love to tell her all about Ava. “So, does this special someone know about these feelings?”

      Special someone. That describes Ava to a T.

      “No, not yet. I just didn’t think I’d be ready to jump back into things so quickly.” I never did share with Mom about what transpired between Darcy and me—about the fact that we’ve demoted ourselves to a platonic level. We’ve been friends longer than we were anything else. “I thought I’d take a breather, but now that I’ve been around her, I can’t stop thinking about her.”

      “Goodness!” She swats me with a tissue before blotting her eyes. “I knew it would happen. Nobody deserves to be happy more than you, Grant. Do you love her?”

      “Love her?” That went quick. “I don’t know. I guess I haven’t really thought about it like that.” Ava and that beautiful smile—my heart aches just knowing I’ve hurt her in some way. “I care about her deeply.” I’d say I love her, but I think I’d spook both my mother and me. “Very deeply. I’d like to see where things go.” There. I said it. “You’ve been married to Dad forever now. How do you know when you’ve met the right person?” I’m talking in generalities, but I can see the wedding bells in my mother’s eyes.

      “Oh, honey!” Her body sags as the joy in her eyes soars. I can tell she’s holding back. She’s happy for me, and the only way she can express it is through tears. That’s been our insular go-to emotion ever since Steph died, so it makes sense. “How do you know?” She looks off in the distance as if collecting her thoughts. “Well, there’s the obvious—you want to be around that person day in and day out.” Her eyes meet up with mine. “But I think you’ll truly know you’re in love when you’re afraid of losing her.” She waves it off as quickly as she said it. “To someone else.”

      I give a silent nod just thinking about how much it hurts to think of losing Ava. And to Rush? Could I handle that? Rush and I grew up together. He’s an extension of me at this point. Our shared childhoods, our shared losses. He’s my brother through and through. Could I ever really be happy for them? What if Rush wants that? What if Ava does?

      Our conversation twists and turns until we’re shooting the breeze about Dad and his golf game when a light female voice calls from the side yard.

      “Knock, knock!”

      We turn at the same time, and I’m stunned to see Darcy staining the fence like a shadow.

      Mom gives a spontaneous applause. “And here she is! The big surprise!”

      Crap.

      “Hope you don’t mind.” Darcy winces as if I might give her the boot.

      “Not at all.” I’ve always said there’s everything to gain and nothing to lose by being friends. Only right now, I’m feeling a little less friendly and a little more like cutting my losses.

      “Were your ears burning?” Mom sings as she ushers Darcy into the seat across from me. “Grant and I were just talking about you.”

      “We were?” I stumble over my thoughts. Of course. Mom thinks the girl I’m having feelings toward is sitting in our midst. Shit.

      The next few hours squeak by, but all I can think of, all I want to do, is be near Ava.
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      Another week drifts by with no sign of Ava. All of my texts go unanswered, all of my hopes shatter right along with them. Friday night, there’s a mixer at the frat house, and I happen to know that these kinds of events are mandatory for new pledges. And for the first time ever, I’m thankful Ava is a new pledge.

      I take my time in the shower, put on my jeans and WB sweatshirt, not a suit like some of the guys will be wearing. That’s too uptight. Not a pop-up collar like Rush likes to sport. I need this to be casual. I need to be casual just to hold myself together while in the same room with her. One thing I know, this night isn’t ending without me laying it all on the line. I’m not sure what I’ll say when the time comes, but I’m hoping whatever it is it doesn’t send her running.

      By the time I head downstairs, a fair amount of bodies are already circulating around the room. The girls look nice, most of them in dresses and heels, and now I’m rethinking this whole sweatshirt thing.

      Lawson flags me over. “What’s with the face?” He tries to hand me a beer, but I don’t take it.

      “No face—just looking.” I do a quick sweep of the room, and my eyes catch on a gorgeous brunette. That smile that’s bright enough to light up the night sky goes off, and both my heart and soul sink to my feet. She’s with him. Rush has his hands over her back, drifting lower as their conversation goes on. “Shit.”

      “What?” He turns. “That?” He snorts over the mockery Rush is putting on. “Give him a break. The dude just wants to get laid. No point in busting his balls over it.”

      I smack my hand into Lawson’s gut like a reflex. “Don’t talk like that.”

      His beer sloshes as he takes a step back. “Relax, would you? You’re starting to take this sister crap a little too far.”

      “Maybe I am.” The one thing I don’t take is my eyes off Ava and those slithering snakes attached to Rush. He’s touching, feeling, squeezing his way up and down her body like he’s giving her a medical exam. “Let’s head over and say hi.” I take a step, and Lawson pulls me back.

      “No way. Let this one go. If she wanted you, she’d be here. Besides, you’re off the table. You signed up for this, remember?”

      “I did. And you’re right. I guess she’s not interested in me.” Deep down, I don’t think that’s true. I think I’ve ticked her off, sent her packing without meaning to, and now the only thing I want is a moment alone with her.

      The party ebbs on with its too loud music, its noisy howls of laughter as the smell of liquor mingles with the perfume and cologne. A few girls try to engage me in conversation, but I’m useless, watching Rush like a hawk in the event he tries something, wishing he would try something so I could rip his head right off the base of his neck.

      Soon enough, Lawson is lost in a sea of girls, and I find myself drifting across the room. I can’t help it. I’m doomed to start something tonight. I was just hoping it might be with Ava.

      “Whoa,” a female voice pulls me in from behind, and I turn to find Lucky standing there good and pissed. “Where’s the fire?”

      “No fire.” I glance back at Rush just as he starts sniffing Ava’s neck, and I’m smelling smoke.

      “Good, because I don’t want to see my best friend hurt.” She folds her arms across her chest as if her words were less of a warning and more of a threat. “Don’t you have anything better to do? Like, I don’t know, call your girlfriend?”

      Rush dive-bombs Ava’s neck, and as far as I’m concerned, he’s just sounded the alarm.

      “Excuse me.” I take off, and Lucky follows on my heels.

      I thread my way through the crowd, trying to keep track of the two of them in the murky lighting. Rush’s head moves nice and slow like he’s taking his time, but Ava keeps backing up, her hands pressed against his chest like she’s about to send him flying. I’d like to send him flying—right out the window.

      Rush brushes those kisses across her collarbone, and all I see is red. I lunge at him just as a wall of bodies steps in to intercede.

      “Shit, dude.” Lawson knots my shirt up in his hands. “You’re making a fucking scene.”

      Both Ava and Rush look up, Ava with her mouth wide, her chest pumping as if she can’t catch her next breath. I’m hoping that’s because I’m here, and not the fact Rush has been peppering her with his kisses.

      Lucky steps in close to her best friend. “Don’t mind him. I think he’s had a little too much to drink. Lawson, why don’t you haul his ass out of here?”

      Rush smirks as if agreeing with her. He looks right at me and says something with his eyes, something that screams watch this as he leans in toward Ava and lands his mouth far too close to hers. Ava leans back, she’s butted up against a table and can’t escape his clutches, so like the good big brother I am, I bust through Lawson’s hold and tackle Rush to the wall where the asshole belongs.

      A choir of screams go off behind me as I give Rush a few swift fists to the gut and a knee to his ass before turning to find Ava gone.

      “Where is she?”

      Lucky seems just as lost as I am, craning her neck into the crowd, shouting Ava’s name.

      Rush pulls me back and lands a blow to my jaw, and the room spins for a moment as I stagger back to my feet.

      “We’ll finish this later.” I scramble the hell out the front door where the rain needles me hard and angry. “Ava!” I jog down to the street and spot a pair of heels pounding the sidewalk, running fast in the direction of Whitney Briggs.

      I don’t bother to think about it, to rationalize what might be best—I bolt as fast as I can through the hurricane that’s taking over this town, pushing through a wall of water as if Olympic gold stood on the other side—but I know something better stands on the other side, and I’ll be damned if I let her go tonight.

      “Ava!” I roar as I come up on her from behind, landing my arms around her as the water beats down from the sky like a torrent. “Don’t run, please,” I pant directly into her ear, and my lips graze over her slicked cheek.

      She spins into me and gives a swift shove to my chest. Her face is red and swollen, and the crimson tracks in her eyes let me know she’s crying.

      “Why didn’t you let me kiss him?” Her voice pitches as she screams, slapping me over the chest for good measure.

      “Because I didn’t want you to!” I rage back. There. An ounce of truth between us, First one in weeks. “I wanted you to kiss me.” It comes just as hostile, a little less fight to it.

      Ava takes a step back, her eyes expanding as she drinks down my words.

      I want to have a conversation, tell her how I feel, tell her how I’ve felt ever since that day she crashed into my world, but the words won’t come. I don’t know if I want them to.

      But that perfect mouth of hers keeps calling, so I do the only thing I can think of—cover it with mine.

      A moan travels up my throat the moment our lips collide, and my arms find their way around her perfect little body. Ava’s mouth is soft, hotter than a brushfire, and tastes like cherry soda. I want to die. I want to live. I want everything in between with this girl right here, and most of all, I never want this moment to come to an end. Ava tenses for a second before relaxing. Her chest molds to mine, and I go for it. Our lips linger over one another, slow as a dream, then without hesitation, her mouth opens for me, and I’m inside her, probing, loving her like this, sparring with the softness of her tongue as the rain beats down its punishment over us.

      After Steph died, I’ve always felt as if the universe was deliberately trying to halt any shadow of happiness in my life—and this storm, these sickles falling over us feel like just another hostile contention the universe is throwing my way. But it’s too late. My tongue, my mouth, my whole body is invested in this kiss, in loving Ava, loving this moment, and I am unequivocally, irrevocably, very fucking happy.
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      Breathe. It’s the first thing that comes to mind in a moment like this when all of my thoughts, my heart, my adrenaline commands that I pass out cold.

      Is this really happening? Grant’s arms swim over my back. His mouth is fused to mine as our tongues engage in an electric dance all their own. It all feels unreal, like one of my late night fantasies that just happened to harness the power to come to life.

      My hands glide up his T-shirt and mold over his scalding hot flesh. Grant’s body is hard as steel, cut with hard lines and textures I’m desperate to memorize. A soft moan escapes me as our kiss grows increasingly feverish. I’ve never been kissed quite like this before. In fact, if you lined up all the kisses in my short lip-linking career, they would amount to a peck in comparison to this monolithic life-changing event. I’m pretty sure kisses like these are reserved for times of war and unimaginably long separations. I’m not sure what’s gotten into Grant—God knows I don’t taste an ounce of liquor on him. I’m sort of hoping this is real, that I won’t wake up on a tear-soaked pillow one more night.

      Grant pulls me in tight by the waist, and I hop up, wrapping my legs around his like a vine. He hoists me up until I’m sitting on his waist, our lips never leaving one another. A bubbling laugh works its way up my throat, and his chest drums against mine as if joining in with me. The fury, the unbridled passion, the sheer joy of the moment eclipses itself until we climb toward some unknowable zenith. I don’t know how many of these impassioned kisses Grant has doled out in his lifetime, but if the way his fingers are digging into my flesh, the way he can’t seem to get close enough, deep enough inside me is any indication, then I’m betting this is just as special for him as it is for me.

      Grant spins me, spins us as this kiss morphs into a dizzying carousel of love, and I never want to leave. I’ve never felt so light, so wanted, so much bliss rolled into one.

      A peal of thunder goes off as the rain increases its hostile oppression. But the world could fill with water and drown every person in it—God knows I’d be one of them, this kiss is impervious self-preservation.

      There are moments in life you inadvertently bookmark—a song that reminds you of high school, a perfume that reminds you of your mother—but from here on out, the rain will always take me back to this one magical night where Grant wished I had kissed him instead, and then I did.

      A light so bright flashes. It feels as if a spotlight falls over my lids. I pull back and watch the night explode with the brilliance of afternoon as lightning sprays its crooked tendrils in the sky above.

      Grant groans as he spins me one last time. “I’d hate for you to get hurt.” His eyes burrow into mine, and this time that perennial sadness mingles with something just this side of elation.

      “By the storm or you?” I’m pretty sure I know what he meant, but a stubborn part of me demanded I ask.

      His hair plastered to his head with those hazel eyes of his illuminated is quite the sight, and I can’t help but tremble out a laugh.

      “Both.” The smile melts from his face as he says it and so does mine. “Let me walk you to your dorm.”

      “You could never hurt me,” I assure him as I dismount, and he takes up my hand. “When you have as many walls up as I do, your heart is practically impenetrable.”

      Grant ushers us quickly down the street, our legs carrying us far too fast to ever be safe, until we duck for cover under the awning of Hallowed Grounds. The lights are on inside, but it’s late, and judging by the chairs hoisted up on the tables, they’re obviously closed. Whitney Briggs is all but a ghost town at the moment, so I do the only thing I can think of right here in the middle of campus—hike up on my tiptoes and steal a proper kiss. Our lips connect, and I come undone, lost in a beautiful ache only Grant’s lips could bring.

      Grant meets me there with just as much passion, the same aching fervor we shared moments before.

      Owen skirts the periphery of my mind, and I brush him right back out. No way in hell do I want my older, far too demanding brother to ruin this moment for me. A thin thread of fear runs through me at the thought of kissing Grant so brazenly in a public place. Yes, the storm has offered us a shelter that would have otherwise made this very moment impossible, but all it would take is one person, the wrong person, and Owen will burst a blood vessel in his brain.

      We pull away and marvel at one another as if we had discovered gold right here in the dark cave of one another’s mouths.

      Grant’s brows knit as that ever-present worry reprises itself. “Let’s get you dry.”

      “Let’s get you dry, so I can see if you’re really that good or if you need the rain to help with all those special effects.” And by special effects, I mean everything. I pull Grant along to the stairs, laughing so loud, so hard, my cheeks ache.

      “Those weren’t special effects, sweetie.” His voice thunders through the cavernous stairwell. “That’s how I roll.”

      “That’s too bad,” I say, panting as we hit the third floor. “I was hoping I brought out the best in you.” I give a little wink over my shoulder just before letting us into my dorm.

      “P-p-please excuse my r-r-room. Clothes are strewn all over the place.” Dear God, I have a boy in my room! A boy who happens to be Grant! I don’t even seem to mind that I stuttered the hell out of that last sentence. “And look, my desk light is on, because, well, Lucky is right. I never remember to turn the darn thing off. She’s convinced I’ll burn down all of Cutler Tower one day. Lucky is a little alarmist, but she’s cute and doesn’t snore, so I’ve decided to k-k-keep her.” I touch my finger to my lips because it’s obvious I don’t know when I need to shut up.

      He winces into me as his hands find their way around my waist. “You’re adorable.” Grant lands a sizzling kiss against my frozen cheek. “And you do bring out the best in me, Ava. I promise you do.”

      I’m paralyzed by his words. My eyes drift to his chest, and I suddenly find it impossible to meet his gaze. I know the weight that those words have with Grant. He would never have said them if he didn’t mean it.

      Grant touches his finger to my chin and demands my eyes meet with his. That little alpha move right there solidifies that what I’m feeling for him is far more than some simple schoolgirl crush. I want Grant. I want him in every single way. Not just for a few stolen kisses—I want Grant for keeps. I’ve always been ten steps ahead of myself in every capacity, so this leap from a kiss to forever doesn’t come as a shock to me. If Lucky and Harper were here, they would tell me to shut the hell up and kiss him already—so I do.

      Grant meets me right there with his mouth warming mine as I walk us backward and land us onto my mattress.

      My bed. I have a boy in my bed, and if Owen hears of this—sees this on the nanny cam he’s most likely planted somewhere in the vicinity, he will turn to stone and crumble to dust on the spot. But this isn’t any boy. It’s not like I’ve dragged some drunken frat brat to my lair. This is Grant—my best friend, my favorite person to spend every single hour with, my big brother.

      A laugh rattles my chest as Grant lies over me. The heft of his body feels like heaven, and I groan as he laces my fingers with his.

      He pulls back to get a better look at me, those perfect lips of his red from his hungry kisses. “What’s so funny?”

      “You’re funny.” I loop my legs over his thighs, imprisoning him in the event he decides to bolt. “You know—the fact you’re getting off kissing your little sister.”

      He winces. “Let’s shelf that thought for now. And I’m not getting off. I’m showing you how I feel because I suck at words.”

      My thigh glides over the hardness blooming in his jeans. “You’re a big, big liar—but not to worry because I happen to find that terminally sexy.”

      “Terminally?” His brows hike, amused. “Okay, so maybe I’m getting off, but with you beneath me, it’s impossible not to.” A dark laugh rumbles from him. “There’s something I need to tell you.” His mood grows heavy, and my imagination goes wild in the worst way.

      My chest bucks with a silent laugh just as a horrible thought comes to me. “You’re not ch-cheating on your girlfriend with me, are you?” Just saying the words out loud brushes a stroke of sorrow over my soul, and for a second, I think I might cry, try to pass the tears off as rain.

      “No.” Grant doesn’t hesitate with the answer. “We’re not together. She was just”—he blows out a breath—“visiting. I’m sorry if I hurt you.” His lips dip down a moment. “Like I said, I’m not great with words.”

      “Says the English m-major,” I tease, but a part of me is craving the very words he won’t give me. “Sorry about that—the stuttering. It happens sometimes when I’m nervous. It’s n-not so bad.” It’s bad. Tonight it seems to be on turbo.

      His mood deflates as his brows all but weep for me. “I don’t mind.” He dots a kiss to my lips. “And I promise, there’s no need to be nervous. I wouldn’t want you to be. I care about you, Ava.” He swallows hard. His eyes expand for the briefest of moments as if his vulnerability has finally been exposed.

      “I care about you, too, Grant.” I do more than he’ll ever know, and then some. “Thank you for making it clear.”

      All of time solidifies in this moment. A smile twitches on the corners of his lips. His breath peppers my face with kisses all its own, and I feel far more content, far more satiated than I’ve ever been in my life. Grant cares for me. He wants me.

      “I’m glad that’s clear.” His chest expands over mine as his grin grows wide. “But I’d rather show you than tell you.”

      Grant lands his mouth over mine once again, and I’m melting, pushing down deep over the bed until it feels as if I might fall right through.

      This right here is the way to end a perfect night.

      A rumble comes from the door and Grant jerks as if to move, but I hold him closer for one more second. The door squeaks open, and the two of us jump to our feet. A small part of me expects to see Owen wielding a hatchet, but it’s not my older far more disgruntled brother. It’s Lucky.

      “Shit.” She fumbles for the overhead light before slapping it on. “What the hell’s going on?”

      Grant offers my hand a quick squeeze. “Just making sure she got back to her room safely.” He makes a beeline for the door. “Night,” he offers Lucky a wave, but she’s too stunned to reply.

      Grant and I head out, closing the door behind me. “Um—I’m not sure what just happened, but I’m sort of hoping it’s not a one-off.” My shoulders hike to my ears a moment.

      Grant leans in, his hand gently cupping my cheek. “Maybe I can take you to breakfast tomorrow, and we can figure it out.” He leans in and touches his lips to mine one last time, and I clasp him by the back of the neck, forcing him to give me something deeper, longer, and stronger. Grant obliges on all accounts.

      We say goodnight, me with a bashful grin, and Grant with those serious eyes speaking to mine in a language all their own.

      I slip back into the room as Lucky pounces on me with twenty questions. But I don’t say a word. I let the goofy grin on my face answer them all.

      “We’re going to breakfast.” I crash onto my bed and take in his scent still lingering over the sheets.

      It’s real. It’s happening.

      Grant has feelings for me.

      I’m on top of the world.
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      Breakfast turns into a bagel run as Grant and I hop on our bikes and ride the mud-soaked trails up to the top of the switchbacks.

      “Maybe I should have driven.” He grimaces, inspecting our mud-splattered legs, our bikes caked in brown muck. It may have stormed all night, but the sun is up and there isn’t a cloud in the sky. Fall might officially be here, but this morning is a flashback of spring.

      “Drive? Where’s the adventure in that?” I pull him over the stone bench that sits just this side of the lookout. “Let the bagel-fest commence.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know about you.” He sits with his legs folded under him, and I do the same. There’s something undeniably romantic about facing one another like this as the sun sprays its orange glow over our shoulders, miraculously warming us despite the icy breeze.

      “I hate bagels,” I say with my next bite, trying to keep a straight face.

      “What?” He inches back, and I can’t help but love the panic I’ve induced in him.

      “I’m kidding. I’m an open book. I’ve got like nothing to tell. I’ve lived underneath the shadow of my brother and sister all my life—the end.”

      Grant’s eyes widen. “That’s funny because I don’t see your brother or your sister’s shadow when I see you. Not even a hint.”

      “That’s because I appeared before you virtually uncluttered. It’s a freak sort of a thing you’re experiencing. My brother is at Briggs. He’ll put the kibosh on this good time soon, you’ll see.”

      “And your sister?”

      “She’s”—shit—“away. Working.” It’s technically true. Aubree has bragged a thousand times how they’ve crowned her head librarian of the entire correctional facility. For a second, I picture her playing the part of the sexy librarian just as that greasy guard comes in and has his way with her—and I mean that in the consensual sense. Aubree would no sooner have someone take advantage of her than she would rip their teeth out one by one.

      “Nice.” That sad smile comes to rest on his face once again. “And your parents?”

      “They’re off in their own world. In fact, they’re going on a cruise to see more of it. My brother and I are flying solo for Thanksgiving.”

      “You’ll spend it with me.” Grant comes to life at the thought.

      “R-r-really?” Damn. My cheeks blush ten shades, but Grant is nice enough to pretend not to notice.

      “Yes, really. It’ll be fun. My mom doesn’t know how to cook for three people, so we always end up with enough to feed a small tribe. My parents would love it, and that way I finally get to meet your brother.”

      “Actually, it’ll just be me.” I wrinkle my nose. “He’s taking off to New York with his girlfriend.”

      “Really?” Those whiskey-colored eyes of his seem displeased by the idea. “What were you going to do?”

      “I hear Hallowed Grounds makes a mean turkey sandwich.”

      “Hallowed Grounds will be closed.” He pulls my hand forward and lands a kiss to the back of it. “Good thing I saved the day.” He offers up that sarcastic grin, and I crawl right onto his lap.

      “Good thing, indeed.” My mouth finds his, and we forget about the bagels, the golden sun, the muddy trails, and the icy wind. Grant and I tell one another our life stories one kiss at a time.
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      All week Grant and I acquaint our tongues with our tonsils every chance we get. On Thursday, on my way back to my dorm, I stop off at Hallowed Grounds, and no sooner do I step inside than I regret my decision.

      “Ava!” Daisy does a spastic wave, but it’s not the fact she’s causing a scene that demands I spin on my heels and run. It’s the brunette by her side that has me twitching.

      A body bumps into me from behind, and for a moment, I’m frozen in horror thinking it might be Grant.

      “What’s up, chica?” Lucky dances around me until she groans at the sight of Daisy and Piper. It’s kind of hysterical when you think about it. My brother is dating Piper, and hers is dating Daisy. I suppose that’s not the to die for funny part—that would be the fact we don’t want to spend a single second with our brothers’ one and onlys. “Shit.” Lucky pulls me along. “We’d better bite the bullet.”

      “If it’s a lead bullet, I might die. I’m part werewolf, you know.” Lucky teased me mercilessly after Rush—the wandering werewolf—took a few solid bites out of my neck on Halloween night.

