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          Prologue

        

        Lucky

      

    

    
      In a horror only the universe could dole out, my best friend died just minutes before I was born. I know how that sounds—morbid and wholly impossible, but for the most part it’s true. She was my twin, my other half, and she arrived blue and cold as stone. I was born three minutes later, ruddy and fully alive with the lusty cry of a newborn. My mother placed the millstone of my sister’s death around my neck at the vulnerable age of five. It was to be our little secret. She confessed this to me so that I would know there was a very special angel looking after me. She wanted me to know that she would have been more than my sister. She would have been my very best friend. My sister had perished, but I was the lucky one.

      My father died when I was six, my mother when I was fourteen. I have felt many things in my short life, and lucky has yet to be one of them.

      Growing up, I have never been close to other girls. And simply speaking to a boy was a crime of the highest order, according to my severely overprotective brother. Out of the few friends I had, I’ve always been the least reliable, the least likable, the least likely to tell the truth. And I’ve never been too hard on myself for any of those sins. Sometimes when life’s cup is so achingly bitter, you beg the light to wear out the darkness, and when it doesn’t, you find that a dead deception on your tongue is far sweeter than the living truth can ever be.

      But I’m no longer a child looking to amuse those around me with half-truths. I’m a woman looking to amuse myself with half-wits parading around as frat boys. Yes, I’m all grown up now, and my brother has no say in what gender I may speak to.

      And now that I’m here at Whitney Briggs University, I’ve set out to navigate my path through these unchartered sexual waters. I’m no longer intimidated by my big brother’s menacing shadow, no longer bound by what other people might think or say. I’m ready to step into the skin of the woman I’m destined to become. Life has molded me, deformed my soul. I’m not sorry about who I am or how I came to be this way. I am here, and I am ready to become the woman I’m destined for without shame or mercy.

      My brother had better get out of my way.

      My friends couldn’t stop me if they tried.

      I am fully prepared to embrace this evolution, this revolution while testing out unchartered sexual waters of the university’s lusty shores.

      Yes, my time has come, and there’s not a damn thing that anyone can do about it.

      Lucky, lucky me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Getting Lucky

        

        Lucky

      

    

    
      The Black Bear Saloon sits directly across the street from Whitney Briggs University. It holds far too much liquor and far too many bodies for my liking, but tonight the bodies happen to belong to the entire Greek system as the bar unwittingly hosts its first global mixer.

      “They’re just sickening.” Harper pretends to vomit in her virgin piña colada while we ogle our best friend, Ava, and her boyfriend, Grant. Harper is an exotic beauty with impossibly glossy dark hair and skin that glows as if she had been kissed by the sun the moment she was born. She somehow manages to make the act of faux-vomiting look like a thing of beauty. Her father is part Black Foot Indian, and if you look into her hazel eyes you’d swear you can see the secrets of the universe. But I’m not one to hold a girl’s outward perfection against her. “Justin and I were never like that.”

      Justin this, Justin that. If I hear that boy’s name one more time, I’m going to glue my lips to Harper’s ear and scream until I blow out every last bit of gray matter. Justin is Harper’s on-again, off-again walking dildo, who thankfully happens to be tucked clear across the country at some state college in California. He’s safe for now. God help him if I ever meet the douchebag. All he seems to do is rip Harper’s beating heart out over and over. Sure, Harper and I just met at the beginning of the year, but you hang around someone as much as we have and you start to care about how often mascara runs down her face. I know one thing for sure—Justin the Pig is trouble. What Harper needs is a real man. Not that I believe real men exist outside of my own brother, who seems to be the only decent guy on the planet. Nope. What Harper needs is an entire bevy of guys. I’ve never believed that a woman needed just one man to complete her. I never did buy any of that you had me at hello bullshit. The one man/one woman equation is simply outdated mathematics as far as I’m concerned. I’m far more interested in the new math—me plus serial relationships equals a very satisfied body and a very independent mind. As soon as my Mr. Right Now pisses me off, I’m off to Mr. Next. It’s a lifelong pattern I plan on repeating no matter what my tatted up brother thinks about it. I’m done playing the role of helpless little sister. If he wants someone to boss around, he can have at that blonde twerp he’s leashed himself to. I’m not Daisy Pembrooke’s biggest fan. Never was, never will be. But as long as she puts that goofy grin on my brother’s face, she can hang out in the meantime.

      “Here they come,” Harper muses as Ava and Grant head this way, hand in hand, equally goofy grins plastered to their faces, and ten bucks says they’re not even inebriated.

      Ava is my roommate, and thus my insta best friend right along with Harper. It’s strange having two girls in my life that I’m suddenly close to after spending my entire scholastic career honing the art of avoiding people in general. It’s not that I have anything against other people. It’s just that I usually don’t get along with them. I don’t usually get along with any living creature, and quite honestly, that’s the way I like it.

      “Get out there, girls.” Ava bumps her hip into both Harper and me. Ava is Katy Perry gorgeous—same dark hair, same day-glow blue eyes, and as sweet as the girl next door, a perfect dichotomy that every boy at WB finds charming. But she doesn’t require the attention of every boy at the university. Ava has already found The One. “You don’t need a man to dance with. Kick off those heels and shake what your mommas gave you.” She winks up at Grant, her tall, rather studly basketball star of a boy toy. Ava and Grant had a hell of a time last semester when they found out the truth of who they were in one another’s lives, but they seem to have overcome what ailed them. And I’m glad about it. I really do care for Ava as if she were my own sister. Of course, I want her to be happy. And if Grant ever breaks her heart, he’s going to have more than one pissed-off girl to deal with. I’m coming at him with a vengeance. And considering that I have a natural inclination to be unusually cruel to the opposite sex, this would not bode well for him.

      Ava leans in. “Why are you glaring at my boyfriend?”

      “No reason.” I’m quick to look the other way and spot the tools from Beta Kappa Phi congregating around a group of my own sorority sisters. Harper, Ava, and I rushed Kappa Gamma Gamma last fall. We won’t get beds until next year, so, for now, we’re sequestered at Cutler Tower along with the other plebs at WB.

      “Get out there.” Ava gives both Harper and me a shove in their direction. “It’s a mixer. You’re supposed to mix.”

      Harper is the first to huff at this male-centric thinking. “I don’t need to mix with the opposite gender just to have a good—” She stops short at the sight of a group of fresh meat that just walked through the door and gasps. “Never mind—I think I see someone I suddenly want to mix with.” She speeds in that male-centric direction as if Zeus himself descended from Mount Olympus. Truly, he would be the only Greek, living or dead, to garner my attention.

      Grant laughs right along with Ava. “They’re falling like dominos.”

      “You’re next.” Ava gives my shoulder a tweak. “What about Rush?” She offers up the first Beta boy she sees on an unappetizing penis platter.

      “Rush is my big unofficial brother.” I openly frown at the two of them. “Some of us still adhere to the brother/sister rules the Greeks have piled on us.” Ava and Grant were also a part of the big brother/little sister mentorship program, but since they’ve broken the one and only cardinal—carnal—rule, they’ve since been unceremoniously dumped from the program.

      I glance over at Rush, my own big brother who coerced me into signing up for the Greeks’ community interaction project earlier today. That’s where Greeks bleed their goodness into the heart of the community and we all walk away with the warm fuzzies afterward—not to mention that it will look stellar on my grad school app. Sure, Rush is cute and well-built, not to mention bulging in all the right places—God knows those basketball shorts don’t hide how the cucumber lies, or how large that veggie is for the picking. But no, Rushford Knight is most certainly not the boy for me. None of them are when you get right down to the bulging brass tacks. Every boy in this room is interchangeable with one another as far as I’m concerned. Whomever I happen to haul into my life will simply be a means to a sexual end. Sure, we might have a laugh or two—mostly it will be me doing the laughing—oh hell, all of it, but I plan on keeping my relationships, if you can call them that, short and sweet—read nonexistent.

      “Forget Rush,” Grant offers while dipping a kiss to Ava’s neck. Both Ava and I do a quick nervous sweep of the vicinity for her brother, Owen. Yes, he approves of Ava dating Grant, but just barely by the skin of his overprotective teeth. Ava’s brother, Owen, and my brother, Jet, are close friends. I suppose like-minded sexual tyrants have a tendency to magnetize. But as far as Ava goes, it’s nice to have someone in the same miserable shoes when it comes to our Delta Force Big Brother Brigade. Although, in all truth, Jet would never approve of me having a boyfriend. In that respect, Ava is the lucky one—not me by a long shot.

      “There are tons of decent guys in Beta house.” Now it’s Grant offering up his fraternity brothers on the penis-shaped platter. His hands creep up Ava’s sweater until they’re no longer visible, and now I’m slightly fearing for both of their necks.

      “Would you two stop worrying about me and get a room already?” I give Ava a brief embrace, and Grant accidentally feels up both my boobs and hers. “Get out of here before you sponsor a big brother outrage that accidentally pulls the pin on my own brother’s sanity.”

      The Black Bear happens to be both Owen’s and Jet’s favorite alcohol-laden watering hole. Case in point, that’s exactly why Ava and I only visit the Black Bear during these rare mandatory mixers. Usually, all Greek activity is bound and gagged on The Row, where all the Greeks sit neatly tucked inside their Victorian mansions. But once in a while, we cross the line in the Greek sand and intermingle with the other Whitney Briggs’ students who just so happen to haunt this piña colada paradise.

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” Ava blows me a kiss as Grant whisks her toward the exit.

      “Do everything I would do, you little whore!” I laugh as I scream the words out, but my efforts are in vain as the 12 Deadly Sins belt out the lyrics to their latest song. That’s the one thing I do appreciate about the Black Bear—live music. And their lead singer isn’t so hard on the eyes either.

      My hips begin to sway as I migrate my way over to the center of the dance floor where the rest of the girls from Kappa G have amassed, and I bump into a hard body—Lawson Kent.

      That short-lived smile I was sporting is replaced with something I’m far more comfortable with, something I can’t help but do whenever the aforementioned jock strap is around—scowl.

      Lawson Kent is tall, muscular to a Gibraltar fault, and built like sheetrock. Lawson is on the basketball team with Rush and Grant. Apparently, the three of them are pretty tight, which is pretty great for them, but seeing that he’s my least favorite part of the trio, I’m quick to sidestep out of his way. And much to my chagrin, he sidesteps right along with me.

      “Why are you always avoiding me?” Those lime green eyes of his sizzle over my skin, and, honest to God, my face is starting to blister.

      “Why are you always annoying me?” True as God. Lawson Kent’s superpower is getting under my skin and burrowing in. He’s about as welcome in my sub-dermal layer as a dust mite. He’s about as charming as the parasite, too, which seems to be why just his presence has the ability to send me into a blind rage.

      He leans in until his face is inches from mine. “What exactly is it about me that pisses you off?” His lips curl up at the tips as if the idea in general somehow pleased him, and the thought has me whistling with steam like a teakettle.

      “What exactly is it about me that makes you want to care?” I try to skip around him, but he blocks my move as if we’re on the court and I was holding the ball. Come to think of it, between the two of us, I’m probably the only one with balls.

      “I don’t care.” His hands fly in the air as if attesting to this callous fact. “I was just wondering. Because in my experience, when a girl expends so much negative energy around me, she eventually ends up in my—”

      “Laundry basket?” My brows hike to my forehead as I get up in his textbook handsome face. Everything is textbook about Lawson Kent, the basketball all-star here on scholarship. Basic good looks that have the power to lure any and every coed into his aforementioned STD-laden mattress? Check (Sans me, of course). “Don’t you ever believe for a minute that I’d land anywhere near that venereal disease-laden bedroom of yours.” I hike up on my tiptoes until we’re nose-to-nose. “And don’t ever verbally insinuate it either!”

      He inches back as if I just slapped him, and he’d better believe that five-fingered show of affection is the next thing on my list.

      “I don’t have to insinuate anything.” His voice dips down to its lower register. “That look on your face says it for the both of us. By the end of the night, you’ll be begging for a road map to my bedroom, and if there’s a venereal disease in it, just know it wasn’t there before you showed up.”

      A dull choking sound emits from my throat. I’m so locked up in a fury I can’t catch my next breath.

      “I’m teasing.” He holds his hands up. “It doesn’t feel so good to have your purity challenged, now does it?”

      “I seriously doubt anything pure applies to you.” I’ve heard rumors—seen evidence of Lawson’s rather unlawful trysts. Honestly, I don’t want to know any of it. “Don’t hold your breath. I won’t be begging for a road map anytime soon. How did you ever get that big ego of yours through the door, anyway?” I smirk into the crowd. Good God, of all the people in this damn place and I’m stuck with the dust mite.

      He leans in and looks off in the direction of my gaze at a group of dancing sorority sisters. “Oh, I get it. You’re into the fairer sex. I can’t blame you. The fairer sex does have a lot to offer.” You can practically see the condoms swirling in his eyes.

      “Would you stop drooling?” I smack him in the gut. “It’s not a good look. And no, I’m not into the fairer sex. I’m into boys, if you and your overblown ego must know—just not you. So scat, go run headlong into the first gaggle of girls you find and see which ones stick to you like Velcro. I’m sure your mattress is already missing the depraved gymnastics that take place on that thing.”

      “Excuse me?” He looks genuinely confused. I’m sure the kind of girls he’s used to utilize far less sentences to communicate—syllables for that matter, too. “And what do you mean you’re not into me?”

      It’s clear he’s affronted by the idea, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “I’m not into you,” I’m quick to reassure, forcing my gaze anywhere but on those oversized emeralds he calls eyes. I spot Rush with a group of guys and nod in their direction. “And would you relax? I do like you—in a mentor kind of way.” That should quell his ego. I’d hate to be the mental road bump that keeps him from getting laid on the night of the big Black Bear mixer. Half the girls in here are ogling him, just waiting for me to shove him back out to pasture so he can plow their fields.

      “Mentor?” Lawson blocks my view with his behemoth chest, and I not-so-gently shove him out of my way.

      “Yes, mentor. I’m the female version of you, only I choose not to bum-rush the bedroom.” I smack him in the gut once again. “That’s disgusting, by the way. I’m into serial dating. You know—test driving the prospects and actually going somewhere with them rather than revving their engines and leaving them to idle.” I glance up and can’t help but note he looks more than impressed by my vehicular analogy. “Brace your ego because I plan on dating all of your fraternity brothers one at a time, with the exception of Rush and yours truly. Try not to get your boxers in a bunch, sweetheart.”

      “So, you plan on sleeping your way through Beta house?” He gives me that disbelieving look as if calling bullshit on my monogamous yet slightly salacious scheme.

      “That’s right. I’m no Ava.” I glance toward the barren exit. “There is no Grant Jones in my future. I’m a love ’em and leave ’em kind of a girl. I’m at Briggs to play hardball.”

      His chest thumps with a dry laugh. “You mean blue ball.”

      “You wish.” My blood hits a boiling point. Who the hell does Lawson Kent think he is practically calling me a tease? He’s certainly not God’s gift to the women of Whitney Briggs, like the evil spirit haunting his mirror mistakenly leads him to believe. It’s about time someone put him in his mediocre place. “I don’t blue ball.” What’s the opposite of blue ball? “I wiffle ball.” Crap. I have a feeling it’s only a pubic hair above blue balling, and honestly, I’m only vaguely familiar with the colorful phrase myself.

      “Wiffle ball?” He leans in once again as if gauging my sanity, and at this point so am I.

      “Yes, you know, have fun with the boys the way nature intended. The last thing I do with any of my dates is leave them staggering with frustration. I’m not a tease.” Of course, I’m not a tease because I’ve no more than kissed a guy—yes, guy as in singular. No tongue at that. And why am I suddenly finding the need to lie to Lawson-I’m-A-Walking-Wiffle-Ball-Kent? I couldn’t care less if he knew the truth about me.

      “You’re lying.” His shoulders relax as if my ability to bend the truth to his face actually brought some comfort to him. “You’re not a player, and you’re probably still a virgin.” He knocks back the frosty looking near beer in his hand, and I take that as my cue to leave.

      Lying. Who is he to call me a liar? I am one but still. It’s the principle here that counts.

      “Hey.” A pair of strong arms pulls me in, and I look up to find my faux big brother, Rush. He’s so tall and vexingly handsome that a handful of girls have taken to following him around. Lucky for them Rush is totally down with having a stalking posse. He refers to them as the pussy patrol—his vulgarity, not mine—and encouraging them by giving the false impression he might actually be interested in something more than a one-night stand. Rush Knight is the crowned king player of all the STD-infested players that WB has to offer. “The party’s right here. What’s got you twisted like a pretzel?”

      “Ava and Grant left.” More lies. I’m actually happy that Ava left with Grant. Ava deserves all of the happiness in the world, and he genuinely seems to bring it, so hurray for them. I scowl at the thought.

      “I know. They’re sick. Can they get a room already?”

      “That’s what I said.” I laugh for the first time all night, and as quick as my glee comes, it goes as Lawson makes his presence known once again.

      “Dude, don’t come into my room tonight.” Rush wraps his arm around my shoulder as if we’re about to get busy. “I’ve got a hot prospect just waiting to meet my mattress.” Rush slaps him over the shoulder, and Lawson’s eyes round out as he looks us over.

      “Isn’t she your little sister?”

      “What?” Rush backs away from me as if my hair just morphed into garden snakes. “Not Madden.” I think it’s sweet the way Rush insists on calling me by my last name. It makes me feel like one of the guys and assures me there’s not a chance in hell that anything sexual will ever commence between us. “No offense, kiddo. And get ready to kill that community interaction project. I’ll see what I can do about getting on your team.” He tousles my hair into a happy little bird’s nest. “I’ve got Sharon Ridgefield on the brain tonight. She’s meeting me at the door in five. She’s all in, and we’re outta here. I’ll catch you back at The Row.” He starts to take off. “Do me a favor, dude! Make sure my little sis makes it back to Cutler safe and sound!” That’s another nice brotherly thing that Rush has always done for me—walked me back to my dorm once Ava and Harper ditch me.

      I growl up at Lawson for no real reason in particular. The music pummels louder, and everything about this night suddenly claws at my very last nerve.

      A wave of his spiced cologne washes over me, something softer than what my brother wears, and yet something decidedly more exotic than what Rush sprays himself down with. Lawson leans in close, and I can’t help but note the way his T-shirt hugs his pecs as if it’s stretched to max capacity by the sheer expanse of his muscles. I’ve seen Lawson parading up and down the court in his uniform. I’m well aware of the fact he has a wall of granite underneath that cotton. He’s got a body. A good one at that. I just don’t want it in my face at the moment. That dark hair with just a hint of crimson, those leafy green eyes, it’s enough to make any girl swoon—any girl but me.

      “So, what are the plans for tonight?” He brings the rim of his bottle to his lips and smiles around it as if I were merely here for entertainment value.

      “My plans are plentiful, and they don’t involve you. So please don’t stalk me anywhere tonight. For sure I don’t need you to walk me home. Go on, shoo.”  I bat him away while scanning the burgeoning crowd. “In fact, I see someone right now who I’d much rather walk me just about anywhere.” I make a beeline over to a boy I recognize from the mixers we’ve had at Beta house. He’s blond and pleasantly chunky, sporting tortoise shell rimmed glasses and a pair of classic chinos. He looks like someone I can really have a conversation with, and I plan on doing just that.

      I dive right into a cerebral exchange with my chino clad friend and it’s a nice, civilized conversation at that with nary the mention of an infectious sexually transmitted disease.

      A shadow looms behind me, and Dave looks up over his lenses as his jaw unhinges. I turn to find Lawson glaring as if he were ready and willing to morph into the Hulk.

      “Lucky Madden! Fancy meeting you here!” Lawson’s entire face lights up as if he hasn’t seen me in a very long, lying time. He lunges in and pulls me into a monstrously tight embrace, smacking a wet kiss over my cheek that holds the strong scent of beer. “You’re really looking good, girl—the steroids really helped with the facial growth. I can hardly tell you had a beard at one time. Imagine that.” He shifts his gaze to poor unassuming Dave who looks suddenly green for many hairy reasons I’m assuming. “Lucky and I used to date way back when—high school.” He nods into his own insanity. “And here we are. Can you believe it?”

      “I don’t believe it,” I grit the words through my teeth.

      Lawson shakes his head with unabashed glee. “I don’t either. What are the odds?”

      Dave mumbles out some lame—yet totally valid excuse about a weak and tiny bladder—and does a disappearing act toward the restroom.

      “Would you go away already?” I trek over to a boy walking back from the bar with a full head of dark hair, a gloating grin on his face when he sees me as if he’s already won the vaginal prize. “Well, hello.” I do my best to get in his way, and he pauses, stepping in close as if his final in Flirting 101 is on the line.

      “Hello to you, too, beautiful.” He nods up at my dark, demonic shadow. “What’s up, dude?”

      “Eli Fucking Gates!” Lawson pulls him into a quick man hug. Instinctually, I know this is my cue to run and duck for cover, but something about the way Eli lit up when he saw me lets me know he’s first boyfriend at Whitney Briggs material. And the fact he’s having a bromance with Lawson only seems like a plus. I’d be honored to drive Lawson’s ego insane while having a romance of my own with Eli. He can’t have all the cute girls and the cute guys. “This, right here, is one of my favorite people!”

      For a second I’m unsure if he’s referring to Eli or me.

      “So, Eli”—I step in front of Lawson and take up all the precious Eli Gates’ real estate for myself. “Tell me about yourself. I want to know all about my next favorite person.”

      “I transferred in last fall. I’m redshirting for Briggs.” His smile expands across his well-chiseled features. “Football.” He nods to Lawson. “I’m better than him.” He gives a quick wink.

      “Oh, I know you are.” I swoop in and thread my arm through his. “I’ll take football over basketball any day of the week—and that includes the players.” I give my own sly wink back to Lawson. My first future ex-boyfriend is tall and handsome and has a dark air of mystery about him as most transfer students do. And best of all, Lawson’s face just turned a shade of slap-cheek red, a look I can really appreciate on him.

      “Is that so?” Eli leans in. His face moves close to mine, and my heart thumps wild at the thought of him stealing a kiss right here in the open. Jet bounces through my mind. God forbid Jet witness any kind of lusty lip exchange between the two of us or limbs will go flying and the poor boy will never live to throw or kick another ball again. Yes, Jet is that insane and that strong.

      “That’s not so.” Lawson breaks our hold on one another by way of physically yanking the two of us apart. “She’s into b-ball, dude. I should know.” He pulls me in and wraps his heavy arm over my shoulder. “Lucky and I have been together since as far back as kindergarten. They used to call us lifers.” He winks down at me, and suddenly I’m not so amused by the cheesy act. And really? Kindergarten? The next thing you know he’ll have us dating in the womb.

      “We’re not lifers.” I break free from his sticky tentacles and take a few steps back. Clearly, no one bothered to teach Lawson about physical boundaries and the limbs that are prone to snap when you break them—in this case, the boundaries and the bones.

      “That’s because we had a bad breakup last summer,” he says it to Eli as if it were a fact.

      Oh my fuck. My next breath gets caught in my throat. “You are such a liar!” My voice rattles around my skull, and, as riotously as I might have shouted the words, I doubt anyone heard outside of our tiny unholy huddle because the house band is just that loud.

      “Okay. Fine.” His hands float up as if he were guilty, and he is so freaking guilty, and annoying, and obnoxious. “It was early fall, but I’m not keeping tabs.”

      I swat him over the stomach for even implying such evil, and my hand can’t help but note the wall of marble I’m up against.

      I look to Eli and shake my head. “I’m not seeing this clown. Never was. Never will.”

      “He is a clown.” Eli seems agreeable enough, and his likability index goes up a notch once he sides with me. “Why don’t we shake him?”

      “Dude, you can’t ditch me with my ex,” Lawson groans as if this were a real situation brewing here. My mind spins with all of the different scenarios as to why this boy has gone off the deep end, and Jet pops to mind.

      “Did my brother put you up to this?” I poke my finger in his hard petrified chest. “Is that why you’re acting so bizarre?”

      “I’m not the one acting, sweetie.” He looks to Eli. “She’s just messing with you to get me going.” His expression sours. “Not that she got me going that often. She’s frigid.” He practically mouths that last part, and I suck in a breath in horror. “But I’m not knocking it. Some girls just don’t like sex.”

      My jaw unhinges. My adrenaline spikes because Lawson Kent just declared war on both my vagina and me. “I am not frigid!” I’m insolent. I’m pissed is what I am. “I was simply underwhelmed with what you had to offer.” I blink a dry smile. Two can play at that deceptive coital game, and he has no clue what kind of a first-class liar he is up against.

      His eyes widen, round as quarters, green as algae.

      Ha! Take that, you narcissistic, ego-inflated, basketball-wielding playboy. I’ll outwit, out lie, outplay this deranged master of distortion each and every time. Honestly, I almost feel sorry for him. He has no idea who he’s up against. I turned lying into an art form before I was three.

      “That’s right.” I shrug over at Eli who looks as if he’d rather be anywhere but near our toxic tango. “I’m not a size matters kind of a girl, but when you’re dealing with a micropenis and inverted balls—excuse me, undescended testicles—he didn’t really leave me a lot to work with.” I swallow hard, unsure of how messy it’s going to be when Lawson’s ego explodes like a testosterone-filled piñata—although, I’m relishing the thought. I’d love nothing more than to go home tonight wearing Lawson Kent’s malfunctioning manhood on my sweater.

      “Dude, I’m not small.” Lawson shakes his head vigorously at his friend, but Eli simply lifts his hands in surrender and slowly backs away.

      “I’ll leave you two to work things out.” He gives a tiny grin my way and mouths the words call me.

      “I always knew you were a bastard!” Lawson shouts after Eli as the crowd slowly digests him.

      I don’t waste a second before getting in Lawson Kent’s face. “You, my friend, are the bastard! Scratch that. You’re not my friend! You’re not my anything! You are certainly not my ex kindergarten lifer. How could you do that to me? I had a sure thing, and you and your delusions of grandeur trashed what could have been the beginning of something beautiful just for the heck of it!”

      “How could you say I had a micropenis?” he shouts so loud half of my sorority sisters stop gyrating to the music to gawk at him and his potential deformity. I hope to God they are all taking notes. “I don’t, by the way!” he’s quick to contest to the crowd.

      “You most certainly do,” I scoff as I make my way to the exit. “A girl just knows these things.”

      Lawson keeps steady pace beside me, and I wait until we’re outside in the cool January air to slap his chest silly.

      “Would you stop following me!” I give him one final smack, and, honest to God, my hand stings from the effort. “I am not your ex, or your next. I know guys like you.” I jump up on my tiptoes until my teeth are within biting distance of his neck. “You like to play games once you get your ego bruised because it makes you feel powerful and in charge. Well, guess what? The only thing you’ll ever be in charge of again is Rosy Palm because I plan on spreading my own rumors around campus just like you did in that bar. By the time I’m through with you—with the fictional history of us—you’ll wish you had enrolled in the priesthood rather than Whitney Briggs. And forget trying to troll for a good time anywhere in Hollow Brook either. You’ve crossed the wrong person, buddy. I’ll make sure you never get laid in this town again if it’s the last thing I do!”

      I watch his Adam’s apple rise and fall, assuring me that I’ve struck a carnal cord.

      “Blue balls,” I huff as I storm off across the street toward Whitney Briggs.

      “Yeah? Well, you’re never getting laid again either, sweetheart!” he thunders so loud my bones quake from humiliation. “And just in case you’re wondering—psycho is a good look on you! Keep it up! Oh, wait, you don’t have to! It comes naturally!”

      As soon as I round out the corner from the Hallowed Grounds coffee shop, I enter into a sprint all the way to my dorm.

      What the hell was that all about?
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      What the hell was that all about?

      The iced air ushers me back inside, back to the warmth of the boisterous Black Bear with its beer breath and bevy of chicks in short dresses despite the frosty weather.

      I pan the room for Rush or Grant before it hits me they’ve both taken off to get laid for the night. Getting laid. Now that’s something I can sink my teeth into. A nice, tall, blonde maybe. A horny as hell brunette. Heck, I’ll take a redhead who’s willing to set my dick on fire. I scan the vicinity and spot a redhead indeed waving me over. Only it’s not a fiery prospect for the night. It’s my sister.

      I head to where she’s seated with friends and lean in to give her a brief embrace. “Scarlett.” I nod over to Rex, my stepbrother whom she happens to be sleeping with. The idea still sends me in a tailspin, so I try to push it the hell out of my mind. In all fairness, they fell for one another prior to the day my father married Rex’s mother. But that doesn’t excuse the fact that my family is fifty shades of fucked up, and this right here is a prime example why.

      Scarlett gives my hand a tug. She’s pretty as far as girls go, and ironically the spitting image of the mother I haven’t seen in years. “Since Dad and Lynn aren’t really planning anything, Rex and I thought we’d host a surprise birthday party for the twins.”

      “A surprise?” Knox and Trixy are pretty cool, but I doubt they’d be into an old school surprise party. And knowing my sister, it will very much include balloons and streamers, and perhaps even a rousing game of Pin the Tail on the Donkey. Knox has mentioned a time or two his disdain for being treated like a six-year-old, even the moniker the twins wears on him. He and his sister were held back a year or they’d be here at Briggs with me right now, and I wish they were. I prefer both Knox and Trixy to Rex. Don’t get me wrong. I’m pretty proud of what Rex can do on the field, but it’s what he does behind closed doors that gets under my skin. “They’ll hate it.” There. At least someone is sticking up for them.

      “They’ll love it,” Rex counters as he stands and offers me five. “We’ll have it here at the Black Bear. I talked to Bryson, the guy who owns the place, and he said we could have the poolroom.”

      “Poolroom, huh?” I frown in that direction. A part of me wants to frown at the entire facility. Lucky and her little tantrum left a bad taste in my mouth. I’m not sure why I was messing with her so brutally other than out of sheer boredom. She’s wound tight like a nun in a whorehouse, and a part of me wanted to get under her skin. And, according to that micropenis comment, mission accomplished on that front. On second thought, Lucky is no nun in a whorehouse. She has a mouth on her, and she’s not afraid to use it. “Yeah, the party sounds good.” I’m quick to change my tune. “Just let me know when, and I’m in.” I’m sure Knox will get over any trauma my sister and Rex throw his way.

      “A month from now.” Scar tilts her head and inspects me slantways. “So, what’s new in your life?” She scours my features as if they were somehow letting her in on the unlucky situation I just endured.

      “I’ve got a game this Friday. You should come. Call Sabrina. It’ll be nice to see a few familiar faces.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Scarlett is quick to answer. She and Sabrina have been getting along for the first time since as far back as I can remember, and it’s nice to have my sisters on the same page for once. Sabrina hit below the belt last year when she flat out stole Scarlett’s old boyfriend. But, as it turns out, I think Scarlett is a happier person now because of it. She found someone new. I glance to Rex and can’t even force a smile.

      “I’ll see you guys later.”

      A beefed-up dude with tats sitting next to Rex pops up and follows me over to the bar.

      “Hey, man. Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      I turn, surprised to see him speaking to me. I’ve seen him at the football games with his blonde girlfriend, beautiful, tits for days. He’s Rex’s childhood friend. They couldn’t look more from the opposite sides of the track if they tried.

      “What’s up?” I’m curious where this might lead. A part of me wonders if he’s about to tell me to lay off Rex, and for that alone I dislike him just a little.

      “I saw you talking to that brunette earlier. Yay high?” He cuts his hand down to his chest. “Big blue eyes.”

      Rex pops up, curious to know what this is about himself, and I frown at the two of them.

      “Lucky.” I groan at the thought of her.

      “Yup, Lucky.” The tatted dude nods as if impressed I got it right. “She’s a good egg.”

      “She’s an egg all right. A rotten egg,” I say that last part under my breath, and Rex’s eyes enlarge as if I’ve just put myself in mortal danger, and I might have.

      “Good.” His brows burrow into a hard V. “I’m glad you think so. My name is Jet Madden, and I’m her big brother. And for starters, I’d like for you to stay the hell away from her—not physically, just in that sense.” Holy hell, he’s as deranged as she is. “In fact, I’d like for everyone with a dick to stay away from my little sister, and I’m willing to pump out a cool G to make sure that happens.” He plucks a wad of cash out of his pocket as I’m suddenly appreciating the crazy. “You in?”

      “A thousand bucks to stay away from that—”

      Rex shakes his head ever so slightly before I can round out the sentence with the word nutcase.

      “That lucky girl to have you as her brother? You bet.” I take the green just as fast as Jet counts it out.

      “Rules are”— he points his finger in my face until I’m forced to meet up with his terrifying eyes—“no guy is to have so much as a carnal thought about my little sister. I can’t be in those frat house parties with all the booze running loose, but you can. I’m counting on you to be my eyes and my ears. What’s your name, anyway?”

      “Lawson.”

      “Lawson.” He gives a dark laugh as he looks to Rex. “You and your preppy names.” He shifts his attention back to me and my preppy name. “All right, Lawson. You make sure all those tanked frat brothers of yours find someone else to point their dick at. Lucky Madden is off-limits to any and everyone, and I’m counting on you to make sure she stays as chaste and pure as the driven snow in that parking lot outside.”

      “You bet, man.” I stuff the bills into my pocket before slapping him five and he storms off back to the blonde waiting for him at the table. I hate to break it to him, but the driven snow in that parking lot outside is covered with soot and exhaust from a worn-out world just like his not-so-sweet little sister.

      Rex steps in with a ticked look on his face. “Why the hell did you sign up for that crap?”

      “It’s not crap. Trust me, the male population needs just as much protection from her psychotic clutches than her roided-out brother thinks she needs against them. The chick is certifiable.”

      “Shit.” He pinches his eyes shut a moment. “I grew up with Jet and Lucky. She’s a good kid. She’s had a tough time. Go easy on her, okay? Jet means well, but he’s clueless to what’s waiting for him. Lucky is growing up. This is just a last-ditch effort on his part to keep that from happening.”

      “I’ll go easy on her.” Like a sledgehammer. Micropenis. I shake my head at the thought. “Don’t worry, man. She’s in good hands.” I inch back and lock my eyes over his. “Sort of like my sister is in good hands with you.” I exit the Black Bear before he can respond. In truth, I don’t want to think of his hands anywhere near my sister—who just so happens to ironically be his sister, too.

      Something tells me I need to sleep this whole night off.

      One cool G makes it that much easier.

      [image: ]

      The next few days drag by, and thankfully, I don’t see Lucky, with the exception of a brief encounter at Hallowed Grounds where she made a howling noise once she spotted me that sounded a lot like a defunct engine grinding to a halt. I shot out of that place like a bat out of the armpit of hell. There’s not a cup of coffee in the world I’ll ever need that bad. But, unfortunately for me, there’s an exclusive mixer this weekend that involves Kappa G. In retrospect, maybe joining a frat house wasn’t my brightest or my best move. Rush talked me into it just like he talked me into signing up for the community interaction project. And I only agreed to the latter because Rush is spearheading the community disaster this year, and he needed another warm body. My only request was to be kept far away from his bittersweet baby sister—who happens to be Jet’s rotten egg of a sister, too.

      I head to the gym and hit the weight room. Knox is meeting me here. I’ve had him come by a few times just to kick back. It’s hard to get him to commit to anything these days. His girlfriend has him so pussy-whipped he can’t see straight. That’s the precise reason I have no intention on letting some chick pin me down. You won’t see me pussy-whipped now or ever. I like my freedom. And I happen to appreciate variety every now and again, too. But as for Knox, the gym is the only free moment that girl will give him. He’s apped to WB. He should know by spring if he gets in. The football coaches are looking at him as a prospect for fall, so I told him to hang out, get comfortable on campus. Apparently, his girlfriend didn’t have to app with him because she’s already here at Briggs. Too bad for Knox. As long as he’s with her, he won’t get to experience college life to the fullest. I really feel sorry for guys who head to school with a chain already dangling from their neck.

      I spot Grant in the corner grunting away, getting ripped like he’s getting ready for the fight of his life. Grant has already had the fight of his life, and it involved his relationship with Ava. Even though they’re solid now, they had a pretty shit ride. Ava’s sister killed Grant’s sister years ago. Neither realized who they were until they were already sunk. But it worked out. It was painful as hell to watch, though. Another reason not to get saddled with just one chick. That gives her all the power to pull your balls through a strainer, and there’s not a thing you can do about it because your ass is whipped.

      I watched my dad get his balls handed to him way back when my mother left. It was brutal. He sulked for years until he met Lynette, Rex’s mother. Ironically, it was my sister Scarlett who didn’t want that relationship to happen. Hell, none of us did. But for my dad’s sake, I’m glad it did. He deserves to be happy. I just wish he wouldn’t have settled down. If you ask me, he could have been just as content playing the field. What the hell did he need to get married for? To prove a point? What if she loses her mind like my mother did and takes off? What if she loses her mind like Lucky did the other night and makes him miserable? That was some serious psychotic shit.

      A laugh comes to me unwarranted. I still can’t believe Jet gave me a cool grand to make sure all my frat brothers steer clear. Why anyone would voluntarily sign up for what Lucky has to offer is beyond me. I have a feeling this will be the easiest money I will ever make.

      Grant waves me over just before he guzzles down a water bottle in its entirety.

      “Looking ripped, dude.” I mock sock him. “Looks like you can finally take Owen.” Owen is Ava’s big brother who apparently is just as much of a loose cannon as Jet. Figures. Lucky and Ava are best friends. It’s no wonder they stick together.

      “Hey, beautiful.” Grant lights up with a goofy grin on his face, and just as I’m about to come back with a quip of my own, he bypasses me and lands his lips over Ava’s.

      A long, dark-haired ponytail emerges from behind the two of them, and I groan out loud at the sight.

      “Crap,” I mutter.

      Lucky Madden steps up as if she’s the next batter up with a snarky look on her face that suggests I’m on the losing team, and with her attitude desecrating the entire place I just might be. Her pink perky little lips snarl at the sight of me. Those eyes of hers appear almost purple in this strained light, and I lean in to get a better look. Never in my life have I seen eyes that color—not on any human anyway. I bet they’re all that color on whatever planet she’s flown in from.

      Lucky is decked out with sweatbands on her forehead and wrists. Her pristine hot pink shorts and matching tank top look as if they’re right off the rack. Something tells me Lucky doesn’t haunt the gym all that often, if ever. I’d say lucky me—but, right now, she’s glaring my way as if I’ve just run over her favorite kitten, and I’m feeling anything but lucky.

      “What are you staring at?” Her words bite right through the air.

      I puff my chest out and take a step in to make sure she’s not missing the gun show my arms have to offer. “What are you staring at? Nothing micro here, sweetheart.” There. I’ve all but pulled my dick out and wagged it at her. I’d consider it, but I’ve already spent the one G Jet gave me on repairs to my truck. Who knew Little Miss Priss would turn out to be handy for my finances?

      “Aw.” She tilts her head to the side and feigns a sad face. Lucky is adorable in a puppy dog kind of a way, but this is one feisty bitch whose bark is just as lethal as her bite. I’m not falling for it. “Did I hurt your wittle feewings?”

      My eyes widen at the audacity this chick has. I shoot a quick glance to Grant and Ava, but they’re too busy sucking face to notice any atrocities taking place.

      “Nope. I’m made of steel. My feelings are virtually impenetrable, so any attempt to hurt them can only backfire on you.” It’s true. My own mother tried her best to burn my feelings to cinders, and I’m still standing so that has to count for something. I’m either made of steel or I’m emotionally numb. I’m betting it’s a little of both.

      I try to bypass Lucky, but she jumps in my way, and I can’t help but laugh. That little seemingly playful maneuver the other night has cost me more than I could have imagined—and paid out just as well, too. I should have let her go—sent her crashing into Eli Gates’ bed and been done with it. A vision of Eli grunting over her swims through my mind, and my blood boils in an instant.

      “Glad I didn’t hurt you—man of steel.” She invokes a tiny voice that sounds as if it belongs to a three-year-old. That about sums up Lucky nicely—a three-year-old. Great. I’ve saddled myself to a toddler for a measly thousand bucks—a million dollars might have been too little. Maybe it’s not too late to get a refund on this rotten offer?

      Lucky runs her finger down my chest in the shape of an S, and my insides quiver at the sensation. Man, this chick needs to get out of my way, and I need to get laid this weekend. There is nothing but tension building up inside of me. In no way do I want Lucky in the sexual sense—in any sense for that matter. The only thing I do want is for us to be separated by large masses of land until graduation, and then hopefully we’ll choose different states to live in. Having us on either side of the continental divide sounds like a nice buffer.

      Those lavender eyes of hers lock over mine, and for a second something goes off in my brain—most likely a warning—but it feels like something more, something frightening and worrisome on an electrifying level. Probably just a Jedi mind trick her people induce on mortals before eating their living souls.

      “Because I would never want to hurt the feelings of my ex-boyfriend, I’ve already explained to all my sisters that a micropenis is a very good starting point—especially for girls interested in losing their virginity.”

      “This shit again.” I try to move past her, but she proves stealth. If anything, we’ll get a workout doing the I-can’t-seem-to-ditch-you tango.

      “Now don’t be embarrassed,” she continues. “I myself happen to like tiny things. Tiny things are cute—everyone thinks so. You should really consider putting it up for show-and-tell on YouTube. I bet you’d go viral right up there with kittens on Roombas and puppies that nestle with babies. And don’t go getting your ego in a huff. There’s a lot to be said about invoking the aww factor in a woman. In fact, there are several girls at Kappa G who have already voiced the fact they’re willing to give your micropenis a try.”

      “Crap.” I dance right around her and bump into a body. “Knox! You’re a sight for sore eyes, dude.” I pull him in and sock him. He’s built like a brick shitter and has an arm ten times better than his big bro. The football team at Briggs will be happy to have him. “Let’s do this. You ready to shred or what?”

      Knox winces a moment, and in that tiny action he looks more like Rex’s twin than he does Trixy’s. Rex, Knox, and Trixy all share the same dark hair, same sculpted features, same face as far as I’m concerned. A good-looking team. Too bad the oldest one thought it was a wise idea to bed my sister. Not sure I can ever get over that.

      “I’m ready to shred, whatever that might be.” Knox pulls a girl from behind him, and now it’s me wincing. “And so is Janelle.”

      A petite little blonde waves up at me. Janelle. I offer up my best happy-to-see-you smile, but it comes out more of a stunned-to-see-you grimace. I can’t believe the dude can’t catch a breather at the gym of all places. What is she going to do? Show up in uniform on game day?

      “Hey, man”—Grant knocks his arm into mine—“we’re going to take off. Ava says she’s coming to practice tomorrow. I vote we put a uniform on her and have her bring us a win.” He dots her cheek with a kiss as they head out the door.

      Funny.

      I shake my head as I watch them disappear. Grant is another lost cause. Too bad. He was one of the good ones.

      “Nice seeing you, Janelle.” I offer up a high five to Knox. “Enjoy the gym. I’ll be working out over there if you two need anything.”

      “You bet.” Knox slaps me over the shoulder as they take off, sneaking kisses in as if they can’t get enough of one another.

      I don’t get it. This is the one place I’m not looking to get laid. I know it works here, too, but I just want to listen to music and lose myself in the moment.

      A heavy thud comes from behind as weights snap together from the tension. I turn to find Lucky nursing her left hand while seated at a pulley system.

      “You okay?” Truthfully, I’m afraid to take a step in that direction.

      “What do you care?” she barks so loud half the facility cranes their neck. Great. I can feel what’s coming next by a micropenis mile.

      Lucky squeezes her eyes shut while trying to shake off the pain.

      Crap. I head on over without putting too much thought into it.

      “Here, let me see it.”

      “Oh, so now you’re a doctor?” Those wild lavender eyes of hers glow like a pair of neon signs—they spell out crazy, crystal clear, but for whatever reason, my feet refuse to pivot.

      “Yes, Dr. Kent here to see you.” I kneel down and pull her tiny hand forward—cold to the touch. Obviously, there’s no blood pumping through her, and that would explain the lack of a beating heart. “You pinched it.” I rub my thumb over the bright red spot already starting to swell. “You’ll live.” I place her hand gently onto her lap, and those oversized Disney eyes of hers blink back tears. “Hey, you up for using this thing or what?”

      I might be willing to play doctor, but I’m no psychologist. There’s no way I’m delving in to find out what the waterworks are about. She couldn’t have smashed her hand that bad. I bet for her entire life Jet has catered to every cut and bruise, and now that she’s on her own, she can’t handle a smashed finger. This, right here, is where coddling someone will get you. A catatonic state in the gym—a spoiled brat everywhere else.

      “Yes. Get away. I’m fine.” Lucky shakes her head as if trying to snap out of wherever her mind just took her. She threads her arms through the contraption in the wrong direction, and if she tries to do a single crunch that way, she’ll pull every muscle she owns.

      “Whoa, princess. Easy there.” I gently remove her long slim arms from where they don’t belong and land them in the proper position. “Your legs are in the wrong place, too.” I sit down on the bench behind her, and her tiny frame presses tight against mine. I can’t help but smile at the irony. Her backside just butted up to my not-so-micro front side, and if she’s really got balls, she’ll apologize for challenging my manhood.

      “Wow, you’re like a pillow.” She pushes against my body, and I can’t help but hold back a laugh. That was almost as good as an apology. Almost.

      Her hair brushes against my chest, against my arms, and sends a flurry of prickling sensations straight down to my feet. The thick scent of something floral wafts up, and I can’t help but take in a deep breath. Damn, she smells good. Clean. Now that’s something you don’t get too often in a frat house full of sweaty dudes.

      “All right. Put your feet in each of those stirrups and open wide. A position I’m sure you know well.”

      Lucky grunts up at me with that all too familiar smirk I’m starting to enjoy invoking. “Watch it, buddy. You’re already too close for comfort. The only reason I’m letting you get away with this molestation is because my ass needs to get into shape.”

      “Big decathlon coming up?” I try to tone down the sarcasm, but it’s nearly impossible around her.

      “I wish.” She struggles to get her feet in the hooks just right, and I lift her thigh just enough to help her stick the landing.

      Lucky’s thigh. My balls ache as my fingers glide over her creamy flesh. I’ve never felt a girl with such smooth skin. I try not to let my hand linger too long, lest she throws that disgusting M word at me once again.

      “I just want to run the track with Harper”—she continues, out of breath—“and I can’t even keep up a single lap.” I’ve more than met Harper—she’s my little sister. Harper is hot. Everybody at Beta house is chomping at the bit to land that girl horizontal. The thought never really crossed my mind, though. I’m betting the fact she’s my little sis has everything to do with it. Ava and Grant were kicked out of the Greek interpersonal program for violating just about every term in the agreement. But I don’t plan on crossing that line with Harper. Besides, she’s got a boyfriend. Justin. I’ve heard about him at least a thousand times. He’s clear out in California, and he’s still ruining her good time here at Briggs. It’s just not right.

      Lucky starts flapping her arms as if they were wings, causing the weights to swing erratic.

      “Dude, you’re going to take my head off.” I land my hands over her arms to help regulate her movements. Lucky doesn’t knife my balls off, so she must be good with it. Her tiny muscles thump underneath mine like a heartbeat. And something about the sensation makes my own heart thump out of tune. It’s adorable. I’d tell her I find tiny things cute, too, but I’m guessing this isn’t the moment or the venue.

      “Maybe taking your head off was the point?” She grunts through the next few revolutions. “You ever think of that?”

      Figures. Here I’m trying to help, and she’s got a decapitation in the works.

      “All right, sweetie. It’s been real.” I wrangle myself free from the contraption and take a few hopping steps away. “Anything you want to say to me?” I can’t help but give a cocky grin. “For your information, that was no micropillow you were leaning on.”

      Her lips part as her jaw falls onto her lap. “That is disgusting! You are disgusting!” She snaps off her wristbands and flings them at me, and I catch them one by one.

      “Nice.” I don’t hesitate shooting them across the gym and pegging Knox square in his buffed-out chest. “I’ll catch you later, princess.”

      Knox nods over to me, excusing himself from Janelle, and I lead him the hell away from Lucky and her wild flailing as she attempts to master that pulley contraption on her own.

      “Who’s the girl?” Knox glances over his shoulder, and I can’t help but glare in her direction.

      “UnLucky Madden. All males who value their balls—and their egos should steer very, very clear.”

      A dull laugh comes from him as he sneaks another glance her way. “You weren’t steering too clear. You sure you got the memo?”

      “I wrote the memo. Hell, at this point, I feel like a living memo. What’s up?”

      “Nothing. I just thought that she might be someone special. You two looked pretty close—literally. I guess I was wrong.” Those dark brows of his swoop in low. “It’d be nice if you had someone, though. We could hang out. Double date, stuff like that. Janelle eats that kind of thing up.”

      I glance back to where his girlfriend waits patiently for him on the bench. “I guess our budding bromance is over. There’s no way she’s letting you out of her sight.”

      Knox belts out a laugh and socks me hard in the arm. “You’ll get yours, buddy. Just you wait and see.” He looks back to Lucky, where she’s grunting and cussing at thin air, and his brows hike. “Who knows? Maybe that little spitfire is the one who’ll steal your heart?”

      “She’s not a spitfire. She’s an inferno. And she doesn’t steal hearts. She eats them. I’ll catch you later.”

      I hit the cool evening air with my stepbrother’s words still strumming through my ears.

      Nope.

      Lucky Madden isn’t getting anywhere near my balls or my heart.

      My boxers tick as if protesting the idea, and I laugh all the way to my truck.

      New goal for the weekend: find a hot chick to scratch that itch.

      Lucky thumps through my mind—those lavender eyes of hers pulsating like a heartbeat.

      Nope. I like my balls just fine the way they are.

      Sorry, girl, looks like you’re out of luck.
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      Thursday after classes, after a long week of listening to my professors drone on and on, I meet up with Ava and Harper down at Hallowed Grounds to discuss the minutia of life, dish on our new professors, and lament over the community interaction project Harper and I have entrenched ourselves in—and last, but definitely not least, tackling the all-important task of mapping out our weekend.

      “I have an announcement.” Harper pulls her straw from between her lips as if she were trying to seduce us. That’s the thing with Harper—she never has to try. Everywhere we go men fall all over her willingly. We have English Lit together, and, honest to God, I saw the professor ogling her as if she were a piece of meat hanging from a butcher’s rack.

      I frown at her without meaning to. If I had Harper’s face and charm, I could easily begin my speed-dating spree throughout the entire Greek system.

      “What’s the big news?” I’m not a fan of suspense.

      They call Ava’s name at the counter, and she hops up to get her order. “Don’t say a word!” She scoots to the counter and lands back in her seat with her iced mocha and a heart-shaped confection that looks as if it was dipped into a vat of powdered sugar.

      “What is that, and how fast can I get it in my mouth?” I’m practically drooling as I say it.

      Ava’s mouth opens to answer before she’s distracted by something from over my shoulder.

      “That’s what all the girls say when they see what I have to offer,” a deep voice rumbles into my ear. Lawson Kent. I close my eyes as his hot breath rakes over my cheek. Disgusting.

      “Hey, good looking!” Ava spikes out of her seat and into Grant’s waiting arms, but I’m slow to turn my head to acknowledge Lawson’s presence.

      We scoot in, and the boys take a seat at our table. I knew a booth was a bad idea. In truth, I thought Daisy and Piper would be the pair that would ruin our tête–à–tête, but a far more nefarious crowd has ruined the day. Not that Ava’s day is ruined.

      Lawson scoots in uncomfortably close until his thigh is pressed tight to mine. That spiced cologne of his lights up my senses, and for a second I feel light and giddy. Dear God, I want to slap myself.

      Harper leans over and gifts Lawson a high five. “You always have the best one-liners. You up for a run this weekend?”

      “No can do.” He rocks those boulders he calls biceps into my arm. “I’m doing pro bono with this girl right here. I’m her new personal trainer.”

      I glance up and meet with those dark green, laughing eyes. “Wow, I’ve never met a bigger liar.” Than me, I want to add but don’t. “And what’s with the cologne shower you took? I’m getting buzzed just sitting next to you.” Truth. The only reason I’m getting high is because he’s giving off toxic fumes.

      He pumps out a dirty grin, those lids of his hang heavy, and you can practically see the lewd intentions oozing off him.

      Ava and Grant are oblivious to our little exchange, because when Ava and Grant are in the same room, they’re suddenly oblivious to the rest of humanity.

      “I’m not running with you,” I’m quick to inform him. “I’m plenty capable of getting into shape on my own.”

      “You should do it.” Harper gives a nonchalant nod as she takes a swig of her drink. “It was Lawson who taught me a few valuable tricks to get my timing up to speed.” She snorts at her words. “Up to speed. Get it?” She shoots him another high five.

      “You were pretty good without me.” Lawson reaches over and takes a sip of my coffee before sliding it back over, and I gag at the audacity. “But this one is a danger to herself and others. I’m serious. I’m even a little worried for the wildlife. I think a half-mile jog around the Witch’s Cauldron would be a good start.”

      Harper groans as if remembering her first time with Lawson at the Witch’s Cauldron. Everybody knows the Witch’s Cauldron might as well be called the Witch’s Sex Pot. Any and every couple worth their Whitney Briggs’ merit has scalded themselves sexually in those semen-laced waters.

      “Good luck getting me anywhere near that cesspool of carnality,” I grunt up at him. “And why, in God’s name, is your leg trying to infiltrate mine? Is this the Normandy invasion of Lucky Madden’s thigh?” I came this close to replacing thigh with vagina, but I happen to be in a public establishment—one I plan on visiting again within the next four years—so thigh it was. “If you had a dime in your pocket, I could tell if it were heads or tails.”

      Lawson offers up a disgruntled huff of his own. “Why is your thigh pressed against mine? I’m on the edge—and, you, princess, have a good two feet of clearance on the other side.”

      Harper flicks her straw in my direction. “He’s got you there, princess.”

      “Neither of you has permission to ever call me that again.”

      “Princess,” they shout in unison. “Jinx!” They break out into congratulatory laughter and share another annoying high five.

      Hey? Maybe the reason Lawson is tap dancing on my last nerve is specifically because he wants to land Harper horizontal? It totally makes sense. Harper is basically destined to be a supermodel, and Lawson can’t seem to edge his way in, so he’s pretending to be interested in me. Why else wouldn’t he take her up on her offer? It’s the same lousy psychology that Daisy prescribed to Ava last semester when she told her to pretend she was into Rush.

      I glance over to my bestie, who happens to be sucking face with her main squeeze, and frown. I guess the proof is in the Daisy Pembrooke pudding. I’m not Daisy’s biggest fan, but if all goes well for Lawson, his lips will be glued to Harper’s in a few months’ time as he tries to suck the living soul out of her.

      Ava and Grant should really get a room, but considering our dorm is the closest, and I’m sort of craving my bed, I don’t dare suggest it.

      Ava springs up. “You know what?” She drags Grant up with her and doesn’t bother taking her eyes off his. “I think I left your copy of The Odyssey up in my room. Let’s go get it.”

      They speed out the door without so much as a goodbye—or a timeline of when I can expect to be reunited with my stuffed animal collection.

      “So, what’s your news?” I scowl over at Harper. I suddenly feel the need to be entertained for the next hour or two.

      She leans in with a deranged look in her eyes, an eerie grimace spreading over her face that I’m pretty sure she meant as a smile. “Justin and I are stronger than ever.”

      “What?” I hate to break it to her, but in the future I suggest she not hype up this non-news worthy event. Harper and Justin take a break from one another every other week. In their case, stronger than ever is a relative term.

      “Come on, Harp.” Lawson kicks her foot under the table before landing his knee to mine, warm and weighted. “I know you. What’s the real news?”

      “Wow, you really are a great big brother.” She averts her eyes out the window before leaning in as far as the table will allow. “Justin is at Briggs.” She just about mouths the words.

      “Like visiting?” Spring semester started an entire two weeks ago. There’s no way she could keep him a secret this long. Secrets are not Harper’s thing. She’s one of those genuinely nice people who can’t help but spill the truth—over and over and over again.

      “Nope.” She shakes her head with a knotted-up smile on her lips. “He showed up on Monday. He’s here for good. He missed a week, but he has the all-clear from his professors. It’s official. My boyfriend and I are on the same campus, and nothing and no one will stop us from having our forever.”

      Her phone burps and spins on the table as if it were comically objecting.

      “That’s him!” She reads the text before collecting her things and hopping to her feet. “Hot date in the library.” She bites down on her lip so hard it forms a cherry that demands to pop. “I’ll catch you losers later.” She gives a sly wink and ditches out the door.

      “Boyfriend.” Lawson shakes his head, dismayed.

      “Knew it.” I force a laugh. “You’re into Harper, and you think that by annoying me with your presence she’ll fall headfirst into that micropenis of yours.”

      His jaw goes slack as he takes a quick look around. “Would you stop with the micropenis talk? Geez.” He tucks his head back a notch to get a better look at me—most likely because he’s in awe of my sexual sleuthing skills. I’m a sex ninja in that respect. I can spot a prospective couple a mile away. My stomach knots up as if something warranted a red flag.

      “And you’re wrong, by the way.” He squints out the window as evening falls hard over campus. “I’m not into Harper. She’s my little sister, and unlike some people”—he nods to where Ava and Grant were seated—“I respect my position.”

      “What position is that?” I avert my eyes at the thought. “The missionary position? Or let me guess, a dog like you prefers to come in hard from behind.”

      Those jade eyes of his widen. “Are you this charming to everyone, or is this something special just for me?” He pulls Harper’s abandoned drink forward and shakes the ice as if it’s a threat.

      “I save all of my charisma and grace for you, my sweet prince.” I bat my lashes so fast I could put out a forest fire. “Charisma—let me use that in a sentence for you. My charisma brings all the psychotic boys to the yard. That would be you, by the way.”

      “Charisma?” he huffs. “More like crazy. Let me use that in a sentence—you save all of your crazy for me.”

      “Trust me, I’m not crazy for you.” A smug little grin settles on my lips from my masterful play on words.

      “That’s right. You’re just plain crazy.”

      “How do you know I don’t find that offensive? What if insanity runs in my family and you’ve just bruised the deepest part of my heart for being so glib about it?”

      “I’m not glib.” He shakes his head at the empty booth across from us. “And believe me, insanity very much runs in your family. Case in point.” He jabs his finger in my direction.

      As much as I’d like a stinging barb to come flying from my mouth, I think on this a moment. My father had issues—deep, disturbing issues that involved domestic violence and his love for a never-ending bottle of vodka. My mother and our little deceased secret come flooding back…

      “Whoa.” Lawson shifts and groans, but I’m too deep in my familial trance to care. “Hey.” His arm falls over my shoulders. “I’m sorry. Honestly, I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just—I thought we had this thing where we toss insults back and forth.”

      “We toss insults?” I blink up at him. “That’s our thing?”

      “Yeah, you know, you call me micropenis, and I—” His brows furrow as if grasping for a micropenis straw.

      “You call me princess.” It takes everything in me not to gloat over that one. I’d much rather be an heir to royalty than a microscopic member of the male anatomy.

      “That’s right.” He’s back to being sour again.

      The stench of a thousand dying roses clutters up my senses as a perky little blonde pops up with her sights set on Lawson.

      “Janelle.” He straightens as he says her name. “Is Knox here?”

      “Nope.” Her voice is so high-pitched I’m half-tempted to let her know there’s a helium shortage and to lay off the balloons. She giggles for no apparent reason, and her cheeks blush a harsh shade of crimson as if all of the red blood cells in her body rushed to that deep tissue performance. “I was wondering if you could show me to the Black Bear. I’ve got a study group there in an hour, and I’ve looked all over campus and can’t seem to find it.”

      “It’s a bar,” I flatline. “Nobody has a study group in a bar, sweetheart.” Honest to God, I can’t recall a single sarcastic instance where I’ve actually referenced another girl in such a sexually derogatory manner, although, coming from another female probably doesn’t count even if I did mean every derogatory ounce of it.

      “Well, I do.” Her Disney-inspired voice hikes up all the way to the top of the Matterhorn. I swear on all that is holy, I half-expect Mickey himself to run in with a net and haul her back to the magic mushroom kingdom from where she escaped. On second thought, she’s more like the long-lost fourth Chipmunk. I’m half-tempted to pluck a five-dollar bill out of my pocket and ask her to sing “Christmas Don’t Be Late”.

      “I’ll take you.” Lawson stands before glaring down at me. “We were just wrapping things up.”

      “And who is this?” She gifts us another frenetic giggle, but there’s something about that piercing glare of hers that clues me into the fact she’s not as sweet and innocent as she seems. Sometimes only a female can recognize the schemes of another female, and this girl is scheming with the ever-loving best of them.

      I hold a hand up as if to say I’ve got this. “I’m Lawson’s favorite ex-girlfriend. We started dating right out of the womb, only to end in a bloodbath senior year. According to him, I’m highly frigid, but in truth, his pet turtle has a bigger head than he does.” I hold my hand to the side of my mouth as if to shield his view. “You need a microscope and tweezers to see it!” I do my best to whisper-shout because what’s the use of doing our thing if Lawson isn’t able to appreciate it?

      They take off, and I hear her inquire about his pet turtle.

      “Never had one!” he shouts as they hit the exit.

      I can’t help but stare at the two of them as they’re swallowed by the murky darkness.

      Just who is this little whore, and what does she really want with my micropenis?

      [image: ]

      Friday evening, just before I’m about to trowel on all of Sephora’s latest and greatest offerings—via Harper, there’s no way I could ever afford all of this fabulousness on my non-income—for the mixer later tonight, Jet calls me to the Black Bear for dinner and a proposition he says I won’t want to pass up.

      I trudge over to the Black Bear all by my lonesome. I tried to convince Ava to tag along. I even tried to entice her with free fries—on me!—but she’s too sidelined at the moment deciding which top to pair with her barely-there skirt. I tried to tell her that Grant prefers her with her top off so it really didn’t matter, but I know that deep down Ava is really hoping that I’ll click with Daisy when left to my own devices. She thinks it will be better for the two of us in the long run if we work on our relationship now. For whatever reason, Ava has really taken to my brother’s ditz of a girlfriend. I’m pretty certain that I will never click with Daisy over anything, not now and for sure not in the long run.

      The Black Bear smells like lust-filled frat boys who wear too much cologne and cruise around with a beer in their hands while doing their best to get laid. That conversation I had with Lawson comes to mind. There’s no way I’m willing to be passed around The Row like some bimbo blow-up doll. I have no clue why I wanted Lawson to think that would be my main educational objective during my time here at Briggs. What I meant to say, not that it was any of his beeswax, was that I want to experience a series of relationships—nothing more than first base. Don’t guys just date anymore? Can’t you see someone for a continuous amount of time without having to inject a condom into your body? Why is everyone here so sexed up anyway?

      I spot Daisy and Jet in a heavy lip lock from across the room and groan. Leave it to those two to prove my sexual point. I head over and steal a fry off my brother’s plate.

      “Hear, hear, I call this meeting to order!” I shout in an effort to put an end to their tongue twister.

      Jet straightens with his eyes sprung wide as if I’ve just caught them doing far more carnal things than kissing. Truth be told, I have no idea what’s taking place underneath the table nor do I want to use my impressive sleuthing skills to investigate. “Do you realize how disgusting it is to use the word proposition when it comes to your baby sister?” A part of me enjoys torturing poor Jet. In no way does he ever want to imagine me as a sexual being, so I get a kick out of taking him down that thorny horny road now and again, although he walked into that one all on his own.

      Daisy swats him, and her hair blows back as light as cotton candy—ironically, she douses herself with a cheap perfume that just so happens to be just as country fair inspired.

      “I’m working on him, Lucky.” She bounces her finger off the tip of his nose, and they both give a little laugh as though it were some dirty inside joke. Probably is. “What he meant to say was—”

      “Please don’t put words in my brother’s mouth. I find it both rude and condescending.”

      Daisy smirks as if she expected this on some level, but Jet’s eyes roll with fire.

      “Apologize,” he growls.

      Jet always swore he would never let another human being come between us, and he’s done just that. Once my mother died, effectively leaving us orphans, he swore on her grave that he would be my father, my mother—that he would protect me and provide for me, and there wouldn’t be a single thing that I would want for. Who knew that, fast-forward a decade, the only thing I’d really want was my brother all to myself once again. I’m pretty sure that’s the only thing in the world he can’t gift me. I hate that his relationship with Daisy has affected ours. I hate that he, in fact, left me just like our parents did, like my sister. I groan at the thought. I realize how adolescent it all sounds, and yet deep down, I buy every bitter word.