      “Get over here, girls!” Daisy pulls the two of us in for one giant group hug, and all but suffocates us in her candy sweet perfume. I, myself, am partial to Daisy, so I don’t mind one bit any scent she chooses to douse herself with, but I can hear Lucky gagging up a storm. “So, what’s up? How’s the b-o-y?” She tries to mouth the word, but misses by a tattletale mile.

      My jaw practically unhinges as Lucky and I take our seats across from the two of them.

      “What’s this?” Piper cocks her head. “Say it isn’t so!” Her mouth rounds out with glee. “Owen is going to d-i-e!”

      “Well, I’m glad the two of you can spell.” I flatten my hands over the table in an effort to keep from tipping it over. “Maybe I should just l-e-a-v-e?”

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Piper pulls my seat next to hers in one Herculean move. “I’m not some spy your brother owns. For sure, I’m not here to spill your secrets. Anything you do with your life is your business. Believe me, I know brothers. I have two myself—three if you count Blake.” She winks at Daisy. “He’s the cute lead singer of the 12 Deadly Sins. He’s technically my brother’s brother.”

      “You talk too much.” Daisy smacks her over the arm. “What Piper means to say is, we want to know the two of you—not just as Owen’s and Jet’s little sisters, but as”—she leans in with a crooked grin—“what are your names again?”

      Lucky and I groan in unison.

      “For crying out loud.” I roll my head back just as Grant walks by the window, and I break out into a silly grin as if it were a kneejerk response.

      Grant doesn’t hesitate popping on in, and I shrink in my seat, my face burning with the hellfire of ten thousand angry suns. So much for anonymity. He spots Daisy and Piper, and most likely the look of horror plastered to my face, and gives a platonic nod.

      “Just heading to practice.” He purchases a bottle of water before heading back out.

      Thank God for small mercies. The way the two of us have been locking lips all week, I half-expected him to walk right over and plant one on me. Crap. That would have been huge, bigger than huge. It would have been a huge debacle. There’s no way Piper wouldn’t rat me out to Owen. Hearing about a boy is one thing, but watching me suck face is an entirely different delicious animal.

      “Was that him?” Piper says it so fast it comes out all one word. Her radar is up, and Grant sounded the alarm.

      “We’re just friends.” I shrug to Lucky. So help me God, if she outs me, I’ll make up a dozen sordid stories about her nightly non-existent walk of shame. “He doesn’t even know I exist.” I roll my eyes in an exaggerating manner that would make any fourteen-year-old proud.

      “Still?” Daisy groans as if I just spit into her coffee.

      “What do you mean still?” Piper elbows her in the ribs for an answer before turning the limelight right back in my direction. “How can anyone not notice you? The both of you.” She includes Lucky in her kiss-up routine. “That boy must be blind and dumb. Never mind him. There is at least a dozen just like him and better.”

      “Doubtful,” I whisper without meaning to.

      Piper’s eyes zip to mine, and for a brief moment, we have an honest exchange. Swear to God, it feels as if my face just morphed into a TV screen, and she’s just bore witness to each and every one of those steamy kisses Grant and I have shared.

      “So your birthday gift…” Piper smacks her lips as if she’s livid with me on some level. “Owen wants you to start narrowing down your choices. I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty excited.”

      “What’s the gift?” Lucky looks concerned for me, like the good friend she is.

      “A c-c-car—a used car.” Just the thought of Owen demanding to pay for half sets every last nerve in my body on edge. He’s already doing way too much for me. I know he loves me, but I hate that I’m stretching his finances to capacity.

      “A set of wheels?” Daisy belts it out like it’s her favorite country song and slaps me five. “Girl, once you get some traction going, there will be no stopping you! I don’t know if you girls realize this, but there’s actually life outside of Hollow Brook.”

      Piper knocks her in the ribs again, this time strong enough to spill a little coffee. “Daisy is referring to shopping—not boys.”

      “And definitely not strip clubs.” Daisy wags her bubblegum pink nails. “But if you ever want to have some real fun, just hop across the street. I still think the Black Bear is the best thing going.”

      Piper leans in as curiosity fills in her brows. “How come we hardly ever see the two of you there? Don’t tell me you’re doing time in the caf? The Black Bear has the best grilled cheese, and don’t get me started on the pizza. I swear, we won’t crawl all over your backs. Honest to God, all we want is for the two of you to get the most out of your freshman year.”

      The sorority runs through my mind in a dizzying blur. I know we have a few events lined up that actually do require us to show up at that drunken hovel across the street. Sure, the food is great, but who wants to cavort at their big brother’s favorite bar? Strike one. Count Lucky and me out. Not to mention, Grant hardly ever goes there. Strikes two and three.

      Lucky nods over at me as if she’s got this. “We’ll try to pop over more often. It’s just, you know, all this studying is making us insane. We’re not in high school anymore. This is some serious shit. I’ve got a paper due every two weeks up until I’m thirty.”

      The two of them offer commiserating laughs.

      “But we’ll honestly try.” Lucky is smearing it on nice and thick. “Most of our weekends we’re just sequestered in that tiny dorm, trying to figure out how many hours have passed since we last lifted our heads from our laptops.”

      A little too thick perhaps.

      I shake my head at her. Lucky should know better than to pile bullshit that high—take it to their noses, and they’re bound to smell it. Heck, at this point, she’s spoon-feeding it to them.

      “Oh, really.” Daisy isn’t buying one ounce from Lucky’s dung heap. I could have told her that. Daisy is smart, and funny, and usually a good time to hang out with. I’d like to blame this sudden shift toward the dismal and banal on Piper, but I know Lucky, and I somehow brought it to the party. “So, all this studying, huh?” Her pink lips stretch into a sarcastic smile.

      Piper grunts. She’s a little more in your face than Daisy. “Don’t forget the papers they’ll have to write until they’re thirty.” Her eyes narrow in on mine. “Wow, you girls really do have it rough. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever met a freshman as dedicated to the art of learning as the two of you.”

      “You better believe it.” I slap my hand over Lucky’s, and just as I’m about to pull her out of her seat, Piper smacks her hand over mine.

      “The 12 Deadly Sins play Saturday night at the Black Bear. Meet Owen and me for dinner at seven. Let’s narrow this car thing down, okay? Besides, your brother actually misses you.”

      “Seven,” I say, rising out of my seat. “I wouldn’t miss it.” I offer Daisy a quick wave.

      “You, too, Lucky!” Daisy calls after us. “Jet and I will be there. The grilled cheese is on me!”

      “All-you-can-eat!” Piper shouts as we head out the door.

      “All-you-can-eat!” I mimic as soon as we get outside, and Lucky and I bust a gut on the way to our dorm.

      Lucky calls the elevator with a sock to the wall. “All-you-can-eat grilled cheese, but it’s the company that has me constipated already.”
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      Saturday night shows up like a slap in the face, the slap itself coming from our own sisters at Kappa G.

      “What the hell do you mean there’s a mandatory mixer at the Black Bear?” I realize this is a very real thing as per the sorority directives outlined in the newsletter we received day one. The Black Bear is sort of neutral ground among the Greeks, and thus fair game for hosting alcohol-fueled get-togethers.

      Harper dusts her face with that sparkling powder Lucky loves to layer over her foundation. The two of them glow with an otherworldly incandescence, and I snatch the brush from her.

      “Would you stop with the glitter? You want an earthling to notice you, not an alien.”

      Harper snatches the brush right back. “With the way Justin is acting, maybe aliens aren’t so bad.”

      “Come to think of it, I’d rather meet up with an entire fleet of aliens tonight than sit through a dairy-filled dinner with Piper and Owen.” I shudder at the thought of meeting up with the two of them.

      I glance to Lucky. “You realize your brother will be there. Do we fess up now or later?” Neither Owen nor Jet knows about the sorority. Honestly, I don’t know that Jet would really mind, but Owen will unhinge himself on my behalf. He’s sort of destined to do it anyway. Maybe it’s best he loses his shit over a sorority. That way when he finds out about Grant—never mind. Owen is destined to have two very real heart attacks sponsored by yours truly, and there’s not a thing I can do about it other than delay the obvious.

      “We don’t fess up now. That’s for sure.” Lucky hoses herself down with that honeysuckle perfume she loves to wear and sends the three of us out the door gasping for air. “We fess up later, much later.” She fluffs her hair out. “Because tonight, I’m finding a boy toy of my own.”

      “Boys of WB, look out!” I shout over the balcony. “Lucky is loose and ready to ride!”

      Harper leans over the railing. “She wants to be ridden hard and put away wet!”

      “Would you two shut up?” Lucky laughs as she yanks us into the stairwell. “We need a system.” She shouts as we take the stairs two by two, “You know, for those times Grant wants to spend the night.”

      “Would you shut up?” I pull both her and Harper in close as we hit the ground running toward the Black Bear. “Say his name again, and we won’t need a system. I’ll have traded you in.”

      “Trade her in for me,” Harper teases as the wind tousles our hair wild and free. “I’m much better at taming my tongue. Plus, we have the same shoe size.”

      “I think Ava prefers Grant’s tongue”—Lucky gives my hair a quick tug—“and judging by what I think they’ll be doing later, neither one of them will be needing shoes.”

      “That was subtle.” Harper pulls me in close. “Have him wear a little rubber hat. As adorable as your babies would be, I’d hate to see one for at least ten years.”

      Babies? A flash of a tiny dark-haired boy, the exact replica of Grant whistles through my mind, and I melt at the thought of such a perfect tiny being born of our love. And just as quickly, I snap out of it. Harper is right. Adorable babies can wait. What can’t wait is for me to be near him again. I’ve never felt like this before. There’s something ultra-addicting about this feeling, about Grant in general, and I soak in the high he gives me long before I ever set eyes on him.

      “He asked me to have Thanksgiving with his family,” I volunteer the fact without prompting. Both Lucky and Harper stop short, pulling me back abruptly with their arms still hooked though mine. “Relax, it’s not a big deal. He felt sorry for me. I’m a stray he picked up. He’s not bringing me home to meet his mother.”

      Lucky looks sternly at me. “You do realize you’re going to meet his mother.”

      “And his father.” Harper gives a tug as she leads us across the street. “It doesn’t surprise me, though. You’ve been inseparable since the day you met. That’s the way Justin and I were. We started off the same way, totally in love, totally together twenty-four seven. We’re lucky. It doesn’t happen every day. For some people, it doesn’t happen in a lifetime. Don’t worry about what your brother might say. What Grant and you have is special.”

      Harper’s words swim through my mind as we make our way into the bar.

      What Grant and I have is special.

      The Black Bear is loud and obnoxious tonight, just like the girl who’s waving at me right this minute, Piper. My stomach churns. I actually liked Piper way back when, and it’s true I’ve never really gotten to know her like I should. I’m just positive she wouldn’t be nearly as good at keeping my secrets as Daisy is. I can’t really blame her, though. She’s in love with my brother. Anyone who has ever met Owen understands the fact he’s easy to fall in love with.

      Harper detangles her limb from mine. “I’ll catch you losers later. I’ve got a dance floor to cut with my heels.” She whoops it up as she trots off toward a cluster of our sisters already shaking their hips.

      “Too bad we can’t bust a move—right the hell out of here.” Lucky navigates us to the table with our brothers and their questionable better halves.

      Lucky and I exchange the necessary civilities before taking our seats. Owen has his head pitched down, eyes set on me, and in an instant, I know Piper has told him something—and, considering she knows close to nothing, I’m afraid to ask.

      We make small talk and put in our orders, and just as I’m about to tell Owen for the thousandth time what classes I’m taking, my phone vibrates in my hand.

      It’s Grant. I’m headed to see Razor Reef. You in?

      I duck my phone under the table and text right back. Isn’t that the one where they all get eaten by sharks?

      He pings back. Ha-ha! Good one! But I think you’re supposed to preface that with the words SPOILER ALERT. ;)

      Me – Sorry. I’m at the Black Bear. Huge mixer. Mandatory. Why aren’t you here?

      Second thought, I’m pretty happy with the fact Grant is nowhere in the vicinity. I don’t think I could stand to be in the same room and not be within a foot of him.

      Enjoy the movie! I shoot the text off before he has a chance to reply. Can’t wait to hear all about it. And I totally made that stuff up about the sharks. Maybe.

      Grant doesn’t miss a beat. What just happened? Let me guess. Rush hijacked your phone.

      “Hey”—Owen slides a fry my way, and I look to see the food has already arrived—“how about you glance up and have a real conversation? I’ve got like five minutes with you. I’d love to know what’s new in your life.”

      Piper averts her eyes at the prospect. “Maybe you should text her?”

      “Very funny.” I dip my phone into my purse in an effort to speed this dinner disaster along so I can go and watch people feed themselves to the sharks the way it should be. “So, what are we doing about Aubree next weekend? You’ll be in New York. Too bad I don’t have my own car or I’d visit her.” I can hardly contain my smile. Owen would rather die than lend me his monster truck, not that I’d want to drive that tank on the interstate.

      Lucky laughs through her next cheesy bite. “I can’t wait for this vehicular miracle to happen.”

      “I can take you to see Aubree.” Jet nods my way, and for some reason, seeing his arm slipped over Daisy’s shoulder warms me. I want that with Grant. Sitting in the open and not a single person trying to slit his throat in the process—now that would be a miracle.

      A thought comes to me. If I’m already spending Thanksgiving with Grant, who’s to say we can’t turn this into a weekend? The entire school will be empty. We’ll have the run of the place, or more to the point, his place and mine.

      “I think I’ll pass, but thank you.” I look to Owen with as much pure sisterly intent as possible. “I’m not really comfortable going without you. We can go the following weekend. I think Mom and Dad will still be on their cruise. I know Aubree would appreciate it.”

      “For sure.”

      Dinner slogs by, and before we know it, Jet and Daisy hit the poolroom with Lucky to hang out with their friends, Scarlett and Rex.

      Piper scoots to the edge of her seat. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to use the little girl’s room.” She takes off before I can threaten to join her. Right about now, I’ll take any excuse to bolt out that door. I glance to the exit and judge the sprinting distance.

      Owen is busy looking at me with his chin pinned to his chest. “Who is he, and when do I get to meet him?”
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      It’s either watching human-hungry sharks with bad CGI for two hours or the Black Bear. On an ordinary night it wouldn’t even be a toss-up, but this isn’t an ordinary night, and Ava isn’t an ordinary girl. For some reason, she’s not answering my texts, and as much as I’d rather light my balls on fire than run into Bryson or Owen, I’d sacrifice both my balls and suffer through a few third-degree burns to make sure Ava is all right.

      “Mandatory mixer,” I mutter under my breath as I make my way inside. I let my frat leader, Eli, know I wouldn’t make it. He knows how I feel about the Black Bear. Eli was one of the first people I told about Steph. He was the one who encouraged Rush and me to join the frat. Lawson was already in it, so it didn’t seem like a bad idea at the time, and, seeing where it led, I’m damn glad about it, too. Now that I know this event is mandatory, I would never want to pull Ava away. I know the sorority is important to Ava. I want Ava to have everything she deems important to her. And selfishly, I want Ava because she’s important to me. So the Black Bear and all of its negative energy can suck my big, fat dick. I’m here for my girl tonight. Somehow thinking about my dick getting some action and Ava in the same stream of thought gets me heated in all the wrong places.

      An image of Ava on her knees before me, my hands digging into her hair sends a guttural groan spearing from me as I step on in.

      It’s loud, noisy as fuck, and suddenly the only thing I want to do is kidnap Ava and hightail it back to the trails. Rumor has it they hold a hell of a view on a night like tonight. Who am I kidding? The only view I want to stare at is Ava’s watery blue eyes.

      Bodies bump and grind against me as I try to navigate toward the bar. The air is thick with laughter just a decibel below the music, and for the life of me, I can’t hear myself think, let alone spot anyone I know. Jet and his buddies usually hang out toward the back, but at the moment, I don’t see them either. The dance floor is flooded with bodies bobbing up and down in sync with the music. I spot an entire gaggle of Kappa girls, Ava’s buddy Harper being one of them. But the rest of the crowd melts into a tangle of limbs. The murky lighting makes it hard to distinguish where one person ends and the other begins.

      A hand comes up over my shoulder, and I stiffen for a moment. It’s a dude, judging by the grip, and my stomach tenses, dreading to find Bryson or Owen staring back at me. But it’s neither of those fools. It’s Jet.

      “Hey, I didn’t see you.” I slap him five and pull him in. “What’s up?”

      “Just shooting some pool out back with my buddies. You want anything?” He motions to the bar, and I’m quick to turn him down.

      “Nope. My girlfriend is floating around here somewhere. I was hoping to find her and take off. This isn’t really my thing.”

      “Girlfriend, huh?” He mock socks me in the gut, and I flinch. “Good for you. It looks like things are coming together for you after all. I’m sure she’s a good girl.”

      “Sorority girl,” I add as if that gave Ava some sort of credence. The truth is, I’m still stuck on the fact I just referred to her as my girlfriend. Technically, she’s a girl and she is my friend, but the way our mouths have been getting right to business whenever we’re together defies both of those aforementioned titles. My body buzzes with a slight high. Hell, I’ve got a girlfriend. A goofy grin takes over as I continue to stalk the premises for her. “She’s great. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”

      “Sounds good. Have fun with her. Don’t get too serious just yet. You just got out of a fire, right? Ride this one easy.”

      I nod in agreement. Everything in me knows what he’s saying is true. “I hear you, but what I feel for her surpasses anything I’ve ever felt before. She’s different. I can’t really explain it.”

      “You don’t have to. My girlfriend is my life.” He winces. “And believe me, I know how that sounds, but it’s true. For so long I slept with anything that moved because I didn’t want to dethrone my sister as the one I venerated. Our parents are gone, and I really wanted to focus on taking care of her. I thought having someone serious in my life would change that, but it didn’t. It only made it better.”

      His beer arrives, and he tips it to me before taking a sip. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.” He nods to the back. “Bring your girlfriend around. Can’t wait to meet her.”

      “Thanks, man.” I slap him five again before he ducks into the crowd.

      A trio of dancing girls up near the stage catch my eye, three brunettes with their mouths open with laughter, and the one in the middle makes my heart detonate on impact.

      Ava glances my way before doing a double take and waving wildly. Before I can stop her, she’s lost in the crowd trying to make her way over.

      I shouldn’t have come. She was having a good time, and here I’m practically stalking her.

      “Grant,” a deep voice thunders from behind, and I turn to find Lawson and Rush, each with a bottle in hand.

      “Didn’t think you’d show up.” Rush butts his shoulder into mine, sending me staggering on one foot. I made it a point to clear the air right after I almost beat the shit out of him that night. Rush and I can’t afford to let anyone or anything get between us. Sometimes, it feels as if we’re all we have.

      “The girls are insane tonight.” Lawson says it like it’s a good thing.

      “Not bad for a mandatory event.” I crane my neck into the crowd. I can feel Ava coming—feel her presence as she hacks through bodies to make her way over. No matter where Ava is on campus, my body seems to recalibrate its compass toward her. I’ve traded north for Ava. My compass is always set in her direction.

      Lawson leans in. “More like mandatory to get laid. That’s about the sum total of tonight’s event. See the blonde wearing nothing but a T-shirt?” He tips his bottle toward a crowd of girls, the blonde in question is laughing so hard she’s wiping tears from her eyes. Her skin is dyed orange. Her hair is bleached so white it glows like a flame. Ordinarily I’d correct Lawson and fill him in on the fact she’s wearing a dress, but in this case I think he hit the nail on the head.

      Rush howls at the group. “Dude, she is fucking hot.”

      “She’s coming home with me.” Lawson lays it out like a fact. “You can have her buddy to the left, the redhead. They’re inseparable. A threesome was discussed, but I haven’t quite hit your league.” He knocks his elbow into me. “Which one do you want? I’ll make it happen.”

      The thought makes me laugh. “I don’t need you to make it happen.”

      Rush glances over, his eyes slightly stoned from who knows what. “So, are you with that chick or what? You and Ava the real deal?”

      “Yup.” I didn’t even hesitate. There. I’ve made us official twice in one evening. It must be true. Something in me warms at the idea of making it official with Ava. We’re together. I want us to be. I hate to sound like a textbook sap, but I want to be with her, be around her every hour of every day. It feels like a limb is missing when she’s not with me—like a vital organ has just been ripped out of my body, and I’m slowly bleeding out without her.

      “Real deal?” Lawson looks affronted. “She’s got you by the balls so hard you don’t even know it. There’s no way I’m getting pussy-whipped this soon in the game. Too many girls to plow through before that ever happens.”

      By the game, I’m assuming he means college and not the night.

      “Spoken like a true gentleman.”

      Ava pops up right on cue. Her hair is blown out from dancing. Her little black dress is tight and short in all the right places. That huge grin of hers sets my heart thumping like I just ran a marathon, and here I haven’t moved an inch.

      “And you are quite the gentlemen.” She grins openly at the two of us.

      I take a step toward her, and she holds up her hands, glancing around as if expecting the Gestapo.

      She glances past my shoulder and frowns. “My brother and his friends are crawling all over this place tonight.”

      “Great.” I glance over in the event he’s headed this way. “I want to meet him.”

      “Ha! You wish. I like your face just the way it is.” She pulls me in for a brief embrace before pushing me right back toward Lawson and Rush. “So, is it true? You chose a Beta event over shark-infested waters?”

      I hitch my thumbs at Lawson and Rush. “Don’t fool yourself. These are shark-infested waters. And I’m pretty sure if I meet your brother, it wouldn’t equal my face getting pounded in. He cares about you, that’s all. He just wants to make sure you’re not with some punk.” That’s all I would want—for Steph to be safe. Ironic since it was her girlfriends I should have looked out for.

      “Punk?” Rush gives my head a shove with his oversized mitt. “I guess that disqualifies you.”

      “Get out of here.” I knock my knee into his, and he takes an inadvertent bow. “Come on.” I try to pull Ava deep into the crowd, but she makes an abrupt U-turn and leads us toward the exit.

      “You’re insane, you know that?” Her laughter rises above the music, and I lose myself in the sound of her voice, those watery eyes, and that bionic smile. Ava has got me by the balls all right. I’ll be the first to admit I’m pussy-whipped. Everything in me wants to follow her out that door, but I pull her in close, and she ducks us into the hall that leads to the restroom. “He’s right there!” she whispers and points to the other side.

      I glance over quickly and don’t see anyone in particular heading this way—for sure not a brother lost in a rage. I spot Jet with his arm around a blonde near the bar, his girlfriend I’m assuming. I spot Owen chatting it up with a brunette. Asshole. Not sure why I can’t stand the guy, other than the fact he’s blood-related to the witch who killed my sister. His sister is in a cell, and my sister is in the ground. I can’t even find it in me to feel sorry for him about that. If she wasn’t a homicidal maniac, Owen and I might have even been friends.

      Ava pulls me back and locks her piercing eyes with mine. My heart, my adrenaline both kick in double time, and I let out a heavy sigh because I know I’m in trouble around this girl. I want her. I want to taste more than her lips. I want to devour every last part of her, and every aching part of me demands we do this tonight. What can I say? I’m an animal in the same category as Rush or Lawson. But they’ll be the only two primates getting lucky tonight. As much as my balls are crying out, I don’t think I should move that fast with Ava.

      “You want to get out of here?” My head screams no. Stay. If we leave, if we’re alone— “I see a few people out there, and I don’t care for either.”