      “I’ve got a job offer for you.” Jet pushes his burger in my direction, and I take it.

      “What kind of a job?” A part of me demands to crack a comment about tracking down Daisy’s brain, but I hold back. Sometimes my sarcastic superpowers land me in hotter water than I think they should. And I know for a fact my brother would hold my head under those hostile hot waters until I bleated out an apology, so I refrain from sharing my theories on her lobotomy.

      “At the shop.” His face smooths out. “Think Ink is a part of a new docudrama, and I want you to participate. You’re family—plus, I need a few more employees to fill in the blanks. I had three quit because they had arrest warrants out, and they didn’t want any airtime.”

      “Cool! I mean, not to the arrest warrants. I’m rooting for the authorities, by the way.” I give a little shrug. Who knows, maybe I’m headed to law school yet? I always did have an affinity for all things justice. “So, what do I do? When do I start?”

      “You do your homework, and you start on Monday.”

      Daisy nods. “We just need a hand behind the counter.”

      We. I smack my lips in lieu of turning on the faucet of my aggression. I don’t know where she gets off using the term we. Jet built that business from the ground up—or at least he resurrected life back into it when he took it over from the last guy. My brother happens to be the best tattoo artist this side of the continental divide and most likely the other side of it, too. That’s another thing I’m not too crazy about when it comes to my brother’s first and worst girlfriend—she’s weaseled her way into every facet of his life. If he ever marries her, it might as well be his funeral. She’s vacuuming his identity from him one soul-sucking kiss at a time. The sad thing is, he doesn’t even realize it.

      “I’m in.” I take a bite out of his burger, and a thought comes to mind. “Hey—um, insanity wouldn’t happen to run in our family, would it?” I can’t let that comment go—or more like where that comment took me. Jet and I have never talked about the horror our mother went through. Once our father died, it was a big relief and my mother was more than elated—not outright or anything, but you practically had to hold her down the way she kept floating to the ceiling now that the boulder in the shape of my father was rolled off her chest.

      “Yes, you,” he says it dead serious, and I flinch as if this might be true. As horrific as it sounds, I loved my father. We were very close. He called me his special girl. He saved his wrath for my mother, but for me he saved the best part of him—the heart he tried to convince the rest of the world that he didn’t have. “No.” Jet shakes his head, emphatic. “Is that for a class or something?” He crumples up a napkin and shoots it my way.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      We shore up dinner and hug it out before I take off for Cutler Tower once again.

      No insanity in my family—with the exception of my brother losing his mind over a girl.

      Thank God that’s one mental disorder I don’t ever plan on tapping into.
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      Thankfully, I don’t ever plan on pinning myself to a wax board and letting some chick dissect me for the rest of my life. I glance around Beta house as it fills with bodies. Ava and Grant have already done a disappearing act. Rush is gathering the prospects by way of regaling a crowd of Kappa G girls with his storied youth. Rush’s family is locked and loaded, so if he doesn’t get them with the mention of their private jet, he’ll land them with the chateau in Vale.

      My own family used to be locked and loaded themselves until we imploded. Dad still has his shipping business, but last I heard he’s looking to sell it to the highest bidder and sail the world with a woman he met a little over a year ago. I do like Lynette, and I get along great with Knox and Trixy—Rex is always a wild card as far as that goes, but a part of me wishes I could magically stitch my old family back together. Although I’m not sure why. For some reason, my mother and father’s inability to keep it together—my mother’s ability to drift so far apart from her children—has left me jaded toward relationships in general. How long will it be until all of my siblings move away and we pretend like we never even knew each other? I’m sure once I’m through with Briggs, the few friendships I’ve made here will end, too. Dad and Lynette just mentioned the other day that they’re getting ready to put my childhood home on the market. This entire line of thinking leaves me headed toward the nearest beer.

      A hand lands over my shoulder, and I turn to find Knox himself grinning at me.

      “Dude.” I slap him five. “Good to see you. I was just thinking about you, man.”

      “Jen’s here.” He nods to the refreshment table as if explaining his presence.

      “I saw her at Briggs for the first time a couple of days ago.” She and Knox are the same age, but since he and Trixy were held back a year he has one more semester before he catches up with her at WB.

      “Yup. Dating a college girl.” He gives an easy wink, and we laugh it off. “Where’s your girlfriend?” He nods before taking a sip of whatever is lurking inside that red Solo of his.

      “Are you talking about the psycho from the gym?” My arms fold tight across my chest. I can tell he’s getting his kicks busting my balls. “I told you we’re not together.”

      “Psycho, huh? Is that your little pet name?” He pumps a dry smile and looks eerily like his brother.

      “Nope, that would be princess.” I frown as I spot the heir to the throne walking through the door as if on cue. Lucky Madden has every big and little head at attention with that short white sweater she’s trying to pull off as a dress. Her dark hair falls in waves, and those eyes the color of a starless night deaden once they set their sights on me. Lucky stomps over like I stole her lunch money and she’s ready for retribution.

      “I’ll take this as my cue to leave.” Knox takes a step away, and I pull him back.

      “I wouldn’t want you to miss the show.”

      “How’s the safety pin?” She glances to my crotch before scoping out the room.

      Knox shoots me a look that begs me to explain her ridiculous comment, and I offer up a slight shake of the head. Both my dick and I know what she meant.

      “Just why is it that you’re perseverating on my safety pin?” Had I known the conversation would take a pinprick turn, I wouldn’t have invited my stepbrother to bear witness. On second thought, when have Lucky and I had any other conversation?

      A tiny little blonde wiggles over and bites her lip as she looks my way.

      “There she is.” Knox wraps his arms around his girlfriend, but for some reason, I don’t have it in me to make eye contact with the girl. If I didn’t know better, I’d think Janelle was making one suggestive implication after another on our way to the bar the other night. At one point she asked if I could take her for a tour of the frat house and asked if she could see my bedroom. If it were any other girl, I would swear that she was coming on to me. She was probably just being nice. Knox and Janelle seem pretty solid. There’s just something about that ultra high-pitched voice, the way she wagged her tits in front of me as if offering up an appetizer, that didn’t sit well with me.

      “Oh, it’s you again,” she says to Lucky, and I’m sort of fearing for Janelle’s life at this point.

      “I have a name.” Lucky’s brows rise. Her voice is calm in that scary way that only an elite group of terrifying women seems to pull off. Lucky can pull off terrifying every day of the week. If I were Janelle, I’d clip clop right on out of here if she plans on keeping her limbs intact.

      “And what would that be?” Janelle looks genuinely puzzled. “Oh, wait. I think I remember!” She holds up a finger, and I cringe. “You’re Lawson’s favorite ex-girlfriend! Frigid—senior year, bloodbath.” She giggles through each word before turning to me. “I may have told Knoxy about the turtle.”

      Knox winces. “Sorry, bro.” He mock socks me. “But they can be fun when they’re brutal.”

      Janelle waves to someone deep in the crowd before pulling my stepbrother away with her.

      “I’m brutal.” Lucky doesn’t let a moment drift by without looking up at me. “And believe you me, I’m a barrel of fun.”

      Rush dives in behind Lucky, wraps his arms around her, and starts mock ravaging her neck. “Let’s make this dude so jealous, he can’t see straight.”

      “I can see straight.” I look past his childish antics and scope out the room for a girl, any other girl to catch my eye. I’m going through a dry season, and both my mattress and I are begging for a little wetness.

      “You can stop syphoning the blood from my body.” Lucky tries to push him away. “Lawson is the last person I care to make jealous or anything else.”

      “You sure?” He trails a line of kisses up her neck, and she giggles up a storm. Something about the way she laughs when he does it sets my blood pumping like lava. But Rush doesn’t break his hold on her. His mouth is still very much glued to her silky soft skin. The day I ran my hand down her thigh comes back to me, and I groan a little.

      “She said let go, dude.” I try to pluck him off, but he’s grafted his lips to her flesh. “Get the hell away.” I wrap him in a chokehold and land him to the wall.

      A pair of strong arms plucks me off of him, and I turn to find Grant, startled and angry right along with me.

      “What the hell’s gotten into you two?”

      I glance over and spot Ava and Lucky migrating away from us.

      “Nothing.” I shake myself free.

      “Peace offering.” Rush hands me his beer. “You’ll thank me later.” He takes off into a thicket of girls all wearing matching ponytails and begins to turn on the charm.

      “So, what are you going to thank him for?” Grant yanks my collar straight.

      “Nothing. He was making out with Lucky’s neck, and I kicked his ass across the room. That’s all.”

      “That.” He closes his eyes as if reliving a memory. “I see what he’s doing.” He glances to where the girls stand huddled. “Lucky, huh?”

      “Lucky what?” I hate how her name has a double meaning. Nothing about her feels lucky to me.

      “Rush thinks you’re into her. That’s why he’s turning up the beastly routine. He did the same thing with Ava and me.” He gives a wistful shake of the head and laughs. “Worked like a charm.”

      “It won’t work on me.”

      “Then why’d you pluck him off her? Who cares if he wants to bang Lucky?”

      “Whoa, back down. Don’t talk like that.”

      “Why not?” Grant remains unblinking as if waiting for me to come to an epiphany.

      “Because it’s crass. She’s a kid.” I shrug it off, but my gaze lands on those creamy thighs of hers. “A kid with incredibly good-looking legs.”

      “Good legs.” He shakes his head. “Say goodbye to your heart, man.”

      “I’m not even close to giving my heart away.”

      “Time will tell,” he says as Ava comes over, and the next thing I know the two of them have melted into the crowd.

      Lucky takes a step toward me with her arms crossed loosely over her chest, that perennial smirk stuck to her face. “It’s sort of lame being ditched.”

      For a second I consider saying something stupid about ditching her then taking off, but I don’t have the heart to do it. My heart. The one I’m not gifting to anyone so they can aerate it with their five-inch stilettos.

      “What now?” She shudders as if the thought of being stuck with me is a fate worse than death.

      “You can be my wingman.”

      “Wingwoman,” she corrects. “And why would I want to do that?”

      “Let’s see where we can take the night.” I head over to a girl I recognize from Business 101, Misty Richards, and strike up a conversation. Misty is hot by anybody’s standards, blonde bombshell, yet conservative in both her dress and demeanor.

      Lucky leans in. “Lawson is the soul reason the basketball team is leading this season.”

      My mouth opens to correct her, but my ego grabs ahold of my vocal cords.

      “What’s this crap?” Tom Hilden comes up from behind and slaps me over the back with a laugh. “Dude, you know I’m the reason we’re even having a season.”

      Misty laughs so loud I can actually hear my ego cracking like glass and shattering all over the floor.

      I make up some lame excuse and pull Lucky off with me. “Come on, wingwoman. That’s strike one.” I spot Courtney, one of the baristas at Hallowed Grounds, and head over. Courtney is a sweet, perky brunette with a severe underbite that she doesn’t mind sharing when she smiles.

      Lucky leans in before I can get out the gate. “He’ll have an extra large carnal caramel with a few extra pumps of testosterone.” She gives an exaggerated wink.

      “Trolling for the girls, huh, Law?” Courtney doesn’t mind getting right into the swing of things. She even manages to jut her chin out a little extra at me when she grins, and it makes it feel that much more like a dig. “I think you should go straight for a double shot of macho-macchiato to give you that extra boost you’re looking for.”

      “Nice.” I glare at the two of them.

      Don Evans comes up from behind, and Court is quick to fill him in on my over caffeinated trolling endeavors. Before we know it, they’re sharing a laugh on my behalf.

      “I think our work here is done.” I wrap an arm around Lucky’s unlucky shoulders and lead her deep into the crowd. “You’re a lousy wingwoman, you know that?”

      “Excuse me? I thought we were a team. And if you ask me, Misty and Tom look pretty friendly.” He nods over to where they’re making out in the corner.

      “Looks like things are heating up in here.” For a moment I transpose their bodies for ours, and I wonder what it would feel like making out with Lucky like that in a dark corner, in a crowded room. “You want to get some air?”

      “Are you kidding? Dressed like this? I’ll freeze to death.”

      “All right, let’s head upstairs. I need to get away from this noise or my head will explode.” And if Lucky is with me, my job as her indentured servant is still in full swing. I feel very much indentured despite the fact her brother threw a grand in my face.

      “You want me to head up to that STD riddled vipers’ nest?” She chortles out a laugh. “Yeah, sure why not. Ten bucks says I find a condom on the floor. If it’s used, you owe me fifty.”

      “Deal.” I know for a fact my room is spotless because Beta house pooled their dues and hired a housekeeper who just so happens to sweep my floors of all condoms, used and otherwise.

      We head up, and I lead her down the hall before entombing us in the quiet sanctuary of my bedroom.

      “Wow.” Her eyes widen in wonder as she walks a small circle, soaking in every tidy inch of it. “I’m actually a little impressed.”

      A smug grin comes to me.

      “You actually have an entire assortment of condoms to choose from.”

      Crap. Lucky heads over to the boxes lined neatly on my bookshelf. The room might be neat as a pin, but I may have forgotten that Rush likes to take his empty boxes and display them on my shelf as if they were art.

      “Glow in the dark?” She picks it up and shakes it, only to find it hollow on the inside. “Smooth as skin?” She nods as she continues down the road. “Neon brights! I’m sure those are a big hit—something has to be big, right?” She gives a devilish wink my way, and I snarl at her. “Extra ribbed,” she continues. “Tickle Me Pink! Nothing like a girly condom to get a chick going.” She snarls right back. “Alligator skin? I pray that’s just a replica. Pleasure Point, Slip and Slide Delight.” She flicks each box back an inch with her finger, only to discover each one sits empty of its contents. “My, my, you have been a busy, busy boy.” Her lavender eyes snag on mine. “I bet you keep student health services pretty busy, too. Have they developed a missile shield defense system strong enough to ward off those STDs you’re up against?”

      “You’re not funny.” I pat a spot on the bed next to me and pull out a deck of cards.

      “And you’re not getting laid tonight. At least not by me.” She hops over and lands next to me. Her perfume plumes in the air like a fresh floral breeze, and as much as I hate to admit this, I can appreciate it.

      “You smell nice.” It comes out quiet, like a surrender. “I’m betting nice is not typically a word many people associate with you.”

      She wrinkles her nose as if she knows it’s true. It is.

      “I am nice—in fact, I’m diving headfirst into that community interaction project next week.” She takes the deck from me and starts to shuffle. A real shuffle, not the crashing and smashing of cards together that I’ve seen most girls do, and now I’m the one who’s impressed.

      “So, how many boxes have you helped empty?” I glance up at Rush’s condom display that she’s left in disarray. Rush is so anal he’ll spend half an hour trying to align them just right once again.

      Her face explodes a candy apple red, and something stirs in me to take a bite.

      “None—of your business.” Her brows tick up a notch. Lucky has those dark wiggle worm brows that you see so many girls trying to replicate. Lucky is a natural beauty—on the outside at least. She seems to be a bit of a rough diamond on the inside. “How about you?” She hands the deck back to me and cuts it.

      “More than you, and less than you think.” Truth. I’m calling her bluff. I’d bet every dollar her brother gave me to keep her on a leash that she’s still a virgin. As much as she likes to bark at the world, she’s a toothless kitten at the end of the day.

      “More than me? So, you assume because I’m a girl that I haven’t amassed a body count? You’re ridiculous, emphasis on the dick.”

      I lay a pair of cards in front of both of us, one face down, one face up.

      “Twenty-one.” She slaps her hand over her card that’s face down and pulls it up slowly.

      “Blackjack,” I correct.

      “Call it what you want. It’s twenty-one.”

      “I guess there’s no use in arguing with you. I’d have more luck arguing with those boxes you unsettled. They’re not mine, by the way. They belong to your big brother. He likes to keep them in my room so the girls don’t catch on to how prolific he really is.”

      “Not sure I believe you.” She asks for a hit and goes over.

      I uncover my card and hit twenty-one on the nose. “Dealer dominates every time.” I study her as she glares down at the cards. “So tell me something about you. What do you do for fun? Kick puppies?” Sounds like a fair guess, considering who I’m speaking with.

      She growls at me as if she were about to bite my face off—she most likely is. “I keep to myself. Ava and Harper are nice. They’re the only girls I’ve ever been close to. I’ve been a loner most of my life.”

      “A loner, huh?” I find it odd, considering she’s upfront and personal with just about everyone in Beta house. “So, how do you meet these studs you’ve bedded if you’re holed up alone in your room?”

      “Please. Dolts like you are everywhere.” She doesn’t miss a beat.

      I deal and crush her once again.

      “How about you? I hear you’re the new pet acquired by the Tobermans. Nice family. I love them all. I haven’t seen Trixy in forever. I’ve seen Knox around a few times. He wants to play football here like his brother.”

      My stomach tightens because a part of me half-expects her to cop to a crush. Knox is a great guy. Rock-hard body. I can see it happening.

      “He’s like my brother, though.” She makes a face as I whoop her again.

      The knot in my stomach straightens right out, and I feel the release that her words afforded. Not sure why. Knox is taken, though. That’s probably it.

      “My sister and Rex are throwing the twins a surprise birthday party in a few weeks. You should come. I know they’d love to see you there.”

      “Are you kidding?” Her eyes light up like living flowers. My mother used to grow African violets. She had an entire mini farm of pots that she cultivated. It was her favorite flower, and here Lucky’s eyes are the exact representation—lighter, but just as deep and velvety. “I’d love to. It’s a date,” she teases. “A date is when two people go out without any sexual expectations,” she says it slow and dramatic as if she were speaking to the village idiot.

      “I know what a date is. They’re not my thing. You can tag along.” I lean in. “That’s when someone annoying shows up and refuses to leave, thus turning a good time into something less than stellar,” I say in the same monotone octave she chose to invoke.

      Lucky belts out a laugh just before beating me at a single round of Black Jack. “My work here is done. I’d better get downstairs. I’d hate to improve your reputation and ruin mine all at the same time.” She hops to the door, and her perfume trails her like a scarf.

      “Stay away from dolts,” I call after her. I’m in no mood to go down and babysit for the rest of the night.

      “That’s why I’m leaving you!” She laughs as she shuts the door, and I can’t help but laugh right along with her. Not sure what was so funny other than Lucky is a party in and of herself.

      The room quiets down. The scent of her perfume seeps back under the door as if following her out, and suddenly it’s too quiet, the stench of old sweat socks clotting up my nose once again.

      Damn, if I don’t miss her just a little.

      She’s still annoying.
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      Saturday night, the boys and I get together and head over to the Black Bear. There’s no mixer, no dress code, no coach, no professors breathing down our necks. We walked over so we could get as toasted as we wanted, and the best part is the bar will be crawling with a buffet of beautiful women. It’s nights like tonight that I’m glad I’m alive.

      “Where’s Ava?” Rush nods to Grant as we make our way inside.

      “Movie night with the girls. That means you’re not getting Lucky tonight,” he teases, looking my way.

      “I am getting lucky tonight, dude. What I’m not getting is verbally accosted. The girl has a mental vise grip on my balls and she knows just how to squeeze them. And I’m not into her, so don’t even joke like that. Especially don’t joke like that around her beast of a brother.” I sock Rush in the arm. “I’m not talking about this pussy either.”

      “Jet?” Grant looks perplexed. “He’s cool, man. That guy would do anything for anyone. He was there for me in one of my darkest hours. He really helped me get through last semester.”

      “The dude is a hulk. He paid me a grand to make sure Lucky stays pristine as the day she was born. Now, I can do a lot of things, but turning water into wine isn’t one of them, and neither is maintaining the questionable purity of Lucky Madden. But for the sake of her brother’s peace of mind and my financial stability, I’ve agreed to give it the old college try.” A dark laugh strums from me, but I’m alone in my glee.

      Both Rush and Grant take a somber pause before taking their seats.

      “You didn’t take the cash, did you?” Rush looks affronted, as if this somehow personally offended him. I’m sure he feels like protecting Lucky’s purity is his civic duty to begin with—at least within the Greek system.

      “Of course, I took it. And I don’t need either of you announcing it with a bullhorn. Especially you.” I shoot Grant a look. “She is a virgin, right?”

      Grant smirks. “And I would know this because?”

      I shrug as if it were no big deal. “Ask Ava.” Not sure why I went there. For some reason, I seem dead set on proving my point—that A she’s a liar, and B she’s a virgin.

      “No way, no how.”

      Holt comes over and takes our orders. I met Holt over the summer. He’s one of the head bartenders and happens to own this place along with his siblings. He and his brother, Bryson, are twins, thus both of them used to make Grant uncomfortable. Grant’s sister, Stephanie, who passed away, had a huge crush on Bryson, and it eventually led to her demise. I don’t know how Grant managed to push past all the drama and trauma, but he did. Not only is he dating the sister of the girl who murdered Stephanie, but he doesn’t seem to have any more hang-ups about the Black Bear either.

      We wait until Holt takes off again before commencing our discussion on Lucky’s carnal standing.

      “It’s just a simple question.” I flick a napkin at Grant as if I really didn’t care about the outcome. I don’t, do I?

      “Ava and Lucky talk. I’m not about to ask Ava if her best friend is a virgin and then expect her not to say a word.”

      “Whatever. I don’t really care. I’ve got a solid G in my possession, and it will be the easiest money I have ever made. That girl repels more than she attracts.”

      Rush snorts as he offers up a dead stare my way. “She’s not repelling you. In fact, you can’t seem to stop talking about her. She’s my little sister, and yet I haven’t mentioned her once.”

      “That’s because I’m paid protection. Hey, you haven’t seen her hook up with anyone, have you?”

      Holt drops our drinks off, and we thank him.

      “Time to get loose.” Rush salutes me. “Question my little sister’s virtue again, and I’ll be forced to kick your ass.”

      “Admit you’re into her.” Grant sucks the foam off his beer. “Tell us you want to be the first to land her horizontal, and that you—Lawson Love ’Em and Leave ’Em Kent has finally been pussy-whipped. That’s your vulgar jargon I’m throwing back at you, by the way.”

      “I’m not into her.” I shrug because it happens to be the truth. A boulder sits on my chest as if weighing me down, ready to send me sailing toward middle earth with one wrong move. “I’m not pussy-whipped by her or anyone else. I’m still Love ’Em and Leave ’Em Lawson.” I grin over at the two of them.

      “Prove it.” Rush pumps a grin.

      “Prove it?”

      “That’s right.” Rush glances to the mosh pit of girls losing it to the music. “You and I are going to dive into that pool of beautiful female skin and come away with a couple of home runs for the night.”

      “Done.” I knock my glass to the table.

      “And that’s it?” Grant balks at the propositions. He shakes his head over at me in disbelief. “Ten bucks says this dude will come up with a dozen excuses why he can’t land a girl on his mattress.”

      “Ten bucks?” Rush laughs at the mention of the bill that bears Hamilton’s countenance. “Forget that shit. Let’s put some real stakes behind this.”

      “I’m in.” I know Rush is loaded. But he can ask for a million, and I’d still take him on because they’re both wrong. I can find a girl. This is easy. I’ll close the deal in less than an hour and leave both their tongues wagging.

      Rush nods with a faraway gleam in his eyes as if it’s all coming together. “If we both get lucky tonight—so be it. That’s a prize in and of itself. If one of us strikes out by midnight—the loser gets crowned a prince.”

      “A prince?” Grant gives him the side eye as if our eccentric buddy just lost his royal mind.

      Rush needles me with that mischievous look he gets just before he vomits up a piss-poor idea. “Prince—as in Prince Albert.”

      “Shit.” Grant slaps his hand over the table at the thought of the penile piercing.

      Prince Fucking Albert. My lips stretch tight like a rubber band as I force a smile. “It’s on.”

      Last summer, a very inebriated frat brother educated us on exactly what a Prince Albert actually was. It’s a piercing—straight through the tip of your dick. Most dudes put a ring on it. Holy hell. There is no way I’m putting a ring on it—not on my dick, not on any woman’s finger in the near or far future.

      I scan the bar for the prospects of the evening. Half of The Row is here, minus Ava, Lucky, or Harper, and I’m glad about their absence.

      “This will be a breeze.” I knock back my drink, lubing myself with the liquid courage I really don’t need. “Watch and weep. I’m about to show you how it’s done.”

      I head over to a group of girls, and Rush dives in headfirst right along with me. I spot him starting a conversation with Jenna Marshall, a leader over at Kappa G. A clear slam dunk, and now I’m kicking myself for not scoping her out first.

      Sharon Ridgefield floats by, another slam dunk, but something about bedding Lucky’s sorority leader rubs me the wrong way. Instead, I try to make small talk with a few of the coeds nursing their fruity colored drinks while swinging their hips to the 12 Deadly Sins as the band hacks away at a cover song. I like the Sins. They’re pretty good. The best part of the Sins is that they bring the girls out in droves, making my goal for the night that much easier to accomplish.

      I meet up with a trio of brunettes—all of which have Lucky’s long dark hair. I end up pawing one of them, petting her luscious locks as if she were a Golden Retriever.

      “Soft.” I nod as she continues her conversation on the benefits of taking macroeconomics. “Do you know Lucky Madden? I swear, she’s got hair just like this.”

      “What?” The girl inches back like I’m some freak and moves on.

      No problem. Wasn’t meant to be. I move myself on to a blonde with huge tits and a painted-on smile that rivals any clown. She drones on and on about her ex, and I don’t even give a shit. If he’s the catalyst that lands this chick and her airbags in my bed tonight, I might pen him a thank-you letter. It takes a full five minutes, but I finally notice her eyes.

      “You’ve got lavender eyes.” I can hardly believe it.

      “They’re contacts!” she shouts up over the music. “I need them for reading, but I thought why not? Purple is like my favorite color! You know?”

      “Right. Lucky has eyes like that, only they’re real.” I try to sound casual as if I’m not making too big of a deal about it. But damn, Lucky Madden’s eyes should be under glass at the Smithsonian.

      She squints over at me hard. “Who’s Lucky?”

      “Just some chick I know. She’s a feisty brunette about this tall, lots of personality—too much if you ask me. She’s got a mean edge to her. Funny as hell, though. You know, she’s actually—”

      The blonde lifts a hand. “I think I see my friends. Nice chatting with you.”

      It goes like that all night. The clock ticks closer to midnight, and Rush has already taken Jenna to The Row, showered, and made his way back to the bar.

      It’s eleven fifty-nine, and I can’t help but glare at my friends. It looks like Eli has joined in on the fun because the three of them are making their way over with a shot of something brown as syrup in Grant’s hand.

      Shit. I cast a desperate look at the girls still swinging their hips.

      What do I do? For the life of me, I try to recall if it’s illegal to pay someone to have sex with you. It’s only illegal the other way around, right? Fuck, I can’t think straight.

      “Time.” Rush lands his mitt on my shoulder. “It’s midnight, Cinderella—your dick is about to swell up like a pumpkin.”

      “It’ll be temporary.” Eli offers up his weak attempt at comfort. “I hear the swelling goes down in three to six weeks.”

      Fuck. I have never lost a bet. I have never had so much on the line and lost a bet.

      Grant pushes the shot glass to me. “Scotch neat. Drink up, princess.”

      “You mean prince.” Eli offers me a pat to the back as the three of them navigate me to the door.

      “Prince,” I mutter as I glare at the murky brown liquid before I down it. “I guess I’m ready for my close-up.”

      I’m not ready by a long shot, but there’s no way I’m willing to admit it.
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      Rush drives us down to Jepson, down to Think Ink, where the mutilation of my man parts is about to commence.

      “So, what went wrong?” Eli seems genuinely interested in how I managed to lose a bet with my dick on the line. “The entire bar shut you out?”

      “He couldn’t keep his mouth shut,” Rush offers.

      “What?” I glance over at him as the streetlights whitewash him a sickly shade. “I talked to every chick in that bar twice. I don’t know what the hell happened. Maybe you paid them all to shut me down.” Now it’s making sense. Of course, he did. Rush has a wad of bills with him at all hours. Bankrolling the girls at the Black Bear is something he might consider if he thinks he can turn my dick into entertainment for the evening.

      “You wish.” Rush barks out a laugh so loud and hostile, it alone refutes my theory. “I talked to Sharon about a half hour ago, and word at the bar is you kept bringing up your girlfriend.”

      “I don’t have a girlfriend, so that right there proves you’re a lousy detective.” And perhaps a lousy friend, considering he’s sped us all the way over.

      “Dark hair—purple eyes?” Grant interjects. “Dude, you talked to every chick in there about another girl. In the event you don’t realize it, that’s a big no-no when you’re trying to get laid.”

      “He’s right,” Eli spouts off from the backseat. “That’s Getting Laid 101 basics. Do not mention another chick. Nothing dive-bombs a potentially fun night faster than another girl. You’ve got to make them feel like they’re number one. You got to make sure—”

      “All right. Enough from the peanut gallery.”

      Rush brings his truck to an abrupt stop and kills the engine before we head inside. Think Ink is in a seedy part of town with derelicts and the odd cop car parked precariously up the street, and oddly it’s not enough to make my dick or me feel safe. Nope. Not even an entire army of men dressed in blue is able to get me out of this predicament. I’m the one that landed myself in this shit hole, and now I’m the one who’ll suffer for it.

      “You can chicken out if you want,” Grant says, looking at all the artwork displayed on the walls. It’s surprisingly clean and bright inside.

      A beautiful blonde jumps out of her seat once she spots us and gives Grant a running hug. Her nametag spells out DAISY in rhinestones that shine like the real deal.   “Where’s Ava?” She gasps as if we’ve lost a child.

      “Girls’ night.” Grant is quick to answer.

      “You boys getting tatted tonight?” Her eyes spring wide with hope at the prospect of four paying customers at this late hour.

      “Pierced,” Rush corrects before giving me a tiny shove forward. “And it’s just the one.”

      “Prince Albert here wants the royal treatment.” Eli howls out a laugh.

      Who the hell invited him to this party again?

      “Oh!” Her eyes enlarge. “Ooh.” She winces. “Follow me.” She sets us up in a large room that has the capacity to seat us all. “You sit here, sugar.” She offers a sickly smile. “I don’t do needles, so I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

      Jet comes in, and she bounces a kiss off his lips before taking off. I knew it was his girlfriend. I’ve seen them together at the bar on more than one occasion. And they work together, too? It must be rough to be chained down like that, never able to escape.

      “It’s you.” Jet offers a polite smile. “And you.” He slaps Grant five. “What’s up, boys? Who’s having all the fun?” He gurgles a dark laugh while gloving up.

      The room gives a slight spin, and as much as I’d like to blame the scotch, I know for a fact it’s that tray of mid-century weaponry he’s got laid out in front of me.

      “I’m up.” I take a deep breath. “It’s a Prince Albert kind of a night.” That sounded stupid as shit, just like me sitting here waiting to have my dick punctured is stupid as shit.

      “Let’s see it.” Jet puts on a pair of clear goggles and a paper gown. “You might be a bleeder.”

      Bleeder? My dick has the potential to fucking bleed? The room gives a slight spin again.

      I unbutton my jeans and pull my junk out of my boxers. Jet comes in close and flicks the tip hard with his middle finger.

      “Holy shit!” I bark out, and he laughs.

      “Relax. That was me gauging your response. It wasn’t pretty. Buck up, buttercup. You’re in for a shit ride. You need something to bite down on? I don’t like a lot of noise. It scares potential customers.”

      “I’m good.” I growl over at my ex-friends all tittering to themselves like a bunch of thirteen-year-old girls.

      “All right. I’ll have you pick out a piece. He hands me a black velvet box filled with gold and silver rings with a round nub on the end of each of them.

      “This one really gets the girls going.” He lands his finger over a thick one with a particularly large ball on the end. “She’ll thank you, and you’ll thank me.”

      “Good enough. How bad is this going to hurt?”

      Jet ticks his head back a notch as he takes the ring out and soaks it in alcohol. “Dude, you’re getting a very sensitive part of your body punctured with a fucking needle. Do the math.” He takes my dick in his hand, and I begin to sweat. “You sure you go to Briggs?” He gives a little wink, and that’s when I see Lucky’s face hiding out there in his features. Those exaggeratingly large eyes, that smooth skin, the same straight nose, and squared-off teeth. I’d give anything to be with her right now and not locked in a room with my dick in her brother’s hand.

      “Close your eyes if you have to.” He comes at me with a ball of cotton dipped in something that resembles blood.

      “Just cleaning you up. The risk of infection is low, but I need you to keep this shit clean. You got that?”

      As soon as that cold liquid touches down over my skin, I hop out of my seat, stuff my unroyal ass back into my boxers, and make a beeline for the exit. I’ll run home if I have to.

      Eli, Rush, and Grant pour out of Think Ink laughing their asses off.

      “You should have seen your face!” Rush leans back and howls at the moon.

      Grant comes in and pats me on the back. “Thanks, man. I couldn’t watch you do it. I think you spared all of us nightmares that would have spanned decades.”

      Eli comes over, shaking his head at me, that stupid grin still plastered on his face. “Rush told half the girls we were headed over. I bet there’s a line forming outside your bedroom right now with girls just dying to take you for a test drive.” He pats my back. “This could still work to your advantage.”

      “Great,” I say lackluster as we pile back into Rush’s Rover.

      My phone buzzes, and I look down to see a text from Lucky.

      Hail to the King! Or should I say Prince? Half the girls in Cutler Tower didn’t even know what a Prince Albert was until tonight. Way to educate the masses. Hope you brought your tweezers and magnifying glass! Do they make rings that small? ;)

      I frown down at her words as if it were Lucky herself. She’s the exact reason I’m in this mess to begin with, and yet ironically having her shoot me a text makes everything feel a little better.

      I text right back. I see good news travels fast. If you’re gunning for a dick pic, you can tuck yourself back into bed with your teddy bear. This isn’t show-and-tell, princess. This is for the big girls. Unless you’re volunteering to kiss it and make it better, I’ll see you on the flip side.

      She texts back. Kiss it and make it better? Just vomited all over my imaginary teddy bear. Good luck with your bloody specimen. A word of advice, bedazzling body parts is never suggested or recommended, especially not the delicate variety. I’m sure your mom is proud.

      My mom. I laugh out loud at the thought, and Rush glances over. “Who’s that?”

      “Lucky,” I say under my breath just as I shoot off another text her way.

      My mom doesn’t give a rip what happens to my man parts or me. Haven’t seen her in years. Not sure why I confessed that. I’m sure Lucky couldn’t care less that I have a virtual relationship with my mother that consists of her Facebook updates and a monthly Skype chat. I happen to know Lucky’s own mother has passed away. I’m pretty sure Lucky would do anything to have a virtual relationship with her mom, and now I feel bad for rubbing it in—not that I meant to.

      “Lucky, huh?” Grant pipes up from the back. “You’re getting awfully close to the fire, my man. You two should hang out with Ava and me sometimes. Ava would love it.”

      “Lucky would hate it.” Because she seems to hate me. But she does seem to enjoy the art of hating me. Even I’m a little amused by her efforts. “Trust me, she’s a hurricane that none of us should have anything to do with.”

      She texts back. Sorry about that. My parents weren’t perfect either so I get it. How about I buy you coffee sometime, and you can tell me all about how you sucked it up and took it like a man while some dude drove a spike through your winky? I promise I’ll do my best to pretend to care.

      “Winky?” Eli reads from over my shoulder, and I’m quick to tuck the phone to my chest.

      “You mind? This is a private conversation.”

      “It might be private—hell, you might be in denial about how you feel, but one thing is for sure. You’re getting sucked in at a hundred miles an hour by that hurricane force you keep complaining about.”

      Rush chuckles at the road ahead. “Me thinks he doth protest too much.”

      “All right, Shakespeare, get us home in one piece.”

      I text back. Coffee sounds nice. And leave it at that.

      Everything about Lucky sounds nice right about now, but I’m not Grant, or Rex, or Knox, or Jet. I don’t need a significant other to give me all the feels. Nope. I’ve seen the flip side to love, and it ends badly. I’m not putting my balls on the chopping block for anyone—not for Lucky, that’s for damn sure.

      She pings back. Then it’s set. I have a date with the prince! Goodnight. Hope you can sleep with that bag of ice on your crotch. When it’s time to urinate and fire comes shooting out of your nice new hole, just keep telling yourself I make good decisions!

      I fire right back. I do make good decisions. On second thought, I’m talking to you, aren’t I? Thanks for sponsoring my new existential crisis. Night.

      A silly grin springs to my lips all the way back to The Row.

      I do make good decisions—that’s why I chose not to inflict myself with another orifice. And that’s why I choose to inflict myself with Lucky’s special brand of torment.

      Wait—Lucky isn’t a good decision—is she?

      I hit my bed and think about that—about her all night and well into the morning.

      Winds are picking up. A storm is headed in this direction.

      Hurricane Lucky is about to hit land, and neither my black heart nor I want to get out of her way.
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      A week blows by, and I spend most of my time in class or at Think Ink trying to dodge the cameras that are taking over my brother’s life. All I do is sit there for three hours straight, studying at the counter as if it were the library. I’m not sure why Jet thought I would be a good fit for the shop other than the fact he actually wants me to earn my way through school. I suppose I do save him the trouble of paying someone else, and he’s forever giving me cash, so this kills two birds with one stone. And, of course, there is always the standard go-to answer when it comes to Jet and me—this is a great way to monitor my time from five to eight p.m. I’m not sure what else he thinks I might be doing during those nefarious hours, but in truth I think Jet just likes to keep me close.

      On Monday, the community interaction project is another thorn that’s about to pierce my side. Come to find out, this community-based project I signed up for requires me to actually interact amongst the community. Go figure.

      Rush emailed my assignment last night, and I’m to show up at Hollow Brook Middle School between the hours of twelve to one so long as it doesn’t mess with my schedule. And considering I have a break between eleven and two, this small window in which I usually pass time in the food court will now be spent hauling ass across town and wading through a bunch of seventh graders. I’m still not sure whether to consider this a blessing or a curse. Harper was assigned the women’s shelter, and Rush says he has the boys’ club. Nevertheless, I’m to meet my partner in middle school crime at the main office at noon sharp to discuss what our task might entail and get acquainted with school authorities. I went to Hollow Brook Middle School myself, so to be back on campus, volunteering no less, at my old stomping grounds makes me feel a bit heroic, if not like a well-put together adult. I’m neither, but that doesn’t seem to make a difference.

      Heading to the main office on any campus to discuss anything with authorities sends my adrenaline soaring and my heart palpitating as if I’ve just been caught red-handed after hosing down the gym with a can of spray paint. I’ve never been in trouble, not in a major sense, and most certainly not in the scholastic sense. Mostly because when you get down to the brass tacks, I’m a good girl. And, if I ever did do anything even remotely rebellious, there would be Jet to contend with. If anything, my brother was a tour de force that blew out any rebellious flame in me before it could ever turn into a blaze.

      I head into the large blue building, among the smell of old schoolbooks, something just this side of glue and crayons, the faint after scent of body odor—or maybe it’s burrito day in the caf? A large glass door with the word office stenciled on the glass greets me, and my heart gives one last rollicking thump as I make my way inside. A mob of kids moves past me—it’s scary how baby-faced everyone looks after you leave the establishment for a few years. I try to maneuver around the mob and stumble, landing chest first into a familiar looking body.

      I look up, only to meet with those hauntingly familiar emerald eyes.

      “It’s you.” It comes out depleted of emotion, but for some reason, my heart kicks up a few hundred notches and drums straight into my ear.

      “Glad to see you, too.” Lawson flexes a brief smile, and my heart palpitates ten times faster. Honest to God, if he inspires a coronary incident in me, I will truly haunt him for the rest of his days. “Rush must have thought we’d make a stellar team.”

      “Rush likes to annoy me—thus, your ever presence in my life.” I start in on a scowl, and that conversation comes back regarding his mother. If anything, I’m a sucker for a good sob story, and Lawson has one in spades. I’ve dealt with enough rejection in my life to know that it feels like a rusted razor sawing you in two from the inside. “Maybe we can turn the tables on Rush and actually get along?” I swallow hard because I can’t help but feel like I’ve walked into a hornets’ nest with that one—especially considering that I don’t particularly get along with anyone.

      His brows furrow as if he doesn’t know what to make of me. “Maybe we can?”

      The office attendant hands us a brief list of rules of what not to do, general school regulations, and a rundown on how to approach every situation with positivity. What she doesn’t give us is an actual assignment. Instead, she lets us know the student body is enjoying their lunch and will be for the very next hour.

      “Great,” I say as we step out into the hall where nary the squeak of a sneaker is present. “So, now what?”

      “That’s easy, Madden—we go eat lunch.” He tousles my hair like he means it. “What the heck, your meal is on me.”

      Lawson and I follow our noses down the corridor and into the building across the way where hundreds, although it sounds like thousands, of students fill the large, cavernous room. An entire plethora of funky scents take over—which on a normal day might cause me to hurl, but on this half-starved day all I want to do is get in line and start snapping up the green Jell-O with the best of them.

      Lawson and I do just that. With the cutting calculation of a surgeon, we meticulously piece together our meals. Pizza and fries for me with a side of said green Jell-O, and a burger with extra pickles, and fries for my partner in junior high crime.

      “So, how do we do this?” I ask as the two of us stand with our trays and stare out at a sea of oblivious preteens. “I hated this part in junior high—heck, I hated it in high school, too.”

      “Really? I would have pegged you for the popular girl. I bet guys fought for the privilege of sitting next to you.”

      “Ha! More like repelled. I spent my time hiding out in the corner.” I spot a girl all alone, curled over her lunch tray like a snail, and my heart breaks. Her dark hair covers half her face. Her body is clad in black with shredded tights exposed as she hikes her foot up on the chair for comfort. “That was me. I passed the baton, and she’s running with it.” My words melt to nothing as my entire body aches for her. I pray she is nothing like me, not in the slightest.

      “Then that’s what we do. Why don’t you go sit with your Goth friend and I’ll find a friend of my own? Nobody likes to sit alone. If anything, we can cure that. Maybe we can get some of these kids to congregate a little better before our stint here is done.”

      Lawson offers a sympathetic smile in lieu of that dirty grin he usually sports, and there’s something about his simple yet brilliant idea that makes it suddenly impossible to take my eyes off this boy. Lawson Kent has a beating heart after all, and he’s wearing it on his sleeve today for all to see. How about that.

      “Wow,” I marvel. “It looks like someone remembered his super cape this afternoon. Let’s divide and conquer all these lonely hearts. I’ll see you in an hour.” I take off and carefully approach my hairy-not-really-that-scary little friend, and before I know it, Emily and I have struck up a serious conversation regarding The Hobbit and the life-altering illumination Tolkien has offered up to the world. Just like that, the bell rings, alerting me to the fact that an hour has drifted by faster than I could’ve imagined, and soon my little friend and I part ways, both with a satisfied smile. I spot Lawson across the room hugging it out with a scrawny looking boy with hair the color of a flaming Cheeto, and my heart explodes in a nuclear blast as if I just spotted the cutest puppy on the planet. But more so than that, it was Lawson’s heart that exploded all over this cafeteria today. Nowhere in sight is that bullish ego of his. Nope. He left that at the door of his frat house. This afternoon is all about kindness toward a kid who probably needed it most.

      Lawson comes over and offers me a quick high five. “We killed it. My new buddy, Freddy, is eternally happy we’ll be making regular rounds in the caf.”

      “We get to kill it again as often as we like.” I shrug. There’s no real limit on how long our project lasts.

      “Sounds like you and I have a very important job to do Monday through Friday.”

      “Wow, you and I conquering the world at lunchtime? Who would have thought our combined superpowers would be enough to reshape the walls of my old stomping grounds?”

      “I went here, too.” He gives a sly wink.

      “Really?” I laugh at the thought of little Lawson tooling around with his backpack square over his shoulders. “I would have pegged you for an Academy boy.” The Academy is an exclusive private school tucked high up on Hollow Brook’s wealthy wing where the common plebs seldom trek.

      “I was. But that came later once my father came to his senses.” He butts his shoulder into mine as we make our way to the parking lot. “I’m teasing. This is a great school. And, truth be told, I learned just as much here as I did at that pricey school I was shuttled off to each day. And now look at us. We’re both at Briggs together.” He squints into the sun, and there’s something about the way the tangerine light hits him that makes my muscles tense. “There’s a game tomorrow at five. You should come by. Ava says you’ve got a job down at your brother’s shop, and that’s why we haven’t seen you at any.”

      “You should be glad I’ve been missing games. I’d probably jinx you anyway.” My cheeks burn at the thought of Lawson noticing my absence. Most likely because he had peace for once. My specialty seems to be getting under his skin—not that I mind. Getting under Lawson Kent’s skin seems to be what I’m best at these days. Besides, tomorrow is Valentine’s Day, and I happen to have a very real aversion to that heart-shaped catastrophe.

      “I’m too good for you to jinx.” He tousles my hair again, only this time it feels as if he’s actually running his fingers through it to feel how silky it is—at least that’s my running narrative. And just like that, he takes his hand back like pulling it out of a fire. “Sorry about that.”

      “You better be,” I tease. “I’ve got a hot date in an hour, and I need to emulate perfection.”

      “Hot date, huh?” He unlocks his truck, and it burps to life. “Who’s this date with?” His chest expands as if whoever this boy is he’s destined for a beating, and I laugh at the idea. Having Jet and Rush as my big brothers is more than enough. I certainly don’t need to add Lawson to the roster. I don’t think I’d want to.

      “Professor Davis—sociology. We’re studying all things insignificant in society, and then I’ll be forced to spend my weekend piecing together my loose thoughts on the subject into a work of literary art.” I wrinkle my nose. “On second thought, maybe the date’s not so hot.” I give a brief wave and head to my own truck.

      “That’s right—because all of your hot dates are with me, princess.”

      I turn and howl out a laugh right at him. “You wish!”

      “Let’s carpool tomorrow.”

      “Okay, but only because I care about going green. Trust me, I’m not looking to verify the fact you were crowned a prince.”

      “You’ll be begging me to see it soon enough.”

      “You wish!” I hop into my truck and give him the finger as I drive past him.

      The finger and a smile.

      Now there’s something new.
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      Jet lets me off the hook to go to the game Friday night. I sit next to Ava and Harper, and we scream our heads off for the Whitney Briggs Mustangs. I’m not that into sports, but for some reason, becoming a college freshman has me rooting for my home team as if every one of those boys were family. Ava keeps talking about Grant, keeps shouting his jersey number—twenty-one—like his life depends on her enthusiasm, but my eyes keep gravitating toward number five—the number on the back of a very sweaty, bicep bulging, eyes trained on me for three quarters of the game, Lawson Kent.

      “You sure he hates you?” Harper gnaws on her big box of Gummy Bears. Lately it’s her go-to snack. In fact, it’s all I ever see the girl eat with any consistency.

      “He hates me,” I affirm. Not really hate hate, but I suppose on some level there is a very real disdain for me. I’m pretty good at rubbing people the wrong way without even trying, and with him I’ve tried and succeeded beyond my wildest dreams.

      Lawson runs up and down that court for the duration of the entire game. By the time that final buzzer goes off, he’s glossy with sweat from his efforts, and his hair drips down in strings around his forehead. But, dear God Almighty, there is a very real attraction to a boy who just helped bring home the victory.

      We head down to the court, and for some unknown reason, my heart starts thumping like a war drum. Earlier today, Lawson and I drove out to the middle school again like it was no big deal. I’ve seen him around campus so much that I hardly give him a second thought, but something about being here on the court, on his turf, during his biggest victory to date—Ava let me in on that little tidbit—makes me feel lightheaded and my anxiety soars past the domed ceiling we’re under.

      “Good show!” Ava flings herself over Grant like an accessory, and their ongoing make-out session resumes. Harper does the same to Lawson minus the kiss. They really seem to be taking their little sister/big brother relationship seriously, which I’m glad, considering Harper is very much in love with the invisible Justin who I’m beginning to doubt exists. It’s been a month, and I still haven’t seen this boy in the flesh. At least Harper has one normal relationship with a male. And just like that, my stomach twists at the thought of Harper having a relationship with Lawson. She stalks off into the crowd before my anger can properly percolate toward her.

      “Good show.” I mock Ava’s enthusiasm to Lawson, and he laughs as if we were in on some private joke.

      Ava comes up for air and turns to me. “We’re headed to Hallowed Grounds for a round of victory PB and Js. You should join us.”

      “Are you kidding? Thanks! I’ve always wanted to be a third wheel on someone’s very first Valentine’s date!” I avert my eyes and shake my head at the idea. “No thanks. That was nice of you to ask, though.”

      Ava swats me. “It’s going to be fast. Harper is coming, and we get to meet Justin.” Her eyes widen because we’ve had more than several late night chats regarding the invisible man.

      Grant gives Lawson a shove. “This doofus is coming, so you won’t feel left out.”

      Ava nods. “It’ll be twenty minutes max, then we’re all splitting up and doing our own thing.” She pulls Grant in. “First Valentine’s Day in the making!”

      “Can’t wait to witness it.” I look to Lawson, and he fires off an unenthused wink as if he feels the same.

      Once the boys shower, we head over to Hallowed Grounds, get our coffee and requisite PB and Js—a testament to Ava and Grant’s love story since the breaded treat seems to have played an integral part in it. We make small talk about the game, our classes, and even the weather until a shadow darkens our table.

      We look up only to find a baby-faced guy who looks as if he could easily show up to Hollow Brook Middle School and matriculate into the student body.

      “Here you are!” Harper jumps up and wraps her arms around him with hyper enthusiasm. But the baby-faced boy I’m assuming is Justin doesn’t seem to share her exuberance. Instead, he gives a half-hearted pat to her back before pulling away.

      “What’s up, babe?” His voice is brooding and slightly angry, not at all how one might imagine him to sound. And the way he called her babe, it came off greasy than it ever did adorable.

      Bleh. There’s something about him that I find instantly off-putting, and I glance to Ava who gives a slight nod my way as if coming to the same conclusion.

      Harper does a quick round of introductions, and I scoot over, making room for Justin-the-Visible, which lands me right opposite of Lawson.

      Both Ava and Grant and Harper and Justin lose themselves in their cooing and groping—and I find the lack of consideration for poor Lawson and me staggering. They don’t actually expect us to carry on a conversation of our own, do they? I thought the entire point of this little PB and J aphrodisiac run was to congratulate one another on another stellar win?

      “So, how about those Mustangs?” I ask, leaning hard over the table to make myself heard amongst the slurping of one another’s faces. “What a magnificent point spread!” I’m just assuming there was one. I may have been enthused about the game, but that is a far cry from understanding it. “Good job decimating the other team.” I look to Lawson who mouths a very polite thank you.

      Now it’s Lawson’s turn to try to garner the attention of the suck-face society.

      “So, Justin—” he says it so loud half the café turns around as if it were suddenly everyone’s moniker—“how do you like Briggs?”

      “It’s cool.” Justin actually breaks his suction with Harper to answer, and they both gasp for air as if they were holding one another under water. “Good-looking chicks.” He winks at Harper, but Ava and I exchange another curious glance. “You got yourself some competition, babe.” He thumps his hand over hers, and she breaks out into wild titters.

      Ava kicks me under the table, and this time we openly grimace at one another. It’s not that we don’t want to like the guy. It’s just that it’s quickly becoming an impossible feat.

      Lawson growls at him as if his big brother defenses are kicking in, and I find the idea of it very sweet. “So, what brings you to WB?” I throw my hat into the keep-them- from-Frenching ring.

      Justin slouches like a worn-out coat. “I lost my standing at my old school for some stupid shit. My dad pulled some strings and got me into Briggs. Had to leave the right coast to get here, if you know what I mean.”

      Harper leans back with a look of surprise. “I thought you transferred over because you missed me?”

      “I did miss you. Why do you think I had to manipulate my way here? And here I am.” He dots her lips with a kiss and pulls back with his lids half-closed. “Doing what I do best—you.”

      “Gross,” I say it under my breath, and Ava offers up another swift kick.

      Grant looks at his watch. “We’d better get going or we’re going to miss out on what I have planned for the rest of the night.”

      “It’s a surprise!” Ava trills as they wave and dash for the door.

      Justin pulls Harper to her feet with the finesse of a cave man and grunts something about her being on top as they take off as well.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day.” I smirk at the empty chairs. “Go on,” I bark at the last man standing. “Scat. I know for a fact there’s a party at Beta house. Go get your groove on or whatever it is you’re calling it these days. The student store has been dutifully restocking their condom aisle all afternoon, and if you move fast, they might still have the variety dotted with miniature hearts on the shelves.”

      He closes his eyes and shakes his head as if disgusted with the thought. “I don’t do hearts. In fact, I don’t do girls on this heart-dotted night in fear I’ll give someone the wrong impression.”

      “Wow,” I marvel with a little too much glee. “So, you actually abstain on the busiest booty night of the year? I bet the little prince is glad to hear it. I’m assuming he’s yet to make his raw and bloodied debut. Hey, if you need the name of a good tampon, I can help you out with that.”

      That goofy grin of his glides right off. “You’re a riot.”

      “I warned you I was a ball.” I lift my PB and J to him as if offering up a toast.

      He reaches over and snatches up the other half of my sandwich after already polishing off his own. “So, what are you doing tonight other than reading the fine print on your tampon box to see if it’s strong enough for a dude, yet made for a woman?”

      “Now look who’s the riot.” I take a few aggressive swigs of my coffee, buying time to formulate some plan of action that doesn’t involve a wad of cotton that I impale myself with routinely. “I’m hanging out. Catching up on my favorite shows. And before you say it—yes, I really do know how to have a good time.”

      His expression dims, and his lips twist into what amounts to a pout. “That does sound like a good time.”

      “What are you up to?” It comes out a little quieter, with almost zero sarcastic inflection, and I’m beginning to worry about myself.

      “My dad is selling the house I grew up in. I thought I’d swing by and say goodbye to my old room before they box it up and turn it into an open house showcase.”

      “I take it old sweat socks and porn magazines don’t add much to a home’s value anymore.”

      “Nope, the good old days are gone—in every single way.” He taps his hand over the table. “Come with me.”

      “What?” I blink back my surprise. “What do you have planned?” I squint over at him as if I’m onto his wicked scheme, but really there’s nary a wicked scheme on the horizon.

      “Nothing. I was just going to catch up on all of my favorite shows. All of my buddies are busy hooking up. Every girl on the planet is off-limits. That leaves—”

      “Me.” A girl I want to remind him but don’t.
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      Lawson drives us to the far end of Hollow Brook, up into the switchbacks that lead to a population far less dense than that of the rest of the town. The only time I’ve ever been in the hills was the summers I spent by the pool at the Toberman’s house. I’ll never forget walking into their overgrown home for the very first time and thinking they lived in a museum—one that I would have happily traded the tiny hovel I grew up in for. I shake those hazy, crazy days of my childhood as far out of my mind as possible.

      “Hey—I just thought of something.” I bounce in my seat as we continue to climb elevation into the starless night. “This is my first Valentine’s Day date.”

      “It’s not a date, sweetheart.” Lawson doesn’t waste any time in making the correction. “I mean, you know, not like that. Just because I’m about to introduce you to the sock sculpture I’ve been working on for the last decade and a half doesn’t make us official.”

      “If that sock sculpture talks back, then it’ll make us both certifiable.” I cringe inwardly at how lame that barb was. It’s as if the closer we get to Lawson’s not-so-humble abode, the more my sarcastic superpowers—which I truly covet—seem to wane. What kind of night will this be if I can’t have a little passive-aggressive fun with my most prized micropenis?

      A part of me wants to fill him in on my internal ramblings, but I’m rendered tongue-tied by the fact I’m with a boy, miles from WB, on this, the most celebrated night for all things coital. That secret, tender part of me quivers at the idea of anything coital happening tonight—wait just a Whitney Briggs’ minute. I’m not into Lawson in that way. No way, no how. Am I?

      We park up a steep driveway, and Lawson comes around and helps me navigate my way to the house without breaking a leg in the dark.

      Instead of using a key, he rings the bell, and I find that both strange and formal.

      “They’re newlyweds.” He shrugs. “After they got married, I came home and bumped into my dad wearing nothing but his boxers. That was enough to scar me for life. So the doorbell it is.”

      “Good call.” Dear God, I can only pray his father is wearing far more than just a pair of boxers.

      A kind-looking man with an open face and traces of Lawson in his eyes, opens the door and lets us in. Lawson and he hug it out just as an older woman walks in with a robe and slippers.

      “Dad, Lynette”—Lawson offers her a brief hug, too, and something about this family love-fest makes me wish Jet and I had this kind of familial affection growing up—“this is my good friend, Lucky.”

      “Lucky!” His stepmother’s eyes light up as if I had suddenly morphed into a pot of gold, and I give a little laugh at her enthusiasm. I’m used to people having unique reactions to my name. Growing up, my peers were brutal at times, but I’ve never really let that bother me. But it’s reactions like hers that make me feel special in some strange way.

      “So, what’s on the board this evening?” Lawson’s father pulls up his pants by the belt loops.

      Lawson lands his arm around my shoulder and pulls me in for a moment, and that small physical brush with his body makes my insides spark to life.

      “I thought we’d head up and watch a couple of movies. Just something to pass the time.”

      My stomach clenches when he says that. Just something to pass the time. It sounds so dismal, so very not special. The thought deflates me. It’s clear I’ve let all of the heart-shaped hype get to me. I’m certainly not looking for anything romantic with Lawson and his little prince. I’m just here to watch movies, aren’t I?

      “Ah-ha!” His stepmother claps her hands. “Netflix and chill!” She gives a knowing nod, and it’s all I can do to keep from bursting with laughter. Oh my dear God. I glance to Lawson who gives a wild eyes shrug my way. “That’s exactly what we’re going to be doing downstairs, too!” she sings with what sounds like a touch of naughty excitement.

      His father gives a straight-faced nod. “It’s nice to see you hooking up with new people, son.” He looks to his other half and winks. “Two can play at the millennial lingo game.”

      They share a laugh as she links her arm with her husband’s. “Have good time, you two!”

      They start to walk away, and his father backtracks. “Don’t forget to raid the fridge! Nothing gets my appetite worked up like chilling with Netflix and hooking up with my main squeeze!”

      “You bet.” Lawson closes his eyes and shakes his head. “Welcome to the geriatric jungle, Lucky. My family is completely insane. I hope you don’t hate them. They mean well.”

      “Are you kidding?” I swallow down a laugh. “I love them. I’d give anything to have that kind of entertainment in my life. It’s priceless if you ask me.”

      Lawson offers a brief tour of the expansive downstairs as we comply with his father’s orders and raid the fridge before taking our organic veggie, cholesterol-free cookie haul upstairs. Lawson’s room is down the hall and to the back, and for the life of me I can’t comprehend living in a house this big even if that good time has already ended for Lawson himself. The first thing about his room that catches my eye is the horseshoe hanging over his doorframe.

      “Is that for luck?” It begged the question.

      “My mom put that up when I was a kid.” His face compresses with something just this side of sadness. “I had a tough year. Chubby kid who got picked on and left alone. My dad signed me up for summer basketball camp, and I never looked back.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been getting lucky ever since.” A part of me wishes not all of the girls would notice this new and improved version of Lawson, and I’m not entirely sure why.

      He opens the door to a rather tidy, behemoth room. A double bed sits in the center with a full-blown sofa off to the right and a large screen TV up on the opposing wall.

      “Okay, you win. This is way better than watching old rom-coms on my laptop.”

      “Old rom-coms? Sounds brutal.” He turns on the TV, and we settle on the couch. “How about horror?”

      “I don’t do horror.” I bounce my knee to his. “Except for the real-life version whenever you’re around.”

      “I’d ask if a comedy was okay, but who needs artificial laughs when I’ve got a comedian on my hands?” He presses his leg to mine and keeps it there.

      A missile precision heat ignites in that very spot and travels all along the length of my body, spreading throughout my chest like a brush fire.

      “What does that leave us with?” My voice comes out parched, unexpectedly low and gravely, as if I were trying to seduce him.

      “Mystery, drama, romance.”

      “Sounds like my life story.” I’m only half-teasing. The first two were spot-on, anyway.

      “You wish.” A dark laugh rumbles through his chest. “I haven’t seen you serial dating a single guy on campus.” He says serial dating in air quotes because those happened to be the very words I used to describe the journey I was about to embark on. “And don’t give me that they’re all taken BS. I happen to know a litany of guys who are locked and loaded and ready to troll. There’s a bustling economy of eligible young men for you to choose from.”

      “Trolls being the operative word.” I take off my shoes and reposition myself with my legs beneath me, accidently landing so close to him our shoulders touch. “And for your information, it’s a false economy. Half the guys at Briggs don’t realize their future prospective girlfriends are stalking them. Hitting on a guy who has a huntress attached to him is just as bad as getting together with someone who is very much taken.”

      “Geez. You girls and your head games.” He winces before settling on a movie that we both agree on. I’ve actually seen it before. A couple goes on a retreat to save their relationship and basically end up hooking up with the entire island until they eventually hook up with one another again, and they head home seemingly better for the experience. It’s screwball enough for Lawson to love it.

      “I actually don’t play any head games.” It comes out low as if I were speaking to myself. “And you’re right. I totally need to step up my game. More than half my freshman year is over, and I haven’t—”

      He leans forward to get a better look at me.

      Crap. I almost all but admitted that I’m still a virgin—still looking for a single boy to call my own rather than dipping into multiples.

      “Haven’t what?” His lips twitch with the smile he’s too greedy to give.

      “Haven’t beat my record for last year. Each year I try to top myself. You know, notch up my bedpost by at least ten prospects.” Ten? In addition to the other nonexistent boys I’ve bedded? And really? Marking up my bedpost? I would no sooner carve furniture than I would gouge my eye out. Jet works hard for everything he provides me with, and the last thing I’m going to do is destroy it.

      “What’s this?” Lawson picks up my wrist and gently turns it over, examining my tattoo gone wrong.

      “This, my ring-through-the-penis-friend, is my error in judgment. I don’t know why I didn’t go to my brother. On second thought, I do know why. He refused to give me a tat on command last September, so instead of patiently waiting for him, I went to the first rusty needle I could find. That shop was run by conmen.”

      “What exactly is that I’m looking at?” He cradles my hand in his as he brings my arm up closer for inspection. Lawson’s musky cologne, the heat from his body washes over me in waves, and I feel a little dizzy as if I might fall over. His chest rises and falls with such an arrogant calm I almost want to swat him for it. I don’t think I’ve ever spent so much time around a member of the opposite sex who isn’t my brother. I don’t think I’ve ever felt my heart racing as if I’ve just run a miracle mile in less than ten seconds. But there’s something about Lawson tonight, about that dark, thick hair my fingers ache to run through, about the way his hand is holding mine as if it were fragile as a butterfly. There is just something about this moment that I cannot put my finger on.

      “It’s a rose spearing through a heart,” I whisper as if it were my greatest grievance, and at this point in my life it sort of is.

      “Did you get your money back?”

      “Very funny.” I go to pull my hand away, but Lawson interlaces our fingers instead. “What’s with the hand job?” I try to snark it out like usual, but my voice hitches.

      He winces. “I take it you don’t know what a hand job is.”

      Crap. Note to self: ask Ava or Harper what the hell a hand job is. On second thought, they’re both so innocent I’d better ask Daisy.

      “Yes, I know what a hand job is.” I rack my brain for a moment. “It’s my specialty.” I give his fingers a squeeze. It’s just a hand. How bad can it be?

      Lawson ticks his head back with a suppressed laugh and tries his hardest to focus in on the screen up ahead. “So, tell me what else you specialize in? Any other body parts you care to showcase on these serial dates?”

      “I mostly use my lips. You know, when my hand gets tired. I like kissing.” It’s true. I do like kissing, especially since it’s all I’ve ever really done, but this walking dildo who happens to be giving me a hand job—what with the way he’s rubbing his thumb over my palm—doesn’t need to know that.

      “That’s freaking disgusting,” he moans as if I just vomited on his comfy brown sofa. “I mean, not in theory, but that you’d want to do that to a bunch of guys.” He leans back to get a better look at me, and I’m forced to turn my face to the ceiling to meet up with his gaze. Lawson is taller than me on foot, and yet even here on the sofa I’m dwarfed by his presence. There are so many girls at Briggs—in my sorority who are completely smitten with this tall, drop-your-panties gorgeous beast of a man. I wonder what they would do if they were in my position?