      Ava gives a careful nod. That devilish glint in her eye sparkles under the dim light as her glowing teeth graze her bottom lip. “But first—” She pulls me close by the back of the neck, her honey sweet perfume loosening my senses. “There’s something a little naughty about having you here, so dangerously close while my boogeyman of a brother prowls the bar. He’s onto us.” Her eyes enlarge with glee as if this were a good thing. “He wanted names, and I wouldn’t budge.”

      “Great. He probably has a bounty on my head.” I’m only half-teasing. I’m pretty sure I would have done the same if Steph were still here. Hell, I still don’t care for Bryson.

      “Oh, believe me, my brother prefers to tear you limb from limb on his own.” Ava lands her lips over mine, that open-mouth smile swallowing me whole. Ava pours out all of her affection, her wet kisses on me as that sugar sweet tongue laps me up from the inside. Nope. I’m not hanging around this bar with her homicidal brother roaming the place, salivating over the idea of kneeing my balls in, plucking off my limbs. Instead, I’m going to haul his little sister out of here, haul my little sister out of here and run her all the way back to the frat house. My brain can decry what’s about to happen all it wants, but all I want is to make her mine—or in the least round out a few bases. It’s not like this is a one-night stand. I’m in it. I want this. I want this with Ava for as long as she’s willing to give it to me. It feels like home whenever she’s around, whenever she’s in my mouth.

      A body bumps me from behind, and I look back to see a group of girls leading a staggering blonde to the bathroom to hurl—Lawson’s prospect for the night. I’m not too sorry for him. I’m sure he already has a backup lined up. If Lawson is anything, he’s prepared. Speaking of prepared, I’ve got an unused box of condoms sitting in my nightstand.

      Ava winks up at me, still grazing her lip with her teeth as if she can’t wait to take a juicy bite out of what she sees.

      I know I shouldn’t take her back to the house. I know I should opt for a movie. Hell, we should opt to freeze our asses off on the trails—anything but being alone with this girl.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I tuck a quick kiss to the back of her neck as we stagger past the bodies congesting the vicinity. I glance over to the bar and spot Jet. He lifts a hand as if waving goodnight, and I point over to Ava with a shit-eating grin spreading over my face. Can’t help it. There’s a juvenile pride of ownership, if I can be so barbaric to reference it that way, when you have a beautiful girl by your side. Not that I own Ava or will ever come close. More like pride in the fact a beautiful work of art like Ava would ever chose a brooding oaf like me.

      Jet nods over and hikes up a notch to get a better look at the girl at my side, and that grin he was shooting my way melts right off his face. Figures. He can’t believe it either. But then again, Ava is too good to be true.

      “Where are we headed?” she shouts over the music as I lead her to the exit and straight into the frozen November air.

      “Beta Kappa Phi.”

      Her brows rise, amused. “For a rousing game of pool?”

      “You got the rousing part right.”

      Ava and I bolt for The Row, laughing our asses off, stopping to make out by the gnarled oak that stands proud on the corner. Life is so much better, so much lighter and freeing with Ava by my side.

      I would have done anything for Steph to have met her.
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      Beta Kappa Phi is void of any human life, just what I was hoping for as we head in through the commons area.

      “Wow, this place is a real haunted house with no one in it.” Ava gently kicks a soda can and sends it rolling across the hardwood floor. “You guys should probably pool your money and look into getting a housekeeper.”

      “A housekeeper? Now how would that foster our need to cultivate good hygienic practices all on our own?” I tease as we head for the stairs.

      “Believe me, nobody here is fostering anything hygienic.”

      We hit the base of the stairs, and I pause, pulling her in by the waist. “At the risk of sounding egotistical, I happen to be the most hygienic of them all.”

      Her lips twitch with a smile she’s struggling to hold back. “At the risk of sounding too eager to believe what my egotistical boyfriend has to say—I’d better inspect your headquarters to affirm this.” She sucks in a quick breath as she catches herself. Ava’s cheeks redden with color, a deep blushing shade of pomegranate as her gaze falls to the floor. “I d-d-don’t know why I said that. I—”

      “It’s okay.” I gently lift her chin with my finger until her beautiful eyes bless me with their light. “I like the sound of it.” I pull her up to the step above me until we’re almost face-to-face. “My girlfriend.” My chest rumbles with approval. “I love the sound of it.” My gaze hooks onto hers, and something deep inside me begs to tack on one more thing to the list of things I love. It’s true. I’ve fallen fast and hard for Ava. “The minute you sat down in front of me that afternoon I knew my life had changed for the better.”

      Her entire affect widens with wonder at my words before she shakes the thought away. “I bet that’s a required line for Beta boys before they haul a girl to their bedroom.”

      A frown comes and goes. “Only this bedroom.” I take her by the hand and lead her up the stairs. “Come on. I promise to behave.”

      Ava belts out a laugh. “I was sort of hoping you wouldn’t.”

      My gut cinches at the thought. If Ava is up for anything, then it’s up to me to hold back—and no thanks to that porn reel that runs through my mind at all hours of the night I’ve programmed myself to do anything but hold back when it comes to this girl.

      We end up in the last room on the right as I close and lock my bedroom door. I keep the light off since the steely moonlight is flooding the room.

      “We don’t have to do anything you don’t—”

      Ava lands her finger over my mouth. Her eyes are trained over mine, and I can’t fight the smile trying to break free from me.

      “What’s so funny?” she whispers as her minty breath tickles my chin.

      “I was just thinking of how the darkness has a way of stealing all of the color in the world, and here it has nothing on your beautiful eyes. It’s haunting the way they light up the dark. They’re beautiful—you’re beautiful, Ava.” I land my lips to hers a moment before pulling back and inspecting her one more time. “When my sister died, the darkness stole all of the color out of my world.” My fingers thread through her hair, and my body demands to adhere to her every part. “You put the color back into my world, Ava. You brought the light where there’s only been darkness.” I swallow hard, trying to block the words that demand to come next. “Thank you for that. Thank you for choosing me.” My voice breaks, and I don’t want it to. Tears have been my bread, my water, my mode of survival over the past few years, but these aren’t tears of sorrow. These are tears of joy.

      “I choose you, Grant.” She gives a slight nod, her arms crossing over the back of my neck. “I choose you tonight and forever.” Ava’s lips crash to mine with an eager kiss, a ravenous feast that has us backing up to my bed, landing us on the mattress. Her hands dip into my boxers and run the rim of the elastic. My fingers inch their way up her shirt. I hit her lace bra, and a groan travels up my throat as I gently claw at it. Ava evicts her sweater, unbuttons my jeans, and tears off my T-shirt without so much as blinking. Her mouth finds mine once again, and my hands cup over her perfect tits.

      Shit. I am too far gone to ever want to stop, to ever hit the brakes.

      Ava’s cool hands fall over my back, working in a circular pattern until she makes her way to my chest. Down lower still, she finds a home deep inside my boxers once again. But this time she goes for it. Her hand curls around my dick, and I groan right into her throat. I work her bra off and slide my mouth down her honeyed flesh until I do my best to swallow down the softest part of her.

      “Grant,” she whispers, moaning as if I’ve hit the jackpot, and something about hearing that throaty growl, loving the way she’s filling my mouth, I land her on her back and ravage her with my affection. Time dissolves to nothing, the world collapses on itself, and it’s just Ava and I—our mouths, our hot hungry flesh raking over one another on a mouthwatering loop.

      I’ve been with girls before, Darcy and a few before that, but I’ve never felt the urgency to plunge deep inside anyone like I do right now.

      Ava frees me from my boxers as if reading my mind. Her dress hikes up on the side, and before I’m cognizant of what’s happening, I feel her wetness, that warm slick just waiting for me to acknowledge it.

      “Shit.” I land somewhere between her belly and her thigh and give a few thrusts as I glide my body over hers, and then I lose it. I come in hot jagged bursts and lose myself in a paradise I have never known. “Shit, Ava.” I pump a dry laugh into her ear. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t apologize.” She slips a kiss to my chest before I land beside her and we’re face-to-face. The mess on her stomach is a testament to the fact I can’t control myself around this girl—not now, not ever. “I want that with you. I don’t want you to ever feel like you need to hold back—aim for more traditional pasture next time.” A dull laugh bubbles from her.

      “I don’t want your first time to be in some frat house.” The stairwell outside my room fills with the sound of voices, followed by the thunderous hooves of my brothers. “Not like this.” I nod toward the door.

      “What? You don’t like an audience?” She wrinkles her nose, and I lean down and kiss the tip.

      “You’re the only audience I need.”

      “Good.” She reaches over and grabs a tissue off the nightstand before handing it to me, and I quickly clean up the mess I made. “You’ll have another performance next weekend. You know, after Thanksgiving. No point in giving your parents a show.” She grimaces at the thought, and I join her. “But that Friday, that Saturday and Sunday?” Ava pumps her shoulders as if she can’t be blamed for what comes next. “I’m all yours if you’ll have me.”

      “Hell yes, I’ll have you.” I bury a kiss in her neck. All mine. I almost can’t catch my breath at the thought.

      I give her ribs a slight pinch, and she bucks with laughter. I’d spend the rest of my life doing that just to hear that sweet sound. Ava laughs as if she’s tickled right down to her soul. I’ve never heard anyone bubble with so much joy. That’s part of her great light—part of my addiction to her.

      I pull Ava into my arms, cradling her, just listening to the sound of her breathing as she traces out my features with her finger.

      “You belong to me, Grant. To me and me alone.” Her lips make a home over mine once again as we mark our territory in the most primal way possible with our mouths, our roaming hands.

      I belong to Ava, and she belongs to me.

      And here I feared that staying in Hollow Brook—heading to Whitney Briggs—would pan out to be one of the biggest mistakes of my life.

      It’s not. It’s the best damn decision I have ever made. Ava and I belong together. I think the universe understands that. A part of me wants to believe that Stephanie had a hand in leading Ava to my table that day, seating me in the exact place I needed to be.

      Yes, someone is looking out for me all right.

      Thank you, Steph.

      Thank you for leading me to Ava.
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      All weekend, Grant and I plot and plan our upcoming romantic tryst. It’s going to be perfect. Grant and I are going to have sex—wait, no, that’s not right. What we share is something deeper. We’re going to make love. I sneer into my coffee at the thought. Old people make love. Making love is the equivalent of smelly arthritis cream and walkers. We’re far from old. We’re millennials. We’re going to fuck. Yes, most certainly some serious fucking is about to commence because my body has been aching for that boy ever since day one. I wrinkle my nose a moment. Deep down, I know that descriptor was way too vulgar for what’s about to take place between Grant and me. But I’m not with Grant at the moment. I’m with Harper down at Hallowed Grounds waiting for Lucky to join us.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Harper asks for the hundredth time. “You look kind of green and sort of like you’re blushing all at the same time.”

      Lucky plops between us, her expensive perfume rising like a floral plume. “She’s about to get laid—which would explain her need to vomit and blush at the very same time.”

      I swat her. She might be accurate, but her need to be heard could cost me my weekend. God knows this place is crawling with ears just itching to get some dirt on me and my vagina.

      “I’m not about to vomit,” I’m quick to correct. “That’s disgusting. I’m just”—words fail to describe how I’m feeling—“wishing I had someone experienced to talk to, that’s all. And the two of you are letting me down at the moment.”

      Harper’s mouth falls open, dumbfounded. “You and Grant?”

      “No, Professor Dividovich and me. Yes, Grant and me.” I glance to Lucky and knock my knee into hers. “You two are keeping this really low-key, got it? If word gets back to Owen, Grant won’t be the only one fearing my brother.”

      “I’m not talking.” Lucky says it so fast you’d think the shoe were on the other foot.

      Harper doesn’t bother to hide the fact she’s staring me down. “You sure this is the guy? You’re about to give him a pretty huge gift. It’s a one-time deal. Once you turn in that V-card, it’s impossible to get it back, and don’t believe all that surgical crap they throw at you on TV. You will not be able to snip and tuck your way back to your virginity.”

      Lucky grunts, “First, eww, and second, I’m giving mine away to a far less worthy cause when the time comes. What Grant and Ava have is the real deal. I’ve never seen two people swoon so hard and actually mean it.”

      Lucky is gearing up to be quite the WB lap bunny. She can hardly wait to put her tramp stamp on any and every boy she pleases. For as many things Lucky and I have in common, setting my goals on becoming a ho-bag isn’t one of them. Although, thankfully, she’s yet to initiate Operation Sink My Teeth into the Male Population at Large. There’s still hope for me to talk her out of it before her trollop days ever begin.

      “It’s true,” I sing. “I’m swooning hard. I can’t wait actually. Grant”—I stop shy of using his surname because, well, I can’t recall ever hearing it—“what’s Grant’s last name?” I scowl at the two of them before they can laugh, but it doesn’t stop them.

      “Jones.” Harper rolls her eyes so far back she looks like a slot machine. “It’s Grant Jones you’re about to lose you virginity to.”

      “Shhh!” I lean in so hard, I practically knock over all of our drinks.

      Grant Jones. My stomach flinches when I hear his full name, and for the life of me I can’t figure out why. Most likely because my two best friends have decided to morph into megaphones and announce my steamy weekend plans to everyone in the tiny café. I’m lucky Piper isn’t in here. God knows that would go over well. I’d just love to see Miss I’m-Not-Here-To-Spill-Your-Secrets keep this little vaginal nugget from my brother.

      “Yes, Grant Jones and I have quite the special plans this weekend. I’m meeting his parents first, so there goes awkward event number one.” Not that I think being with Grant in that way will be awkward but, well, based on the fact I have zero experience in that area it might—I’ve already accepted the fact I’ll embarrass myself. How I wish I could get ahold of Aubree, but then I can’t chance her finally growing some morals and ratting me out to my brother. Nope. I’m willing to risk a blunder or two than have the entire event nixed right off my calendar. “So, what’s new with you two? You’re both going home on Wednesday, right?”

      Lucky nods. “Daisy is whipping up some disaster in the kitchen, and Jet wants me to pitch in. And just like a man, he’ll probably be glued to a football game.”

      Harper shudders as if the idea offended her just as much. “I can’t wait to get home and see my sister. Okay, so that was a tiny lie. I really am excited about seeing Harley, but Justin is back in town!” She squeals so loud, I’m half-afraid she’s just inhaled her straw. “I promised myself I wouldn’t get all giddy like some sick schoolgirl, but who am I kidding? Justin is back!” She growls it out as if Justin were a rock star and she was about to have a meet-and-greet after the big concert. “His school gives him the entire week off, so I was thinking of taking off right after poly sci on Tuesday.” Stars light up in her eyes as she wanders emotionally to that spastic place Justin seems to have the power to sweep her off to.

      “Yay Justin.” Lucky gives the lackluster cheer without hiding the disgust on her face. I think at this point neither Lucky nor I are fans of the aforementioned quasi-rock star. Anyone who toys with our good friend whenever he feels like it can’t be a great guy. I’ve seen her elated and equally as devastated—most of the time on the very same day. This guy is bad medicine, and Harper needs a cure for his sorry ass, stat.

      We finish up our coffee and head out into the frozen tundra that’s taking over our universe. It hasn’t quite snowed yet, but Jack Frost is breathing down our necks, threatening to make good on every icy promise.

      Daisy comes up from around the corner and offers a cheery wave.

      Lucky dives into the stairwell at the sight of her, and I don’t even bother reprimanding the girl because I would love some serious one-on-one time with my substitute big sister.

      “I’ll see you later, Harp.” I bump her hip as we go our separate ways. “Hey, Daisy!” I give her a quick hug and pull her under the awning in front of Cutler Tower. “Do you have a sec?”

      “For you, I have a week.” She offers a flirtatious wink as we head into the commons area and find a seat near the fire. “What’s up, butternut? Get it? Butternut squash? Oh never mind, I’ve got a grocery list on my mind the size of a phonebook. Tell me something good to get my mind off the dinner I’m about to burn come Thursday.”

      A warm laugh trembles from me. Here it is, my moment to glean a bit of knowledge before Grant and I take that next step in our relationship.

      “Okay, I really want to share something, but I absolutely need you to promise that what I’m about to say stays right here. Neither Jet nor Owen can know about this.” I mouth the word sorry. “But we both know Jet pretty much equals my brother.”

      Daisy’s light demeanor quickly dissolves, and she sobers up before offering a nod of agreement. “It stays right here.” She kisses the tips of her fingers before saluting me.

      And I spill it. I pour all of my carnal intentions at Daisy Pembrooke’s Jimmy Choo adorned feet and hold my breath as she processes it all.

      “Oh my word.” She blinks back, surprised. “Oh my word,” she repeats before pressing her hand to her chest. “Oh, honey.” Tears come to her eyes as she fans herself with her fingers. “I guess you could say you caught me off guard. Didn’t you and this boy just meet?” Daisy looks genuinely startled. “I mean—um—perhaps you should wait until, I don’t know, after the new year? Valentine’s Day!” She shouts that last part out so fast and loud you would think we were in the middle of a guessing game.

      “Valentine’s Day is more than three full months away. An entire eternity according to my hormones.” I add that last bit for levity, but Daisy seems far too weighed down by what I just shared. Crap. Immediate regret sets in, and now I wish that time came with a rewind button.

      “I know. It is kind of far.” She winces. “I’m sorry.” Her eyes flit to the windows as if she’s expecting someone—afraid someone might pop in and hear. Daisy lets out a giant sigh and sags into a puddle. “I know you think you’ve found the one.” She shakes her head, looking right at me. “But do you really know this boy, Ava?”

      “Of course, I know him.” Now it’s me blinking back with surprise. “Why does it suddenly feel like you’re judging me?”

      “I’m not judging you. I promise.” She shakes her head so fast you can feel the breeze she’s stirring up in an effort to convince me. “I swear, I only want to spare you any heartache.”

      “Heartache?” I rise to leave. Clearly this isn’t going in the sisterly direction I was hoping.

      “Yes.” She pulls me back down. “And I don’t want you to”—you can practically see her racking her brains for what comes next—“get a reputation. You know how those frat boys can be.”

      “No, I don’t.” I yank my wrist free from her grasp. “Look, I’m sorry I ever said anything. I really thought you’d be a little more supportive.”

      “I am supportive!” Her eyes bulge like eggs, and she looks anything but what she professes to be. “I’m telling you. Please reconsider. I’d hate for people to think you’re easy just because you fall into bed with the first frat boy you meet.”

      My jaw unhinges at her unnecessary barb. “Is that what they said about you?” I couldn’t help it. It just came out. My rage boiled over, and now my hurtful words linger between us. I know all about Daisy’s pole dancing days, her stint with the Senator—everybody does.

      Her cheeks slap a crisp shade of apple red, and not one part of me regrets my remark.

      “Just do me a favor and don’t say anything. I’d appreciate that.” I turn to leave as she shuffles beside me.

      “Don’t do this, Ava.” There’s something dire in her eyes as if signaling for danger. “Ask him questions—dig a little deeper.”

      “I’ll talk to you later,” I say as I make a dash for it. Technically, I won’t be talking to her later, more like avoiding her later.

      “Wait, for God’s sake, before you make a mistake you’ll regret for the rest of your life!” she shouts like a madwoman.

      What the hell has gotten into her?

      The elevator yawns open, and I don’t hesitate jumping in. I jam my thumb against the button until the doors entomb me in its petrified silence.

      A chill runs up my spine. That was not the Daisy Pembrooke I know and love. That was not at all the girl I’ve been confiding in for weeks.

      What the heck just happened?
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      By the time Wednesday afternoon rolls around, Whitney Briggs is already feeling the holiday effects of its dwindling student population. Harper took off an hour ago. Lucky went straight to the grocery store after her last class and is texting me hilarious shots of her Costco adventure. Every picture has a warzone appeal, from the apocalyptic sea of cars in the parking lot to the disorderly chaos that mimics food lines circa 1925.

      My phone pulses in my hand once again, only it’s not Lucky amidst her turkey trot. It’s my boyfriend, Grant. Just the thought of having Grant as my anything expels a sigh from the deepest part of my soul.

      You up for dinner? 7:00 okay?

      Dinner! PB and Js at Hallowed Grounds?

      He texts right back. I was thinking steak at the Black Bear.

      I laugh out loud at the prospect. Wow, someone is feeling daring. I thought you were allergic to that place.

      Grant waits a moment before responding. Just a few of the regulars. Rumor has it everyone has dropped off the side of the planet, so I’m good to go.

      Cool. I guess we’re going bovine. I need to say goodbye to my brother first, but I’ll meet you there at 7!

      I head back to my dorm and get dressed to impress my favorite WB basketball player. All of my shoes are way too casual, so I riffle through Lucky’s selection. She’s an eight to my seven and a half, so thankfully her shoes are as good as mine. I pull on a pair of brown sable boots with gold buckles over the ankles. They pair nicely with my navy wool pleated miniskirt and off white cashmere sweater. I ended up going a little crazy at the mall with Lucky the other night. In an effort to get the right outfit to impress Grant’s parents tomorrow night, I may have accidentally purchased an entire wardrobe.

      Thankfully, Owen didn’t bat a lash when I asked if I could borrow some cash. Owen has been far too generous with me ever since I’ve landed at Briggs. My parents have decided to pay for school and books—which is a blessing since they denied my brother that privilege. But after learning Owen was stripping to earn his way through school, they didn’t want to inadvertently sponsor my pole hugging days so they anted up at the registration office.

      Nevertheless, my current outfit screams sexy coed far more than it does meet-the-parents, so tonight is the perfect night to showcase my rather expensive soft side. I pet my sleeves before pulling on a pea coat and heading out the door.

      A blast of night air hits me as subtle as a frozen brick wall. Just a few more degrees, plus one good storm, and we’ll be looking at a white winter before we know it.

      I can just picture Grant and me curled up by the fire at Beta house. Too bad there’s no real privacy in the commons room. Maybe we should head off to Lake Avalanche and rent a cabin? Not that I could even remotely afford to rent a cabin, let alone buy a keychain with the picture of one on it. I’m pretty sure hitting Owen up for cash so I can have a coital exchange with my new boyfriend for the weekend would kill him as efficiently as an ax to the head. Nope. Owen isn’t ever going to find out about Grant if I can help it.

      Speaking of Owen, the Briggs Apartment Building comes up on me fast. At first the idea of having my brother live directly across the street from school made me feel safe and secure, and now the entire high-rise structure feels like a menacing shadow that hangs over my life. That’s the beauty of my relationship with Grant. I’m not Owen’s little sister—technically, I’m his little sister, which still manages to bring a sick smile to my face. And for sure I’m not Aubree’s little sister—the killer’s sister. I abhor that title. I realize my sister did actually cause someone to lose their life and almost took the life of another, but deep down, she’s still my sister and as much as it’s impossible to explain to someone, I can’t see her as a killer. She’s very sick. She needs help. I’ll never forget how rabid people were when she was first convicted. It felt as though the entire world wanted to snuff the life out of my entire family.

      If my parents did one thing right it was shelter me, and for the most part Owen, from that whole terrible period in our lives. I was kept on a need-to-know-basis, and believe me, that was far more than enough. I wish I didn’t know any of it. I wish none of it were true.

      I take the elevator up and give Owen’s door a brisk knock. Piper appears on the other side and offers an ultra giddy hug.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come to New York?” She tilts her head as if ready to scold me. Her dark hair is slicked straight, and her lips are painted a dark cherry. Piper really does clean up well. Okay, she’s drop-dead gorgeous in any shape or form, so in that respect I’m thrilled for my brother.

      “I’m good.”