      His lids hood over until there’s just a line of neon green peering from beneath. His breathing picks up pace, and from my peripheral vision I watch as his chest pounds in and out as if he’s just run the ball up and down the court twelve times.

      “Don’t do that stuff, okay?” he says the words over my hair, searing my scalp with his breath. “I don’t want anyone to take advantage of you like that. I mean, if you were my little sister.” The words explode over my scalp in puffs, and a brilliant sizzle of electricity strums throughout my body. “I’m sure Rush wouldn’t want that either. I’m pretty sure your real brother would shit a brick if he knew.”

      A soft laugh rolls through me as I latch my other hand to his arm. I don’t hesitate to run my fingers slowly up and down his rock-hard biceps. It’s something I’ve wanted to do ever since the first time I saw his muscles jumping on the court. Lawson may be hard as sheetrock, but his skin feels smooth and soft as velvet, and I marvel at this.

      “Yes, he most certainly would. And then, he would take that brick and bash the poor boy’s brains in. That’s why I don’t tell my big brother anything—either of them actually.” Not to mention the fact I don’t really care for lying to my big brothers. But for some reason, stretching the truth with Lawson feels second nature, and that thought alone weighs heavy on me.

      “What else do you do with those lips?” He slides down a notch until his eyes are level with mine, and my heart lets out one horrific boom.

      “Just kiss,” I whisper as if I were divulging classified evidence.

      “So, if I were a guy and I came in like this”—his head inches toward mine, and I can feel his warm breath over my mouth—“what would you do?” His voice is even-keeled, not a note of sarcasm, and that heady cologne, the feel of his muscles—his chest pressed to my arm begins to intoxicate me until my own breathing is just as erratic as his. I lean in ever so close, and my mouth parts, ready and waiting.

      “I would do this.” My lips graze over his just barely, and my insides jump as my adrenaline spikes. I gasp in a never-ending breath at the thought of what I’ve done.

      Of course, Lawson wasn’t asking for a kiss. My face heats hotter than lava at the thought of embarrassing myself this way, and I can’t bring myself to look him in the eye.

      “I think”—he whispers right over my lips, and my heart thrashes throughout my entire body like a prison riot—“that was nice, but maybe you should do it like this.” Lawson touches his lips over mine, and I die a sweet, smoldering death on the inside. He comes in slow and lingering before pressing in with something harder, far more enthusiastic, and then I do what I never thought in a million years I would do—I open for him. Lawson’s tongue touches mine with a gentle sweep, swimming over mine, teaching me, guiding me in the way he thinks it should be done best.

      A groan works its way up my throat, and without hesitation I’m all in. So what if I’ve sent the wrong message? So what if he’s sending me the wrong message? It’s Valentine’s Day. I’m entitled to a kiss—if you can quantify something this deliciously spectacular as something so basic.

      Lawson wraps his arms around me, and I can feel the heft of his rock-hard body against mine. My hands drift to his waist and accidentally slide up his T-shirt—before I realize it, I’m gliding over his expansive chest. He pulls me close until we’re better able to soak in the magic that this unexpected moment brings. Lawson’s tongue is a force to be reckoned with, sweeping aggressively, owning my mouth, owning me in the very best way.

      I should probably slap the living hell out of him—then shortly thereafter, slap the living hell out of myself, but I can’t seem to let go. I can’t seem to break my mouth from his, and if I’m honest, which is a rarity in and of itself, I don’t want to.

      I want this kiss, this night to last far longer than the time allotted.

      And mostly, I don’t want Lawson Kent to regret a living, breathing moment of it.
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      The drive home last night was more than a little awkward—more like majorly awkward, sort of the way I imagine it would feel if I walked in on my dad and Lynette hooking up while they enjoy their Netflix and chill time. I shake my head at the memory of last night.

      I wasn’t sure how Lucky would react once we came up for air, but on the bright side, it didn’t end with an assault and battery charge, so that was a plus. I can still feel her mouth moving over mine, and it makes my balls ache. Hell, it was all a very big plus. Lucky is a great kisser. Any guy would be glad to have her do just that to him for an hour straight like she did me. The thought of a hundred douchebags lined up and ready to chew on Lucky’s face makes my blood boil. Of course, it does. I’m protective of her because for one I’m essentially her paid bodyguard no thanks to her tank of a brother. Crap. If word ever got back to Jet about my night moves last night, I’m sure giving him a refund would be the least of my worries. Hell, I’d pay him double not to rearrange my face all that much.

      This afternoon, Scarlett called to make sure I’d be at the Black Bear tonight for the twins’ surprise birthday party. She rattled on and on about how wonderful it will be and rattled out an extensive guest list, which included Dad and Lynette, our siblings, and several of their friends. I happen to know she and Rex are friends with Jet. And I vaguely remember asking Lucky to come.

      I stop outside the entrance, next to the iconic stuffed black bear that has been in more WB selfies than that horse of a mascot, and pull out my phone.

      I didn’t dare communicate with Lucky in any way, shape, or form since I dropped her off at Cutler Tower last night. But I’ll feel like an ass if I don’t remind her about the party.

      What’s up, girl? Delete, delete, delete. Too casual. Hey, Luck, that party for the twins is at the Black Bear in five. Come down if you want to wish them a happy birthday. Your presence is gift enough.

      There. That last line was verbatim from Scarlett. I’m sure she’s been using it all day as she herds the masses here. Poor Trix and Knox won’t have a single gift to unwrap thanks to my sister.

      Whoa. I stare back down at the text I just sent. That last line, coming from me—after last night—it just sounds all together wrong. Although, ironically it feels about right. I like having Lucky around. Yes, she’s annoying at times, but that’s because she’s trying to grate on me. I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone pay so much attention to me as Lucky has, even if it was in an effort to irritate me. I’ve had girlfriends before, one that lasted nine months, and not even she was as spirited and fun to hang out with as Lucky.

      The dancing ellipses pop up on my phone, letting me know she’s responding, and I brace myself for it.

      I’m already here, you big dope. I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Why are you late? Still fantasizing about that kiss? I thought I’d give you a taste of what I let the boys enjoy. I hope you have great tactile memory skills because it’s NEVER happening again. BTW, the girls at Cutler have pooled a nice $um of money together, and it’s all mine if I can get you to send me a snapshot of your little royal friend.

      I can’t help but laugh. Not happening, sweetheart. What I let the girls enjoy is a private reserve. You’ll have to think of another way to turn a dime.

      I head into the Black Bear full of adrenaline and my heart beating wild. The band is roaring out a cover song that you hear on the radio every fifteen minutes, and just as I’m cruising past the bar on my way to the back, Jet nods me over.

      Shit.

      “Dude, help me out.” He hands me a couple of beers, and I follow him back to the poolroom. “How’s it going? You steering the boners in other directions?”

      A knot tenses in my throat because I happened to have a very big boner after dropping Lucky off at her dorm. I went back and took care of my very hard problem in the shower, and as much as I wanted that mental visual to be of any other girl, Lucky’s face kept popping up front and center. Lucky was the only girl I wanted to help with that release last night. I never came so much in my life.

      “Yeah, I’m keeping them away.” And keeping myself closer than ever before. That heated kiss sweeps through my mind like a nuclear wind.

      Jet steps in front of me with a look that spells out certain death—a slow and painful one at that. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      Oh my—shit. Of course, he can read my mind. The dude is simply not human.

      He closes his eyes briefly. “You think I’m an ass for being so overprotective. Look, she’s my only sister—my only family.” He leans in as if ready to divulge something personal. “I’d do anything for that kid, and as sad as it sounds, there’s not another soul on the planet that would be willing to do just that. I’m all she’s got. I only want the best for her.”

      “I get it. I’ve got sisters of my own, and I want the best for them, too.” Rex bounces through my mind, and I let him bounce right out. He can’t be the best for Scarlett. He’s practically her brother now. How can they not see how sick that is for themselves?

      We head into the poolroom where it’s wall-to-wall bodies, and Jet makes a beeline for his girlfriend. But my gaze runs rabid over every face and body looking for one petite brunette that I have a feeling I’d best stay away from tonight if I want to live to see tomorrow.

      “What’s up?” A hand falls over my shoulder, and I turn to find Eli Gates grinning back at me.

      “What’s up with you?” I pull him in. “So, you know Knox, huh?”

      “That’s my boy. We’ve been on every team together as far back as Pee-Wee.” He glances around. “Where’s your girlfriend?”

      I know for a fact he’s talking about Lucky. “Don’t got one.” I spot Jet talking to Rex in the corner and scowl. “And don’t say that around here. Her brother is built like the freaking Pentagon.”

      “That’s right. You’re on payroll. So, you’re not really into her, huh?”

      My stomach clenches. This is it—a real do-or-die moment. “I’m not into Lucky.”

      “Well, hello to you, too,” a female voice growls from behind, and I’ve never felt like a bigger piece of dog crap.

      Lucky jumps in front of me along with Ava, and I do a quick sweep behind them in the event Grant decided to tag along. Grant could save this somehow. He always seems to know the right thing to say, and, right about now, I can use him to save my neck.

      “What’s up?” I give her shoulder a light tap as if I had never uttered the insult I just inadvertently doled out. “Eli was just asking if you’re taken.” I try to shrug it off, hoping she’ll get where I’m coming from. Lucky doesn’t want anyone to think we’re together, does she?

      Her cheeks turn red as stop signs as her anger simmers. Those lilac-colored eyes boil over with what looks like hellfire, and I’m not sure if it’s simply because she heard the rejection or if she’s genuinely hurt by the idea.

      “I am free.” She links her arm through Eli’s and bats up at him with those mile-long lashes. “In fact, I was just telling Ava that I am single and ready to mingle.” She leans in until their faces are within firing range, and my gut wrenches at the sight. “Anyone ever tell you that you have amazing lips? The things I could do to that mouth.”

      Jet gives a frantic wave from the other end of the room and points hard down at the happy couple.

      “All right.” I slice my hand between them, separating them without much effort. “Save the fun for later, kids. We don’t want to steal the show.”

      Before Lucky can protest, Scarlett runs into the room with her crimson hair whipping around like flames. “They’re here!” she whispers as loud as possible, enough to where the room quiets down.

      Rex dims the lights, and as soon as the twins’ shadows darken the entry, we shout a collective, “Surprise!”

      Knox has his girlfriend by his side and Trixy is dolled up, looking more like she belongs at Briggs than she does any U.S. high school. They start making the rounds, and Ava pulls Lucky in their direction.

      “What’s up with the karate move?” Eli seems unimpressed by the fact I broke up their personal party. “Never mind. I get it. You’re into her.”

      “I’m not into her.” I lower my voice this time in the event I get my balls kicked in for shooting her ego down twice in one night. “Her brother was giving you the finger. I was saving your legs so you can live to kick another day. Be thankful.”

      He cranes his neck to get a better look at Lucky. “Yeah, well, if you’re really not into her, I’ll keep my next meeting with the queen of mean private. Come to think of it, there are a few things I’d like to do with her without the watchful eye of her brother around.” He gives a greasy grin, and I come this close to sucker-punching him in the gut.

      “Rein it in, dude. She’s off the roster. I’ll find you a decent girl to call your own—if for the night. Just point your compass somewhere else.”

      Knox comes over with Janelle, and I pull him in for a quick pat to the back. But Janelle lunges at me and lands a kiss to my neck before pulling away. Her eyes widen as if it were our little secret, and it makes me feel like a creep. It’s not normal to kiss someone like that, is it? I mean, I’ve heard of a European kiss, a holy kiss—Janelle is neither European nor is she holy in my eyes. Something about her is entirely too friendly, but then, she and Knox seem solid.

      I glance away in an effort to avoid making eye contact with her, and instead, my gaze seals over a beautiful girl who looks as if I’ve just knifed her puppy.

      Lucky gives me the finger before traveling deeper into the crowd.

      “Where’s your girlfriend?” Knox cranes his neck. “You should have her come over and meet Janelle.”

      “They’ve met.”

      Eli raises a brow in my direction.

      “And she’s not my anything. Lucky and I are just friends.” The small crowd before me parts, and there she is, hands on her hips. That stunned expression on her face might as well have come in the form of a slap. She heard. Of course, she did.

      Scarlett and Rex shout for everyone’s attention, and the entire room sings “Happy Birthday” to my new stepbrother and stepsister. Dad and Lynette thank everyone for coming and ask us all to sign a card the size of a refrigerator near the door.

      “Hey, Lucky.” I head toward her, and she speeds deeper into the crowd.

      Damn. I can’t seem to say anything right tonight. I never should’ve let that kiss happen. I should have said something stupid and nixed it after she laid that first one on me. I could have played it off. Hell, who am I kidding? I initiated it as much as she did. But if I didn’t, if we didn’t—we could have still been Lucky and Lawson, not some disastrous couple locked in an argument we should never be having.

      Lucky and Lawson. It has a nice ring to it. Lucky and Lawson sounds an awful lot like a perfect couple. I frown at my own conclusions as I bump into Jet and his overstuffed biceps.

      This right here is why Lucky and I aren’t a couple, and we never will be.

      “What’s going on?” He pulls Daisy in, and I give a brief smile. Daisy and Jet happen to know the truth of what happened that night that I shirked my princely duties, and I’m hoping they continue to keep it to themselves.

      “Just looking for your sister. You know, making sure she’s staying out of trouble.”

      Scarlett and Rex swing in with a breeze, cooling me down from the sweat beading on the back of my neck. Having a conversation with Jet about his feisty little sister just doesn’t feel safe anymore.

      “You’re looking for Lucky?” Scarlett’s eyes enlarge the size of two green Frisbees. “Don’t tell me you’ve got a crush on her!” She hops a little when she says it as if this excited the hell out of her.

      “Of course, he does,” Daisy coos as if just coming to this conclusion herself. “What’s not to crush on? That little lucky firecracker has it going on.” She smacks Jet across the chest. “We just need this beast to settle down. Give these two lovebirds a little room, would you?”

      “What’s this?” That all-familiar, highly irritated voice chirps from behind as Lucky steps in center stage. “Holy hell, what are you telling my brother?” She snaps so loud and fast—the fury in her eyes leaves little to the imagination. Yes, Lucky Madden is assuring everyone in our little circle that there is absolutely nothing going on between the two of us.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      Jet holds a hand out toward her in an attempt to calm her down. I bet he’s spent a lifetime trying to do just that.

      “It’s true,” Jet says it low and even. “He’s completely assured me he’s not the least bit interested in you like that. You know these two.” He hitches his thumb to Daisy and Scarlett. “If given half the chance, they spin out a romance novel. This dude has sixteen girls on his mind.” Jet mock socks me and nearly knocks the wind out of me. “And believe me, kiddo, you’re not one of them.”

      Lucky blinks a mile a minute, and only when she twists into the light can I see the moisture forming in her eyes.

      My heart stops. There’s no way she’s upset. God, she’s upset.

      “I do like her—as friends.” I pretend to sock her arm and come just shy of connecting. “She’s my little buddy. We’re doing the community interaction program together at our old stomping grounds—Hollow Brook Middle School. It was Lucky’s idea to make sure we hang out with kids who are seated alone. I remember those hectic junior high days. It’s not easy out there, but thanks to this girl right here, a few lonely kids aren’t feeling so bad these days.”

      The girls break out in a choir of oohs and awws.

      “You’re doing that?” Jet pulls her into a hug and drops a quick kiss to the top of her head. “I’m proud of you, kiddo. Here you try to tell me you were born without a heart, and come to find out, it’s taken over your entire body.”

      “That’s me.” She glances back my way. “Your little angel.”

      Jet might be buying the halo routine, but, swear to God, I just saw her horns poke right through. Something tells me once we’re alone there will be a special hell to pay. In no way did I set out to upset her tonight. It was just a matter of bad timing, bad luck on my part.

      “That’s too bad about these two.” Scarlett exaggerates a frown to Daisy. “We’ll have to find you someone else—a nice girl.”

      “Not too nice.” Daisy wags a finger. “Sometimes a little spice is what makes life finger-licking good.” She jumps on her tiptoes and steals a kiss off Jet’s lips before they take off, and I for one am glad to see them leave.

      I glance down at Lucky and find the steam still blowing out of her ears. She’s a spicy one, all right.

      The night wears on and Knox and Trixy cut into their cake. Soon enough, the entire room begins to disband.

      Dad and Lynette come over along with Scarlett and Rex.

      “It was great seeing you, son.” Dad pulls me in.

      “And two nights in a row!” Lynette snaps her fingers in the air as if she’s marshaling a conga line. “Hey, where’s your little girlfriend you brought by the house last night?”

      Shit.

      “Oh, there she is!” She waves over at Lucky and pulls her in as she’s about to pass us by. “Was the Netflix and chill everything you wanted it to be?”

      Lucky’s mouth opens, and a series of choking sounds emit. Her face ignites in flames as she looks frantically from Scarlett to Rex.

      “I tried knocking on the door to say goodnight”—Lynette continues—“but you two must have been quite busy in there.” She gives a solid wink. “We’ll see you all later! Toodles!” She and Dad saunter off toward the exit, and Lucky points in that direction before hightailing it out of the room herself.

      “What the hell was that about?” Scarlett’s eyes enlarge the size of melons.

      “Holy crap.” Rex covers his face with his hand a moment. “Are you messing with Lucky? Dude, have you met Jet?”

      I give a nervous glance around “Yes, I’ve met Jet. And no, I’m not messing with her. We really are just friends.”

      Scarlett smacks me in the gut. “I know what Netflix and chill means, but evidently one of us doesn’t know the true definition of a friend. So help me God, you had better be using protection.”

      “I’m not using protection.” I hold my hands up in defense as my body breaks out into a sweat. How does this keep happening tonight? “I don’t need to. We just kissed.” And there it is, out in the open like a tin can getting ready to have Jet’s monster truck smash right over it. “It’s not going to happen again, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything.”

      “Done.” Rex takes a step back.

      “I won’t say a word.” Scarlett twists her lips in a dozen different directions because I know for a fact she’s still undecided.

      Sabrina pops up, looking more like Scarlett than ever before. “What’s the hot topic?”

      “Lawson has a crush.” Scarlett gives a little wink. “Although it doesn’t sound like he’s ready to admit it to the one who matters most.”

      “The girl in question?” Sabrina wrings her hands together as if she’s unable to contain her excitement for the juicy little tidbit.

      “Nope”—Scarlett flatlines before adjusting my collar—“himself.” She gives me a light slap over the cheek. “Don’t be afraid to fall for someone. It only hurts if you lose them to somebody else.”

      Sabrina nods in agreement. “Stubborn is as stubborn does. Lord knows I’ve been pigheaded to a fault and look at me. I’m all by my lonesome. All of my Mr. Rights are having fun with somebody else. Trust me, baby brother, it’s no way to live.”

      Scarlett and Sabrina spot someone they know and take off with an enthusiastic scream.

      But Rex keeps his morbid stare locked right over me. “Dude, if this is true, and you’re into her, I want you to know there’s nothing wrong with that. I’d back you with Jet if you ever needed it. Lucky is going to meet someone someday, and it’s going to get serious. Jet is just going to have to get used to it.”

      A tension wire snaps deep in my gut, and I loosen at the thought of Rex sticking up for me.

      “That’s nice of you, man. But I’m good.”

      “If you say so.” He takes off, but I’m still busy replaying my sister’s words. She’s going to meet someone someday.

      Lucky Madden is going to meet someone someday, and it’s going to get serious.

      The memory of her lips pressed to mine sends a current rippling throughout my body that I’ve never felt before. I scan the room and don’t spot her, so I pull out my phone instead.

      Where are you? I hit send, hoping to get a response, and, like magic, she texts right back.

      Getting my groove on with my first serial boy toy. I’ll be busy the rest of the night. If my dorm is a rockin’, don’t come a knockin’. And according to that bulge in his jeans, there will be nothing micro about this night. Go find a ho and mind your own damn business.

      I head out into the bar and spot Lucky talking to a familiar looking bastard, Eli Gates.

      A part of me demands to rip his head off, and another part of me demands I stay the hell out of it.

      I head back to The Row, and every step away from the bar feels like another step closer to a broken heart.

      Closer to my own personal hell.
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      The entire next week, I pick her up as we drive out to the middle school for lunch. Lucky doles out the insults as if nothing ever happened, and we’re right back to bantering about any and everything. For some reason, I’m ready and willing to take just about anything Lucky will throw my way because a part of me is glad to simply have her next to me. I watch as Lucky introduces Emily and a few of the loner girls to each other, and soon enough they’ve formed their own little clique. I introduced Freddy and a few of my new pals to the girl crew and bam, they’re one big, happy, no longer lonely family.

      We head back for Briggs, and Lucky asks to be dropped off at The Row.

      “Easy enough, that’s where I’m headed.” I swallow hard, trying to stave off the question that’s been trying to surface all week. “So, what’s up with you and Gates?”

      “Oh, you know”—she looks out the passenger window, and I can’t see her face—“we’re about to hit the finish line. I like to rope them and land them on their back pretty quickly.”

      “Is that so?” A fire brews in my veins, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to be force-feeding Eli his balls a little later.

      “That would be so. How about you? Did your sister and Daisy find you a nice little tramp so you can put your stamp on her? I see that tiny disc eating into the leather of your wallet. It looks to me like it’s starting to collect dust.”

      I park in front of Beta house and snatch my wallet out of the center console.

      “It’s getting plenty of use. And yes, Daisy and my sister are working on it. But believe me, I don’t need them to help me land someone. I’ve got them lining up around the locker room trying to get my number.” True as God. Every girl at Briggs seems suddenly far more interested in me than ever before, and truth be told I had no trouble with the ladies before this dick bling fiasco.

      I hop out of the truck, and Lucky follows me into Beta house. “What are you up to?” I can feel the magma percolating in my veins once gain because I’ve got an Eli-Gates-feeling that I know exactly what and who she’s looking for.

      “Just checking out the prospects.” She hums as her perfume hooks me by the nose and makes me crave it, makes me crave her. “Before I know it, Eli will be old news, and I’ll be ready to rumble under the covers with serial boyfriend number two.”

      “Sounds more like a bodily function than a relationship.”

      “It takes one to know one,” she mutters while shooting me a death glare.

      “You want to duke this out, don’t you?” There’s something about Lucky that makes me want to get in and get dirty, let her wrestle her anger out on me, every last bit of it.

      “Maybe I do.” Her eyes round out, twin pools of lavender sky, and my body starts to shake.

      “We should go somewhere and talk.”

      “Good luck getting me to your room. The last thing I want is to start another rumor you’ll more than happily publicly deny,” she spits the words out like cannons and looks cute as hell in the process. A part of me wants to laugh, to cry. I’ve never met anyone so emotionally charged, who seems to have the power to charge me all at once.

      “Come here.” I take her by the elbow and lead her to the back, down a flight of stairs into the dank, dark laundry facility where I have never seen a single brother venture. Beta house has a laundry service—Mr. Suds—that comes twice a week like clockwork. This is all but a relic to some bygone era, an ode to a set of outdated machines that look parched for the water, the damp clothing they were meant for—rusty and dusty from lack of use.

      It’s dark down here, save for a tiny one-by-one window up near the ceiling. I don’t bother turning on the lights. I like it dark and scary, apparently the way I like my women.

      “You have something you want to say to me?” I step into her until she’s backed into the brick wall, nothing but the whites of her eyes and her teeth glowing in this dim light. The sound of our tempered breathing lights up this tomb of a room.

      “You have something you want to say me?” she huffs the words out hostile, each one its own minty breath.

      “Yeah, I do.” I pull her in and dig my fingers into the back of her hair like I’ve been craving for days. “I want to say this.” My eyes close, my lips fall over hers, and Lucky meets me right there with all of her ripe hostilities transferred into this one vengeful kiss. Her tongue dives into my mouth harsher, far hungrier than she was the other night. This is visceral, volatile—hell, it’s downright explosive.

      Lucky hikes her legs up over my waist, and her skirt spreads wide over her hips. My hands pull apart the buttons on her blouse, and I lose it. Like some sex-depraved lunatic, I bury my face into her tits and unleash a fury on them. Lucky runs her hands up my shirt and rakes her nails down over my back, drawing blood in the elaborately slow and knifelike process. But not a part of me minds the slicing and dicing of my flesh. Every part of me wants it.

      Lucky unbuttons, unzips, and pulls down my pants just enough to dive her hands into my boxers—and it’s go time.

      “Shit.” I pitch my head back, eyes closed, and just take in the feel of her hands wrapped tight around me.

      In a split second, I free the condom from my wallet and pull back just enough to get a look at her beautiful, beautiful face.

      “You want this?” It comes out less than a whisper. A part of me isn’t even sure why I’m asking. I want this in the very worst way.

      Her eyes widen as if I’ve just set a dare out before her. Lucky gives the idea of a nod before whispering, “Yes, I want this with you.”

      There’s something decidedly sweet about the way she tagged it, with you. It makes me feel special, wanted on some level more than just as a fast fuck, and a part of me holds on to the idea this is true.

      I roll on the condom and get back to the task of devouring Lucky Madden’s luscious mouth. My hand traces down to her thigh before traveling to that secret spot I’ve thought about far too often. My fingers glide over her panties, and I can feel her there, her wetness already seeping through. Before I can indulge without the fabric between us, Lucky grabs ahold of my dick and launches me to where I need to be.

      Slowly, carefully, I press my way inside her.

      Lucky leans her head back so fast she hits the brick wall with a hearty thump.

      “Geez—you okay?” I’m jolted out of the moment, lucid as can be, while my dick stands partially in Lucky Madden’s vagina.

      Holy mother of all things good and evil. It’s become apparent that I will die quickly by the hands of Jet Crazy as Hell Madden. Our eyes lock, and something magnetic, a force that cannot be described in any human terms, bonds us together on a deeper level.

      “I’m better now,” she pants through a smile and pulls me into a hard kiss.

      And just like that, I shove Jet out of my mind and lose myself in having the best sex of my life, in a dark, dank laundry room, against a wall—against my better judgment—with a girl I’ve completely lost my mind over.

      Everyone seemed to be in on it but me.

      I’m sunk. I’ve never felt so strongly—in just about every emotion over anyone. I’m so glad this girl hacked her way into my life—so glad she chose me to pick on that fated night at the Black Bear.

      Everything about Lucky makes me so damn happy.
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      The air is just a touch warmer out than expected as I traipse—hobble—all the way back to Whitney Briggs. Lawson offered to give me a ride, but I all but scrambled my way out of that laundry room and told him I had to get across the street. Which is technically true, but I forgo checking in with Kappa G and make a beeline for Briggs instead.

      I can’t believe that just happened! My heart hasn’t stopped its bionic thumping in my ears for the last ten minutes.

      I can’t believe I lost my virginity to Lawson Kent! A small laugh bubbles up my throat as I stop under a fifty-foot maple, bald and ready for spring with its thorny arms raised in worship to an amber sky.

      Lawson Kent. I bite down over my lip as the memory of what just happened rushes back. My insides burn as if he lit a match in my vagina. I can still feel him there inside of me. I’m not sure what kind of condom he pulled out of his wallet, but I’m guessing it’s the less popular sandpaper variety.

      In a fit of elation and dizzying disbelief, I pull out my phone. I can’t wait to get back to Cutler. I need to get this info out right freaking now. I’ll text Ava so she can have Harper in our room by the time I get back. Some serious girl talk is about to take place, and I want to discuss my new deflower power into the ground while it’s still fresh in my mind and in my burning vagina.

      Just LOST MY VIRGINITY! Up against a wall!

      My feet tap dance back and forth as I hit send and have a giggle fit all at once. I can practically see Ava’s shocked expression as she’s reading this. She’s prob—

      A face at the corner of my screen catches my attention. Only it’s not Ava. It’s Jet.

      “No, no, no.” I shake my phone as if it were a Magic 8 Ball, but it’s my brother’s name that sits prominently at the top of the message window.

      “Holy fuck!” I bark so loud a group of girls slow down as they pass me by. “No!” I whimper in horror. I couldn’t have sent that text to Jet. Stupid, stupid move!

      The screen lights up as he starts to write back. My mouth drops as those ellipses do the wave over and over. “Good God.” I can hardly breathe at the missive he’s about to pen. “I can’t do this.” An overwhelming urge to chuck my phone into the nearest waste receptacle hits me—then, just as quick as that lousy idea comes to mind, I think up another.

      I’ll tell him I was hacked—that someone stole my phone. That Harper is pulling a prank!

      My phone pings, and I’m deathly afraid to look. Slowly, I turn it around, holding it an entire arm’s length away as if Jet had the power to burst right through it. Jet is basically super human in my eyes, so this wouldn’t at all surprise me.

      Very funny. I’m not laughing. There are a lot of creative ways to get out of work—giving me a heart attack doesn’t have to be one of them. Daisy says nice job. We’ll see you tomorrow.

      My entire body exhales with relief. Not only didn’t Jet take me seriously, but I quite accidentally and thankfully got out of my daily non-grind at the shop. Honestly, it’s as if he pays me in a twisted effort to monitor me.

      I decide to forgo any more electronic communication with my friends that might accidentally incriminate me—or be used against me in the court of Jet Madden, and instead, I hightail it up to Cutler.

      Harper is already lounging on my bed when I walk in, and Ava is just coming out of the bathroom with her hair and face in perfect model form, which usually means she’s headed out with Grant in just a few minutes.

      “Huge news, girls!” I bounce on my bed and feel the burn between my legs as if flames just erupted. Dear God, that condom must have been collecting some serious dust and rust because I’m pretty sure it was corrosive. If there is a line of condoms that comes dipped in battery acid, that was one of them. According to Rush’s carnal collection, condoms come in every flavor and variety. I’m betting Lawson made a withdrawal from the wrong box. Sriracha isn’t something I ever thought would end up in all the wrong places.

      “I just had sex.” The words tumble from my lips, giddy and lighter than air because it’s all I can do to keep from bouncing to the ceiling.

      “With who?” Harper swats me as if I just copped to holding up a bank.

      “Oh my God!” Ava looks as if she’s about to be sick.

      I bury my face in my hands for a moment. “Lawson Kent.”

      “What?” they both shout in unison as if I had confessed to a mass murder.

      “Relax, would you?” I swat them each in turn with my pillow.

      Ava blinks back with an indignation I’ve yet to see on her before. “I wish you would have relaxed.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Her phone buzzes, and she glances at it before her eyes enlarge the size of doorknobs. “Why the heck is Owen texting me, asking if you’ve lost your virginity?”

      “Oh, that’s nothing.” I’m quick to dismiss it. “Tell him I was kidding.”

      “Dear God.” Her fingers thump over her phone, quick and spastic. “Explain yourself.”

      “I may have texted Jet and told him I handed in my V card.”

      “What?” the two of them crow in unison again.

      “On accident! I thought it was you.” I thump my knee to Ava’s. “I was going to have you round up Harper because I mistakenly thought you would be happy for me.” I harden my gaze at the two of them. “You are happy for me, right?”

      Harper’s mouth opens and closes, and Ava sort of hardballs me with a dirty look.

      “I’m going to kill Lawson.” Ava grinds her teeth. It’s not every day Ava threatens to take anyone’s life, first and foremost because her sister actually did just that.

      “I’m not going to kill him.” Harper shakes her head, but the expression on her face clearly spells out pity—for me, I’m assuming. “He is my big brother after all, and big brothers make mistakes just like everybody else.”

      “What’s this?” I’m practically incensed. “Death threats? Mistakes? I think maybe I should kill—as in the two of you—because obviously sharing this happy news with you was an enormous mistake.”

      “No”—Ava pulls my hand in—“it wasn’t. I promise. It’s just that—don’t you wish your first time was, you know, special?”

      “It was special.” I snatch my hand back from her. “Up until now, I was pretty psyched about joining your slutty ranks, but your little party pooper attitude just put a pinprick in my good time!”

      Harper tries to suppress her laughter. “Did anything micro ruin your good time?”

      “There was nothing micro about it.” Nope. That was a bona fide torpedo he launched inside of me.

      “How’s Prince Albert?” She glances to her crotch in the event I didn’t get the implication.

      “Truthfully, I didn’t notice.” I was too preoccupied with far more important things at the moment.

      Harper’s chest thumps as if she’s holding back a laugh. “On a Scoville heat index scale, how bad does your vagina burn?”