      A couple of carry-on suitcases sit near the door with a baseball cap and an oversized Louis Vuitton tote bag slung over one of them. Owen comes out with his hair damp and slicked back, a WB sweatshirt on and a pair of jeans.

      “Here she is.” Owen inspects me head to toe, and his smile drips off. “You heading to Harper’s tonight?” His brows furrow, and I know that look. His radar is up. Historically, once Owen gets suspicious, I’m all but busted.

      “In the morning.” I offer up a quick hug, and a pang of sadness grips me with the lie. I’ve never been too keen on stretching the truth, and I’ve never outright lied to my brother before. But I have to keep reminding myself it’s for the better. It’s not like he’d let me go if he knew the truth, and this late in the game, it would only screw up his holiday, too.

      “Cool.” He pulls back and inspects me one more time, his eyes straying to the short hemline of my skirt. “Pull that thing down, would you? You’re going to get pneumonia.”

      Piper grunts as if he offended her instead. “Don’t listen to him.” She wraps an arm around him. “I’ve personally taken it upon myself to kick his big brother mode down a few notches.” She gives a sly wink. “Improvements might be slow, but, trust me, he’ll breathe easier once he sees there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “You’re doing that for me?” Something in me loosens at the thought of Piper advocating for my right to exist outside my brother’s shadow.

      She nods. “For you and for Owen. Right now, he’s shaving at least ten years off the backend of his life with all the worrying he’s doing.” She rolls her eyes at him. “Honestly, you’d think she was partying with drunken frat boys nightly the way you freak out every time she doesn’t respond to one of your texts in a five second window.”

      I give a nervous laugh. I’ve been known to blow off more than one of my brother’s texts. And eerily, Piper really did come close to the truth about the whole partying with drunken frat boys thing. My face fills with heat, turning bright as an alarm as if assuring them of this very thing.

      “So, you guys heading up tonight?” I know that’s the plan. Owen mentioned last week that they’ll be taking off in her family’s private jet. Piper’s family is loaded. And as much as I would have loved to have seen the inside of that private jet, seen Manhattan for a long weekend, I would easily trade all of the luxury in the world just to spend my days with Grant. And I have.

      Owen checks his phone. “We leave in an hour. We’d better head out to the airport. What are you up to tonight?” He’s back to scowling at my hemline.

      “Dinner with friends at the Black Bear.” I shrug it off as if it were the ultimate disappointment. “Then I’ll probably head to The Row.” My eyes widen fast, and I nearly slap my hand over my mouth. “Ro-romance department of the bookstore.” Dear God, did I just fake the stutter? I guess a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. “You know, pick up a few paperbacks to keep me company tonight when I get back.”

      Crap. And to think that last week I successfully managed to stave off Owen’s inquisition regarding whether or not I have a man in my life. Like it’s any of his business.

      Owen chokes and sputters as if he has a chicken bone stuck in his throat, and Piper shakes her head at me as if not to fuel the fire.

      “Well, we’d better get going.” She lunges in and hugs me tight. “Close call,” she whispers into my ear, and I give the tiniest hint of a smile as she pulls away. Something about her solidarity softens me to her. I did like Piper in the beginning. I’m not sure where it all went wrong. Sadly, most likely our relationship soured once I realized how much Owen loved her. There’s a part of me that wants the spotlight in my brother’s life, or at least wanted to try to hold on to it for a little while longer—say, my entire stay at Whitney Briggs. But now that I have Grant, I can see how selfish I was. I truly would love for Owen to accept Grant one day.

      “Romance books, huh?” Owen scoffs as he hugs me goodbye. “Whatever happened to picture books?”

      I belt out a laugh. “If they ever sold pictorials of the stuff I read, I’m pretty sure it’d have a brown wrapper over the cover at the newsstand.”

      The three of us take off together, and as soon as we head out into the frigid night air, we offer up another round of spontaneous hugs.

      “Be safe.” Owen pecks a light kiss to my cheek. “Don’t let the bed bugs bite.” He offers a jovial Santa-like wink, and it warms me to my toes. Owen has always held a magical quality to me that makes him much larger than life. I know for a fact Grant will love him.

      Piper leans in and hugs me again. “Go slow, girl.” She pulls back with a wistful smile on her face. “We’ll talk about all the important stuff when I get back.”

      Go slow? Either Daisy spilled or Piper put the short-skirted pieces together. My money is on Pembrooke.

      The two of them wave like crazy as they shout their goodbyes on their way to the car.

      Piper blows me a few kisses, and I actually pretend to catch them. Normally, I’d be this close to flipping her off, but now that I have Grant in my world I can handle just about anyone, just about anything. In fact, with Grant in my life, the air is sweeter, and my step feels light. My entire life has turned into a Valentine-shaped cliché, and I’m loving every doily heart minute of it.

      Piper’s final words penetrate as I head to the Black Bear. It’s as if Piper herself is volunteering to fill those big sister shoes right along with Daisy. I guess that would be pretty cool. It’s obvious Piper and Owen are a forever kind of deal. If all goes well, she’ll be my sister-in-law one day. And just like that, I envision a floral archway, a minister with a Bible split open in the middle—but the bride and groom, it’s not Owen and Piper. I see a full white dress cresting at my waist. I see Grant and his mile-wide grin waiting for me at the end of the altar.

      Grant and I sort of feel like a forever kind of deal, too.
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      The Black Bear is deficient of about eighty percent of its normal customer base. The smell of garlic fries lights up my senses, and normally, I’d be offended by the odor, but on this half-starved night it smells like heaven.

      I spot Jet and his buddies headed toward the poolroom in the back, and a few Kappa G girls scattered about, but no sign of my man, so I take a seat at a table near the stage. Grant has mentioned a few times that he’s not crazy about some of the people here, which is weird because outside of the Black Bear he’s never mentioned anyone even remotely getting on his nerves, and then it hits me. He lost his sister. I bet her death was somehow alcohol related. Of course. That makes total sense. And I bet his appetite for steak is overriding the fact this place is actually a bar. In fact, the more time Grant spends at the Black Bear, I’m sure the less it’ll trigger his defenses.

      A tall, gorgeous boy struts in with those dark cider eyes, those full lips I love to press against my own, and I can’t help but grin. Every girl in the place turns her head once he enters the vicinity, and there’s no way I can blame them. Grant Jones is a specimen that shouldn’t be missed. Something about his name spears me again, and I can’t quite pinpoint why. It’s as if there’s a memory attached to it, but each time I reach out to grasp it, it floats further away like a feather.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He swoops in, and I stand to greet him.

      “Hey, good looking.” We lock eyes, and a live spark jumps from his gaze to mine.

      It’s textbook Romance 101, but around Grant, I never count anything that happens between us as textbook.

      “You hungry?” That lopsided grin of his does me in, and, before I know it, I plant a full kiss over his lips.

      “Hungry for you.” I give his side a tweak as we take our seats.

      “Feeling bold tonight, huh?” He glances around. “No big brother in the vicinity I take it.”

      “He’s behind you with a baseball bat,” I tease.

      “Geez.” He pretends to duck as he glances over his shoulder. “He’s that bad, huh?”

      “Worse.”

      He winces at the thought. “I don’t blame him. In fact, I’d respect him a little less if he wasn’t.” Grant reaches across the table and takes my hand up in his, interlaces our fingers right here in the Black Bear. This whole night feels like a public declaration of our feelings. “You’re worth protecting, Ava.” His eyes bear into mine as the moment grows serious between us. “I want to do that for you, too. I’m all in, Ava.” Grant doesn’t blink, doesn’t take his next breath. “I really can’t see my life without you in it.” He shakes his head as if trying to free himself from his train of thought. “I hope that wasn’t weird for you. I haven’t exactly let people in over the last few years, but for some reason, my walls crumbled when I met you—Ava PB and J.” He pumps a dull laugh. “My mom is pretty psyched to meet you.”

      “She is?” I’m dumbfounded by this. Not even my own mother has ever been that psyched about me.

      “Yes, she is.”

      Baya comes by and takes our orders, and Grant’s entire face bleaches out like he might be sick. I wait until she’s gone before saying anything.

      “You okay?” I’m half-ready to convert the menu into a barf bag.

      “I’m fine.” He shakes it off. “Just lost in my head for a minute.” He forces a smile to come and go.

      “So back to your mom. You sure she’s fine with me crashing your Thanksgiving?”

      “More than fine. It was just going to be the three of us—same two or three conversations we keep having, so we’re all pretty thrilled about having you there.” His cheek pulls up on one side, and something about that wayward grin makes him a thousand times hotter than before. “My mom asked if we were spending the night.”

      “Really?” I’d laugh, but I’m holding my breath at what he thinks of this. Just the thought of spending the night with Grant anywhere makes my heart race and panties melt on cue.

      “Yes, really. I told her of course we were, and that I’d like our bed turned down by nine and mints on our pillows.”

      I belt out a laugh. “I bet she had a heart attack.”

      He shakes his head as that knowing laughter dissipates from his eyes. “Nope. She was fine with it. My mom just wants to see me happy, and if rocking my childhood bed with my new girlfriend does it, she seems to have somehow made peace with that.”

      My heart melts at the thought of his mother’s relentless ache for her son’s happiness. “Of course, she wants you happy.” I pull his hand over and land a kiss to his finger. “I want you happy, too, Grant.”

      “You make me happy. Mission accomplished.” We share a small laugh as if it were actually funny.

      “I’m looking forward to meeting your parents.” I give his hand a squeeze, our eyes never breaking their gaze. “But I’m sort of looking forward to spending the rest of the long weekend with you.” My throat constricts for a moment. “You know, just you and me, alone.”

      That naughty grin slowly takes over his lips. “Any ideas of how we might entertain ourselves?”

      “I don’t know, but Lucky is staying with her brother, and I’m terrified of sleeping all alone.” I had to bribe Lucky with cash and prizes, not to mention laying out a full access pass to any salacious detail my first night with Grant might entail. Since she’s just shy of doing the dirty deed herself, she’s looking forward to my raunchy rundown.

      “Are you really terrified of sleeping alone?” His brows flex, and his entire affect warms as if whatever stronghold his thoughts had on him earlier have completely evaporated. “Because it would be my honor to protect you.” He pulls my hand forward and buries a kiss over the back of it. “Your room or mine?”

      I wrinkle my nose without meaning to. “I was sort of thinking we’d be extra safe in a third location.”

      He blinks with mild surprise. “I like where this is headed. I hear it’s snowing at higher elevations, and I’m an expert at keeping a fire going all night long.”

      My thighs tremble when he says those last few words. “That’s exactly what I was hoping for.”

      We wrap up dinner and turn down dessert in favor of heading back to Cutler Tower where Grant can begin his nightly duties as my personal secret service agent. The secret being Grant himself. The service being something my girl parts are suddenly very, very interested in.

      “I’m headed to the restroom. I’ll be right back.” I lean over the table and offer a brazen lingering kiss that’s full of promise for the long night still ahead of us. Honestly, I don’t think I’ll be able to wait until after Thanksgiving to start in on our fleshly feast. Tonight’s dessert might just be a little too hard to resist. I pull back and lose myself in those dark honeyed eyes of his. “Sometimes, I think you’re too good to be true.”

      “Just sometimes?” he teases.

      “Yup. Don’t go disappearing on me.” I mean it. When Aubree was taken away, it felt as if my parents were taken right along with her. Owen was practically kicked out of the house at that point. My biggest fear is losing everyone I care about. My heart tugs with emotion, and an entire flood of words begs to pour out. “Having you in my life—it’s funny, because you make me feel so completely like myself, as if there were no dark shadows lingering overhead.” I swallow hard at the bizarre soliloquy I just volunteered. I’d love to tell Grant about my family one day—definitely not this weekend, but sometime soon. He doesn’t seem like the type of person who would judge me for the sins of my sister—or my brother if you consider his dance hall days. “Speaking of lingering—let’s get out of here as soon as I get back. I’ve got a big brother turned boyfriend to cuddle up with.”

      “He sounds like a pervert.” Grant gives my hand a squeeze, his gaze growing more serious by the moment. “Get back quick. I’m already missing you.”

      I hop out of my seat, and our fingers part slowly, inching over one another as we part painfully slow.

      I head toward the restroom and pull my phone out just as soon as I’m out of sight. I shoot a text to both Harper and Lucky.

      To hell with this weekend. I’m having this boy tonight.
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      Ava. A goofy grin settles on my face as I watch her perfect little body strut beyond my line of vision. There’s no way I’ll be able to hold off until this weekend. And as much as I can tell she might want to move up the timeline, I’m sort of thinking we should wait. I want this to be perfect for her, for us. I know for a fact Lawson’s family has a cabin up at Lake Avalanche. He offered it up to me anytime as long as it’s not occupied. I shoot off a quick text to him and ask if it’s available this weekend, and he replies back instantly letting me know that it’s mine if I want it.

      I plop down enough money to cover dinner and a tip before the bill ever arrives. I’m not usually that brazenly rude, but a part of me doesn’t want to see Baya again. Not just yet, and not tonight, not anywhere close to this weekend. The last thing I wanted to tell Ava was that Baya is Bryson’s wife, the girl that nut job who killed my sister almost offed on her way to becoming a serial killer. Every time Baya takes my order I feel sick to my stomach. I’m thrilled she survived, but she’s also the girl Bryson chose to fall in love with and marry, something Steph wanted and will never have. In the hierarchy of people that I want nothing to do with, both Baya and Bryson might be pretty high up on the list, but Owen Vincent, the killer’s brother, is still sitting squarely at the top.

      A light tap lands over my shoulder, and I turn to find Jet Madden staring back at me with a stern expression.

      “What’s up?” I laugh and slap him five. Ava has me light and on my toes. This entire long weekend is already shaping up to be the best time of my life.

      He nods toward the murky back of the establishment, and I follow him over. I can see the hall that leads to the restroom from here in the event Ava comes out and thinks I actually did ditch her. I don’t know where her fear of me leaving comes from, but I’m betting it has to do with Darcy and the fact she haunted our Halloween weekend. Other than that, I’m drawing a blank.

      “Hey, man.” Jet folds his thick arms across his chest, his features hardening as if he were about to deliver some shit news. “What’s going on with you and Ava? Is this some kind of revenge thing?”

      “What?” I inch back. “Is this about my ex?” I blink as I say it. “Wait. Do you know Darcy or something?” Shit. How the hell do I have Darcy on the brain again?

      “Nope. But I know Ava.” His eyes track to each of mine.

      “No shit? You’re not her big brother, are you?” A dark laugh strums from me, but a part of me is afraid Jet is about to rearrange my face.

      He shakes his head. “Dude.” He closes his eyes a moment. “Are you really this clueless?”

      “Clueless? Are you on something, man? Because if you are, it must be the good stuff.” I offer a light sock to his arm. “Look, I need to run.”

      Jet pulls me back by the shirt and lands me square in front of him. “I saw you with her the other night, and just now I saw the two of you kiss.”

      Anything friendly I might have felt toward Jet has just about dissipated.

      “Get your hands off me.” I give him a swift push back. Jet might be a real life version of the Hulk, but I can take him if I have to. “I think you’ve had one too many tonight. Maybe you’d better call a cab.” I try to take off again, and his arm lands in front of me.

      “She’s Owen’s sister.”

      I glance to the bar before looking over to Jet. “Who’s Owen’s sister? Baya?” My heart thumps straight into my ears at the thought. The three of them, Owen, Bryson, and Baya interweaving their nuclear bonds even tighter than before.

      Jet steps in front of me with that expression of his growing increasingly serious by the second. “No. It’s Ava. She’s Owen’s little sister.”

      The room rotates in one quick move. The ground bounces below my feet, and whatever the hell Jet is spewing at me next is quickly drowned out by the sound of adrenaline rushing in my ears.

      “No.” I hear myself say it plainly. “She can’t be.” Ava PB and J. Ava—what the hell is her last name? Shit. Have I really gone months completely oblivious to who Ava really is? She knows who I am, right? My mind reels right along with the bar, and I stagger for a moment.

      “Easy, man.” Jet pulls me up by the elbow, and I back out of his reach. “Look, I care about you. I care about Ava.” He cuts a quick glance toward the restrooms. “But Owen will gut you like a fish if he thinks you’re trying to take advantage of his little sister. The dude is nuts that way.”

      “Like his sister.” The words blow from my lips in puffs. “The killer.” I blink in disbelief. “Aubree Vincent. Ava Vincent.” That’s who she is. Chills break out all over my body just hearing her name come out of my mouth. A spear of anger knifes through me. “You saw me with Ava the other night,” I growl at Jet like I might attack him, and I might. “Why the fuck didn’t you say something?”

      “I thought you knew who she was. I didn’t think—I couldn’t even wrap my head around the fact she was someone you were into. It didn’t make sense. I thought you might be shitting with me.”

      My hands slap against his chest, and now it’s me pulling him in by the shirt. “Shitting with you?” I grit it through my teeth. My entire body vibrates like one red-hot nerve ending. A wild thought enters my mind. “Is she fucking with me? Is this some Vincent brand of revenge for locking that psychopath away for life?” I roar over his face, and he winces. I push Jet clear to the wall as I speed for the exit, and a body jumps in my path.

      “Whoa!” Ava pants breathy, smelling of honeyed perfume. Her lips are a deeper shade of red than they started out the night. “You weren’t leaving without me, were you?” She laughs as if she knows it were never a possibility.

      Ava. My heart stops and starts, malfunctioning right here in the place I never wanted to be in, standing before someone who my head suddenly wants nothing to do with and my soul is suddenly grieving.

      A part of me wants to lay into her. A part of me wants to wrap my arms around her one last time, but I don’t dare give either her or me the honor. I’m blindsided, confused. I have no idea what the fuck is going on, and I’ve got a fight-or-flight response I really need to tend to.

      “Actually, I am leaving.” I circle around her before she can pull me in. “Family emergency. I’m sorry. Maybe it’s not too late for you to catch up with your brother.”

      I take off into the night, jump into my truck, and drive the hell away from Whitney Briggs, out of Hollow Brook’s city limits and just keep driving straight through the night.
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      In the morning, my lids flutter as the brightness of a new day sears across my face. For years I would use a clothespin to seal the split in the curtains to avoid a blast of sunshine in my eyes just like this one. I groan, glancing at the clock on my nightstand that reads eleven thirty-five, and my eyes close again in response to this ridiculous hour. Here I am in my own room, in the bed I’ve slept in for a majority of my life, and I wonder if anything that’s transpired over the last few years had ever really happened. Had Stephanie really died, or is she in our shared bathroom hogging up the shower, ready to sing off-key for the next twenty minutes straight? That would blink Bryson, Baya, and Owen right out of existence, or in the least out of my radar. And I suppose Ava would suffer the same fate, or blessing. Not sure how either of us should classify the fire we inadvertently put ourselves through. I’ve made mistakes before. I’ve walked into a bad situation backward and landed knee deep in trouble. But it would be so very easy, so welcome for it to have all been one long raging battle of a nightmare instead.

      My gut coils tight. Not sure I could ever classify Ava as a nightmare, let alone a bad situation, or even trouble for that matter.

      I reach over and snatch my phone off the nightstand. Six messages—four from Ava asking if everything is okay, pleading with me to call—one from Lucky calling bullshit on my family emergency and telling me to watch my fucking back—and one from Jet telling me he’s there if I need to talk.

      “Shit.” I try to expunge the last trails of sleep from my eyes, squeezing them shut before staring at my messages again—Ava’s.

      She doesn’t know. Does she? Has she known all along? When I asked her what her name was, she said PB and J. Was this some fucked-up act incited to mess with me from the start because of what her sister is going through? A dull huff rattles my chest. What her sister is going through. I almost want to laugh. Nope, I doubt Ava would take revenge that far. She can’t. Everything about her screamed she was genuine.

      I used to be a great judge of character. I used to understand people for who they were, no matter what they presented on the outside. But then Steph died, and my world went to shit, taking my mind and all of my good judgment right along with it. And to think I was this close to being with her.

      My eyes close again, involuntarily this time, and a brief vision of my body lying over Ava comes to me unwarranted as I bury myself deep inside her. I can see her lips part, her head arch back with pleasure, and I would be right there with her, gliding my body over hers, enjoying the hell out of it myself.

      I spike up out of bed, take a long, hot shower, get dressed, and as much as I want to head downstairs, my feet pivot and I head toward Stephanie’s room instead. The door glides open for me as if she were opening it herself. Her canopy bed, the frilly pink curtains, her desk and all of its clutter—it’s identical to the day we lost her. The scent of her perfume, Wild Honey, still permeates the air. I once accused my mother of spraying it down with the remainder of Steph’s bottle, but she swore up and down she wouldn’t dare. I take a deep breath of that sweet scent and hold it for a moment as I observe her notebook still on her desk—notes from trig. A trio of paperbacks sit to the left of that, and a tiny ceramic heart just above it filled with a few tangled necklaces, a ring or two—the bracelet she wore almost every single day but not on that night. I fish it out, the glossy gold chain that sat thick and beautiful over her tiny wrist.

      For so long I thought she took it off for the occasion—that she was leaving it behind like some morbid memento. And once we found out the truth, that Steph hadn’t taken her life at all, I used to pull this strand of gold out and stare at it for hours. Steph simply decided not to wear it that day. I bring it to my lips and kiss it before burying it inside my pocket. It’ll be nice to have something of hers back at the frat house, on my nightstand, close to my heart on those particularly painful nights, and I have a feeling there will be more of those than any other in my future.

      I glance around her room once again. Mom thinks that this shrine actually helps keep her memory alive. Dad and I tend to agree. There’s a gentle peace in this room. It’s always been here, even when Steph was alive. I used to come in and hide out in the closet, reading comic books while she talked on the phone. I remember at least half of those conversations—mostly with friends and half of those were with Bryson. I remember a few with Aubree, too. Aubree. That witch with her long red locks, her wicked grin, those glassy eyes that always looked right through me. For some reason, I can’t seem to juxtapose her features against Ava’s—don’t want to.

      I open up the closet and thump my fingers over Stephanie’s clothes before heading downstairs.

      “Morning to you, Mr. Sleepy Head!” Mom engulfs me with a firm embrace, both the house and my mother hold the strong scent of roasted turkey, and I inhale as much as I can as if trying to suck in all of the memories this place holds, Stephanie’s ghost right along with them.

      “Afternoon,” Dad corrects, coming at me with his glasses sitting low on his nose, already in a dress shirt and slacks ready to take on the holiday. We might be a small family, but holidays and birthdays alike are quasi-formal events that we make a big deal out of.

      Mom leans in and whispers, “I didn’t want to wake you.” She nods toward the staircase. “Where’s your friend?” She extends the word friend out to mean anything but something platonic.

      Crap. I should have called last night before I got lost on that never-ending drive. My eyes snag on the dining room table set for four, and my stomach tightens in a knot.

      “She had a family emergency.” One lie is bad enough, why make it two? This one just so happens to work both ways.

      “Oh, poo!” Mom claps her hands just once as if annunciating her disappointment. “I was really looking forward to getting to know her. Well”—she fans her hands through the air on her way to the kitchen—“I’ll have everything ready to go early. Get settled and we’ll eat soon.”

      Dad and I watch the tail end of a game before helping Mom trek far too much food to the dining room. As much as I appreciate all of the hard work my mother does for this holiday, I always feel a bit guilty when we hardly put a dent in the meal.

      We take our seats, and Dad says grace, but I can’t get over how sad that plate sitting across from me looks. That was Steph’s seat. Today it would have been Ava’s. My throat clenches with a painful lump as I lose myself in that empty chair. I didn’t think anything could feel as bad as losing Stephanie.

      I was wrong.
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      Thanksgiving was a bust. Not only did I eat a fraction of what I was capable of, I wasn’t able to be there for my parents like I wanted to. Each time they tried to start a conversation with me, I’d grunt out the shortest answer possible. My mood is killing their mood, so as soon as Saturday morning rolls around, I head back to Beta house and lock myself in my room.

      Life may be in the shitter once again, but there are options. I waste the afternoon and most of the evening away trying to digest each and every one. A: I stay at Briggs and ride out my scholarship—hoping to God I don’t die from the agony I’m currently embroiled in. B: Finish out the semester, take spring off, and look for another school that might take me on come fall. C: Fuck it all and drop out. Get a job loading ships at the dock. I’d make a decent living. I could get married one day and have a family of my own. Try to live a normal life for once—try to forget all about this abnormal life I keep trying to squeeze myself into. A vague picture of a large house, a white picket fence comes to me, three faceless, genderless children, a beautiful faceless wife by my side. But slowly, painfully, her features come into focus, and I’m staring right at Ava Vincent and her million-dollar smile. Breaks my heart all over again.

      I pluck my phone off the distal end of the mattress and stare at the last message she sent today.

      I talked to Jet, and he said your family was fine. He wouldn’t tell me anything else. I won’t lie. It hurt to hear that. I’m glad everything is OK with your family, but why do I get the feeling not everything is OK with us? Anyway, I thought we were a pretty good fit. You know, like PB & J.

      PB and J. I’m not sure what part of that text guts me the most. Hell, maybe all of it.

      My phone buzzes in my hand. A text from Jet. At the Black Bear if you need to talk.

      Talk. I shake my head at his message. I want to kick, scream, punch, hit, and throw shit. Talking isn’t even on the shortlist.

      A brisk knock erupts over the door.

      “I don’t want any,” I shout, still weighing my options—looking for a sign to tell me whether or not I should go.

      Lawson pokes his head in. “Dude, I’m headed to the Black Bear. I’ll buy you a beer. Let’s do it.”

      If I needed a sign, that was it.

      Lawson and I make tracks through the frosty night air, our breath crystalizing before us in long white plumes.

      The Black Bear is pumping with music that’s a touch too loud and flooded with girls that are a touch too underdressed, but it’s warm inside and the food smells pretty damn good. As much as I hate this place, and I genuinely do, I think if Ava wasn’t who she turned out to be, I could have overcome the obstacles that held me at bay to begin with. But, as it stands, this is the exact place where Jet dropped the bomb on me, and sure enough, I spot him standing at ground zero right where I left him.

      I smack Lawson over the arm. “I’ll see you later, dude.” Lawson has spent the entire semester sleeping with everything in a skirt, so I’m sure he’s not too torn up over the fact I won’t be holding his hand tonight. Instead, I make my way over to that tatted up muscle man at the end of the bar and withhold the urge to go off in a violent rage.

      “What’s up?” He slaps me five and pulls me in for a quick pat to the back. His eyes narrow in on mine as if we’re about to cut through miles of bullshit. “Look, Ava spent Thanksgiving with my sister, Lucky, and me.”

      “Lucky’s your sister?” There you go. If Hollow Brook has ever been good for anything, it’s commingling all of its inhabitants.

      “Yes.” He gives a weighted nod as if it were common knowledge. “And Ava is her best friend. That girl has been in tears for the last three days. Dude”—he exhales hard, squeezing his eyes shut tight—“you need to call her.”

      “No.”

      The bartender comes over and asks if I want anything, but I shake my head.

      “Scratch that,” Jet says mechanically while looking over my shoulder. “You don’t need to call her. She just walked in.”

      I glance back to find Ava, swollen eyes, red patchy complexion with a brunette and Owen by her side.

      Ava stops short and says something to the two of them while shaking her head. Owen follows her gaze my way, and his eyes blaze up like a grease fire. The brunette tries to usher Ava into the restroom, but Owen strides over—his demonic gaze never leaving mine.

      Here we go.

      “Looks like he’s in an ass kicking mood,” I say, amused. “Good. So am I.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Owen looks from me to Jet as if we owed him every last answer.

      A dull smile comes to my lips as Ava and the brunette edge in this direction.

      “I asked what the hell is going on?” Owen barks to Jet before looking at me. “Are you the fucker who broke my sister’s heart?” His eyes widen, tall and round as silver dollars. “Shit.” The word gets swallowed up in a hiss as if it knocked the wind out of him. “She’s only seventeen. Swear to God, if you touched her—”

      Without putting a single thought behind it, I snatch Owen up by the shirt and crash his back against the bar. “Shit is right. Did you know about this? Because maybe you’re just playing the dumb fuck that you are. Is that what you wanted? For me to touch her? So you can send me to prison like I did your sister?”

      Jet yanks me off, restraining my arms from behind, and I land face-to-face with Ava.

      “What did you say?” Her voice crackles as if she’s about to cry. “Owen, what is he talking about? Did you d-d-do something to break us up?”

      My heart breaks just hearing her stutter.

      “Ava.” Owen pulls her to his side and buries his mouth over the top of her head for a moment. “Go ahead.” He nods to me. “Tell her who you are.”

      “Tell her who I am?” I look to Ava and meet up with her glassy eyes. “Don’t you know who I am? My name is Grant Jones, Ava. Your sister slaughtered mine.” I don’t break my hostile stare, don’t want to. For whatever reason, it feels as if I’m defending myself—defending Stephanie in the process. Not sure why. We didn’t do a damn thing wrong, with the exception of getting in their way. “So whether you connected the dots or not, whether or not your brother tried to have me tossed in prison for God knows what—we’re done.” Those last two words come out softer, less caustic than those that preceded them, but I meant them just as much.

      I head for the exit, and Owen sidelines me, knocking me into a table, and before I know it, a choir of screams erupts around us. I knew he was gunning for a fight tonight, but in all honesty, I was sort of hoping I’d get one. Owen is strong, most likely bloated out on roids, but my anger, my need for vengeance, lands him on his back and sends my knee in his groin, my fist in his jaw. Another set of arms plucks me off, and I spot Jet helping Owen up. I glance back to find Bryson walking me briskly out the door. Before I can say anything, Jet and Owen tumble out beside me.

      “You don’t do that shit in my bar,” Bryson riots at the two of them before looking to me. “Are you okay?”

      Something about the way he paused to ask me first makes me feel a touch of solidarity with him. Steph loved him. Not sure if he cares, but it’s true.

      “Yeah, I’m all right.” I pat my pockets for my phone and wallet, and they’re both present and accounted for. “I’m taking off. Don’t worry. You won’t have any more problems with me.”

      “Grant, wait.” Owen catches up, still nursing his aching balls. “Fuck,” he barks as he tries to shake off the pain. “You’re not done. Go back and talk to her. She’s hurting. This is killing her.”

      “I’m hurting!” I roar in his face. “We’re all hurting because of your fucked-up family.” I take off across the street, and Bryson appears by my side.

      “What the hell is this about? Did you hurt his sister?”

      I stop short and look at this Ken doll lookalike, with his cut features, his deep-set eyes that are shadowed in this dull light. This is what my sister wanted. What she inadvertently died for. A man. A boy at the time. This, right here, is what Aubree Vincent chose to rot in a prison over. But then again, people rarely choose to rot in a cell. Aubree wanted to get away with my sister’s death—falsely mourn her—and have a life with this man in his ridiculous bar.

      “Yes, I hurt his sister.” I nod, taking the blame fully, making myself out to sound like some insane maniac. “I didn’t realize who she was at the time. But now that I do, I’ve ended it. Sometimes in life there’s just too much baggage to deal with.” I stalk off into the night to the sounds of Ava questioning Owen, her voice rising hysterically into the sky.

      I head to Beta house, lock the door to my room, pull the pillow over my head, and try to forget about life in general.
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      All my life I’ve been living in the shadow of my siblings, only known as Owen or Aubree’s little sister—with Owen as the cute boy, and Aubree as the killer. For once I thought I had escaped those labels, escaped the shadow of their thorny wings, but here, on this night, I have become Owen and Aubree’s little sister once again in the most painful manner possible. It all makes sense why Grant hated the Black Bear. He knew Owen—and Owen practically lives there. Grant knew enough, but he didn’t have the last piece to the Vincent puzzle. He simply didn’t know enough to hate me—at least not prior to this week. However, at the moment, Grant knows plenty, perhaps too much, but most important, he knows enough to never want to see me again.

      I push Owen hard in the chest as Piper tries to stop me. “How long have you known about him?”

      Owen ticks his head back an inch before shooting a brief glance to his girlfriend. “I met him when school started. It never occurred to me your paths would cross.” He wipes down an eye with the palm of his hand. “Crap, Ava, of all the damn guys at school, you had to find that one.”

      “Oh, so this is my fault?” I shout, incredulous.

      Piper pulls me back a few steps in the event I feel the need to follow in Grant’s footsteps and ensure my brother never makes me an aunt. “He didn’t mean it like that,” she whispers, still pulling me in the direction of their apartment.

      As soon as Jet told my brother that I was bawling my eyes out nonstop, they cut their trip short and hightailed it back to Hollow Brook. I felt like shit at the time, but now, after everything that’s just transpired, I’m pretty glad Owen is back—Piper, too.

      “Ava”—Owen staggers toward me and wraps an arm around my shoulders as we walk in the direction of the Briggs Apartment Building—“I’m so sorry. I never thought for a minute the two of you would meet, let alone—”

      “Nothing happened.” It’s not entirely true. Everything had technically happened. My life was at its pinnacle in that thimble of a moment Grant and I shared.

      Tears come, and I don’t fight them.

      My phone buzzes with texts from both Lucky and Harper wanting to know what’s going on. Good news travels fast. It always does.

      “Look, I want to head back to my dorm. I don’t think I can handle much more tonight.” I head in the opposite direction, and they follow.

      “I’m here for you, Ava.” Owen’s voice pitches as if he might cry himself—hell, maybe he’s already bawling. I don’t have the balls to look. “I know we haven’t been as close as we should, but I love you.” He steps in front of me just as we enter campus and blocks my path. “Don’t shut me out, Ava. Please.” There’s an undeniable ache in his voice. That final plea was embedded in his soul. I could feel it. Owen wraps his arms around me, and I lose it. I sob over my brother’s shoulder, right here on campus for all to see—my brother, who I actively dodged all semester just so I could find myself, and ironically here I am content to be his sister all over again.

      “It hurts so bad.” The words tremble from me in jags. My heart has splintered into shards, unable to recover. “Why of all the people on the planet did it have to be him?” I bury a sharp cry in his chest. “Why did she do it? Why did Aubree unleash her wickedness and tear all of our worlds to pieces?”

      “She’s sick,” he whispers, dotting a kiss to my cheek.

      “She’s selfish!” I counter as I pull back with rage. “Aubree is a selfish little bitch. She always was one, and now Grant’s sister is dead and nothing will ever be right again.”

      “Ava.” Piper tries to pull me off my brother, but I flinch out of her grasp.

      “What if she’s not sick—she’s just evil? You ever think of that?” I pound my fists against his chest. “What if you and I are evil, too? We’re cut from the same cloth, Owen. You and I are time bombs just waiting to go off!” That may not be the chief reason Grant wants nothing to do with me, but it sure as hell has to have crossed his mind.

      “No.” Owen thunders it so loud my eardrums pierce with pain. “Come here.” He wraps his arms around me tight once again. I can hardly breathe, hardly feel the icy air, hardly feel anything anymore, and for once I’m glad about it.

      “He hates me,” I whisper as tears stream steady down my cheeks. “I love him, and he hates me.” There. I said it. I love Grant. I do. But I’m not delusional. I’ll never get that love back in return.
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      A week ebbs by slow as frozen molasses. Lucky and Harper drag me out of bed and walk me to my classes, picking me up like a kindergartner who might get lost on her way home. And I might have. The entire week stretches out in a blur. I miss two mandatory mixers for Kappa G, but Harper spoke to Jenna for me and swears it will be fine. Apparently, there is a very real broken heart clause, and both my broken heart and I fit into it neatly. But the second week of December comes bearing dreaded finals, and with it a myriad of parties that precede winter break. A part of me is dying to see Grant, even if it is from across the room. My heart aches too much not to. So when Lucky and Harper insist we head to a party at Beta house, I don’t fight it. I put on a pair of jeans and a red sweater that looks as if it were knit to my skin and head over to that overgrown mansion that houses the boy I love. I stare up at the monolithic cube as if the upper windows were menacing eyes, the door a glowing mouth ready to consume me. I wish it would. Nothing seems impossible now that the unthinkable has happened. I have never been so thoroughly loved before, and now I’ve never been so thoroughly hated.

      “Let’s do this.” Lucky wraps an arm over my shoulder and marches us inside.

      Harper leans in. “Just say the word, and we’ll take off. This isn’t about making you suffer. It’s about moving on with your life.”

      “Right.” The commons room is packed to the hilt with everyone in high spirits. A half-dead Christmas tree with defunct lights blinks in the corner. But despite the bodies, the deafening music, the spastic red and green scenery, I spot him. Grant stands in the corner talking to Lawson and Rush as if nothing at all had happened.

      I’ve missed two of his games. I wanted to go, but—

      Grant spots me from afar, and everything at the party, all of time freezes.

      He says a few words to his friends, and they both look over.

      “That was subtle.” Lucky pulls me deeper into the crowd, but my eyes stay trained on that corner of the room.

      Rush heads over and wraps his arms around the three of us. “Ladies—welcome to my humble abode. Whiskey anyone? I promise it will warm your bones and take away your troubles.”

      “There’s not enough whiskey in the world,” I whisper so low not even I can hear it. But my gaze is still glued to Grant, and I watch as he makes his way across the room, out the door, and out of my life.

      I wanted a last glance, and I got it. I’ve morphed into a furnace far too hot and dangerous for Grant to ever be around, and now it’s me who’s pissed.

      Rush and Lucky share a laugh about something. I spot Harper across the way talking to a trio of guys in dress shirts and khakis. Her weakness for preppies knows no bounds. I make a face and turn to Rush.

      “I think I’m ready for that whiskey.”

      It takes less than two minutes for Rush to reappear with a red Solo with my proverbial name on it. A few girls from Kappa G come over, and Lucky starts in on a lively conversation with them. But I’m in no mood to fake happy. Instead, I slowly step back against the wall, dipping my tongue in and out of the liquor that strongly smells of vanilla. It tastes like shit—correction, it tastes like nail polish remover. It’s hard to believe people actually drink for pleasure. I basically hate all forms of liquor. It’s probably a good thing Grant and I didn’t have sex, since I tend to go against the grain when it comes to popular opinion. Although, in truth, even if sex with Grant would have panned out to be the equivalent of drinking nail polish remover, I would have loved it, appreciated the fact Grant was gracing my body with his.

      “A penny for your thoughts?” a warm voice asks from behind, and I turn to find Rush with a sad smile on his face.

      “They’re stupid. I’m pretty sure you’d want your penny back.”

      “Try me.” Rush swoops in front of me, blocking out the chaos around us, and for a moment, I appreciate the shelter.

      “Okay, I was thanking God I didn’t sleep with Grant because I probably would have hated it. And then about a second later, I decided that was a lie, and I would have loved it—appreciated it even.” My face heats as my gaze drops to the brown liquid dancing in my cup, the same color as Grant’s eyes.

      Rush belts out a laugh before composing himself again, that perennial smile of his still plastered to his lips. “Grant’s a good guy.” He shrugs as if it were somewhat painful to admit. “He’s my brother from another mother. I care about him. And I like that you do, too.”

      My lips press tight because there are a few ways I can take this.

      “Don’t worry.” He raises his hands in the air. “I’m not here to report back. He’s sort of a mess right now anyway. How are you doing?” Rush sobers up as he asks the question, and it’s refreshing for once. I’ve only ever known Rush to be all hands and lips, and here he is reaching out as a friend and I like that.

      “I’m not doing so hot, but Lucky and Harper dragged me out here to try to shake me out of my funk.” To reduce the hell I’ve been through to something as simple as a funk leaves me cringing as I say it. “Sorry. It’s a bit more serious than that.”

      His chest expands with his next breath, and he lets out a sigh that drags him down to a severe slouch. “I figured it was.” He motions for me to follow him out front, and we sit on the porch and talk for hours about how life can turn into a shit parade on a dime. He tells me all about losing his mother in a car accident when he was nine. How painful it is for him to this very day, and how that very incident bonded him and Grant after he lost Stephanie.

      Stephanie. Even hearing her name spoken out loud stings me. Of course, Grant hates me. He hates my entire family, and I can’t even say I blame him.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Rush reaches up and wipes a stray tear from my eye. “You don’t need to say anything. Just know that sometimes when people are hurting, they do things they don’t necessarily mean. Grant is a good guy. His heart is in the right place. He just needs to get his bearings. The truth about who you are just threw him off-balance. That’s one thing guys aren’t too good at—keeping their emotional balance.”

      “You sound like you’re ready to open up shop.” I butt my shoulder into his, and we share a light laugh.

      “They don’t call me Dr. Knight for nothing.”

      “All right, Dr. Knight. I think I’ll take off now.” I offer him a brief hug before glancing back at the rager inside.

      “I’ll walk you.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive.”

      I shoot a quick text to both Harper and Lucky and head down the street sullen with Grant Jones’s best friend by my side. Sure wish I were walking home with Rush Knight’s best friend instead.
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      Just act natural!

      I smirk at Daisy’s text. She’s fully in support of Lucky and Harper’s newest scheme to pick my heart up off the floor—by way of taking me to a basketball game.

      Lucky leans over and glances down. “Hate to say it, but she’s right.” Lucky has warmed up to Daisy ever since she’s shown extra care with me these last couple of weeks. Heck, I’ve even let Piper tag along on our coffee klatches at Hollowed Grounds. In a weird way, Daisy and Piper really are feeling a lot like a couple of big sisters—a couple of big sisters that we actually don’t mind having around.

      Harper slings her arm over my shoulder as we head into the Mustang Dome for the game. “Just remember, you’re a badass and no one has the power to steal your joy.”

      “Wow,” I muse. “You should seriously consider penning a self-help book.” As lackluster as that might sound, I actually meant it. Harper has been a radical cheerleader in the face of my latest, perhaps greatest adversity.

      And give me some details once in a while! Suspense isn’t my strong suit.

      Will do, I shoot right back.

      I’m not sure I’m really going to give Daisy a play-by-play of my evening. Watching Grant run up and down the court will be hard enough without having to document it on a quasi-public level.

      Piper says hi, and she’s rooting for you, too! Go Ava!

      “Great,” I mutter as we snake our way through the crowd. “It’s like they think I’m on the opposing team.”

      “He’s on the opposing team.” Harper looks good and pissed like she could get on board if I wanted to go ape on him. “He’s the one shutting you out.”

      “Not really true. He did break things off. There’s nothing to shut out once it’s over.”

      Lucky points to our usual seats about five rows back, and I stop short once I spot a familiar blonde seated a few rows down.

      “Is that what’s-her-face?” Lucky’s mouth contorts as if she’s about to be sick. I may have colored Lucky and Harper’s perception of Grant’s ex. I wouldn’t say I have a disdain for Darcy, just that—I have a disdain for her.

      We make our way over, and I land in the seat closest to the girl. No point in fighting it. I really have nothing against her.

      A brief visual of Grant rushing over and planting a wet one on her bounces through my mind, and my blood boils at the thought. Just the thought of him with someone else makes my stomach churn, but the thought of him with Darcy makes my blood turn to lava. I’ve never been one to hate anybody, but for a brief second that’s a very real emotion for me.

      Her blonde hair is perfectly slicked back into a perky little ponytail, coiled in one stingy curl. Her perfect French manicure forces me to glance at my own chipped nail polish, and suddenly I feel motivated to sit on my hands.

      The team jogs out onto the court, and the crowd lights up with howls while stomping their feet until the entire dome thunders. Lawson and Rush jog side by side, and it’s not until they part ways do I see him.

      Grant Jones nods over to Darcy with a grin. His gaze rides up a notch and hooks to mine, and I watch as that grin melts right off his face. Those serious eyes widen a notch before he heads over to the huddle with the rest of the team.

      Darcy turns around and sweeps her gaze right past me before backtracking.

      “Oh, hey! You’re Grant’s little sister, right?” Her warm, friendly smile looks infectious. No wonder Grant came out grinning at her. Who could help but be happy around that level of perky?

      “That’s me.” I shrug, trying to muster even a smidgen of her enthusiasm. “But that whole big-brother-little-sister thing is kind of over now.”

      The crowd lights up again, drowning out the last of my words.

      Darcy places her hand over her ear and leans in. “What was that?”

      “I said it’s over!” I shout with a vengeance just as the crowd dies down, and every head in the gym turns to get a look at me.

      I glance up and spot both Rush and Grant slack-jawed at my strange profession—to his ex-girlfriend no less.

      Crap. I slump in my seat as the coach calls the team to attention.

      “Smooth.” Harper nods in approval. If Harper had her way, I would have shouted those last words in a bullhorn straight into Grant’s ear. She’s not above me stealing his hearing in an effort to show off the fact I’m strong without him. I wish it were true. That’s what tonight is about—making it true. By the time I leave this glorified sports arena, I’m going to be Ava Vincent, heart of steel.

      The team breaks up again, and players scurry in every direction. Rush waves and heads on up. He’s tall and stately on a normal day, but in his basketball uniform, with him standing over the three of us, Rush looks like a giant—a slightly perverted and vexingly hot giant with a dirty grin on his face. But I’m not interested in his dirty grin or his vexingly hot looks. Rush may as well be my big brother—a real one.

      “You came.” He high-fives me. It was Rush who insisted I make an appearance. Rush and I have spent an awful lot of time together these last few days. He’s sort of taken on the role of my personal counselor, which I appreciate. But the main role he’s voluntarily undertaken is as Grant’s biggest cheerleader. That’s the reason I like hanging out with Rush the most—we both seem to linger in conversations that have anything remotely to do with Grant. “You want seats down front? You can sit with the team.” He tries to take my hand, but I retract it.

      “Are you insane?” I glance down at the bench and spot Grant knocking back a bottle of water with his stare still zeroed in on us. As soon as our eyes meet, he’s quick to look away.

      “Just checking.” He holds his hands up a moment. “Post-game party at Beta. I better see you there.” He heads back to the team just as Darcy starts in on a spastic wave.

      “Grant! Number twenty-one!” She bounces in her seat, shouting his name like a mantra before snagging his attention. She motions him over, and he walks to the edge of the stands, leaning in with an uneasy look on his face.

      I glance down at my phone, pretending to be unaware of the spectacle she’s creating.

      “Up here, silly!” Darcy belts out a laugh, and I can’t help but think she sounds like a hyena. Not that hyenas are unlovable—it’s just that I think they should come with a mute button. At least the people version.

      My phone bleats. It’s Daisy. How’s it going?

      He’s on his way over. I hit send.

      I knew it! I can practically feel Daisy’s excitement.

      I text back. To see his ex-girlfriend.

      Grant edges his way into Darcy’s aisle, his eyes staying focused on the task at hand, but there’s something about being in this close proximity that sends me into a mild panic attack with my heart jumping into my throat, my blood pounding in my ears.