      “I think I started at habanero, but we’re quickly progressing toward ghost pepper.”

      Ava takes the pillow from me and slumps over it as if someone just ran over her dog. “I guess I thought you would want to be in love before you actually did the deed. I mean, I know you were up for a good time with many, many boys. I just thought you had a hard moral line and weren’t about to cross it. Lawson should have known better. How dare he take advantage of you like that? Stealing your virginity like some micropenis thief.”

      All of the anger I once felt for Lawson seems to have transposed onto Ava.

      “He doesn’t know he stole my anything, and I want to keep it that way.”

      Harper’s expression darkens, and it looks as if she’s slowly siding with Ava and her high and mighty morality. “Where did this indiscretion happen?”

      “Indiscretion? None of your business.” I hop up, pull on a jacket, and collect my purse.

      “We just want you to be happy,” Ava bleats, tugging on my coat as I make my way to the door. “True love is the ultimate experience, Lucky. And you of all people deserve to have someone who cares for you that way.”

      “Yes, well, for that to happen, I’d have to be loveable, wouldn’t I?”

      [image: ]

      I head down to Hallowed Grounds and order the biggest cup of coffee on their menu and promptly burn the shit out of my tongue before I ever take a seat. Figures.

      A group of cackling girls waltzes in, and I duck and moan simultaneously because Daisy and her friends are the last people on the planet I want anything to do with. I watch as they get their coffee, and I try to use all of my mind power to will them right back out that door. Instead, Daisy burps out a whooping hello, and soon enough all four of them have descended at my table.

      “This is Cassidy,” Daisy introduces the blonde with a jagged scar running up her face. She’s beautiful in an I-can-kick-your-ass sort of way.

      “Nice to meet ya.” She gives a little wink, and her country twang makes her the instant favorite of the bunch.

      Daisy thumps her rusty brown nails over the table. “Are you trying to kill your brother?”

      “Did it work?” I take another sip of my demonic coffee and enlarge the burn ratio over my tongue. Great. Both my vagina and my mouth are craving an ice pack right about now. And if this wicked coven Daisy hauled over doesn’t leave soon, my head will, too.

      “Yes, it worked.” She snorts with a laugh. “Don’t tease like that, girl.” Daisy shudders. “I rue the day you get attached to someone of the opposite gender.”

      Piper smirks. Ava doesn’t realize it, but she and Piper actually look a lot alike, same dark hair, same day-glow eyes. Ava’s brother must have wanted a girl who looked just like dear old mom—assuming Ava looks anything like her mother. Apparently, her parents are fond of disowning their children and making them pay for the sins of their sister. Whom they raised, mind you.

      “Believe me”—Piper points at no one in particular—“Owen thought he would die if and when Ava fell in love, and, take it from me, his heart is still very much beating.”

      Scarlett nods. “I think Jet would need to get over the initial shock, but as long as you’re not having a one-night stand, he’ll eventually warm to the idea.”

      Did Lawson and I have a one-night stand? It was dark out, and technically, we were standing. We’re not a forever kind of a deal, are we? I glare at Scarlett a moment until her brother’s features pop up at me unexpectedly, and I instantly soften. And now it’s my heart that I’m worried about.

      “One-night stand?” Cassidy gently rakes her nine-inch nails over the back of my hand. “This girl is too sweet to even think of such a horror. Believe you me, there is not a boy worth your while who only wants one thing. You just wait, and when you least expect it—whamo!” She claps so hard each one of us inches back in our seats. “You’ll be struck with the love bug. That’s exactly the way it happened for Cade and me.”

      “Cade is my brother.” Piper averts her eyes a moment. “And believe me, he wasn’t crazy about Owen when we first met, so you can see this is just a vicious cycle that repeats itself time and time again. You’re not the only one who suffers the torments of an overbearing brother.”

      Cassidy checks her phone before rising. “Do yourself a big favor and wait for Mr. Right. Mr. Right Now simply doesn’t deserve you. No one-night stands for you, missy!” She gives a friendly wave as she trots out the door.

      “I’d better get going, too.” Scarlett rises and looks to Daisy. “You tell your brother not to worry. This girl isn’t throwing her pearls to swine. Nice girls like Lucky don’t do that whole love ’em and leave ’em bit.” She gives a sly wink.

      Piper leans in and offers me a hug, tucking her lips close to my ear. “If you ever need a lifeline, I’m here for you,” she whispers as she speeds off with a wave, and Scarlett follows her right out the door.

      Piper wants to be my lifeline. My heart warms at the idea. God knows I can use a lifeline or two. But Scarlett’s words resonate in my mind—love ’em and leave ’em. That’s almost word for word how I framed my newfound serial dating spree to Lawson. Speaking of the cherry-popping man of the hour, he’s not my Mr. Right Now, is he? We’re friends who were just a —friendly…fuck? God, that sounds so vulgar.

      “Hey”—Daisy shakes me out of my stupor—“don’t let those girls get to you. I promise love is coming your way. I remember not too long ago wishing I could have just that, and the more I wished for it the further it seemed to get. Fate sort of ended up throwing Jet and me together.” She winces. “Fate and perhaps a not-so esteemed member of the U.S. Senate. But hey, you’ve got loads of time to worry about that. Who needs love when you’ve got papers to write? Am I right, or am I write? Get it?” She guffaws at her own pun, and I’m slow to join her.

      Instead, I lean in and needle her with my stare. “You wouldn’t happen to know what a hand job is, would you?”

      Her eyes bug out, and I can practically hear a car horn going off in her mind. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Is it bad?” I gasp at the thought. Crap. I should never have even mentioned it the other night with Lawson. He must think I’m an idiot. And growing opinion in Cutler Tower—specifically my dorm, is running with this idea.

      “Oh, hon.” She sinks her face in her hands. “Thank God you’re so innocent and naïve. Your brother has nothing to worry about.” She laughs so hard for a second I wonder if I inadvertently said something hysterical. “A hand job”—she forms a tunnel over her lips with her hands and whispers—“is nothing you should worry your pretty little head about.” She hops up and starts to take off, and I catch the tip of her sleeve and reel her back down.

      “Definition, please.”

      “Oh, Lucky.” She leans in and whispers directly into my ear, and I gasp.

      Crap. I cringe at the thought of how naïve I really am.

      Daisy finally takes off, and I make my way out of the café and into the dark night that has swallowed Whitney Briggs whole. Slowly, I meander throughout campus, past the gym, past the senior square, past the gaggle of girls that seems to light up the night with their cackling laughter, and straight into the thicket of evergreens that line the back of the school.

      I stagger through the dark and looming forest, and that ache deep inside my heart ratchets up until it feels like I’m about to burst. Only this time all of those giddy feelings I had hours earlier evaporate to nothing. And then the tears come, slow and steady at first, until they blur my vision to the point I can no longer see. Then heaving sobs, the blubbering of a child who didn’t get her way—a child no one could possibly ever love.

      I fall to the ground, to the damp earth and lose it. I cry for me, for all of my shitty, shitty goals, for the heartache etched in me at the thought of Ava and Harper disapproving what I’ve done. I cry hard at the words of Daisy’s friends, the ominous ponderings of love, something I can’t quite believe in for myself, but for some reason happens effortlessly for everybody else. I cry for my mother whom I miss because she was an amazing person. I cry for my father whom I miss even though he was a crappy person at times. I cry because I still love him, and I’m not sure what that makes me. I cry for my sister, Jade, whom I have never met and never will.

      I miss her.

      I miss her so damn much.
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      Saturday night, there’s a mixer at Kappa G. Girls’ territory. Our captains suggested strongly we attend since the Kappa girls have been so kind in populating our keggers. So at about seven o’clock, the majority of us trek on over. Kappa Gamma Gamma is far more spacious, far more hygienically appealing than Beta house any day. It’s also quite loud inside, as bad eighties rock music pounds out of the crappy speakers. The Kappa girls may have invested in nicer furniture than we have, but the Beta boys have a superior sound system.

      I give a nervous once-over of the vicinity in search of Lucky. When she left yesterday, I saw that the condom was smeared with blood. It scared the living hell out of me. I haven’t been with that many girls, but I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to tear them up on the inside. I asked Rush about it—ambiguously to protect her privacy, and he said it could only be one of two things: she was either on her period or she was a virgin.

      A virgin. That would kill me. There’s no way Lucky would lie about something like that, or at least I pray not. I thought about texting her last night—seeing if she was okay. Heck, I thought about inviting her out to breakfast, but both options A and B are strictly against the rules when it comes to one-night stands. Lucky wasn’t a one-night stand, though. A dull grin blooms on my lips. I did appreciate the standing. But for the most part, I would have loved to have had her lying down—somewhere private with an entire night to enjoy her properly.

      Rush and Eli swoop in. “Let’s call ’em.” Rush knocks back his drink as he nods into the crowd.

      “Blonde”—Eli doesn’t waste a moment identifying his potential prey for the evening—“left-hand corner, surrounded by the red sweater society.”

      “Redhead for me.” Rush moans as if he’s already on top of her, and knowing him it won’t take long. “I’ve got her in abnormal psych, so this shouldn’t be too hard. It’s easier to land them when you have rapport.”

      “What’s this?” Harper comes up dancing sideways and knocks her shoulder into mine. “It’s easier to land them when you have rapport? Wow, you guys are a bunch of cavemen.” She glares at me a moment when she says it.

      “Rapport?” Lucky pops up, her lips a shade of candy apple red that I wouldn’t mind licking off. My heart thumps once like the detonating of a bomb once my eyes land on her. Lucky’s hair engulfs her in one dark wave. But it’s what’s going on below the neck that has me struggling to catch my breath. Lucky is a knockout in a tight red dress that ends just below her tight little ass. Her tits peer out at me from her low-cut V as if they demand to look at the person who all but devoured them. I’d do anything for a second chance at what happened back in that dingy laundry room. Just one more bite, lick, taste, feel is all I’m sure I’ll need. I’ve never craved a single girl quite the way I’m craving Lucky.

      Harper laughs while turning to her friend. “It’s their MO to get to know a girl before they go in for the—” her face turns as red as a Christmas ornament. “On second thought, I see Justin in the middle of that Kappa pile. I’d best go claim my man.” She takes off like her hair is on fire.

      “I get it.” Lucky rocks back on her heels. “You bait them.” She nods over at Rush, and a part of me is relieved that she’s pinning the asshole move on the appropriate asshole. That was never my intention with her. “So, who’s on the menu tonight?”

      “That would be Gina.” Rush blinks in the redhead’s direction.

      “Regina Feldmen—ah, yes.” Lucky gives a silent laugh. “The nocturnal vamp. Rumor has it she never sleeps, and when she does—well, let’s just say some people still haven’t outgrown wetting their beds.”

      “Crap.” Rush hisses. “Thanks for the heads-up. I just had an adjustable bed delivered. I’ll have to get creative with this one.”

      “There’s always her place.” Lucky flits her eyes to mine for a moment. It feels odd standing feet apart from her as if we were strangers. It feels odd not having spoken to her in over twenty-four hours after what we experienced. And now here she is, so casual as if nothing happened at all.

      “Are you kidding?” Rush balks at the idea of camping out at Kappa G. “Have you met your captains? I’ve been suspended from any further sexual shenanigans per Sharon Ridgefield and that little mishap that involved a small fire—no thanks to that megawatt desk lamp of hers. In my defense, she insisted on tossing a scarf over it.”

      “So that was you!” Lucky swats him, clearly impressed with said sexual shenanigans. “The great fire of fall semester!”

      Rush nods and flicks his fingers as if egging on her enthusiasm. “I’ll figure it out. I haven’t conquered the Mustang Dome yet. And I happen to know the door leading in from the locker room is open half the time.”

      He takes off and Lucky howls, “Go Mustangs!”

      “You didn’t suggest the laundry room?” I butt my shoulder into hers, still gauging what our standing might be this evening.

      Lucky looks up with those pools of lavender and freezes.

      A breath escapes my lungs, and I can’t seem to draw the very next one. Our eyes lock, and neither one of us seems able to look away. The last time we laid eyes on one another we were pieced together in the most intimate way, and yet here in this room filled with hundreds of bodies, a foot between us, it feels just as intimate.

      “Why would I suggest the laundry room?” She winces as if daring me to go there, and it takes everything in me to stop from knotting my fingers up in her hair the way I want to—from sealing my lips over hers.

      I take a deep breath while racking my brain on how to steer away from falling into an open pit.

      “Because that’s where all the best things happen.” I mean that, but from a personal standpoint and considering she’s the only girl I’ve taken down there, it’s saying something far more than I want it to.

      “Best things, huh?” A smile curves on her lips. “I bet you’re in need of getting some laundry done right about now, aren’t you?” Her brow hooks high into her forehead, and for the life of me I cannot read this girl.

      Is she propositioning me?

      “Do you need to do laundry?” I cock my head to the side and hold my breath in anticipation. “Do you want me to do your laundry?” I just went there. God knows I’d like a do-over in that arena. I selfishly took care of my fluffed and folded needs yesterday and left hers hanging out to dry.

      “I don’t know if you can handle my laundry.” She widens those powerful eyes like she’s casting a spell. “I’m not in it for a simple spin cycle. I need someone to handle my delicates until they come just right.”

      And there it is. Lucky Madden is laying out her sexual grievances, and for whatever reason, this makes me want her ten times more. She didn’t finish. I was greedy and took care of my own needs, and she’s not letting me off the hook. Oddly, I love it.

      “Oh, look, there’s Eli.” She gives a little wave his way, but he’s too busy chatting it up with his prospect for the evening. “Maybe he’s up for a little tumble dry later tonight?”

      “You’re messing with me.” There. I called her on her bullshit. Someone has to. Lucky thinks life is one big head game. I should know. I’ve driven down the same lane for the past two decades of my life.

      “Why would I be messing with you?” A crowd of people muscle by, and Lucky lands pressed to my chest, her face blushing like a rose as she’s forced to look straight up at me. My heart thumps once out of rhythm. Lucky Madden is beautiful in a mean, knife-your-balls-off-with-one-dirty-look kind of way. My breathing picks up, and my muscles start to shake because every last part of me demands I wrap myself around this girl.

      My hand finds its way to her lower back, and I don’t hesitate pressing in.

      “Eli’s busy tonight. You’ll have to find someone else to entertain you.”

      She wrinkles her nose as if this actually vexed her, and a spear of jealousy runs through me. What the hell was that? I don’t want Lucky to myself, do I? I’m unattached until grad school and beyond, right? My throat grows parched, and I swallow hard.

      “Someone like who?” Her hands press against my chest as if she’s about to launch me backward.

      And just like that, I give. The tension rod that’s been holding me together since the time my mother left snaps in two, and I can breathe again, first time in years.

      “Someone like me.” I take up her hands with mine and interlace our fingers. Lucky’s features elongate with either horror or surprise—I’m hoping it’s the latter. “Let’s get out of here. I want to show you something.”

      I weave us out through the tangle of bodies, straight to the front door, down to the sidewalk, and keep heading north at a decent clip until the sounds of the party, the music become dimly muted.

      “Are you kidnapping me?” She skips and laughs as if approving of the abduction.

      “No, you’re free to leave if you want, but fair warning. You’ll miss one of the best kept secrets on The Row if you do.” We head across the street and in through a forest of pines. It takes a brisk five-minute walk in almost pure darkness until we hit our destination.

      “I swear, if you put on a clown mask and start chasing me around this den of horrors, I will go ape on your ass.”

      “I love a good threat when it’s from the right girl.” I take a step on the overgrown root of an old oak tree. It’s so gnarled and behemoth it takes up half the forest in girth, width, and height—and amidst its many branches, not too high up, is the ideal spot to sit and nest a while.

      I give her a hand, and she takes it.

      “Oh my God!” She gasps with what I’m hoping is excitement. “Are we climbing a tree? How did you know this is like my favorite thing to do ever?”

      “Because I read minds.” I help Lucky up several feet before catching up to her. “By the way, you have a particularly dirty mind. You should really see about bleaching it out for the sake of your pristine morality.”

      “Funny,” she says it flat as if it’s anything but. “You’re the morally bankrupt one, remember?”

      “Why is that?” I ask, helping us up another level until we’re high enough to where the fireflies greet us.

      Lucky expels a sigh as deep and wide as the ocean. “Dear God, it’s magical.”

      “I’m glad you think so. But if you stop staring at my crotch for a moment and look around, you’ll see a bunch of fireflies. They’re pretty cool, too.”

      She swats me over the thigh in lieu of a response, and I pull her next to me on a branch as thick as a field bench and wrap an arm around her waist.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. I gotta hold you for the duration of this ride. If you get dizzy, don’t look down.”

      “I prefer up.” She leans into me and wraps her arms around my chest. “And I volunteer to be your seatbelt, sweetheart. But just know if I take a tumble, I’m taking you with me.”

      The breeze picks up and swirls her signature floral scent around the two of us, and I can’t help but dig my face into her neck a moment.

      “You smell good. I’ll fall with you anytime.”

      She laughs, and her body trembles over mine. “I’m not sure if telling a girl she smells, even if you mean it in a nice way, is ever a good thing.”

      “You still my wingman?”

      “Wingwoman.”

      “How are we doing on our hook-up rate?”

      “Misty Richards slept with Tom Hilden. I know Courtney is still dating Don. I think we’re doing pretty good.”

      “And don’t forget Emily and Freddy. They’re practically on their way to forever.”

      “Half that middle school is on their way to forever no thanks to us.” She holds up her hand, and I connect with a high five. Her entire face lights up with the blush of the moon. “But seriously, we practically groomed Emily and Freddy for their wedding. They’ll have to name their kids after us—little Lawson and little Lucky.”

      “Lawson and Lucky,” I repeat. “It has a nice ring to it.” I give her ribs a squeeze without meaning to. Crap. It’s like I’m gunning for her to admit we fit. It’s desperate, and it pisses me off that I’m coming across that way.

      “I guess it does.” She glances up at me, the shadow of her lashes elongate over her face. “This place is amazing.” She looks around and a firefly swoops in, and she does her best to catch it. “I bet you bring all the girls here—the kissing tree.”

      “I haven’t brought any girl here except for you. And it’s called the tree of secrets. You have to tell the one you’re with your deepest, darkest secret and vice versa. Then make a wish, and it’s bound to come true.”

      “Tree of secrets, huh?” She sounds doubtful. Lucky Madden doesn’t seem to believe a word that comes from my lips, and I’m not sure she should. I’ve never fed her any bull, but for some reason, whatever this is between us feels like a cheap impersonation of who we really want to be, who we really are. “I’ll bite. You go first.”

      “Okay.” I tip my head back, and the quarter moon seems to spin above my head like a thumbnail. “Back in high school, I had a girlfriend—nine months—her name was Anna. One day, out of the blue, she said she needed space. It hit me pretty hard. I thought we were solid. I had just bought her a bracelet for her birthday, and we had already rounded out all the bases—exchanged the L word like a couple of idiots. Anyway, she cut me loose. Two days later, she was with Sean Culp—biggest dick on the basketball team. My own fucking teammate.” I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment as if trying to expunge the memory I just vomited up unwarranted. I could have told her anything else, a work of fiction, and here I’m pulling the truth straight from the bottom drawer of my mind.

      “I’m really sorry, Lawson. That’s terrible.” Her arm cinches tight around me as if consoling me. “But if it makes you feel better, I think she’s a total bitch. In hindsight, she probably did you a favor.”

      “You’re right. And it actually gets better. No sooner do I get home from school the day she cut me than my dad announces he’s met the love of his life. For a second I expected to see Anna standing next to him. Thankfully, it was Lynette, his now-wife, but in the back of my mind I thought the worst. My parents didn’t last. Anna and I didn’t last. I didn’t think my dad’s new relationship would last either—I guess the jury is still out on that one. It was around the time my sister, Sabrina, stole Scarlett’s boyfriend, and I had come to the conclusion true love, at least in the romantic sense, was pretty much a joke.”

      “Do you still feel that way?” Lucky reaches up and gently scratches the scruffy three-day shadow on my cheek.

      The moon kisses her eyes. They illuminate a deep shade of midnight, and like a heartbeat they pulsate all on their own. Lucky Madden has stolen a part of me that I’m afraid I can never get back. I’m not sure I want it back.

      “I don’t know if I still feel that way.” I’m confused as hell, and for the life of me, I want an answer from myself. “I don’t want to.” There. That’s as honest as it gets. I want to believe in love and all of its trappings of forever. I think with someone like Lucky this might be a good thing. I wouldn’t have to get worked up over the fact she’s with someone else. She’d be with me. Lucky and I fit. We’re matching ends of a sour stick, and something about that ridiculous thought brings a goofy grin to my face.

      “You’re up at bat.” The wind picks up, and I scoot her in closer to me, her body heating against my own to create our own little furnace.

      A heavy sigh expels from her chest. “I do have a secret. Nobody knows this—nobody living, anyway.”

      My body thunders with the erratic ticking of my heart. A boulder of anxiety lands over my shoulders at the thought of what this might involve, considering people who are aware of it have already crossed the great spiritual divide.

      “I had a sister named Jade.”

      Had. Right there my heart breaks.

      Lucky sniffs into the air before continuing. “She was my twin, and she was born first. She died, and I lived. I don’t know anything else other than that. I don’t know what killed her. I don’t know if we were identical or fraternal. All I know is that my mother confessed this to me when I was five and said it was our secret. She said her name was Jade.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I wrap both arms around her and bury a kiss over the top of her head and linger. A swell of tears crops up, and I blink them back. “You’re pretty close with your brother, right?”

      “More or less. Someday I’d like to be closer.” She gives my waist a firm squeeze, and something about having her arms wrapped around me makes me feel as if I’m home. I almost want to laugh, but it’s true. There’s something comfortable about Lucky, something that I’ve been craving all along and didn’t realize. “Right now, Jet is trying so hard to protect me, provide for me—he actually has the ability to drown me in his affection. I know for a fact he’d feel the same about Jade if she were here. He would probably blame himself for her death. Jet took on a lot after my dad died, but once we lost our mother, he went into parental overdrive. He sort of became both father and mother. He’s pretty good at it, too.”

      “That’s a pretty heavy secret to carry around all on your own,” I whisper the words over her temple and feel the warmth from her skin on my lips.

      Lucky looks up, her lips spun like a ribbon. “It’s not so heavy anymore now that I’ve shared it with you.”

      A still moment slices by as my eyes lock over hers. Lucky Madden is beautiful, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think that thumping in my chest is the heart she just kick-started.

      “I’m honored,” I whisper, and mean it.

      “Is this the part where we make a wish?”

      “Yup.” I try to sound casual, but every synapse in my brain fires off, commanding that I lock my lips over hers—and I plan on doing just that. “But in order for it to come true, we need to do this first.” I lean in and cover her lips with mine and linger. She doesn’t throw me over to the ground, so I go for it.

      Lucky’s lips are the softest on the planet, delicious, feathery cushions, and as if that wasn’t enough, her mouth tastes like root beer. A soft moan emits from me as I indulge in the moment. I’ve never been much of a kisser. Never saw it as a singular act I could enjoy, simply a means to an end to get what I really wanted, access to far more lucrative bases. But with Lucky, this is enough. This is enjoyable. A perfect moment.

      A laugh bubbles up her throat, straight into my mouth, and I join her right there, enjoying the hell out of this beautiful girl in my arms, this kiss, this perfect magical moment in time.

      Lucky moves inside my mouth with vigor, with a powerful domination as if this kiss had become her mission in life. I know it’s mine. This kiss, this girl has become my mission, my goal, my destiny. All of those old eroded ideals of love and its ill-conceived notions have just gone out the proverbial window. Anna wasn’t my destiny. None of those one-night stands meant more to me than a bodily function—but this angel, this spitfire—Lucky Madden has put the shine back on that four-letter word, on the concept of forever. Lucky shines like a sparkler against the dim canvas of my life. She’s lit up my world, my life, my heart. There are moments in your life that leave you with perfect clarity, and right now one thing is very clear. Lucky Madden is the girl for me.

      [image: ]

      The next morning, I rouse to life just after two in the afternoon. Lucky and I spent hours in that old oak tree making out, making all of my dreams, all of my wishes come true. A dull smile springs to my lips before my lids have the chance to crack open. It’s finally happened. I’ve taken a big bite out of that forbidden apple—been struck with that fabled arrow straight through my heart. I’ve never felt this way before—not with Anna, for sure not with any of the other girls I’ve been with. I didn’t know this level of happiness, of wanting, of aching need was possible. And it wouldn’t be if it weren’t for Lucky. She’s it. There will never be another girl for me. Lucky Madden is my once in a lifetime. There’s no way I’m going to let her slip away. I’m not losing Lucky to Eli Gates or any other douche who tries to get in my way. Lucky and I are excellent at matchmaking, and that’s exactly why we’ve ended up together—whether we were willing to admit it or not in the beginning, we’re the perfect match. You can’t deny this. This is more than some primal infatuation—far more intimate than like. This is love. It is. I love Lucky Madden. I love her.

      I groan into my mattress. I’m in love? Dammit all to hell.

      A laugh gurgles from me. It’s true. I can’t see straight—don’t want to. I never want to go back to the way things were. And I pray to God that Lucky feels the exact same way about me.

      I pluck my phone off the floor to text her good morning—good afternoon, and ask her if she wants to hang out—get some food, get back in that tree, in the laundry room, anything. On second thought, the laundry room is off the table. The next time I’m with her needs to be special, somewhere private where I can enjoy the taste of her skin, drink down her mouth like the most exotic wine.

      I’ll take her to Lake Avalanche. We can make every square inch of that place our own. And after that, I want to take her home. Take her to meet my dad and Lynette once again, only this time as my girlfriend. I want to reintroduce her to Knox and Trixy that way, to my sisters, to Rex.

      Holy crap. I sit up on my elbows as Jet and his fierce mug runs through my mind. He’s going to shit a brick and then cram said brick down my throat.

      My phone buzzes in my hand, and I flip it around, only to find Jet’s name staring back at me and I flinch. Damn. There’s no denying the dude is psychic, psycho, and all of the above.

      Meet me down at Think Ink if you can. I’ll be here until four.

      I frown into the phone. As much as I don’t want anything to do with Jet Madden, we need to find a way to coexist if I want Lucky in my life. The first step in that awkward direction will be meeting up with him. I have no clue what I’m about to say, but I’m sure it’ll come to me—and then I’m sure his fist will come to me as well.

      At exactly three thirty, I shower and shave, put on my cleanest, least douchiest clothes I own, and head down to Think Ink with five minutes to spare from the deadline he gave. The smaller the window to deal with Jet, the better.

      Think Ink sits in the center of the armpit of downtown Jepson. There’s a strip club across the street, The Dungeon, and I can’t help but feel as if I’m about to head into a dungeon myself.

      The first thing I note before I ever walk through the door is a particularly bright illumination that seems to be taking over the place. The second and far more important thing I note is the shining jewel that stole my heart.

      “Of all the Luck!” A grin takes over my face as I head her way with a spring in my step.

      Lucky bubbles with laughter and comes around the counter with her arms held wide, a mile-wide smile of her own on her face.

      And just as I’m about to dive over to her with all of my affection, Jet comes out with a cameraman by his side, a sound man holding a boom stick, and two burly women carrying glorified lamps on a stick.

      “He’ll have to sign a release,” someone murmurs from behind.

      Jet growls over at me as Lucky slips my way, her tits bouncing side to side like a metronome. One more second and Lucky is going to stick her landing, and just like that, I take a careful step out of her way.

      Shit.

      “Hey, kiddo.” I slap her five and mock shoot her like a grade A asshole. “How’s my little buddy?” Little buddy?

      Lucky opens her mouth and hacks out a partial laugh, but that look on her face lets me know she’s indignant.

      Jet slaps me over the back. “You better not be shitting me. You’re not into my baby sister, are you?” He sounds playful enough, but there’s a growl layered just underneath that spells out a broken leg or two.

      Lucky lifts her chin as if daring me to tell the truth. But my gut clenches and I can’t stand the fact that I’m about to tell her how I feel in this environment in front of strangers and her menace of a brother.

      “Nope.” I look right at her as if I can’t break my spell. “Not the least. We’re just friends and hardly that. She’s got thorns and horns, and I’m not looking to get chewed up and spit out.” Look at me, Lucky. You know I don’t mean it. This is our thing. We throw barbs at each other for the hell of it.

      Lucky’s brows rise. Her fists spike into her hips. Her expression is wild and erratic, and now I’m in for it. Lucky has gone through a lot in her life. She’s dealt with enough rejection for me to know that she doesn’t need another ounce of it—especially not coming from me. I should have bucked up. Taken that tackle hug—and the inevitable sucker punch from her brother like a man, but that camera, that demonic look on Jet’s face… Truth be told, the dude can’t handle it. I’ve got to figure out a way to break it to him gently. I am no longer the man for the job he’s paying me to do.

      Jet slaps me five, hard and stinging, and pulls me in, pointing to my face while looking into the camera. “This right here is my boy.” My bitch. That’s the version I heard. “Come on in the back.” He glances over to Lucky. “Man the fort, would you? We’ve got business to conduct.”

      Shit. Please, God, don’t let him open that pie trap and spill all of the rotten beans for Lucky to slip and break her heart on. Even if she’s not as into me as I am her, just hearing that I was paid to keep idiots away from her might set off the bomb that is Lucky Madden.

      Jet speeds us to the back, to the exact room where this tatted up beast, who looks as if he’s weight trained in prison, once held my Johnson in the palm of his hand. I’m still sick when I think about it.

      “Take a seat,” he orders and I comply, sitting on the edge of the very same table I was on a few weeks back. Swear to God, if he goes for my buckle, I’m going to start throwing punches.

      “How are things going with...” He nods toward the door at what I’m assuming is Lucky.

      “Great.” I give a nervous glance to the camera with its ominous red light, letting me know our every move is being recorded for posterity—for who and what I have no idea.

      “Good.” He slaps me five, and I feel a wad of cash getting passed to me in a discreet manner, as discreet as one can get with a floodlight and four witnesses in your face. “Let’s keep up the good work.” He wraps a hand over my shoulder and turns to face the cameras. “This guy is my right-hand man. He takes care of the things I can’t. Making sure my greatest treasure stays protected.” He pulls me in and turns us seemingly out of range of the watchful eye of the camera. “She’s chirping out there. Something is up. That girl is never this happy. Hell, she’s not happy. It’s not her style. Get to the bottom of this. I want this idiot who’s plastered that smile on her face brought to his knees. Get him out of her face, would you?”

      Nice. Jet Madden might just be the only brother on the planet who would rather his sister wallow in misery. He’s a real piece of work.

      I glance back at the camera and smirk. Reality TV. Nothing real is happening here today. “You bet, boss.” I shake his hand, my dead stare needling into his. I’m pissed that he chose to do this in front of a questionable viewing public. It’s not fair to Lucky, and it’s not fair to me.

      I head back out to the front, and I’m met with Daisy instead of Lucky.

      “Where did she go?”

      Daisy shakes her head just barely as if she’s not willing to say a word, especially around her beefed-up boyfriend.

      “Lucky had a test to study for.” Her affect brightens once the camera shines its day-glow light in her face.

      “Got it.” My heart sinks because I do have it. My little two-step away from Lucky hurt her, and all because I didn’t want to take Jet down on camera.

      I head for the exit, and Jet calls my name.

      “Next Saturday night!” he calls after me. “Be here for the taping of the finale. We’re throwing a party. Free food. It’s just friends and family.”

      Lucky is Jet’s family.

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      No sooner do I jump into my truck than I text Lucky. Where are you?

      I wait and I wait, but Lucky doesn’t text back.

      It kills me that I might have hurt her with a slight I never meant. I need to talk to her, to Jet.

      I need to return every wadded up bill that he’s ever shoved my way and set him straight on the fact Lucky isn’t someone he can keep in his emotional lair forever.

      I’m going to tell him that I love her.