      Lucky tucks her elbow in my rib while Harper clasps her hand over my knee and gives it the squeeze of death.

      The phone vibrates in my hand. Asshole. I can’t help but shed a tiny smile at Daisy’s text.

      Grant stops dead in front of me, and my heart stops right along with him.

      “Get over here! Let me give you some luck!” Darcy springs to her feet before throwing herself on him.

      Harper leans in and whispers, “Some bad luck.”

      But it doesn’t look bad from here. Grant carefully embraces her in return before taking off and speeding toward the court. Nope. Didn’t look bad. Looked pretty great to me. Grant’s arms wrapped around my body is something I’ll never feel again.

      Lucky leans in. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m great.” I stare at my phone, and as if on command Daisy texts back.

      And then what happened???

      I text back. And then they hugged it out and lived happily ever after.

      Daisy doesn’t waste a second. Crap. Sorry you had to witness it.

      I debate a moment on whether or not to go with the truth or a lie. I’m fine. I promise. For all practical purposes, I go with the lie.

      The game drones on, too loud, too many boys dancing with the ball between their legs, too many buzzers and whistles sounding off.

      Rush and Lawson come up and talk to us during halftime, but Darcy drifts down to the court and shows off her all-access pass to the boy I once loved—still pathetically do. Not sure what to do with that—unrequited love. It sounds beyond pathetic, like some tragic romance novel gone awry. That’s what’s become of us. We’ve reduced ourselves to mere caricatures of who we used to be. The irony isn’t lost on me. In an attempt to become my own person, I fall for the one human being who can never truly accept me for who I am. I realize that now, and in a macabre way, I think I deserve this. I ran so far from who I was and ended up full circle. The truth being, I could never really outrun myself. Dammit, I tried, though, and in doing so, I ran right into Grant.

      The final buzzer sounds, and the squeak of shoes is replaced with the groan of the crowd along with a mixed applause. I’m so stoned by my own sorrow I don’t even know if we’ve won or lost. The crowd mingles onto the court, and I watch as Darcy practically flies down to the bench and leaps onto her number twenty-one. Grant’s body is slicked with sweat, his hair dripping wet, and she cringes as she pulls him into a hug. I wonder if I would have done the same. A playful cringe-worthy moment, but this version of me would have gladly pressed my lips to his, adhered my body to his tall, sticky frame, and groaned with an ache that only the thrill of passion could bring.

      Lucky lifts me out of my seat. “You’re drooling.”

      “It’s not a good look.” Harper doesn’t bother hiding her disappointment in me.

      “You’re right.” I take a deep breath as we head out with the crowd. “Maybe it’s time for me to drool someplace else.”

      Doubt it’s possible. And then I remember how much Grant hated it when I drooled over Rush—not that it was genuine—more like bad advice from Daisy.

      Or was it good advice? Grant kissed me in a heated craze after Rush put on the moves. Maybe this time I’ll put on the moves. Maybe this time I’m not gunning for a kiss.

      Maybe I just want Grant to feel as miserable as I do.
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      Heading to Beta house after a victory like that usually means a party is in order. Hell, a party is in order no matter what the outcome, but tonight, the last game for a few weeks, I know it’ll be big. Big is a good thing, especially when Darcy is headed back to the house with me—the more bodies to hide her presence with. In all honesty, I didn’t think I’d see Ava at the game. If I knew she would have been there, I would have never invited Darc. But she’s back in town and asked to hang out. I thought the game was platonic enough—enough in general, but she’s insistent to see the inside of my frat house again.

      “I would have never pegged you for a frat boy.” She marvels as we head into Beta. “The boy I knew was on the fast track to becoming a gaming geek, content to live out of his parents’ basement.”

      I can’t help but laugh as we move through the crowd already in the commons room to greet us. “I would have. You know me well.”

      “So, what’s with Grant 2.0?” She glances down to my crotch, and my discomfort level rises. “Is everything about you free and loose these days?” She stares me down as she waits for the answer.

      Darcy may not be the only girl I’ve slept with, but I was her first and her last. I’m not too surprised by her sense of entitlement when it comes to who I might be entertaining on my mattress.

      “Maybe,” I say, snatching a soda off the refreshment table and handing it to her. Anything to keep the conversation from progressing.

      “So—like maybe there’s a girl out there you’re interested in?” She searches the crowd as if she might spot someone, and I do the same, only my eyes snag on the exact girl I was hoping to find on my mattress.

      Ava wraps her arms around Rush and shakes her head at him. Granted she looks like she’s having a miserable time, she is holding him. From this angle, it looks one-sided, as if she’s anchoring him down, and something deep inside of that corrosive heart of mine dies a little more.

      Shit. All this time Rush has assured me he was just being a friend, being there for her when she needed someone, holding her up for me because he knew I couldn’t.

      I don’t like that I couldn’t, but at the moment, especially for those first few days, that was true to an extent. It’s hard to look at her. My eyes drag across her features, slow as Sunday, and every inch of her ratchets up that ache in my chest a little bit more. I’ve never felt pain this alive, pain this visceral. It’s different than losing Stephanie. Death has a way of forcing you to compartmentalize it. With Ava, it’s as if she died and is living out some alternative reality right alongside me—without me, of course. I want her to. I want her to be happy, to have love, and laugh once again. I just don’t want her to have those things with Rushford Knight, asshole extraordinaire.

      “So Grant”—Darcy steps in front of me and lands her arms over my waist—“now that we’ve kept our distance for almost six solid months, what do you think?” She rocks us side to side like we’re dancing. Her teeth graze over her lower lip in that flirtatious way she likes to do just before she kisses me, and something inside me demands to bolt. “You think we can give this thing another whirl?”

      I glance over her shoulder at Ava, and our eyes lock from across the room. Ava with Rush, me with Darcy. Is that the way it’s really supposed to be? I was never great at saying goodbye. Maybe we could have worked out. I could have manned up—been nice to her. It wasn’t her fault. But goodbye is one thing I didn’t get to say to Steph. Ava’s own sister took away that right from us—and now I’m right back to bitter. Nope. Ava wouldn’t want me in this state. I don’t know if I could ever leave it. I’m beyond repair in many ways, and as strong as I feel for her, I don’t know if I could ever turn off the flood of hatred I feel toward Aubree Vincent. If I did—what would that mean? It would marginalize Steph’s death, make it passible on some level. Nope. Forgiveness isn’t where this train is headed.

      Ava nods to something Rush says to her, and now he’s looking my way, too.

      I spin Darcy around until she’s facing them, forcing Ava to see that I’ve moved on, even if it isn’t true. Ava can’t have me. I can’t have her. Some things can never work out together, and we happen to be two of them.

      “Is that a yes?” Darcy’s eyes flicker with hope, and my gut churns because in no way did I mean to give it to her.

      “That’s a—”

      “Maybe?” Her head cocks to the side as she does her best to plead. “I’ll take that. Don’t say another word about it. The last thing I want is you changing your mind!” She hikes up and lands a kiss to my cheek.

      Crap. I step back and catch Ava looking away. My intention was never to hurt Ava. And I’m pretty sure making her watch Darcy hang all over me is doing just that.

      I lead Darcy to the back near the pool table, and we make small talk about life in The Hills, the good old days she calls them. I want to remind her that I lost my sister in those “good old days.” My family is a skeleton of what it once was. But I know Darcy is talking about us—our good old days. Little does she know they were never that great. I was going through the motions even then, too tired, too lost and in shock over my home life to figure out how to exit a mind-numbing relationship.

      “We were good friends,” I remind her.

      Darcy cuts a dry smile. Her entire affect stiffens as if I’ve poured fish guts over her selective memory party.

      “You were a lousy friend.” She makes a face. It’s true. I never did a lot of talking. I was probably a lousy listener, too. “But you were good in bed, and that’s worth a thousand unreturned phone calls.” Her finger glides over my lips, and there it is, the invite she’s been holding just out of reach all night.

      A moment thumps by, and I’m pretty sure that signals to her I’m considering this. In truth, the only thing I’m considering is how to make it clear to her that we’re over without getting my eyes clawed out. Not that Darcy is the eye clawing type, but there’s a desperation about her. She’s wearing its scent thick like perfume.

      “I’m going to head to the restroom. I’ll be right back.” I duck out of the room and lose myself in the crowd. Maybe I should get back together with Darcy. Give it one more try. After Ava who is there really? Maybe Ava simply woke up something that’s been asleep in me for so long. She kick-started my heart, and now maybe it’ll work for Darcy, too.

      I shake the thought out of my head as I stalk past the area I last saw Rush and Ava. I make sure to keep my head turned the opposite direction in the event he’s got her pinned to the wall. I can picture her head bent back in ecstasy, and even the visual of him making her that way drives me insane.

      The hallway is clogged with bodies—mostly girls waiting in line for the bathroom and a few guys hitting on them as they wait. I keep suggesting they put up a sign that leads to a lesser-known bathroom just around the corner that hardly ever has a line, but it’s yet to happen. Next time, I’ll take it upon myself to make the sign. I could sure use a sign myself right about now. Am I destined to be with Darcy? Or is there someone else out there for me? But who could ever come close to—

      A body slams into mine as I crest the corner—Ava.

      Normally, this is where I would apologize and move on. This is where I would tell a dude to watch where he’s going because I’m so pissed off at the world right now. Where I’d politely apologize to a girl before making sure she was all right. But this isn’t a dude. This isn’t just any other girl. It’s her. And I can’t move. Can’t breathe. I can hardly stand the pummeling of my heart as it thrashes from my chest to hers.

      Her mouth opens as if to say something, and not a word comes out. But this dark shadowed hall, her hair, those lips, her body pressed tight to mine, it’s all a little too real, a little too much of what I want and need. All I want to do is have my arms find their way around her waist, to press my forehead to hers, to close my eyes and just breathe in her sweet, sweet scent.

      Ava offers a slight nod as the moment grows quickly stale.

      A flood of words struggles to breach the dam, but I won’t let them. This isn’t the time or place. And God only knows if I can get them out without turning into a maniac.

      I want to touch her, kiss her, and I can’t. Those affections, those feelings can never be mine again. I can’t hate someone she loves and think that we’d ever work out.

      Ava takes a full step back with disappointment filling her features. The moment stretches out like taffy, slow and far sweeter than it needs to be. And just like that, she ducks back into the crowd.

      I linger in the dark for an unsettling amount of time until Darcy springs into view.

      “Here you are!” She pulls me in, and that jovial smile of hers slides right off her face. “Are you okay? I haven’t seen you this upset since you lost your sister. Is this about Steph?”

      “No.” I pump a dry laugh.

      “Okay, good.” She takes up both of my hands in hers and rocks them between us. “It’s about a girl, isn’t it?” Tears come, and she blinks them away.

      “Yes.” There. The truth fits like two left shoes, but at least it drains the heavy sludge I’ve been lugging around in my chest.

      Darcy narrows her gaze to mine. Her affect softens as if she’s surrendering any false hope she was holding on to. “Who is she, and what the hell did she do to you?”

      And just like that, I tell Darcy everything.
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      It’s strange how the first time Darcy and I broke up the two of us were inundated with tears, with fears of what a future without one another might hold. And here we are many months later, seated at a table at the Black Bear of all places, tossing around memories like they were dimes in a fountain—something shiny that sits just below the surface of time that still shimmers with beauty when you look at it.

      It was Darcy’s idea to come here, and this time I didn’t fight it. Something has shifted in me, and suddenly the Black Bear and all of the people that I was running from seem unimportant now. For so long my world rotated around Stephanie’s death. I had transformed myself into an entire solar system of anger and resentment that orbited Stephanie’s casket like the sun. But these last few weeks, my heart, my myopic worldview had shifted to someone very much alive, Ava Vincent.

      Baya brings us plates brimming with food and promptly disappears with a grin. Darcy thought it was only fair we officially begin anew as friends over burgers and fries. Now that she’s home for the holidays, she wants to explore all of the ins and outs of Hollow Brook that we weren’t exposed to in The Hills.

      “I’ve always been bent on going out of state.” She shakes her head while grazing on a fry. “But Whitney Briggs is pretty awesome. Who knew, right?”

      “You thinking of transferring?” I’m not sure I would mind. I’ve had Darcy around in my life for so long she feels like a fixture.

      “Are you kidding?” She picks up another fry and lobs it at me. “And watch you making out all over campus with Dream Girl? Count me out. I’m strong, but I’m not that strong.” She grimaces. “I really do want you to be happy, though.”

      Dream Girl. She didn’t say it with an ounce of sarcasm, and I marvel at that.

      “She is a dream girl.” Thoughts of Ava’s sister manipulating mine to the edge of the cliff and forging a suicide note run through my mind. “But Ava belongs to someone else.”

      “She doesn’t belong to someone else. You’re rejecting her.” She reaches across the table and gives my fingers a tug. “If Ava finds someone else, it’s because you pushed her into his arms.”

      Rush comes to mind. Those kisses he peppered her neck with a month back, all those late night chats he’s been having with her. It’s ironic. The more time my best friend spends with Ava, the less I want anything to do with him.

      “You can do this.” Darcy nods as if offering a pep talk before a big game. “If she’s that special to you, then you’ll climb right over this obstacle. Not caring about her sister is one thing, but not caring about her is entirely another.”

      Darcy’s words warm me straight to the bone because she’s right.

      “It’s not that I don’t care about her sister—I downright hate her.”

      Darcy bounces back in her seat as if I just knocked the wind out of her sails. “Grant.” She shakes her head as if the idea of me hating anyone seems improbable. “She’s not well. Besides, hate takes far too much energy to keep up. And I know what Stephanie would say.” Darcy knew Steph, so the thought of some beyond the grave knowledge coming my way has me at the edge of my seat, literally. “You don’t have to hate her.”

      “I don’t have to hate her.” I let the words swill around my ears before I ever believe them. The truth is, I’ve hated Aubree Vincent since the day they hauled her in for questioning. Prior to zeroing in on my sister’s killer, I never bought the idea that my sister took her own life. I watched my parents go through hell before her conviction. Not that putting her away did them any good. But every nightmare that has overtaken our lives can be accurately traced back to Aubree. I hate her so thoroughly that my days are often fueled with my anger toward her. “Who would I be if I didn’t hate her?” I take a sip of my drink and watch as Darcy tries to choke out an answer.

      “A better person.”

      A hand falls over my shoulder, and I turn to find Bryson Edwards nodding down at me. I knew a run-in with Bryson was almost imminent once we set foot in here, but a part of me was hoping for a small holiday miracle. I shouldn’t be too surprised. Miracles never were my thing.

      “You got a minute?” He nods toward the back, and I blow out a breath just thinking of where this might be headed.

      “Sure.” I excuse myself from the table and follow him to the empty poolroom. Bryson reminds me a lot of Jet, with his beefed up arms, tatted up sleeves, that same cautiously friendly smile. “What’s up?”

      “I’m glad to see you here.” He examines my features, my eyes as if looking for something he lost. “You look so much like her.” His smile comes and goes. “I miss her.” His eyes mist up, and I almost want to believe him. “She had a smile that rivals those stadium lights they use on the football field.”

      Something in me warms when he says it because I know for a damn fact it was true. Stephanie knew how to ignite the night with just the curve of her lips, a lot like Ava. And I feel like a traitor comparing the two.

      “I do miss her,” he insists. “And I know this is going to sound ridiculous, but I really do think she had something to do with me meeting Baya.” He winces. “I don’t mean that in a disrespectful way. It’s just—it was her birthday, Stephanie’s. I was talking to her like I do sometimes, and I wondered what she would want me to be doing and with who—that’s when I bumped into Baya.” He shakes his head in lieu of an apology.

      That scene last night in the hall where I wondered who I belonged with comes to mind. I bumped into Ava. Of all the parties at Beta house, not once did I bump into anyone, not like that, not when I needed to most.

      “It could have been a coincidence.” I’m quick to shoot down his afterlife-inspired love connection, but a strong surge of hope fills me, because what if…

      “Nope.” He shakes his head, emphatic. “I swear it was her. Steph’s always been on point when it comes to people. She can figure out who you should and shouldn’t be hanging around with.”

      “Then why the hell did she hang around with Aubree?” I spear him with all the deadness I’ve been lugging around in my soul, all the soot, the grief that sticks to the inside of me like tar. “She wasn’t a good judge of character, Bryson. If she was, she’d still be here today.”

      “She was friends with Aubree.” He bows his head and scratches at the back of his neck like a dog that’s spent too much time in the sun. “She had a bad feeling about her. The relationship went south once Aubree expressed interest in me. Steph and I were just friends at that point, but it was me she was looking out for.” He pauses, staring hard out the window behind me. “I never thought”—his voice breaks—“it never occurred to me when Steph passed that Aubree had anything to do with it. I could never imagine.”

      “No one did.” Not even the cops. My mother swore it was a homicide—the note wasn’t even close to her penmanship, but they wouldn’t open a case. “They ruled it a suicide, and that’s what stuck.”

      “Until it didn’t.” He clasps his hand over my arm. “Steph was exonerated. We know she wanted to live. She loved you.”

      “She loved you.” I pin him with the words. A part of me wants to watch him squirm a little. Bryson has led a storybook life since my sister’s passing, and all my sister got was the life knocked out of her.

      “I want to be your friend, Grant. We used to be. I think we can be again.”

      A lump settles in my throat. When I lost Steph, I lost Bryson, too. He was the one who taught me how to throw a ball. He came to all my games and cheered me on right next to Steph. But sometimes in life there’s just too much baggage to deal with, and that’s what Bryson and I have between us, a shit load of baggage.

      “Do you know when my sister died, I mourned losing you just as much as her? I hated you at first because I thought you could have stopped her. I couldn’t understand why you didn’t love my sister—why you shattered her heart and drove her to do what you did.” Now it’s my voice breaking as tears blur my vision.

      “Come here.” He pulls me in, and I let him as he offers a firm embrace. “She’d want us to be friends. Hell, we’re family.” He pulls back and slaps me over the arm. “Owen tells me you fell for Ava.” He nods into this fact as if he understood it. “I saw the aftermath of the big gene pool reveal. No one ever said love was fair. I don’t think Steph would want you blowing Ava off just because of Aubree. Steph was a good judge of character and did love Ava.”

      I meet up with his watery eyes once again. “She did?”

      “Yup. I remember her telling me once that she didn’t trust Aubree as far as she could throw her, but that little sister who tagged along with her sure was cute. They bumped into one another at the mall once or twice. So you see, Steph gave Ava the seal of approval long ago.” He socks me in the arm. “I’m betting that was for you. Steph would want you to be happy.”

      It’s as if the floor shifts underneath my feet. Steph met Ava. She approved of Ava. Steph wouldn’t want me to hate anyone. I know Darcy is right. And I know Bryson is right, too—Steph would want me to be happy.

      “Thanks for that.” I hold out my hand, and Bryson shakes it before pulling me into another strong embrace.

      “Thanks for letting me back into your life. Expect to see me at the games.” He leans back. “Now, what are you going to do about that girl?”

      “I don’t know. As much as my gut says go get her, my heart knows it wouldn’t work. It couldn’t. Her sister killed mine. It’s a lot to rise above in any relationship. Maybe in the long run she’ll thank me for letting her go.”

      Bryson shakes his head, his dazed stare still locked to mine. “I hope you’re not making a big mistake.”

      I hope I’m not either.
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      After Darcy and I say goodbye, I head back to the dorm just as a flood of bodies fills the commons room. It’s the final house party before we officially disband and everyone goes their separate ways for winter break. I shower and dress, take extra care in getting ready tonight. I’m not sure why. I’m not gunning for a reunion with Ava, at least not cerebrally. My heart seems to be on autopilot, and it’s not giving up the controls.

      I head down and spot Rush and Lawson stacking beer cans into an overgrown pyramid.

      “Great engineering,” I laud them as they do their thing with the deftness and dexterity of brain surgeons.

      Lawson glances over my shoulder. “Where’s your girlfriend?” I know he didn’t mean it as a swipe. Darcy has been hanging out here so much he’s probably deduced this to be a fact.

      “Home with family. We’re just friends.”

      Rush glances at me before getting back to the all-important task at hand. “You’ve just come to that conclusion? Are you sticking with it this time?”

      “Yes.” I step in toward him. “And I’m sticking with my buddies, if you’ll have me.” I knock Rush’s knee out from behind. “I’m serious. I’m not loving the freeze-out.”

      “Then you shouldn’t freeze people out.” He cuts another glance my way, this time far more serious. “You realize I’m talking about Ava, right? She’s hurting—and you, my friend, put that hurt there.”

      “Nobody asked her sister to shove mine off a cliff.”

      “Damn right, no one asked.” He sets a can down with just enough vigor to let me know he’s pissed. “Ava sure as hell didn’t ask. So why crucify her?”

      Lawson steps in between us as if readying to break up a fight. On a normal night, he might have had to, but tonight I’m all about letting it go.

      The thought of hurting Ava eviscerates me. “I’m sorry if I crucified her. I didn’t mean to. I thought it was best I let her go, and the quickest way to ensure I didn’t cave was to separate myself.”

      Rush tips his head to the side, his bushy brow hikes into his forehead. “Do you want her back?”

      “I don’t know.” Of course, I want her back. “I’m pretty sure there are some things that not even love can conquer.” What was that? Do I love Ava? Something in my chest cinches because maybe I do—hell, I know I do. Shit. What the hell have I done? What the hell keeps happening?

      A shadow moves across the wall behind Rush and slowly takes form—those familiar features, that familiar girlish frame—I recognize it, I recognize her—Steph. There she is, so beautiful, laughing as I come to the realization of what’s happening.

      Lawson taps his elbow to mine. “You okay, dude? You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      I blink back, and the image of Steph evaporates to nothing. I head over to the wall, still unsure if what I saw was in my overactive imagination or a real life delusion of grandeur. My next biggest nightmare has always been losing my sanity. Losing Steph was the first. I touch the space between the wall and me, and my hand warms. My fingers brush against the white wall just as the faintest scent of Wild Honey lights up the air. Steph’s perfume.

      “Stephanie,” I whisper, marveling at what just happened. She was here. I swear it. Just like Bryson swore earlier.

      Rush comes over and lands an arm over my shoulder. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Better than okay. I’m thinking maybe I should find Ava.”

      “It’s about time you came to your senses.” He knocks my knee out from under me with a laugh. “Let’s track her down.”

      For the first time in a long while it feels as if fate, destiny, all those things I had relegated to fantasy novels were somehow coming true for me of all people. Now to seal my fate with Ava, I need to track down my destiny. I like the sound of that. A lot.

      We grab our coats, and I pick up my keys. Rush tried to call her, but didn’t get an answer, so we head for the door on our way to the Black Bear.

      Lucky runs at us just as we hit the porch and grabs ahold of Rush by the collar. “Harper was in an accident! I have to get to the hospital. Ava was hurt in the crash.”

      The world stops spinning. All of time ceases to exist.

      “Ava.” I stagger to my truck and jump inside.

      Nothing can happen to Ava. I can’t lose two people in one lifetime. That’s not how this works.

      Why do I get the feeling that fate and destiny met here tonight, and they’re both giving me the finger.
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      I can’t breathe, can’t remember how I arrive at Hollow Brook General with both Lucky and Rush beside me.

      I bolt into the ER and through the double security doors in the back that an orderly holds open for an elderly woman.

      “Get back here!” he shouts. The sound of his voice reverberates through the bright hall.

      I give a spastic glance left and right before spotting a crowd of doctors and nurses working furtively on a patient lying on a gurney. Dark clots of hair stretch to the floor as the girl’s hand hangs over the side, lifeless.

      “Ava!” My voice riots so loud the universe trembles.

      Owen comes up behind me and stops short of the chaotic scene. “Shit!” He grips his hair at the temples.

      “Ava!” I lunge past him, but Owen yanks me back, pushes me into the wall so hard my head bounces like a rubber ball.

      “You don’t get to fuck with her anymore.” He grits it through his teeth, but it’s the death threat that his eyes send that has me reeling with anger.

      “Get the hell away from me, and I won’t tear your head off. I love her. I want to be with her. So help me God, if you don’t get out of my way, you’re going to need a gurney, too.” I offer him a firm shove in an effort to break his stronghold on me.

      “You don’t get to pick and choose when you’re going to be nice to my sister.” He growls out nice as if it were an offense. “She was hurting. Where were you then?” His voice rattles over the hall like an echo chamber. “You were the one who caused the pain in the first place!”

      Now it’s me shoving him against a wall. “You piece of shit. You—your family—your fucked-up sister, Aubree, was the one who caused the pain in the first place!”

      In an instant the rage leaves him. Owen’s face bleaches out as if this were new information I was confronting him with. His body loosens as his hands fly up. “You’re right.”

      “Damn straight, I’m right.” I drop him with a shove.

      The flurry of doctors and nurses increases with a morbid intensity until one of them cries, “Code Blue!” The gurney, the madness that surrounds it quickly escalates down the hall, and before Owen or I could follow, we stop short at the sight before us.

      Sitting in a wheelchair with Harper standing by her side is Ava. She looks whole and healthy, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think that was a sheepish smile forming on her lips.

      “God.” Owen dives over her and pulls her into a strong embrace. “What the hell happened? What did you hurt?” He does a frantic search of her body as if expecting to find a missing limb, and I do the same.

      “It was totally my fault.” Harper dabs a tissue to her eyes. “I ran a light—I thought I could make it, but the intersection was longer than it looked, and a car hit my passenger side door.”

      “I’m fine.” Ava holds up a hand before Owen can say a word. “I don’t even know why they have me in this thing.” She swipes the side of the wheelchair. “Harper insisted we get checked out. I’m just waiting for my paperwork. I’m clear to go.” Her eyes slowly track to mine, and a spark jumps between us as strong as that first day she came crashing into my world.

      “Ava.”

      She leaps from her seat and into my arms, and I hold her unforgivably tight as we spin.

      Ava pulls back and examines me at this close proximity. “I heard what you said. Is it true?”

      “Yes.” The word hisses from me painfully slow as I bear into her. “I love you, Ava. I want to be with you.”

      Her eyes shine as pale as a morning sky, like river stones gleaming underwater like jewels. “Wh-what about”—she shrugs into a sigh—“m-my sister and all the pain she’s caused your family?”

      I press my lips tight as I lose my gaze for a few moments just past her shoulder. “I don’t hate her.” And just like that, the boulder that’s been sitting on my chest for the last few years rolls off and crumbles to dust. I’m lighter than air, lost in the eyes of the girl I love, and nothing else matters. “Hating her can’t bring Steph back. Steph wouldn’t want me to spend the rest of my life in that negative space.” I touch my finger to Ava’s chin until that growing smile of hers is all I see. “She would want me to be with you. I’d swear on my life this is true. I love you, Ava Vincent. First, you stole my PB and J, then you stole a few kisses, and finally, you stole my heart.”

      That dark hair of hers swoops over one eye as if it was trained to seduce me. Ava is a natural born seductress with that devilish grin, those diamond eyes.

      “I’m going to kiss you now.” She nods into this. “Just be warned that my brother will most likely feed you his fist before we’re through.”

      A barely-there grin pumps from me as I lean in and take the initiative. With Ava’s permission, I crash my mouth to hers—making love to her through this kiss, right here in the ER, in front of her loose cannon of a brother.

      I don’t really give a shit what he plans on doing.

      The only thing that matters is what Ava and I are doing—together.
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      The night my sister was formally charged with murder, my family, my entire world exploded in a nuclear ball of misery. My heart shattered for the girl who lost her life at the hands of my careless sister. My heart broke just as much for my sister, who inadvertently lost what was left of her own life as well. But this night, in an irony that only life can provide, the one that’s mended my heart fully is Grant Jones, the brother of the girl my own sister murdered.

      Once I assured both Harper and Owen that I was fine, Grant and I took off and ended up at the exact place where we started, the Hallowed Grounds Café.

      “Just for the record, I vote we finish our drinks and take this someplace with a little more privacy, like your room at Beta house.” I reach over and interlace our fingers. Grant has such thick strong hands, and every part of my body demands that they touch me.

      He leans in with that dirty grin blooming. “If I took you back to my place, I’d want to jump your bones.”

      “I’d let you jump my bones, Jones,” I counter so quickly he raises his brows in amusement.

      “That’s what I thought.” Grant shakes his head. “It needs to be right.” He gives my hand a squeeze. Grant has a way of gazing at you as if he’s pouring his entire soul into your eyes. “I wanted to talk to you—get things on the right track between us.”

      “We’re on the right track,” I offer. “I vote we leave now.” I’m only half-teasing.

      Grant belts out a laugh, and I join him. I’ve never felt a burst of joy the way I did in that hospital when I inadvertently heard his declaration of love for me, even if it was targeted at my brother at the time.

      “I guess there’s no more hiding from Owen.” I toast him with my coffee before taking a sip.

      “I’m glad.” Grant tips his head thoughtfully. “I think there are a few other siblings we should square things away with.”

      “I don’t have any other siblings, other than Aub—” I stop short before her name comes to completion on my lips. It feels sacrilegious speaking her name in front of him. “Do you really think we can work?” My entire body aches as I ask the question. “You know, she’s not your favorite person. Not that I want her to be. I understand that, and I’m more than okay with it, but…”

      “But you love her.” He nods. “Yes, we can work, Ava. We will work.” His determined gaze presses into mine. “I’m not out to get her. I’m not out to hurt her with words or anything else.”

      “Okay,” it comes out quiet because a thought comes to me, and I’m almost too afraid to give it.

      Grant rubs a small circle on the inside of my palm. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that tomorrow when I visit her, you should come with me.”
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      The North Carolina Women’s Correctional Facility is decked out for the holidays in its own sterile, yet kitschy manner with green foil wreathes, plastic Santa faces, and dozens of dime store stockings hung with names written in gold glitter.

      Aubree needed to clear this visit, so technically, she knows my boyfriend will be here—she just doesn’t realize who he is. A part of me wanted to tell her everything, but another part of me didn’t want her to freak out and cancel a moment that I think needs to happen.

      If Grant had said no, if he even remotely hesitated, I wouldn’t have pushed it. But the fact he was onboard cinched the fact this was something we should do, the sooner the better. We talked for hours about how this might feel. I told him what it was like to go through life labeled as the killer’s sister. Grant shared the immeasurable pain of what it felt like to have an arid space where his sister, his best friend once stood. We washed ourselves in tears, but we both still agreed this visit was an integral part of our healing. Owen drove out with us, making small talk with Grant all the way here about basketball, the football team—his quarterback buddy, Rex, in particular. As much as I thought that Owen would hate the fact I have someone in my life, he’s actually far calmer and saner about the situation than I ever imagined he was capable of. It makes me a touch proud of my big bro. In a way, I feel as if we’ve both grown from this experience. And it’s precisely this reason that has me thinking I need to remove the chains I’ve inadvertently placed on the relationship I have with Piper. If I want Owen to get along with Grant—especially now that I see how happy it makes me—I’m going to make every effort to get along with Piper. She’s cool, and beautiful, and a ton of fun to hang around with, so I foresee a great relationship on the horizon. Plus, she’s Daisy’s best friend, which makes for a total bonus. The first thing I’m going to do is apologize for being so ridiculous. I want Owen to be happy. I realize now that he has room in his heart for the both of us.

      Grant gives my hand a squeeze as we enter the cafeteria where Aubree will join us shortly.

      “What if she freaks?” He glances back the way we came in as if piecing together an exit strategy.

      “She won’t. She’s actually pretty reasonable these days.” I grimace at the words. No matter how I slice Aubree, I can’t help but feel like I’m being disrespectful to his sister.

      “It’s okay.” He wraps his arm around my shoulder. “I’d be more than thrilled if she were reasonable these days.”

      Aubree enters through the large double doors, giggling at the sight of us, an ear-to-ear grin on her face at the prospect of meeting the boy I’ve been stealing kisses from. On second thought, maybe I should have told her who I was bringing to meet her. I’d do anything if I could turn down the volume on her perky, bubbly self.

      She has her hair combed neat, and a swath of color on her lips. She gives a spastic wave at Grant, making it obvious she’s elated to see him.

      Owen is the first to greet her, but she practically dives past him and onto Grant.

      “It’s so nice to meet you!” She beams. Aubree’s eyes are twin emeralds, large and round as quarters. Aubree has always been a stunning beauty, and prison hasn’t changed that all too much. “Ava has only said the nicest things about you. Please”—she motions to the table—“have a seat.” Aubree’s hospitality toward Grant is so charming you’d think she were offering him a seat in her own home, and in a lot of ways that’s true. But I’m not too sure Grant will ever be charmed by the woman who took his beloved sister’s life.

      Grant nods with a warm smile. “It’s nice to meet you, too.” He sounds genuine, unreserved, and already the two of them have put me at ease. But how can he mean it? I know this is hard for him. As much as I don’t want it to, it has to be killing him on some level.

      Owen leans in, staring at our sister intently. “Aub, we have something to tell you. Ava and her boyfriend are pretty serious about one another, but there’s something else you should know.”

      Her mouth drops open before her hands fly up to her lips. “Oh dear God, you’re having a baby!” She continues her never-ending intake of air, and for a moment, I’m afraid she might pass out.

      Honestly—a baby? I’m dating the brother of the girl she murdered, and Aubree goes for the fetal gold. Always the optimist.

      “No.” I reach over and take up her hand before the guard steps forward, and I’m quick to let go. “Grant and I sort of have a strange history. We’re doing everything we can to overcome it, and that’s a very big part of why I’ve brought him here to meet you.” I glance to Grant, and his eyes are glued to Aubree. That shadow of grief that has followed him for so long actually looks as if it’s receding, replaced with a look of pity for my sister.

      “I’m Grant Jones.” He bobs his head with the admission. “I’m Stephanie’s brother.”

      Aubree bleeds out all color as she leans hard in her seat. It’s clear Grant’s intro has knocked the wind out of her happy sails. The smile erodes from her lips, and her once lively emerald eyes have clouded over, numb and cold as iron.

      “Yes.” She says it so faint, I doubt it was for us to hear. “You have her eyes. I see her there in your face.” Her voice is flat, her eyes strangely fixed on his as if she were hypnotized. Aubree swallows hard as moisture fills her eyes. “You’re dating my baby sister.” She says it catatonic. “Please, don’t hurt her.”

      Aubree’s mind immediately went to revenge, but I know that Grant isn’t remotely capable of that. The fact he wants us to wait before we’re together in that special way is exemplary of his character.

      “I won’t ever hurt her.” Grant pushes out a pained smile. “I want you to know that I love your sister. I don’t believe there’s another person on the planet I’m destined to be with.” He glances down at his folded hands for a brief moment before searing his gaze over hers. “I also need you to know that—I forgive you.”

      Aubree inches back as if he slapped her and, just like that, rivers flow from her eyes. She drops her head into her hands and sobs uncontrollably.

      Owen looks to the guard, waiting for approval before he comforts her.

      “It’s okay,” my brother whispers. “Grant is the real deal. I promise he’s not playing games with you or Ava. You know I would never allow that.”

      Aubree takes a moment to compose herself, her nose slicked, her cheeks still wet with fresh tears.

      She pushes out a controlled breath while looking at Grant, studying his features. “Believe it or not, I did like Stephanie.” A hard frown comes and goes as if she’s struggling to keep from sobbing once again and is about to lose the battle. “I lost my mind. I don’t know what happened, who I became. I stepped outside of myself.” She shakes her head nonstop. “I am so very sorry. I realize words are cheap. There are no words, really.”

      Grant softens, relaxes in his seat as if those were the very words he longed to hear. “Apology accepted.” And just like that, Aubree’s mouth falls open once again. She’s back where she started with him. Grant is inspiring in every single way. “Now”—he pauses, and the three of us hold our breath—“I’d love it if you wouldn’t mind sharing any good memories of my sister.” He pumps a wry smile. “I miss her.”

      “You miss her.” She closes her eyes. “I know. I know you do. I miss those good days we had. I was close to Stephanie at one time, and I remember everything.”

      Aubree engages Grant in stories about his sister for the next two hours. In a strange way, the entire visit was a broken kind of beautiful.
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      The ride back to Hollow Brook late that afternoon is solemn, sincere. Owen offers Grant a heartfelt embrace as he drops us off on The Row. The sky is full and heavy with dark clouds, making it feel far later than it actually is.

      “I’ve never had a brother.” Owen pats him on the back. “I’m really glad you’re in our lives.” He looks to me and nods me over. Grant is kind enough to step away and take a seat on the porch.

      “Everything okay?” I’m almost afraid to probe.

      “Better than okay.” Owen slings his arm around my shoulders. “I never thought I’d say this—hell, I’ve never wanted to say this, but I’m glad you found a great guy. I know the road ahead won’t be easy, but I’m here for you. How about not running from me in the future?”

      “I won’t. I promise.” I wince. “But there’s one more secret I’ve been keeping from you. Don’t get mad.”

      His eyes cloud with worry. “I swear I won’t, Ava. Please know that you can trust me.” The hurt exuding from my brother tears my heart out.

      “I pledged Kappa G. I get a bed next fall.” I back up an inch, just waiting for the blowout.

      Owen nods as if accepting this on some level. His gaze fixes on some invisible horizon just beyond me before he comes to. “Are they good people?”

      “Yeah, they’re the best. I wouldn’t hang around if they weren’t.”

      He pinches his eyes shut a moment. “Then I’m happy for you.” He pulls me into a strong embrace, and I take in the familiar scent of his cologne. Owen has always held the scent of home. He is my home. “You know I’ll support whatever you do. I trust you. You have me completely in every single way. I’m not going anywhere. Don’t be afraid to be honest with me. I would never want that.”

      I touch my finger to his nose and smile. “Now that you’ve let go of the leash, you’ll be seeing a lot more of me.”

      “Will you be around on Wednesday?”

      “My birthday?” I bat my lashes up at him. “Of course.”

      “Great. What do you have planned?”

      “No plans. I’m easy.”

      “Perfect. Meet Piper and me at the Black Bear about five for dinner?”

      “Sounds like a party.” I press a quick peck to his cheek. “You’re a really special brother to me.”

      “I’m your only brother.”

      “I guess that makes you extra special.”

      “I love you, kiddo.” He gives my hair a quick tug. “I guess it does.” Owen hops back into his truck and takes off down the street.

      Grant comes up and wraps his arms around me. “He hasn’t rearranged my face yet, so I guess it’s a good sign.”

      “Are you kidding?” I look at him from over my shoulder. “He’s saving that for when my chastity belt goes missing.”

      A groan comes from deep inside of him.

      “Hey, I know.” I exaggerate the words in a playful manner. “How about we pry that thing off right now?”

      Grant melts into me with a lust-driven look in his eyes. His entire affect brightens at the thought. “How about we go to one more place before we make that happen?”

      I can’t help but frown at his efforts to stave me off. “Okay, but just one.”

      Grant piles us into his truck and drives through Hollow Brook, past the trails that lead to the Witch’s Cauldron, past the stretch of town I once called home, right past my old high school with all of its painful memories of never belonging, never wanting to stay.

      Grant made me promise not to ask where he was taking me, just to trust him, and that we wouldn’t be long. A part of me wonders if he’s taking me to meet his parents. I know they live in The Hills. I really was looking forward to meeting them at Thanksgiving more than I was the turkey, and that’s saying a lot since I happen to be a fan of the oversized bird.

      A huge greenbelt comes up on the left, and for a moment, I think it’s a park I’ve never been to and then it hits me. The large silver sign overhead reads Hollow Brook Cemetery as it bridges a set of oversized gates, and we pull on through before he comes to a stop. Grant reaches over and kisses the back of my hand, tears already glittering in his eyes.

      “You let me meet your sister, Ava—I would love for you to meet mine.”

      I offer a reassuring squeeze to his hand. “I’m honored to.”

      The heavy dark clouds overhead with their ominous threat press down on us, and I wonder if their menacing presence is an omen of some kind. Aubree and Grant may have reached a level of forgiveness, but how could Stephanie ever forgive my family? She’s not even here to entertain the idea.

      Grant drives us up a winding road before pulling over along a hillside. He helps me out and walks us over to a giant heart-shaped piece of land where the gravestones dance in the evening light as the last of the sun shines down on them.

      “Right here.” Grant drops to his knees, and I join him there. He touches his hand to a slab of black granite that has the words Stephanie Nicole Jones, Loving daughter and sister. Gone too soon etched in stone.

      She’s gone too soon because of Aubree, and this alone causes me to lose it. Tears come in violent jags as I bury my face in my hands. Grant takes me in his arms and rocks me, but for the briefest of moments, not even Grant can console me.

      “It’s okay. I promise.” He presses a searing kiss to my temple. “I didn’t bring you here to hurt you. This is where I come to see her, to speak with her—to just be near her.”

      Grant’s words sting so acutely, escalating my grief to heights I have never felt before. Grant cannot see her. He can’t speak with her. And he can never be near her, at least not the way he wishes. Aubree landed his sister in an entirely different plane of existence, and I can’t bear the pain.

      “Let’s go, Ava.” He dots a kiss to my cheek. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “No.” I will myself to regain control, but the tears still manage to run, quick and silent. “I’m here. I want to do this. I want to be a part of your world, Grant. And for the last several years, this has been a very real part of your world.”

      “It has, and thank you for staying.” He pulls me close as the two of us look to Stephanie’s gravestone with a marked sadness. “Steph, this is the girl I told you about. She’s beautiful, and she’s all mine.” He sighs hard, compressing his chest with emotional agony. “I know you’re happy with this. I want to thank you for that. And I also want to thank you for seating her at my table that day.” He offers a quick wink my way. “I’d like to think you had a very strong hand in steering the two of us together. I love you. And I love that the memory of your kindness allowed me to forgive everyone, including the girl who took your life.”

      My body bucks with grief as he says those last words. Grant and I spend the next hour sitting by Stephanie’s grave as he shares stories of his beloved sister. I cry, laugh, and enjoy every last one of them.

      Grant helps me up as we say our goodbyes and head for his truck.

      “I hope you don’t think it was too morbid.” He winces. “I sort of seem to need this. I try to do it a few times a month at least.”

      “Not morbid—beautiful. And would you mind if I tag along?” My heart gives a few loud thuds as if expecting a rejection.

      “I would love it if you came with me.” Grant presses his lips to mine just as a sea of wet kisses falls from the sky.

      “Is this?” I stare dumbfounded at the tiny white crystals lying frozen in the palm of my hand. “Snow!”

      Grant and I hold our hands out and marvel, gathering it greedily as if it were manna from heaven.

      “First snow of the season.” Grant blows the powder off his hand like he was making a wish. “This is from Steph.” His brows knit at the thought. “She wants you here, Ava. This is her way of saying she loves you.”

      “She loves me?” I melt at the thought. “I love her—and I love you.” I cross my wrists behind his neck and pull him in.

      “I love you, too, Ava.” Grant and I seal our love together with a kiss under the magical night sky in all of its frozen splendor.
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      “What’s the surprise?” I ask as Grant drives us past Hollow Brook and my stomach expels with a thousand sexed-up butterflies. Technically, I know what the surprise is. Once we got home from the cemetery, Grant asked if I could pack an overnight bag for an impromptu trip. I only know three things about this last minute getaway: it involves an overnight stay with the boy I love, it most definitely involves the permanent removal of my chastity belt, and last and perhaps the sweetest of them all, I get to wake up in the arms of this boy who transformed my world into a thing of beauty.

      “It’s a surprise.” He shrugs as if there were no other explanation. Soon enough, road signs for Lake Avalanche dot the vicinity, and I practically shriek with excitement. We drive another excruciating hour until we finally come upon a gorgeous property that sits on the lake, and it’s the most beautiful log cabin I have ever seen.

      “Well done, Jones.” I beam as he leads us up the steep stairwell. A tiny homey sign reads The Happy Squirrel Retreat. It’s so cute and comical it takes everything in me not to snap a picture of it and send it to Lucky and Harper. With my luck, and nervous fingers, I’d probably send it to Owen instead. Never mind that. I’ll snap one on the way out for posterity. Grant fumbles with the key and blocks the entrance before I can barrel in past him.

      “This is Lawson’s mom’s place.” He leans in and pecks a quick kiss to my lips. “It’s ours for the next few days.” He gives that crooked grin I can’t resist. “I swear to you, there is nothing we have to do here outside of gorging on PB and J sandwiches and playing board games.” His thumb brushes against my cheek. “I just want to spend some time alone with you.”

      “Food and board games? Those just happen to be two things I can do without for the next few days.”

      Grant belts out a laugh as he picks me up. “Come here.” His lips find mine as he carries me over the threshold. It’s beautiful inside, glamorous in every way with its white shag rug in the living room, its expansive vaulted ceilings, the fireplace that stretches to the sky. An entire wall of windows allows for a lakefront view, and the water, the shadowed pines—it’s breathtaking beyond measure. It’s also just as cold in here as it is outside, and I can’t stop my teeth from chattering.

      Grant starts a fire, and I pull a blanket from off the sofa and lay it down in front of the roaring flames.

      “I’ve got the heat on, too,” he assures, getting down on his knees with me. “But it’ll take some time to warm this place up.”

      “Then we should probably make our own heat. Come here, you.” I pull him toward me and lift off his sweatshirt. That dirty frat boy grin of his blooms a mile wide. My stomach bottoms out in a roller coaster of a free fall—something that I used to think was so cliché, and here it’s real, and feels damn good, too.

      Then I see it and a breath hitches in my throat, but I can’t seem to give it. It’s impossible to breathe, to move.

      “It’s okay.” Grant takes my fingers and guides them to his heated flesh. Printed out in a beautiful script font is Stephanie’s name written across his chest. “Jet did it for me last summer.”

      “It’s very nice.” I bump my fingertips over the letters, trying to control my breathing. I feel sidelined, and I don’t know why. “This is so very special.” I shake my head. “You are the best brother. You know that?”

      “I haven’t heard that in a long time, but thank you.”

      “It’s true.” I edge in closer to him until my hands relax over his shoulders. “I can testify to that myself.”

      He winces. “Maybe no little sister references tonight.”

      “Oh, but it can be so fun,” I tease before grimacing. “But I agree. Instead, maybe we can focus on ways to keep warm.” A thought comes to me. “You wouldn’t happen to have protection, would you?” I’m pretty sure Aubree’s prenatal enthusiasm would quickly wane if I were actually with child. Not to mention Owen might take the opportunity to rearrange Grant’s beautiful face and bone structure. Honestly, at this point, he might just be looking for excuses. He knows that Grant and I are serious, that we’re in love. I’ll never be able to look my brother in the eye after tonight.

      Grant pulls one out of his wallet and holds it up to the light. “And I may have brought reinforcements just in case a few more were needed.”