      But first—I need to tell Lucky.
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      I can count on one hand the times I’ve poured my heart out and told my truths and still had four fingers left over. The night I tore open the wound my mother inadvertently inflicted and let Jade fly out of my mouth like a sparrow racing to the moon was one of them. I bared the deepest part of my soul to Lawson Kent of all people. I gifted Lawson Kent that most precious part of me, my virginity. What the hell has gotten into me? There was a brief moment of insanity that I thought we could have something, that we were building something real, but that was quickly shattered when he all but sidestepped from my affection like I had the plague. I get it. I simply overreacted. I accidentally put on Ava’s rose-colored glasses and let myself get caught up in the firefly, low hanging moon, arms wrapped around one another for dear life, soul melting kisses moment. Lawson Kent is just a player—plain and simple. And it’s time to face the lose-your-virginity-against-the-laundry-room-wall music. I’ve been played.

      Monday, I trek out to Hollow Brook Middle School all by my lonesome. When Lawson tries to trap me in the parking lot afterward, I make up some lame excuse about having bad cramps. By Wednesday, he catches on and we don’t bother acknowledging one another once our burrito-based missionary work wraps up. He sends a flood of text messages, and I have Ava delete them from my phone before I ever read them. I may be an idiot in many ways, but I adamantly cling to the axiom fool me once shame on you, fool me twice and I’ll send you to hell with two bloody broken legs. Try hobbling down the court with double thigh high casts, buddy.

      As it stands, the last game of the season is tonight, and Ava and Harper have somehow talked me into going. They reasoned the longer I stay out of his airspace the more power I’ll give him. The sooner he sees me out and about getting my groove back, the sooner he’ll realize I’m not soaking my pillow with tears—I might be, but it’s none of his business. I’ll finally prove to Lawson that, yes, I am just as cold as he is. The only thing we have in common is the fact we have barbed wire wrapped around our hearts. We are one in the same, and yet we repel because that’s what loners do. We crave our space like others crave oxygen.

      The Mustang Dome is packed with a bevy of heavily made up, heavily perfumed girls, all donning five-inch FMs and short little skirts, you would think that a speed-dating event were taking place upon the final buzzer. It’s true in a way. It’s a well-known accepted and appreciated fact that the boys who run the ball in the name of all things Whitney Briggs are the hottest, the brightest, and the best. The basketball team at WB is smoking, and that in a nutshell is what has turned every filly in the student population into a bona fide jersey chaser—sans me, of course. With the exception that I happen to be lying to the one person who doesn’t buy my bull at the moment—me.

      Daisy and Jet are here cheering on Grant, and oddly, I think Jet seems to be cheering on Lawson, too. It’s understandable, I guess. Rex is Jet’s good friend, and Lawson is sort of related in that respect. Piper and Owen are here along with Scarlett and Rex himself.

      I guess it’s a good thing Lawson and I aren’t a thing. It would have been a minefield to navigate what with all the commingling of friends and relations, and the fact Jet would rather crush every bone in Lawson’s body than let him get down and dirty against a wall with me.

      Eli is sitting with Knox and his girlfriend, Janelle, while Trixy sits with Ava and me. Harper, however, has sequestered herself next to Justin, who oddly is sitting so close to Knox’s girlfriend that their thighs are melding together. Can you say awkward and rude? I mean, Janelle is a stunner. Harper must not have too much of a problem with it because I’ve seen her look over about fifty times to witness the fusing of anatomical parts and hasn’t uttered a single word. Instead, she keeps lashing her tongue over the side of his face as if he were a salt lick. Disgusting if you ask me. Come to think of it, everything about Justin in general disgusts me.

      The idea of love disgusts me. The idea that I dove headfirst into that dry swimming pool and landed my already cracked heart into a certain paralysis disgusts me. I don’t know what I was thinking. I drank the Kent Kool-Aid and ended up mortally wounding the one thing I worked so hard to protect. It sucks. And what sucks just a little more than that is the fact watching Lawson Kent chase the ball up and down the court makes me realize one very horrific thing. I crave something other than my personal space, more than oxygen—I crave Lawson Kent himself.

      The final buzzer sounds, and the Mustang Dome explodes in roaring cheers as the home team delivers one spectacular victory. Every last one of us jumps to our feet. The crowd thunders so loud, I half-expect the top to blow right off this hard-boiled egg of a structure.

      Eli picks me up and spins me. “Yes!” he howls so loud, he takes out my left eardrum, and just as I land on solid ground once again, I spot Lawson standing still, his expression stoic as he watches us. And the ovulating cherry on top? There seems to be a veiled look of sadness in his eyes. One can only dream.

      I swat Eli’s cheek with a wet one as if doling out a punishment.

      Eli grunts and howls, still high off the victory before securing his hands over my cheeks and reciprocating with a longer, far more lingering kiss right back, smack on my cherry-stained lips.

      Eli hops down the bleachers to the court, still whooping it up as if he won the lottery, and I freeze. My hand flies over my chest as I glance to my brother, but thankfully, Jet is seemingly oblivious as he offers Grant a congratulatory pat on the shoulder. Ava is already down there riding him piggyback. But Lawson—his dead stare is still glued squarely on me. And then just like that, the entire squad of cheerleaders seems to pick a team member to call their own and start in on what appears to be a mass dry humping session.

      “Wow,” I mutter. I’m sure this will make their parents proud. I guess they’re not doling out the big bucks to this overpriced university for nothing. This is a well-rounded education both the cheerleaders and the players will benefit from.

      A blonde cheer-bot eats away Lawson’s face as if she were on bath salts. Her legs are looped high around his waist, and his hands have disappeared under her skirt as they start to topple backward. Yeah, he was ambushed—so fucking what. It’s not exactly as if he’s about to catapult her over his head and shoot her into the basket from the three-point line. Nope. Lawson is holding on for dear life. He’s not fighting it. And why would he? She’s busy sucking his soul right out of his throat, and his hands are still precariously missing. It’s clear the two of them are enjoying the hell out of this.

      “I’m out of here,” I say to no one in particular as I bolt down the stands and out of that beehive of carnal cheerleaders as they perform one final raunchy routine for the night.

      “Lucky!” a female voice shouts from behind, but my feet can’t seem to stop as I continue to race as far away as possible from the pornographic afterglow of a hard won victory. Honest to God, if the cheerleaders were all male and this was the girls’ basketball team, I’m sure there would be at least ten different sexual harassment suits filed by morning. Girls would never let this shit fly. And yet the male species lives on to be accosted by the ponytail brigade another day.

      “Lucky, wait!”

      I glance back to spot a flame of blonde hair whipping through the night, and I pause just shy of Hallowed Grounds. It’s Daisy.

      “Let me buy you some tea.” She nods toward the café, her breathing still erratic from her trek over. “Please.”

      We head inside, and I race straight to the back among the fake foliage in the dark armpit of the establishment.

      Daisy comes over less than two minutes later with two steaming cups.

      “Chamomile. Is that okay?”

      “Yes.” I pull it forward and feel the burn over my palms as it penetrates through the paper cup. “Thank you.” I like the burn. It lets me know I’m still alive.

      She clears her throat. Her glossy lips hit the light, and Daisy glitters like the beauty queen she is. A part of me is thrilled for my brother. She is a stunner and seemingly nice to boot. “I swear on all that is holy, I will not tell Jet a thing about whatever it is that’s got you down.”

      “I’m not down.” I can hardly get the words out without my voice cracking, calling me a liar right to my face. “Okay, maybe I’m down just a little.” A tiny smile breaks through.

      “What’s going on, Lucky?” She reaches over and takes up my hand. Her pearly white nails run circles over the back of it. “It’s about a boy.” She says that last part like a fact—because it is.

      “Okay, so maybe it’s about a boy.” I frown into my tea as I pull it closer, and the steam wafts over my face like a sauna. It feels good, safe to be here with Daisy, away from my friends, the Greeks, away from humans in general.

      “Did he break your heart?”

      A lone tear tumbles down my cheek as I shake my head. “No, not really.” Lies flow like water—they always have. “Okay, he did, but it’s really not his fault.”

      “How in the world is it not his fault? Tell me who he is so I can scratch his horny little eyes out.”

      “No!” I bark, sharp as a whip, and she straightens as if I touched her with a cattle prod. I slump back in my seat and let the dread I’ve felt all afternoon fill me once again. “He couldn’t break my heart because I never gave him the chance. You see, he thinks I’m not that into him. I may have made this clear as crystal. I never came to Briggs expecting to find love.” I shudder as the L word vomits from my lips. “I came looking for a good time. And he was so obnoxious.” I slap my hand over the table as if swatting a miniature version of Lawson under my palm. “It just killed me. He was getting on my last nerve, and I had to put him in his place, and then—” I shake my head in disbelief.

      “And then what?” Daisy’s eyes bug out as if I’m about to confess to a body count.

      “And then we were together all the time, and I kind of liked it.”  I shake my head again, truly bewildered by the confession. “God, how could I not see this coming?” Lawson Kent barreled at me like a heart-shaped freight train, and now here I am trying to assess the damage.

      “Lucky,” Daisy coos as if this were some candy-coated life event. “You have real feelings for this boy.”

      “I guess I do.” More tears come to the party, and now I’m just blubbering into my tea with a woman I thought I hated just a few weeks back. And here Daisy is being the big sister, the mother that I’ve craved for so long. “I think”—a hiccup gets lodged in my throat—“I think I love him.”

      There. A stone has been dislodged from somewhere deep in my heart, and I feel lighter than air. For the first time, in as long as I can remember, I can breathe, and dare I say smile.

      “You love him.” Daisy leans in as hard, with tears of her own pooling in her eyes. “So, what’s going on? Is he seeing someone else? Is he emotionally unavailable?”

      “No. It’s just like I said. He thinks I’m the last person who would want anything to do with him.”

      Daisy’s expression hardens. “You need to tell him how you feel.”

      A dull laugh rumbles through me. “Right. I can’t do that. I might as well strip naked and run through the quad. What if he drives a stake right through my heart? I couldn’t take it.”

      “What if he doesn’t? What if he feels the exact same way about you, and the two of you are so busy trying to annoy one another you never reach your full potential?”

      “You think so?” Hope rockets through me as my adrenaline kicks in. “You think he could actually want something with someone like me?”

      Daisy inches back in her seat as if I were about to deck her. “What do you mean someone like you?” Her eyes ride over me up and down. “Oh my dear God, Lucky Madden, have you seen yourself in the mirror? You are knock-out, drag-down gorgeous. If that boy doesn’t want a bite out of your apple, then he doesn’t have his head screwed on straight.”

      “What about the inside?” I whisper as if my rotting heart might hear. “I’m a little rough around the edges.”

      Daisy wrinkles her nose. “Trust me, rough edges can be an asset. In fact, I’d dare say it’s my rough edges that Jet likes best. If this boy wants a nun, he can visit the nearest convent. I meant that in the spiritual sense, not the virginal.” She’s quick to admonish. “You’ve got spunk. The reason that boy has been hanging out with you is because he likes your sparkle.” She tilts her head and freezes. “Do I know this boy?”

      Here it is, another opportunity for a greasy little half-truth. I practically specialize in them, so I don’t know why I’m hesitating. All I have to say is no. Conversation over.

      “Yes.” My cheeks pinch with heat.

      Daisy slaps her hand over the table as if she were swatting a fly. “Is it?”

      “It is.” My shoulders hike to my ears as I slide down my seat. “The boy I’m in love with is Lawson Kent.”

      Her jaw falls slack. “I called it.”

      “Do me a favor and don’t shout it from the rooftops just yet. I guess I should let him know how I feel. I’ve never done this before. If you tell me it’s easy, I’ll deck you.” I’m only half-kidding.

      “It’s not easy, but once that boy falls to your feet, it will be well worth it. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

      “What about Jet? Has Jet seen it? What kind of business does he have with him anyway?”

      Daisy presses her fingers to her lips. “You know—um, I’m not quite sure.” Her face burns bright as a bonfire. Daisy has more than a clue. She’s just not willing to cough up the answer.

      “That’s okay. You don’t have to tell me,” I assure her. “Because it works both ways, right? You don’t tell me his secret, and you don’t tell him mine.”

      “I will never tell.” She shakes her head, emphatic.

      “Pinkie swear?” I hold out my most delicate digit, and we shake on it.

      “Pinkie swear.”

      “I’d better go.” I scoot to the edge of my seat. “One more thing.” I clasp her hand, and Daisy bites down over her lip as if overcome with emotion. “I’m happy that Jet found someone to share his life with. And I’m very happy it’s you.”

      I pull her into a hard embrace. I bury my face in her sugary hair and take in the fullness of her affection. For so long I’ve been a closed door, walled off from the rest of the world. I’m ready to climb down from my ivory tower. I’m ready to bring the memory of my sister with me and to tell Jet what little I know about her.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow night at the shop.” I wipe the tears from my eyes.

      “Yes!” Her eyes spin like pinwheels. “Tomorrow night for the grand finale of Jet’s show. Dress your best. It’s going to be a blast!” We head out and go our separate ways with a wave.

      It feels as if another chain has been broken now that Daisy and I are where we’re supposed to be—where I know that Jet has wanted us to be all along.

      I head back to Cutler Tower, lighter, freer, happier—and in love.
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      After the all-out orgy I witnessed after the game, I chose to forgo any parties on The Row or otherwise. Instead, after my pep talk with Daisy, I head back to Cutler Tower and think deeply about what I told her—and ironically what I told myself for the very first time.

      Come Saturday, the night of Jet’s big finale shindig, I primp in front of the mirror, switching outfits a dozen times until I settle on a little black dress and five-inch heels. Who knows? Maybe next week during my very first collegiate spring break I’ll actually have a boy toy of my own to contend with.

      “When all else fails, go classic,” Ava muses. “Lawson won’t know what hit him.”

      “Here’s hoping.” I do a little twirl in the mirror. Late last night when Ava stumbled in from her private after party with Grant, I may have told her everything—oh, hell, I spilled. Ava gifts me a kiss on the cheek as I speed out the door. “I’ll see you down at Think Ink!”

      

      There’s a mixer at the Black Bear tonight, and Ava and I are headed straight there after my brother’s event. A part of me just wants to fast-forward to the part where I corner Lawson Kent and spill every last one of my feelings. My adrenaline soars just thinking about it, and passing out feels like a very real option.

      “Don’t be late,” I sing as I make my way out the door. “I know Jet will love having both you and Grant there tonight. Daisy has invited half the planet.” I practically skip all the way to my truck at the litany of awesome this night has laid out in front of me.

      Think Ink is lit up like a jewel on this early springtime eve. The moon is a sliver in the sky, and even the stars seem to be spraying out their glory over my brother’s entrepreneurial start-up. I’m so proud of him. I’m just brimming.

      Inside is lined with bodies, lit up like a football stadium, and instead of the usual stray electronic eye following us around for the documentary, I count three cameras in the front of the shop alone. It seems as if every human coloring book that Jet has worked on has shown up to pay homage to my brother. And just as I’m about to do a sweep of the vicinity for the man of the house, I spot Daisy chatting it up with Piper and Scarlett—and just like that, my feet plant themselves into the floorboards. It never occurred to me that if Daisy told Scarlett, Lawson would be the next one up in that little game of telephone gone wrong.

      “Lucky!” Daisy waves me over, and I hesitate.

      A pair of arms wraps themselves around me from behind, strong male arms and a momentary panic sets in—God, is Lawson here? He can’t be here. I can’t tell anyone of the male persuasion I love them within twenty feet of my brother.

      I glance up to see Jet with his ear-to-ear grin. “Oh, hey.” I deflate for a moment, and yet I’m flooded with relief. “Great party. It looks like the entire town showed up. You sure you need me here?” I bite down over my lip as I cast a nervous glance to Scarlett. What in God’s name possessed me to spill my soul to Daisy last night? Couldn’t I have waited just one more day until after I told Lawson himself how I felt? Although, speaking to Daisy was most definitely the catalyst for me to realize my own feelings—but still—I can’t help but feel I’m about to be outted in the very worst way.

      Jet leans in. He looks twice as huge, his muscles bulging with fury as if they were drawn in like cartoons. The artwork all over his arms is on display tonight with that wife beater he’s donned just for the occasion.

      “I know your secret.” The grin slides right off his face. “Daisy told me everything when she got back last night.”

      “Holy hell.” I start to take off in the blonde ditz’s direction, and Jet reels me back.

      “Don’t freak out. It’s not a big deal.” Jet gives a nervous glance around as a camera stalks us from a distance.

      “It’s not a big deal?” I blink in disbelief. All of my life anything that remotely concerned me has been a very big deal. Maybe having Daisy in his life has really mellowed him out. “So you’re not going to freak out if—” I grapple, looking for just the right words a moment.

      “If you ask me to redo your tattoo?” He pulls my arm up and flips it around until that disaster etched over my flesh is exposed. “Of course, I’m going to fix this for you. Why would you ever be worried that I was upset?”

      My entire body relaxes all at once. Daisy covered for me. I glance over and offer a guilty smile her way, and she gives a wink and wave right back. A part of me demands I mouth I’m sorry for the mental tirade I just undertook. Daisy is a good person, and I never want to jump to the wrong conclusion again.

      “Yes, you can fix it for me.” I pull my brother into a heartfelt hug. “Now, go out there and mingle with your adoring public. I’ll man the fort.” I give a little wink as I head behind the counter.

      No sooner does a half hour pass than Ava and Grant squeeze through the door. Ava is gorgeous with that lion’s mane of hair of hers stealing the show, and, of course, Grant looks dapper and handsome as hell in his button-down shirt and dark inky jeans. And just as I’m about to lunge in their direction, I spot another dapper, handsome as hell young stud in a button-down shirt and jeans that hug that rock-hard ass in all the right places.

      A breath gets locked in my throat, and I freeze. My head pulsates right along with my heart, and my adrenaline kicks in—it’s fight-or-flight.

      Lawson Kent is here. The last person I expected to see, and the very person I was looking for. I could spend a small eternity just trying to number all of the ironies that plague us, but this one right here just might do us in.

      The three of them head in my direction.

      Perfect. I can’t ignore him.

      I certainly can’t tell him how I feel—that I love him—not with both Jet and a half dozen cameramen running around on the loose.

      No, this is not going to end well.

      One thing I know for certain, a disaster is headed in my direction.

      Lawson Kent has stolen my heart, and if I’d like to keep both his heart and his body intact around my rabid older brother, I’ll have to pretend that I’m not the least bit interested.

      Back to square one.
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      Lucky Madden is a work of living, breathing beauty in its truest form. I think it’s fitting that I let her know just that—just how deeply I feel for her right in the very place I’ve wounded her. I swear on all that is holy, if she comes in for a hug, she’s getting one back this time. If she comes in for a kiss, I’m kissing right back, and I won’t be the first to stop. But judging by that highly pissed expression, something has Lucky irritated right about now, and I’d venture to guess it’s me.

      “What’s up?” Jet appears with Rex by his side, and I spot Scarlett and Daisy across the room.

      Grant and I give them five as Ava excuses herself and heads over to Lucky.

      Jet pulls Grant and me in by the shoulders. “Load up on the grub. The feast is on the network. I’ve got drinks in the coolers lining the hall. Take what you need, and have a good time.” He pats me on the shoulder. “You have a date?”

      “No, actually”—I glance past him at Lucky, and my mouth contracts as if trying to figure out the truth for itself—“I’m working on it.”

      “Lots of hot chicks, dude.” He pulls me to the side and dips in close. “I’ve got the back room locked off—protecting the equipment from getting tweaked, but if you gotta do what you gotta do, make yourself at home.”

      I pull back and wince at him. Does he honestly think I’m going to find some chick within the next few minutes and bang her in the back? I know Jet was a player before he met Daisy. It’s clear he’s transposing his good old days right onto me. Maybe it’s his guilt shining through for compensating me to keep an eye on his baby sister to begin with.

      On second thought—I think I just found the perfect location to have that one-on-one with Lucky.

      “It’s on, man.” I shake his hand as I dive into the crowd. The food smells good, the entire back of the store is lined with silver chaffing dishes, and in the corner I spot a carving station with prime rib that’s making my mouth melt.

      My appetite may be revved up, but food isn’t that high on the priority list. I push through the crowd, desperate to find Lucky—or Ava for that matter. But with each brunette that turns my way and doesn’t bear those lavender eyes, it guts me. I’m half-afraid Lucky got spooked. Last night about sawed my balls off to see her with Eli. I nearly beat the shit out of him back at the house, but he assured me that kiss was nothing short of Mustang spirit. I told him to shower someone else with school spirit next time. Even if she did strike first, he shouldn’t have taken advantage of the situation. Lucky is pissed at me. And I’m betting, deep down, she’s not exactly sure why. Her walls are so high up not even Lucky herself can scale them—unless of course she’s come to her senses.

      A dull smile rides over my face, and I smack into a familiar redhead and my stepbrother.

      “What’s up?” I glance over the two of them and keep searching for all my wishes to come true in the form of Lucky Madden. And if I am indeed lucky, they will. I can’t wait to tell her how I feel—tell her that she’s been holding my heart all along. And here’s the kicker. I’m delusional enough to hope that she’ll tell me that I’m holding hers, too, that I have been for a while. What I’m feeling is powerful. I could light up all of New York City with the affection coursing through me for that girl.

      “What’s up with you?” Scarlett rustles her fingers through my hair the way she used to when we were growing up, and, coincidentally, it bugs the shit out of me just the way it did back then.

      “Don’t do that. You’re messing it up.” I can’t take my gaze off the crowd. Lucky has been MIA for so long I’m starting to case the exit in the event she’s got an escape plan hatched.

      “What do you care if your hair is messed up?” she teases, jumping up on her tiptoes to further create follicular chaos.

      “He cares because there are chicks around.” Rex reels my sister in with a shit-eating grin. “And if his hair looks like crap, they’ll run the other way. It’s a well-known fact. Isn’t that right?”

      A dull smile pumps from me. “You hit the crap on the head, all right.”

      “So, who is she?” Rex cranes his neck in twelve different directions right alongside of me. I know that if I confess to Rex how I feel about Lucky, it’s the same as telling Jet.

      I glance around and find Ava and Grant huddled against the wall just behind her, their arms are wrapped around one another right here in the open. I happen to know that Owen is here tonight and that he’s finally accepted Grant, so the two of them are free to express themselves in any way they wish. That’s what I want with Lucky. That is, if she wants it, too.

      Then in a moment of startling beauty, Lucky blinks to life in this sea of tangled limbs, brilliant and shining like the brightest star. Her lips expand in what I can only hope is a smile as those nightshade eyes of hers hook to mine.

      “Do we know this girl you’re trying to impress?” Scarlett jumps up, trying to get a handle on what I’m looking at.

      “Yeah, you do.” I temper a laugh because for the first time ever I feel free. “Her name is Lucky Madden.”

      I head in her direction, and my grin widens as I make my way over, but Lucky inches back as if I’ve come to snatch her purse. Turns out, that wasn’t a smile she was sporting for me. It was a smirk.

      “Hey.” I swallow hard just taking her in this close. My entire body shakes, begging for just one touch. “Can we go in the back and talk?”

      Her features darken as she looks past my shoulder, panning the room in what looks like a mild panic.

      Lucky licks her lips with one quick revolution of her tongue, and something about that simple action makes me ache for her ten times harder. “Let’s go.”

      I lead the way to the farthest room in the back and entomb us inside.

      My arms find themselves around her waist, and I bury my face in her wild hair, just taking in the clean sweet scent of the woman I love. Holy hell, I do love her. I love her so much it feels as if my heart is bleeding out on the inside.

      “Lucky.” I pull her in and bear my gaze into hers. “That night in the tree, under the stars, the fireflies, the moon dancing in your eyes—that was magic.”

      She takes a deep breath as if bracing herself for the worst. Moisture builds in her eyes, and she blinks it away, losing her gaze to the wall.

      “Lucky”—I touch my finger to her chin and bring her eyes right back to mine—“I realized that night the feelings I had for you, they were more than I could have hoped for. Lucky—I’m in love with you.” A dull laugh rumbles from my chest, and her eyes widen as if I just sidelined her. “I love it when you’re near me, and it kills me when we’re apart. It kills me to think you might really think I’m an asshole—that you might really be into Eli Gates.” I blink hard at that one. “Most of all, it kills me to think that maybe you won’t feel the same. And I want you to know that whatever it is you feel for me—love, hate, friendship—I’m willing to accept it. I just want to see you happy. I want to see you around, have you in my life in some capacity.” I swallow hard because it hits me that Lucky has never been this quiet in my presence before. Silence cannot be a good fucking sign.

      Her hard glare softens. A tiny smile curves her lips up at the corners, and she breaks out into a bubble brook of laugher.

      “What’s so funny?” At this point it doesn’t really matter because she sliced through the tension with a razor wire, and I’m feeling relaxed right down to my bones.

      “Lawson.” Her lips quiver as she cups my cheeks with her hands. Her eyes swell with tears, and this time they spill over. “I’m in love with you, too.”

      I give a knowing nod into her admission—disappointment swimming rife through my veins. I knew it would have taken a lot. I knew—“What did you say?” I tilt my ear toward her in the event I didn’t hear her right.

      “I said I’m in love, you big goof!” She gives a light slap to my cheek. “That was for dry humping that cheerleader last night. We both know it should have been me.” She slaps the other cheek, markedly harder, but I can’t help but laugh. “And that’s for letting her gnaw on your face like a rat to cheese.”

      “I guess that makes me the cheese.” I pull her in tight and land my lips to the top of her head, and I linger there for a moment. I never want to let go.

      “Lucky for you, I happen to like cheese.” She pulls my face toward hers, and our mouths explode over one another. Lucky and I are all tongues and teeth. Our heavy breathing rivaled by our swiveled hands moving over one another’s bodies at the speed of light.

      Lucky loves me. I can’t breathe or think or see straight. This girl, right here, is all mine. There’s not an Eli Gates, not a Jet Madden, or any one person in the world who is able to stop us.

      We back into the table, and Lucky jumps up and wraps her legs around me, forcing that tight little dress of hers to roll up to her waist. I glance down and catch a glimpse of her black lace panties, and my head tips back as I let out a groan.

      “Come here,” she pants. “It’s time for me to meet Prince Albert.” She pulls my mouth over hers, and her hands work my jeans loose.

      Shit. I’m hard, and there’s only one sure way out of this. We should go. I should take her out the back and run her all the way to Briggs, to The Row, to my bed where she belongs. I can fill her in on how I abdicated the throne before I was ever crowned. But first, I need one quick bite of those sweet, luscious tits I’ve missed so damn much.

      I pull down the top of her dress, and the girls spring out like a couple of happy apples. I bury my face in them, kissing—them in turn, so fucking happy to—

      The door bursts open, and the noise from the party spills inside.

      “Lucky!” a male voice booms like an engine about to combust, and I don’t need to turn around to confirm it’s my worst nightmare—Jet Madden himself.

      “Shit!” Lucky screams so loud, the instruments in the room vibrate like tuning forks. I do my damnedest to stuff myself back into my pants while Lucky backs away from me as if my dick just caught fire. Most likely, Jet is getting the gasoline ready.

      Daisy appears and tries pulling Lucky toward the exit, but Lucky scuttles back and hides behind me. I’d let her in on the fact that I’m most likely not the safest place she could take shelter, but at this moment I want nothing more than to protect her, to protect us.

      I spin around to find Jet with fire in his eyes. The cords of his neck are frozen in time as he bears those fangs at us. Not one but two cameras are narrowly squeezed in the doorway along with a sound stick that lets me know they’re hoping for a show. Rex, Owen, and Grant spill into the room, just as a fist the size of a ham comes swinging my way.

      “You lousy fuck!” Jet snatches me by the shirt and thrashes me against the wall, sending an entire box of metal instruments crashing to the floor, and Lucky screams nonstop. “You little piece of shit!” he roars as he bashes my head into the wall over and over. My instincts tell me to knee him in the balls, but that’s a chick move, and I know that Jet is only trying to protect Lucky. I should take it—let him splatter my brains against the wall. I probably deserve it. Who the hell did I think I was taking advantage of his sister under his roof?

      Rex steps in and tries to pluck him off, and Jet flicks him away like a rag doll.

      Jet pulls me forward with such a thrust, I actually feel my ears pop from the pressure. “I fucking paid you to keep the filth off of her, and here it was you I had to look out for.”

      “What?” Lucky shrieks through tears.

      “That’s right.” Jet shoves his knee into my gut and compresses the air right out of my lungs. Owen jumps on his back, and Grant tries to get between us, but Jet proves unstoppable. “I gave this little shit two solid grand, and he not only took advantage of me—he took advantage of you!” He gives a violent shake to my shirt before launching me backward, and I hit my head with a watermelon-like thump. A warm gush of fluid runs down the back of my neck, and the room spins and sways. I hit the hard floor with a thud.

      Lucky shouts something unintelligible as Grant pulls me toward him.

      “Stay with me, dude. I see blood. Let’s get you out of here.”

      “I don’t do blood.” A heavy wave of nausea envelops me, and, just as I try to sit up, the room flips upside down.

      “Lawson!” Grant barks and gives my cheek a brisk slap. The room bounces in and out, flickering dim as a candle.

      The world fades into a fog of darkness, and I fade right along with it.
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      “You killed him!” I break free from the hold Daisy has on me and start throwing punches at my brother like a monkey on fire.

      “Stop!” Ava gets between us, and I accidentally land a right hook over her eye.

      “Sorry!”

      “Shit!” Grant pulls her over, and I run to where Lawson lies in a quickly growing pool of blood.

      “I’m so sorry, Lawson.” My fingers touch over his forehead, and he’s warm to the touch, clammy.

      Jet kneels next to me with an arm full of towels, carefully lifts Lawson’s head, and places one underneath it.

      Rex and Scarlett fall next to us.

      “Honey?” Scarlett lightly taps her brother over his cheeks. “Wake up, hon. I promise you can sleep later.”

      Lawson gives a groggy moan, his lids fluttering as if he’s ready to rouse, and I’m flooded with relief at the sight.

      “Lawson, it’s me Lucky! Please open your beautiful eyes. I just want to see them one more time.”

      Jet growls over at me, clearly unhappy with the sentiment, but I can give all of zero fucks at the moment. I’m not through with him by a long shot.

      “Don’t you even start.” I grit my teeth up at my brother. “If there’s anything wrong with this boy, I will never forgive you.”

      Jet’s eyes light up like flares. “He’s lucky he’s still breathing.” Jet’s chest pulsates with rage. Most likely at the memory of what he witnessed. I of all people should know that was enough to kill both him and Lawson.

      Owen and Piper make their way over with a bag of ice they place near the top of Lawson’s head as if it might actually do something.

      A cameraman gets in close, and Jet lets out an earthshattering roar. “Everybody out! Especially you. I want all crew, every single soul in this place to go home,” he barks. “Party’s over.” Jet bites down over his bottom lip, and it quivers. His eyes fill with moisture. “I’m sorry, dude. Wake the fuck up. I’m not going to kill you.”

      Scarlett lets out an insolent huff. “Damn right, you’re not going to kill him. You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t sue the shit out of you.” Now it’s Scarlett with a fire brewing in her eyes, and her fury is solely directed at my barbaric big brother and his need to tear people to pieces for the sake of my purity.

      Rex shakes his head at Jet. “He’s not going to do that.”

      Jet sighs so hard his entire body sags. I haven’t seen my brother looking so dejected, but then again, I haven’t witnessed him coming so close to a homicide before.

      “I knew”—my voice shakes as I ready to let my violent ass of a brother have it—“I knew that you were capable of tearing anyone I ever dated limb from limb, but I never thought you’d do it. I thought you’d grow up like Owen!”

      Ava cringes from behind her brother and shakes her head at me as if willing me to stop.

      “But no.” My fingers interlace with Lawson’s, and I cradle his hand in mine. “You really are the primal ape you want everyone to believe you are. And now look. Lawson might never be the same again.” Tears flow freely down my cheeks, and I don’t stop them. I don’t want them to stop. If all I can do about this is cry, then so be it.

      Daisy runs in, leading the way for the paramedics. “We need to clear the room.”

      Bodies file out, but I refuse to leave. Soon Lawson is strapped to a stretcher, hoisted up onto a gurney, and wheeled out to the mouth of a waiting ambulance. The blinking lights, the two police cruisers who accompany it on the street, every last bit of this scene frightens me.

      Scarlett jumps into the back of the ambulance, and just as I’m about to do the same, one of the paramedics carefully moves me back a few steps.

      “Are you family, ma’am?”

      “No, that’s my—” a thousand thoughts sail through my mind—“boyfriend.” I’m not sure if that’s what Lawson is, but I do know he’s more than a friend.