      “Forward thinking—I like that about you.”

      His lids hood over as the moment grows serious. “I like everything about you, Ava.” Grant pulls my sweater off and pulls me close until his skin sears over mine. “I love you.” He lands a gentle kiss over my lips and lingers, leaving me aching for his hands to touch me. There’s something about the cool air hitting my flesh, the titillating factor of what tonight might hold, what it will hold, that lights up my senses.

      “Oh, wow,” I groan as his heated skin brushes over mine. “This feels incredible.”

      “You’re easy to please.” He pumps a dry smile that quickly fades to nothing. “I’m sorry.” He blinks back. “I would never make fun of you. I would never hurt you in any way.” Grant holds up his hands as if surrendering to the fact. I can tell he’s ready to walk on eggshells with the virgin in the room.

      I bite down on my lip, laughter already bubbling in my throat. “Just this once, I give you permission to hurt me a little.” I pull Grant down on top of me and feel the heft of his body over mine as we share a tender kiss. His warm tongue dances over mine, and I’m sunk. My entire body feels faint with this beautiful boy on top of me—with his bare heated skin adhering to mine like a fire line. His hands rake up and down my sides as his thumbs rub soft circles over my bra. A panic level of excitement hits me, and I’m already almost at my zenith with this boy. Every breath comes to me faster, every inch of my skin enlivens with want, so thirsty to drink him down. I want this with Grant, and I never want it to end.

      Grant and I may not make sense to other people, not on paper, but together we just fit. We’re simply meant to be.

      Grant and I strip off our clothes as if they were about to combust. In truth, we’re about to combust, about to detonate, about to loosen our defenses and go nuclear on one another in the most beautiful way. I’ve waited for this moment all my life, thought of how it might be, where it might be. I’ve entertained cheesy locales in my mind, a public restroom, a frat boy’s bedroom, the back of some old beat-up car—but here in front of a roaring fire on a warm blanket with the boy I love—in a cabin fit for dignitaries with a lakefront view—it’s more than I could have asked for. Grant is more than I could have asked for.

      Grant pulls back and glances over my very naked body for the first time, and the heat index in me rises. I can hardly stand to look at myself in the mirror as I hop in the shower without blushing, but something about the way Grant is looking at me makes me feel beautiful, wanted.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” He buries a kiss in my ear. “I love you, Ava.” His voice is lost in jagged panting. His chest expands and retracts at record pace with his heart drumming right over mine.

      Our kisses grow with ferocity as our hands freely explore one another for the very first time. Grant kneads my breasts before ravaging them with his lips. His mouth runs wild over my torso before landing between my thighs, and I gasp with surprise. His mouth works over me in that tender area, bringing me to the brink of a level of ecstasy that I didn’t think was possible. My fingers knit in his hair as his hot mouth sears its way over, into the most intimate part of me. For a second, my knees cinch and everything in me shouts to evict him before I relent and lock him in with my thighs instead. Grant rides back up, loving every inch of my body with his wet kisses. He bathes me with his mouth, and it feels like every good thought, wish, and dream rolled into one.

      Grant takes my hand and leads me to the full length of him, and I close my fingers around his hardness. A hearty moan rips from me as if I’ve waited for this crescendo, and here it is, far bigger than life in my hand, long and rigid.

      He pulls back, and I watch as he rolls the condom on, straddling me on either side of my hips. “You okay?” He bows down to meet me with a kiss.

      “I’m fine. I promise.”

      “Don’t let me hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” I whisper, although most likely he will. Grant lies over me, parting my knees with his, and I can feel him there, his foreign hardness probing, bobbing along that tender part of me that waits for him. He hikes up on his elbows with his gaze meeting mine, his breathing already at a dangerous clip, his eyes hooded over with lust.

      Grant enters slow and steady, never taking his eyes off me. The girth of his body stings as he stretches me to accommodate him. Here it is. The moment I’ve waited for with a boy I love more than my own life. Grant takes up my hand and interlaces our fingers as he thrusts in as far as my body will allow.

      “I love you, Ava Vincent.”

      “I love you, too, Grant Jones.”

      And just like that, we’re one.
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      There are very few things in life that physically feel good—the running jump of a successful layup, crashing on a mattress after a ten-mile run, but never has any physical release felt so bone penetratingly satisfying than burying my body inside of Ava’s.

      The morning sun shoots through the wall-to-ceiling windows with its razor sharp blades, spearing us in the eyes.

      Ava groans and pulls the blanket up over her head. We went from lying on it to tossing it over us as we drifted to sleep. Lawson is going to kill me for defiling his family’s shag rug. Not that Ava and I did anything that could be classified as defiling. What Ava and I did last night—hell, until all hours of the early morning, was beautiful, an elixir for my wary heart. Ava and I knit one another together again by way of our soul-melting kisses, our hungry bodies coiled around one another like forged metal never able to be the same again.

      Ava emerges from under the blanket and presses her soft lips to my chest. “Morning, you.”

      “Morning, you,” I parrot back. “You hungry?” I brush the hair from her eyes. Ava’s hair is like an entity all to itself, so full of life and movement it’s more like an extension of her emotions than it is inches of dead keratin.

      “Yes.” She pulls me forward with a greedy gleam in her eyes. Ava has the most beautiful pale, sapphire eyes. “I’m starved for your affection.” She leans in and takes a playful bite out of my neck. “But I’m gross, and I should probably shower.”

      “I promise, you’re far from gross. You need me to help you wash your hair?”

      Her face deepens a rich shade of crimson. “I—um—uh, maybe—”

      “How about I raid the fridge and make breakfast?” I press a kiss to her forehead. I get it. Some girls are shy about flaunting themselves in broad daylight. But Ava has nothing to worry about. Every delicious curve of her body is perfect.

      Ava wraps herself in the blanket and takes off while I get dressed and fry up some eggs and bacon. The stove has a huge griddle built into it, so I go to town with a box of pancake mix I found in the cupboard and whip up a mixing bowl full. Just as I’m about to ladle out a serving, an idea hits me, and I dump the entire bowl onto the heated metal. Carefully, and with great precision, I fashion a heart out of the batter. By the time the food is done, Ava finds me in the kitchen and marvels at my culinary expertise.

      “You’re beautiful.” I can’t help but say it. Her hair is slicked back, wet in thick glistening strands, as if it demanded I note its glory. Ava’s face gleams with the illumination of an angel—all of her fresh scrubbed natural beauty glimmering through.

      “Thank you.” She pecks a kiss to my cheek. “And, wow—I think you just made the world’s largest pancake”—she cranes her neck while squinting at it—“and, is that a heart?”

      “The artist does love when his public can relate to his work.”

      “The artist’s food sculpture is quite fantastic. How is that ever going to fit on a plate?”

      “Here.” I pull out the syrup and pour it over the food sculpture in question before handing her a fork. “How about we just dive in and eat our heart out?”

      “I see what you did there.” Ava cuts off a piece and touches it over my lips, denying me the bite as I lean in to take it.

      “The Ava I know and love isn’t a tease.”

      “You’re right.” She inserts the fork into my mouth. “The Ava you know takes it all the way inside of her, deep”—she pulls the fork in and out slowly—“with all the thrusting and pummeling you can muster.”

      I buck with a laugh, removing the fork before I choke to death on a heart-shaped pancake.

      Ava moves toward me with a laugh, and I scoop her in close, the silky white robe she’s wearing stops shy of her thigh, and the slit down the front affords me a glimpse of the girls.

      “Did I impress you with my thrusting?” I cock my head, piling on the raunchy humor. The only thing I hope my thrusting did was leave her unharmed. Last night was her first time. The last thing I want is for Ava to fear any part of my body.

      “Let’s see…” She taps her finger to her chin. “Actually, I’ve forgotten all about your thrusting. Perhaps you could remind me?”

      “That forgettable, huh?” I lean my head back and groan out a dull laugh.

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” Ava’s cool fingers glide over my chest, and a heavy rush fills me from the inside. “Now, get back inside my body and show me again how you do that thing.”

      “That thing?” My gaze locks with her laughing eyes. “That’s what I love about you, Ava. You make everything new. You see life with a spectacular lens, and I want to see it that way, too. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

      “Grant,” she whispers so low, something about hearing her voice drop to that octave when she says my name guts me. “You have a way with words. Thank you for sharing that with me. Now”—her fingers dip into the rim of my boxers—“I’d like for you to share something else with me.”

      Ava pulls me in for a kiss, and my mouth detonates in hers. Ava is a living, breathing work of art, a beautiful, intelligent woman who somehow seems to have fallen in love with me. That day she landed in front of me at Hallowed Grounds was one I will never forget. My initial thought was damn, this girl is beautiful, and my second thought was too bad a girl like her would never go for a guy like me. And here we are, Ava going all out for a guy like me.

      I clear the kitchen table with a sweep of my arm and land her on it. I make love to Ava nice and slow, tasting every last part of this beautiful, beautiful girl. Ava and I were meant to be together. This unstoppable lust, the unimaginable joy she fills me with are things I thought I’d forever live without.

      One Vincent sister killed a part of me, and another Vincent sister brought me back to life. The universe and all its ironies are almost too much to bear.

      I ride over Ava slow and steady, watching her sleepy eyes, those lips parting as if giving a silent cry. I bow down and cover her mouth with mine, filling her body with all I have to offer, and thrusting slowly, beautifully to an otherworldly nirvana.
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      After a four-day stay at Lake Avalanche, where Ava and I feasted off the dessert of our souls, we make our way back to Hollow Brook. It’s not just an ordinary Wednesday. It’s Ava’s birthday, and she promised Owen she would have dinner with him tonight.

      A fresh layer of snow lies over the ground, not enough to panic about, but just enough to remind you that the holidays are right around the corner.

      Both Ava and I showered and dressed. I picked her up at her dorm and nearly fell backward off the balcony three stories down when I saw how perfect she looks in her skintight jeans and that red fuzzy sweater that begs for me to pat it down with my hands.

      We head over to the Black Bear where the bar is done up with string lights in every color. Even that oversized bear out front dons a Santa hat. Mistletoe hangs from the entry, and I do my due diligence to make sure Ava gets that kiss.

      “Happy birthday.” That goofy grin she inspires bounces back to my lips. “Believe it or not, I have a gift for you.”

      “Ooh! I’m a sucker for a good gift.” Her hands drift down my waist, and she gives my ass a squeeze. “I’ll come by your place tonight to collect.”

      “That’s sort of a gift for me. And please do come.” A dark laughs brews in me because Ava coming is my favorite part. “My bed is aching to meet you.” All those wet dreams, those fully conscious fantasies this girl has inspired, have been innumerous. In many ways, Ava has already visited my mattress. “But there’s something else. I’ll hold off until later. I don’t want to keep your brother waiting.”

      “Now you’ve got me waiting.” She offers a crooked smile.

      We head into the noisy bar with its miles of glittering garland and spot Owen and Piper seated alongside Jet and his girlfriend. A bouquet of colorful balloons is tied to an empty chair for the guest of honor.

      We head straight over, and Ava embraces everyone at the table while I nod my hellos and take a seat next to Jet.

      “What’s up, man?” He sheds that shit-eating grin. “Someone looks happy.”

      “That would be you—and me.” I pull my seat in close to Ava.

      “Good.” Jet slaps me five. “You deserve to be happy, dude. You really do.”

      Jet’s girlfriend bounces in her seat as she pulls Ava’s hands forward. “I knew that I knew that I knew you would find your happy place. And looky here! Your big brother isn’t out to break every bone in this boy’s body,” she sings while giving me the side-eye.

      Piper grunts, “Things may look calm, but there’s a slight discrepancy of where these two have been for the last four days.”

      Shit. I glance to Ava and give a sly wink. No use in panicking. I could probably take Owen if I had to. Please, God, don’t let me have to.

      Owen glares at me openly, and an uncomfortable silence takes over the table.

      “Never mind that”—Ava straightens in her seat—“I’m here now, and so is everyone else. Anyone going home for Christmas?”

      Piper makes a face. “My parents are spending the holidays in Hawaii. I’ll be hanging out on my brother’s ranch with family—Owen is coming, and that means I need to see you there, too.” She plucks the straw from her water and points it at Ava, sprinkling her with it. “And you.” She smiles over at me. “I know you’re probably spending it with your family, but if you could come by at any point in the day, my brother, Wyatt, won’t mind in the least.”

      “If Ava is there, I’d love to tag along.”

      “Our first Christmas!” Ava offers a spontaneous peck to my cheek. “Of course, you’ll be there. I can’t wait.”

      “Maybe before we head over, I can bring you by and you can meet my parents. I know they would love that.”

      Ava catches her breath and holds it. I know what she’s thinking. She’s probably wondering if they know who she is and what they might think of her.

      I haven’t broken the news of who Ava truly is, but I know that if I can take it, if Steph can, then my parents will be more than happy for us.

      “It’ll be fine,” I assure her. It will be. It’s going to have to be because I will never give up on us.

      We order our meals, make light conversation over dinner, and just as the waitress clears the table, Bryson and Baya head over with a sparkler embedded in a cupcake. We start in on a round of “Happy Birthday,” and even the house band joins in. Ava blushes the exact shade of plum her cheeks were after we made love for the very first time. I loved that moment, and I love this moment. I love everything about Ava Vincent.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you.” Owen pulls her up by the fingers and motions for the rest of us to follow. “Since you were indisposed over the weekend…” He glances back at me and scowls. No hard feelings. Owen is a better big brother than I ever was to Ava. At least in the traditional sense.

      Owen and Piper head out into the freezing night air, and I stall long enough to steal a quick kiss from Ava under the mistletoe once again.

      “All right, you two, get a room.” Jet slaps his hand over my shoulder before giving it a squeeze. “On second thought, Ava is like my kid sister. Do not get a room. Abort the effort.”

      Daisy smacks him across the chest. “Oh, hon, you have no idea what you’re up against. Those two have been struck with Cupid’s bow in the worst way. Leave the uphill battle to Owen.” She gives a crooked smile to Ava as we step out into the iced December night.

      “Where are we going?” Ava shouts to her brother, but he chooses to ignore her. “Are we going caroling? Because caroling is one of my least favorite things to do. You know I can’t carry a tune!”

      “Don’t I know it,” Owen grunts, and his breath plumes in white crystals. “And just to keep a little world peace tonight, your vocals are not required for what you’re about to do.”

      “What I’m about to do?” She looks to me as if I might be in on this, but all I can offer is a shrug. “What am I about to do?”

      Owen stops short and holds something small and silver in the palm of his hand—a set of keys. “Drive.” He unleashes that ear-to-ear grin of his that he’s tried so hard to hold back all night.

      “Oh my God.” Ava cups her hand over her mouth. “Owen?”

      He steps away from a white Maxima, and Ava squeals and screams and jumps up and down like she just won the lottery, and in a way she did, the vehicular lottery.

      “Grant!” Her voice pitches as she screams my name. “Do you see this?”

      “I see. It’s awesome.” I nod over at Owen. “You did good.”

      Ava latches on to her brother, and he spins her, kissing the top of her head with heavy emotion. Ava told me that after Aubree was indicted, their family blew apart. That explains why Owen likes to keep an extra watch over his kid sister. He’s determined to never let her feel alone. He’s determined to never let her pay for Aubree’s sins, and I’m determined to do the same for her.

      After the hugging-fest, everyone heads back inside, and instead of taking her new wheels for a spin, Ava suggests we do the same.

      “I just have to tell Lucky and Harper. Lucky will be in tears for me. I think Harper will be riding shotgun—forever if I can help it.” She shudders as if reliving the accident. “And you?” She pulls me in by the collar. “You’re welcome to ride anytime.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” I tousle her hair. Harper’s erratic driving near cost Ava everything. Another reason I’m thrilled she has her own set of wheels.

      We head back inside, partake in our ritualistic foliage-inspired kiss before threading through the crowd. We find Lucky and Harper seated near the band, both Rush and Lawson are with them.

      “I got a car!” Ava screams, ringing her keys above her head like silver bells.

      Both Lucky and Harper jump up and scream in unison, drowning out the house band for a moment.

      Rush and Lawson come over and slap me five.

      “Dude.” Rush nudges his head toward Ava. “That was one serious weekend getaway. I’m betting you got laid. You feel better now, princess?” He smiles as his lips land around a beer bottle.

      “Enough.” I wince over at Ava, but she’s still hopping in a circle with her friends. “What my girlfriend and I do is none of your business.”

      “Girlfriend.” Rush ticks his head back a notch. “I like the sound of that—for you.”

      “That’s because she’s destined to be with me. In fact, I think we’re going to take off.”

      “You leaving the party so soon?” Lawson licks his lips at a pair of blondes that strut by. “The night is just getting started.”

      “I’m out. Ava is the party, and she’s all mine. Sorry, dude. But that should be good news for the two of you. Now that I’m off the market, that opens up about ninety percent of the girls for you.” I hold back the laugh bucking in my chest.

      Rush’s perennial grin slides off. “The scary thing is, you think you’re funny.”

      Lawson lands his gaze back at Ava and her friends. “You get one. I get two. I like the math.”

      Rush shakes his head. “Stay away from my little sister.” Rush has developed a genuine friendship with Lucky. It’s nice to see he’s actually capable of befriending a girl and not having his dick get in the way.

      “That leaves Harper.” Lawson smacks his lips, either disappointed or he’s gearing up for a snack. I’m betting on the latter. He looks to Rush with that smart-ass grin peaking on his lips. “You know me, though”—he pins his gaze on Lucky—“always wanting what I can’t have.” Lawson takes off for the bar, leaving Rush and me wondering if he’s got a hard-on for Lucky. If Lawson’s track record is any indication, he has a hard-on for pretty much every girl at Whitney Briggs—and he’s bedded most of those already.

      “How about you?” I butt my shoulder into Rush’s bloated arm. “Any girl in particular you’re zeroing in on? I’ve settled for one, and you always did like to follow in my footsteps.”

      “No thank you. I like the ladies, in multiple. I’m too young, too good-looking, and too smart to settle down so soon.”

      “I’m smarter than you.” It’s just a fact. Ava is perfect, and I’d be a fool to pass her by, so I can laud my own youth, my own vanities. “Go bang some chick, would you?” I head over to Ava and pull her into my arms.

      “Can I have this dance?” I press a quick kiss to her temple.

      “Of course, you can have this dance.” Her eyes light up and smile at me all on their own. “But not in here. It’s much better where I’m taking you.” Ava’s brow hitches as if proud of whatever it is she’s planning. She blows a kiss to both Lucky and Harper before pulling me under the mistletoe one last time this evening. Ava melts her mouth over mine with an oven-hot kiss that makes my tongue beg for her to keep it.

      She leads us back out into the frigid night air and laughs us all the way to the parking lot.

      Ava hops into the driver’s side of her new car and starts up the radio, blasting a slow song over the speaker.

      “I’ll take that dance now, Mr. Jones,” she says as she bounces up beside me. Her breath stretches out in plumes as it crystalizes with my own.

      “You’re right.” I nuzzle a warm kiss just under her ear. “It’s much better out here.” I love having Ava all to myself. I’m greedy that way.

      Ava’s body molds to mine as we sway under a Hollow Brook starry night with our hearts thumping wild and in sync.

      “Happy birthday, Ava.” I pull back. “Are you ready for your gift?”

      Her eyes widen. Ava watches me from under her thick lashes and gives the slightest nod.

      I reach into my pocket and fish out a token of my appreciation, placing it in the palm of her hand before kissing each of her knuckles.

      “Take this. Keep it. Make it your own. It is my most prized possession.”

      Ava opens her hand slowly, and her lips part as she chokes out a nonverbal response. “G-G-Grant,” she manages my name with great difficulty. “It’s s-s-o beautiful.” Ava rubs her fingers over the gold chain before laying it over her wrist. I help her with the clasp and lift it to the light, and the shiny chain winks like a star.

      “I want you to have this. It belonged to Stephanie, and now it’s yours, forever.”

      Her head bows with grief.

      “I love you, Ava. Nothing would make me happier than for you to cherish this gift from me.”

      Her watery eyes meet up with mine with moonlight trapped and dancing in each one. “I already do.” Ava hikes up on her tiptoes and brushes a feather soft kiss over my lips. “How about you and I head over to Hallowed Grounds and split a PB and J for old times’ sake?” Her teeth graze over her bottom lip. “You know, get our strength up for the other big gift you have for me back at Beta house.”

      “I think we’re going to each need our own order for the things I have planned for us.” My finger twirls around a lock of her hair, and it feels like bliss. “You want to drive?”

      “It’s across the street.” Her brows hike with amusement.

      “We can always take a turn at the end of the block and—”

      “Go out to the overlook and break in the backseat? You really are a forward thinker.”

      “I can’t take credit for that stroke of genius. Maybe we should get those PB and Js to go.”

      “Yet another stroke of genius.”

      “You know what’s genius?” I hitch her hair back behind her ear and kiss her temple. “You and I. I think no matter how many scenarios the universe wanted to throw at us, we’d still end up together. It feels as though all my life I’ve been moving toward you.”

      “Those are the most beautiful words I’ve ever heard.”

      “Then let me follow them up with the most beautiful kiss you’ve ever had.” My mouth falls over hers, and just like that, we’re swimming in the beams of a bright future together, the broad path that has been made straight before us.

      Ava and I have harnessed lightning and wrapped ourselves in its brilliant white light. Our love is a force that not even nature can reckon with. We’ve already been to hell and back, walked through a fire and emerged without the stench of smoke on our souls. We are surviving, thriving, electrifyingly alive inside the flaming heart of our love.

      Ava pulls back with that devilish look in her eyes that I’ve grown to appreciate on a primal level. My boxers twitch because that look is generally followed up with something mouthwatering that sets my balls on fire.

      “I’ve got an idea. How about we race to Hallowed Grounds—on foot? Last one there has to wear the gift that Lucky gave me.”

      I have no clue what Lucky gave her, but I’m skeptical that it will flatter me in any way, shape, or form. “I’m not wearing anything lacy.”

      “Oh yeah?” Her brows hike. “But will you wear these? They’re from my Halloween costume. She thought I might be able to repurpose them.” She pulls a pair of silver handcuffs out of her purse, and I bolt.

      “Grant!” Ava laughs up a storm behind me as we make a mad dash for Hallowed Grounds. “Get over here! No fair! I didn’t even count to three!” Her voice carries in echoes of laughter, and it sounds magical. Everything about Ava is magical.

      I stop to tie my shoe and watch as Ava dashes past me, practically crashing into the door of the Hallowed Grounds Café.

      A satisfied grin comes to me as I watch her hair, her hips sway from side to side as she backtracks over to me. “Grant Jones, you are destined to be imprisoned by me.”

      The silver cuffs would be fun to be in charge of, but watching what Ava does with her newfound authority will be that much better.

      I stand up and pull this beautiful girl into my arms and marvel at how far she’s taken me, at how she’s managed to turn the lights on in my life once again.

      “Do you have the key to those cuffs?” I tuck a kiss in the softest part of her neck.

      “I doubt it. Once I have you secured to the bedframe, you might never leave.”

      A dark laugh rumbles from me. “Let the fun begin.”

      I thought I had died right along with Stephanie all those years ago, and here Ava has brought me back to life. I’m more than grateful, more than ready to see what the future holds for the two us.

      I know one thing for sure.

      The future holds an abundant amount of joy.

      Ava brings it.

      Ava brings every good thing.
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