      “You can meet up with us at Hollow Brook General. We’ll get him there safe for you.”

      It all happens so fast. The slamming of the doors, the wailing of the siren as they speed off down the street, the emptiness they leave in their way.

      Jet tries to wrap his arm around me, but I buck him off. “Don’t you touch me. In fact, don’t talk to me either.” I run over to Ava and Grant. “Ava—ride with me. I don’t want to be alone.”

      “You can’t drive.” Grant shakes his head at the idea. “You either come with me, or Ava drives your truck and I’ll meet you there.”

      And that’s what we do. Ava drives my truck as I slink in my seat and sob all the way there.
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      We wait for two solid hours—Jet and all his friends, Ava, Grant, and me. Rush and Eli came down when they heard the news. It’s been a party all right. More like a wake. And among the worrying, the praying, I can’t get those words Jet shouted out of my mind. He paid Lawson to keep an eye on me. Paid him? What was that about? Jet mentioned keeping me away from people. This is insanity. I don’t know who to be angrier with, Jet for making the offer or Lawson for taking it. But for tonight I’m shelving the entire horrible reality. There’s actually a far more horrible reality at hand with Lawson lying in a bed somewhere fighting for his life.

      Finally, Scarlett comes out, and I race over with a strong desire to shake any details I can out of her.

      “He’s going to be fine.” She closes her eyes for a moment. “Thirteen stitches and some heavy drugs took care of it. The CT scan came back perfect. No swelling on the brain.” She blushes when she says it and wipes my cheek dry with her thumb. “He’s asking for you. My family is wrapping up their visit, so you can go back there. The doctors want to keep him overnight for observation, but he’ll be back at school come Monday.”

      “That’s too bad, I guess.” I let out a nervous laugh. “Thank you.” I pull her in and bury my face in her dark crimson locks. I shoot a quick glance to Jet, and he offers me a thumbs-up. I’m so relieved that Lawson is going to live, that he’ll be back home tomorrow, I give Jet a thumbs-up right back.

      It takes less than a minute for me to find the cubicle they’ve sequestered Lawson in. Trixy offers me a quick hug before she takes off with Knox. Lawson’s dad and stepmom leave with apprehensive smiles. I’m sure they’ve heard the entire sordid tale by now. I’m the Lolita who charmed his pants off, only to have her brother bash poor Lawson’s head in.

      And then I see him. There he is. My heart stops. Lawson sits propped up, leaning against an icepack with that crooked grin plastered to his face. His lids hang low, and his eyes are glossy. His face is swollen as if he just ate a beehive, and his left eye is ringed a powder blue quickly turning purple. Lawson looks as if he was hit by a semi, and it frightens me. Jet and that beating he doled out echoes through my mind, and I’m filled with the sudden urge to run very far away from Lawson Kent, if only to keep him safe.

      “Hey.” I give a little wave as I make my way over. “How do you feel?” My lips twitch. My cheeks jump, and it’s all I can do not to enter into an all-out sob. Jet didn’t really do this to him alone. I’m the reason Lawson Kent is banged up and lying in a hospital bed.

      “I was feeling like shit.” He pumps his grin a little wider. “But now that you’re here, I’m feeling a hell of a lot better.” He pulls me down by the cheek and lands a hot kiss to my lips. “Much better.”

      “You sound exhausted. I heard they’re keeping you overnight. Maybe I should go?” My heart creeps up into my throat and twists itself into a pretzel. Try as I might, I can’t get another word out. I want to tell Lawson that I love him. I want to tell Lawson that I would do anything to be with him. Mostly, I want to tell Lawson that I want to keep him safe—to forgive me for what I’m about to do. I lean in and offer him a gentle kiss to the lips, my tears falling over him like the curse they’ve become. In truth, it’s me that’s the curse. I cursed Jade, then my parents, and, tonight, I cursed Lawson. Yes, I did.

      In a morbid way, I belong to Jet, and deep down I know he will never approve of Lawson and me together. Tonight is a prime example of that—a precursor of demented things to come.

      “I’m sorry,” I mouth as a flood of heaviness fills me. A hot river of tears burns a trail of pain down my cheeks.

      And just like that, I leave.

      Lawson Kent and I are over.

      He can keep my heart.

      I don’t need it anymore.
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      The next morning, Ava and Harper sit on the bed across from me with their wordless judgments, their glaring accusations that scream louder and harsher than words ever could.

      “Would you two stop?” I grunt just as my phone goes off once again. Lawson has texted and called a dozen times, but I’m too afraid to have a conversation with him right now. I’m too afraid to have anything to do with him ever again.

      Don’t shut me out.

      That’s his latest, but not his greatest plea by a mile. You didn’t do this to me—now that was a good one. He’s right in theory, but I can’t shake the feeling that yes indeed I did do this to him.

      “Text him back.” Ava’s tone comes off like a threat. “Do it or I’ll steal your phone and do it for you. Grant says you’re killing him.”

      “No, I’m not.” My heart wrenches at the thought. “I’m saving his life.”

      Harper moans at the idea. “You’re not saving anything. You’re ruining things. The way you described what was said in that room before all hell broke loose—that’s every girl’s dream. You’re insane if you let your demented brother rule your life this way. Don’t you see? You’re giving Jet just what he wanted. Now the next time you’re with a guy all he has to do is break a few heads, and he knows you’ll be single by morning. You need to teach him a lesson and stick to your guns. Lawson and you were meant to be together.”

      “We’re not. Trust me. And there won’t be anyone else for me either. I’m doing the entire opposite gender a favor by stepping to the single sidelines—permanently. Jet means well, but I don’t think anybody is going to teach that old rabid dog new tricks. He’s no Owen. I saw the look in my brother’s eyes. He was ready to do prison time for me.” I wince over at Ava because her sister happens to be doing prison time. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize to me.” She stretches her leg out and kicks my foot. “Apologize to Lawson. After the beating that guy took for you last night? He didn’t fight back, Lucky. He was letting Jet do what he had to do, and he took it like a man.”

      “He passed out. One more blow and he could have landed in a coma. He could have died.” I dive my face into my pillow and buck with tears, my hot breath my only comfort. Yes, Lawson is back at Beta house this morning, but he could have just as easily landed in the morgue. I can’t kill another person. I can’t let that weigh on me like this.

      In my mind’s eye, it all plays out, each death directly a result of my unwitting madness, this curse that’s followed me around since my conception. I don’t know what happened to Jade, but I’ve always surmised I had something to do with it. Did I wrap the cord around her neck? Steal all of the oxygen? Knife her heart out with my fingernails? It’s all a possibility. And my father? I’ll never forget the day Jet sat me down and told me that he tripped over toys on the stairs. My slovenly behavior led straight to my father’s broken neck. Then there was my mother—the sweet angel of a woman I adored with all my heart. One day I asked her to slice an apple for me—an apple. She cut her finger, almost down to the bone. She refused to do more than rinse it under the sink. An infection set in, and she went into septic shock. She died in less than a week. Blood poisoning. I had done that to her. In all of these deaths, I was the common denominator. I was the poison.

      A gentle knock comes over the door, and I shake my head at the two of my friends with a not-so veiled death threat in my eyes. Harper smiles and gives me the finger, opening the door wide enough to reveal Daisy and her patchy red face.

      So she’s been crying—so what? She’ll get over it. It’s me who’ll be bawling for the rest of my life.

      She swoops in and sits beside me, patting my back as if attempting to burp me, but I keep my eyes trained on the wall in front of me.

      “Jet sends his love. He’s so sick. Lucky, I’ve never seen him this upset.”

      “I guess that’s what happens when you come this close to committing a homicide.”

      She clucks her tongue. “He’s sick about you, too. He’s convinced himself he’s ruined your relationship.”

      “He has. Both my relationship with him and Lawson are forever lost. I’m not sure Jet and I will ever be close again.” I pull back and look her in the eye. “I know for a fact Lawson and I will never be close again. Jet made sure of that.”

      “Lawson isn’t angry with you.” She’s shaking her head so hard it assures me that Daisy is here to plead both Jet’s and Lawson’s case. “Lawson feels terrible about this. Why don’t you give them both a call? I know it will make everyone involved feel better. Push aside the hurt and anger you feel toward your brother and move on, Lucky. Be happy that Lawson is all right—that Jet has cooled off.”

      “For now.” I spear her with a look. “He’ll go off the rails again soon. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it.” We both know it’s true. Jet is a ticking time bomb just waiting to go off.

      “Lucky”—her voice trembles—“I know you’ll repair your relationship with Jet. It might take time, but this bond you have is too strong to ever be broken. But Lawson? I don’t want to see you push away a good thing just because things went a little haywire.”

      “Haywire?” My eyes enlarge at her belittling slight. “They went far more than haywire, Daisy. They went fucking nuclear. Look, I appreciate all of your good advice. I really do, but, right now, I just want to pack my things and get lost for the next solid week.”

      “Don’t you dare disappear on your brother.” Her eyes are wild with fear. Figures. Daisy knows Jet’s temperament with me just as well as I do. He’s beyond rabid. Jet sank his overprotective teeth into me years ago when our mother died, and he’ll be dead and buried himself before he ever lets go. And even then he’ll probably haunt all of my prospective suitors from the grave.

      Nope, Jet will never change.

      “Tell Jet not to worry.” I swing my legs over the side of the mattress and pull my suitcase out from underneath my bed. “Where I’m going, there isn’t a single thing that can happen to me.”
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      “She wants nothing to do with me.” I push my plate aside as Grant and Rush stare back at me, stone-faced. They followed me over to campus, in the event I mysteriously toppled over, then convinced me to make a left and head to the Black Bear instead. My head feels as if a hammer crashed down over it, and that hammer’s name is Jet Madden. “Dude, you guys can head back. I promise I’m not storming up to her dorm.” That’s a lie, but I know if I try to make a run for it in my weakened state they could easily stop me. That’s the real reason they’re here. I confessed that I was headed over to speak with Lucky face to face, and when they couldn’t talk me out of it, they sat my ass down in this chair and shoved a burger in my face.

      “She just needs space.” Grant’s face pinches with grief as if he knows that’s not entirely true. He’s been keeping a steady dialogue going with Ava, getting minute-by-minute updates on Lucky, and judging by that pained look on his face, it doesn’t bode well for me.

      “She needs me,” I say it so convincingly I almost believe it myself.

      “She doesn’t need you at the moment.” Rush looks pissed, and I can’t tell if it’s because he’s on my side or he’s sticking up for Lucky and the embargo she’s placed on our budding relationship. “Look, if it’s meant to be, she’ll come around. A girl like Lucky doesn’t just gift her virginity to someone and not want anything to do with them. She’s into you. You said so yourself, she said she loved you.”

      “Back the train up.” I glance to Grant, who’s gone pale, his eyes wide as the sky. “Tell me he’s messing with me. Lucky was not a virgin.”

      We were together once—against a fucking wall. That is not in any way, shape, or sexual form that I would hope Lucky lost her virginity. Although her losing it with some other idiot makes my blood boil, there’s no way she would let me rip it away from her like that.

      Grant gives a silent nod before closing his eyes.

      “Shit.” I smack my hand over my forehead, and my head rings out like a gong. “Fuck.” I slap my hand against the table so hard the sound crashes around the bar like a gunshot. “Why the hell would she let me do that?” All of the conversations we had, those heavily innuendo-laced conversations that rotated around how many people we were with. Lucky touted her prowess around as much as I did. She told me several times in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t as pure as the driven snow. “Do you think Ava is making that up?” That singular question is my only desperate attempt to save face. I couldn’t stand to look at myself in the mirror if it were true.

      Grant blinks back, affronted. “Ava doesn’t lie.”

      I swallow hard because it can only mean one thing. “And Lucky does.”

      Rush shakes his head. “Maybe you’re both wrong. Maybe Lucky told Ava she was a virgin until she was with you. She’s not up for yapping about any of the guys she’s been with. Girls don’t exactly wave that banner loud and proud.”

      Grant shakes his head. “Lucky and Ava are tight. They’re not lying about anything to one another. It’s girl code. She probably just told you that she was with other guys so you wouldn’t freak out. Ava says she wanted it with you. She didn’t want you to feel like you had to coddle her.”

      “So”—a dull huff rumbles through me—“she lied about that?”

      Rush offers a pitiful look. “You think she lied about other things?”

      All of the conversations we had shake out before me like an old junk drawer rife with a million receipts, each one with the ink already evaporated.

      “I don’t know. It’s not like she confided in me any deep dark secrets.” Like a slap in the face that night we climbed up the old oak comes to mind. Lucky said she had a sister who died. No way. Nobody makes that up. She was tearful. That was real.

      A heavy hand lands over my shoulder, and I glance up to find that ball of steel that sent my head splitting in two last night.

      “Shit.” I glance across the table, and both Rush and Grant look guilty as hell. Rex probably talked them into it. “All right, what is it?” I push my plate farther away because the next thing I do will be walk right back to the bed I crawled out of.

      “You mind talking for a minute?” Jet’s tone is quiet, docile in fact. It’s all an act, though. And I’m hoping with all my heart there’s not a thing that was an act with Lucky.

      I follow Jet past the bar, into a dark corner that makes this entire scenario feel dreamlike—nightmarish to be exact. I spot Rex and Owen taking a seat at the table with Rush and Grant. Why does this suddenly feel like some friendship intervention? Jet and I were never buddies. Technically, he was my employer, and I was the fool who took a dollar from him.

      “Look, man”—Jet squeezes his eyes shut a moment, a grieved look carves into his features—“I never meant to do that. It’s just—when I saw you with your junk hanging out and your face in her—I lost my mind. I wasn’t myself, dude. I’m sorry.”

      “Are you kidding?” I lean in, running the risk of getting my head bashed in once again. “You were completely yourself. You don’t want anyone to so much as blink at your sister.” I should apologize for disrespecting him that way, but at the moment I’m too hopped up on anger.

      “Dude,” he barks so loud Owen and Rex Stand up. “I get that Lucky is beautiful. Yes, I know that guys are sniffing around. I get it.” His tone is back to hostile, his chest puffed up like a tank. “But you were getting ready to take her in my fucking shop.” He jabs his finger into my chest, hard. “My sister. My shop. You don’t get to fuck people in my shop, dude.” His eyes look backlit with some demonic force that’s about to take over. “You most certainly don’t get to fuck my sister period.”

      “Okay.” I fold my arms across my chest and shrug. “If you’re waiting for some rambling apology, you’re not getting it.”

      A dull laugh pumps through him, and just like that, he softens again. “Not necessary.” He exhales hard while scratching the back of his neck. “Lawson, I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do with you, but I do know that my sister has feelings for you.”

      “So, you’re giving me your blessing?” Both my throbbing head and I are amused by this one-eighty.

      “Yes.” He looks incredulous, and most likely because he was forced to say it out loud.

      “Well, it’s too late.”

      “She’ll come around.” He gives my shoulder a hard tap with that bionic mitt of his, and my head explodes in a vibrating fit of pain.

      A thought comes to me. “I hope so. I’d hate to lose what we had. I know she has a hard time with loss. You know—with what happened to your sister.”

      Jet narrows his gaze. “You mean Ava’s sister? Aubree?”

      “No, your sister. Lucky’s twin that died at birth. I think she said her name was Jade?”

      Jet inches back like I just threatened to knife his balls off with my keys, and my stomach sinks. It’s not true. Lucky has lied about something big, and I’m starting to believe she lied about her virginity, too. Shit. Nothing kills me more than the thought of having done that to her—stripped her of something precious in that barbaric environment. Why the hell would she let me? Didn’t she want that one moment in time to be special? Not that what we had wasn’t special, but it was a romp in nothing short of a landfill. It smelled of old sweat socks and moldy boxers.

      “Dude, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you hit your head.” He gives a little wink before that sober expression makes its way back. “Let’s get you back to your room. You need some serious rest.”

      “Was Lucky ever a loner?” There. I may as well shake the closet and see how many skeletons are about to tumble out.

      “Loner?” He ticks his head to the side, clearly confused. “Lucky was popular in high school. She had boys calling twenty-four seven. I had to kill the landline.”

      I’m stumped. “I don’t get it.” I shake my head at him. “What’s going on? Why would she say those things?” I know I should keep my mouth shut. I know I shouldn’t be processing any of this out loud, but I can’t seem to stop myself. “Did something happen to her to make her believe all this? Is she okay?” God forbid she has a mental health history I know nothing about. I’d do anything to make her better.

      Jet’s eyes darken as if a storm’s just moved in. “Lucky doesn’t have a sister, never did. And I don’t know what other things she’s told you, but she is not a liar.”

      “I think she might be,” I say it low, mostly to myself.

      “Take it back, dude. This is not going to end well.” His leg starts to shake. He taps his foot manically in an effort to keep himself in check.

      “Is your sister a liar, Jet?” I give him a hard shove in the chest, and all four of our boys are front and center, but Jet holds his hand up, letting them know he’s got this.

      “If you want to come at me, then do it. I’m not fighting you, dude. But do not, I repeat do fucking not call my baby sister a liar.”

      “She’s a liar.” It comes out sad, like a fact. In an instant, all the hurt, the pain, the outrage, and rejection I’ve ever felt in my life comes bottle rocketing out of me, and I shove Jet Madden’s burly ass into the wall so hard I would bet he left an impression. “It’s your fucking fault!” My fist connects with his jaw, and I feel a satisfying pop under my knuckles. I pull him in close by the shirt because I need him to hear me. “You and your one-man protection league have her trained to live some undercover life, because if she lives her life out in the open like any normal human being, you come at her and everything around her like a fucking cyclone. She can’t get away from you, so she creates another reality—one that doesn’t include you.” I knock him hard against the wall one more time. “She lets you believe she’s Miss Congeniality while she eats her lunch alone. She makes up a sibling to replace you. She tells me that she’s slept around and lets me take her virginity like some fucking animal.” It occurs to me as I finish rioting those words over his face that perhaps that last piece of information would have served me better as something to ponder on my own.

      “Fuck!” he shouts into my face and scoops me in by the collar.

      Owen plucks me loose, leaving my shirt with a tear from my neck to my armpit.

      Rex jumps in front of Jet and glowers at me. “We’re done here. Owen, you’d better make sure Jet gets home, and think about chaining his front door shut.” He looks to me with a tired blink. “Lawson, you’re coming with me.”
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      It turns out Rex’s great escape plan is to haul me into his truck and drive us up to the Witch’s Cauldron—WB’s first and foremost site for copulation.

      “Swear to God, if you try to put the moves on me, I’ll throat punch you.”

      Rex huffs a quiet laugh. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you’re into your stepsiblings.” I give an obstinate smile his way. “Last time I checked, I qualified.”

      “Sorry, sweetheart, you’ll have to fish in another lake if you want that kind of attention.” He offers that disappointed look my way I’ve seen him give me a time or two. “Look, dude, I know that you don’t care for the fact I’m with your sister. But Scarlett and I are in it to win it. I’m proposing soon. This isn’t going away. So get used to it or hide the hell under a rock because we’re not holding our breath for your approval.”

      The anger that’s been percolating inside me for the last solid year comes bubbling to the top. “It makes me insane to know you’re fucking my sister!” I shout with such a marked aggression the windows vibrate.

      His hands fly up. “Geez. You feel better?” He slumps in his seat, observing me as if waiting for me to finish my tantrum. “Look, I know you think that I’ve stepped in and ruined her life, but I promise you that’s the furthest thing from the truth. Scarlett is special. I thought that long before our parents ever got hitched. She’s my best friend. We’re in love. Are you in love with Lucky?”

      Rex pins me with a dead serious look.

      “Yes.” It comes out inaudible. “I am in love with Lucky.”

      “Do you think you can stop caring about her just because her brother doesn’t approve?”

      His words cut through me like a knife to the gut. “No.” And just like that, Rex Toberman proves his point. “I guess I owe you an apology.” Crap. “I’m sorry, man.” I hold out my fist, and he offers a quick bump.

      “No problem. In all honesty, I think you wouldn’t have approved of me regardless of the fact our parents are together. I get it. There’s just something hardwired in us to want to protect our sisters. Don’t think for a minute that I won’t lose my mind when Trixy starts dating.”

      “You know she’s dating.” I hate to burst his bubble. Trixy is beautiful and has a great personality to boot. Her dance card is filled for the next two years.

      “Seriously dating. She’s having fun right now. Group events. Lots of friends are involved. But when someone comes along and she starts bringing him around, I’m going to keep my eyes open. I don’t want to see her hurt. Just like you don’t want to see Scarlett hurt. Were you this hard on Duncan?”

      Duncan Wormier is the asshole Scarlett dated until Sabrina snatched him for herself. I hate Duncan twice as much for screwing over both of my sisters.

      “No.” It’s true. I never took him seriously. “In a way, I knew he wouldn’t be around for the long haul. I guess I feel differently about you because I know you will.”

      “I will. And I promise you, I will never break your sister’s heart. Feel free to kick my ass if I do.”

      “It will be my pleasure.”

      “I’ll hold you to it.” He starts up the engine and lets the truck idle. “You ready to get back to reality and find that girl so you can work things out?”

      “I’m ready.” We start back down the long winding road that leads back to Hollow Brook. “Hey, Rex? I’m glad you’re in Scarlett’s life. I’m glad you’re in mine, too. I’ve always wanted an older brother.”

      He offers a quiet smile my way. “I’m glad you’re in my life, too. I’m proud to call you my brother.”

      I have Rex drop me off at Cutler Tower, but there’s no sign of Lucky. Ava says she took off for spring break, that she’s safe, but not to expect anything.

      I wait all week, texting, messaging, expecting everything, but I’m met up with silence on the other end.

      Lucky has vanished without a trace, and she’s taken my beating heart right along with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Web of Lies

        

        Lucky

      

    

    
      Fifty-two messages. Fifty-two moments in time that Lawson picked up his phone and tried his hardest to find me, speak with me, get me to return one simple fucking message—his indelicate words, not mine. I’ve had my heart broken before many, many times by many, many people, but Lawson’s heartfelt pleas have crushed me on a cellular level.

      On Friday, after spending nearly a week sequestered in Wyatt James’ guesthouse, I’m feeling ready to conquer the world. Not really, but it’s a rather cheerful battle cry of a cliché and one that exemplifies a feeling that would be great to have. In reality, I’m more or less ready to take a nap on my own bed. No offense to Piper’s brother, but the bed in the guesthouse is a little lumpy. Wyatt’s wife, Marley, is a doll. She kept me in fresh homemade cookies and a steady stream of diet soda. She even popped in one night to watch my favorite rom-com with me. But that good time is over and it’s back to life, back to my not-so-sweet reality.

      “You okay?” Piper pulls slowly into a parking spot in front of Cutler Tower. “You need me to help you up?”

      “No thanks.” I lean over and hug my new friend. “I can see why Daisy likes to keep you around. You’re pretty amazing.”

      “Yeah, well, Daisy may not be speaking to me again when she finds out where you’ve been.”

      As tough as Piper likes to present herself, she’s a marshmallow and a nice one at that.

      “You were just being a friend to me. I needed some time away. Trust me, it was a good thing.”

      She takes a deep breath, her dark hair closing in around her face like a pair of velvet curtains. “I hate to remind you, but the deal was—”

      “I know”—I cut her off—“the deal was when I got back I’d talk to Daisy and Jet myself. And that’s what I’m going to do right after I put my bag up and change.”

      “You want me to come with you?” She inches back a notch as if dreading the idea.

      “No. I got this.” I swing the door open and pull my suitcase out from the backseat. “Thank you again for everything. Honestly, I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

      “I do.” Her fingers flex over the steering wheel as she gives an impish grin. Piper doesn’t strike me as the kind of girl who operates with an ulterior motive, but my gut clenches nonetheless. “Talk to Lawson, too. I’ve never seen anyone so sick. That boy is in love, six feet under. He just needs to hear your voice, Lucky. Don’t torment him. He really does care about you.”

      I glance over my shoulder as if expecting to see him. It wouldn’t shock me. A part of me wants that.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      I watch as she takes off before heading up and facing the firing squad. The only thing I told Ava and Harper was that I would be safe and back on Sunday.

      No sooner do I get into my room than Ava launches at me, wrapping her limbs around me so tight I can’t catch my next breath. In less than a texting minute, Harper is here and we’re right back in the same place, on the same beds that we were a week ago—and I tell them everything.

      “I can’t believe Piper kept that from me.” Ava’s face piques with color. “I guess she did it for you—and technically, that’s like doing it for me.” She shakes it off. Ava and Piper have worked hard to get their relationship back on track. I’d hate to have it damaged in any way no thanks to the destructive path my life demands to take.

      “She wanted to tell you, but I was afraid Grant would try to get it out of you.”

      “He would have.” She mouths the word sorry.

      “So, what did I miss?” I’m almost afraid to ask. This week felt more like an eternity, and in that length of time anything is possible.

      Harper plucks at the string attached to her sweats over and over, her face is sullen, and her lids hang so heavy you can feel the tears demanding to come.

      “What’s going on?” I scoot on over, and Ava drapes her arm around Harper’s shoulder.

      “Something is up with Justin. I can’t put my finger on it, but he’s been acting funny. I thought once he got here things would be different. I thought we would fall deeper in love, and it only feels as if the opposite has happened.” Ava hands her a tissue, and she buries her nose in it. “Anyway, we’re getting together in a bit. I guess I should pull it together.”

      Ava grunts, “If he’s not into you, then he’s not worth it.”

      “He’s worth it.” Harper looks resigned to the fact she needs to keep fighting this uphill battle with him. “I’d better get ready.” She pulls us into a quick group hug before heading out the door.

      “That boy is trouble,” I growl as if he were right in front of me.

      “He’s an asshole. As soon as he dumps her, and he will because he is a dumb piece of shit, I’m going to kick his ass all the way back to California.” Ava starts tossing my stuffed animals off the bed one by one.

      “Easy.” I pluck the pink pig from her hand and save him from a missile-like launch. “So, what did I really miss?” I look up at her from under my lashes. If anyone is going to tell me the truth about anything, it’s Ava.

      “Jet has completely lost his mind.” She gives a devilish grin, and I can’t seem to decode it. “He tried to apologize to Lawson, and Grant says they brawled again—only this time Lawson kicked some serious behind.”

      I can’t breathe. Not in a single fantasy situation did I envision the two of them even in the same room again, let alone assaulting one another. At least Jet didn’t kill him, so there’s that.

      “Is Lawson okay?” There. I said his name, first time in a week, as easy as pushing a watermelon through my vocal cords.

      Ava blinks at me with a curt, very much pissed look on her face. “No, Lucky. He’s not.”
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      In keeping with my promise to Piper, I change and head down to the Black Bear to meet with Jet and Daisy. I sent a text letting them know I was back and that we needed to talk.

      Ava insists on accompanying me, and the last thing I’ll do is refuse her the right. The Black Bear is thick with bodies this early evening, most likely because spring break has come to an unceremonious end. The 12 Deadly Sins rock the house, and I see a majority of The Row scattered around the bar.

      Ava and I head to the poolroom, where Jet asked to meet us, and no sooner do I walk through the door than my brother wraps his Rock of Gibraltar body over mine and loses it.

      I have never seen or heard my brother cry. Not at my father’s funeral, not at my mother’s. Jet has been the granite foundation in which I could plant my feet on, and now here with his hot body, his heated breath sobbing over my shoulder, his back bucking in time with his tears, I do the only thing I can—join him.

      This was a lousy idea. We should have met at his place. He wanted to, but I was terrified he’d pull out the padlock. I figured somewhere in public was the best place to have it out, and as usual, I figured wrong.

      Jet pulls back and gives a hard blink, his eyes swollen and red as apples. “I’m so sorry.” He quickly wipes down his face. “I’m sorry I confined you all these years. I’m sorry if I pushed you away because of how much I wanted to protect you. I was loving you, Lucky. I loved you the best way I knew how. There’s nothing more important to me than keeping you safe.”

      “And that’s why you paid Lawson.” The words come out low, quiet, more like a fact than an accusation. With Jet I get it. He needed to keep me safe. This is just my brother proving there’s nothing he won’t do to make sure I’m protected. But with Lawson… I’m quick to push him out of my mind.

      “And that’s why I paid him.” He offers a half-smile while leading me to a table in the back where Daisy sits.

      She jumps up and gives me one of her sugary perfumed hugs, and I squeeze her hard because Daisy is actually starting to feel like a sister to me. We take a seat, and I fill them in on the offer Piper made me. I fill them in on her brother’s guesthouse at his ranch, and the fact I even went horseback riding a few days in a row.

      “Sounds like summer camp.” Daisy’s voice is heavy, her features still carved with grief. “Never, and I mean never do that again. We don’t mind the fact you want to take off. We just want to know that you’re not dead in a ditch, hon.”

      “I get it. I do. There was no good reason to punish everyone with worry just because I needed to clear my head a bit. It won’t happen again.” I pick up my brother’s rough hand and kiss it. “If I want to be treated like an adult, I’ll have to act like one.”

      “You’re all grown up in my eyes.” His eyes fill with moisture once again at the thought.

      “Are the two of you going to kill Piper?”

      “Nope.” Jet is the first to answer. “I’m glad you were safe and with someone we know.”

      “Did Piper say anything?” I narrow my gaze at Daisy. As much as I’m thankful she didn’t give them a road map of my whereabouts, I wouldn’t doubt it if she dropped a tiny hint.

      Daisy wrinkles her nose. “Piper said she knew where you were, period. That was all it took to stop your brother and me from filing a missing persons report.”

      “Fair enough.” I’m actually glad about it. I was too lost in grief to handle this the right way. In that respect, Piper helped me as well. “What’s this I hear about Lawson kicking your ass?” A part of me wants to smile, but my broken heart denies me the pleasure.

      Jet and Daisy exchange a quick glance.

      Daisy leans in, her hot pink nails clicking over the table creating a somber tune of their own. “Words were exchanged. You should probably speak to him about a few of these things.”

      “What kind of words?” I look to Jet who seems to be having some telepathic conversation with his girlfriend.

      “Accusations,” he says it slow as if it were a loaded gun we were moving around the table.

      “Accusations?”

      “Don’t go there,” Jet groans as if reading my infuriated mind.

      “Oh, I’m going there, and you can’t stop me.” My lips quiver a moment because there is so much I want to say to my brother. “There are things I want to tell you.” I glance around, my heart growing heavier by the second. As much as I want to spill everything about my sister, our sister, there’s just something about spitting her out in a bar that somehow cheapens how special she is. “We need to get together soon so we can talk. Somewhere private.” I glance to Daisy and feel my cheeks heat with embarrassment. I suppose if I can tell Lawson about Jade, I can tell Daisy. “You’re welcome to be there.”

      Her entire face lights up with relief. Daisy and I finally crossed that bridge, and I’d like nothing else but to continue in a positive direction.

      We wrap up our get-together fairly quickly, ending with an extended bone-crushing hug.

      Lawson Kent is finally going to get what he’s been asking for this entire last week. A conversation with me—regarding certain accusations.

      I’m brewing with anger already.
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      Beta house is alive with its mandatory chaos. Heart-stopping rap music pulsates from the speakers. Girls in short dresses decorate the room like ornaments. A Ping-Pong table has been lugged in from the back, and a crowd has amassed around it to watch the tiny ball get lobbed back and forth.

      A familiar cologne envelops me, cloves and rosemary, and I spin to find Lawson wide-eyed and handsome as hell. Lawson Kent has a dangerous look about him. He’s not your typical underwear model of perfection. He holds a dark edge to him. That ultra sexy grin of his takes your panties off before he gets within feet of you. And that body. A small sigh escapes me. Lawson is built like a brick house, all power and muscle. The things I have dreamed about doing to that body. If only I was honest with him to begin with, things might have turned out differently for us.

      “Lucky.” His brows knit high into his forehead, and he grips me by the arms as if to assess if I’m real—either that or in an attempt to keep me from bolting. “You’re safe. Thank God.” He pulls me in tight, and I don’t fight it. My body adheres to his, and I drink in the feel of his rock-hard chest beneath me. “I can’t tell you how worried I’ve been.” His warm breath heats over my ear as his lips caress over my cheek. Suddenly, the bodies in the room, the music, it all feels too intrusive.

      I land my hands over his chest and pull back to look into those leaf green eyes. “Jet suggested that some things were said.”

      His affect turns to stone, and that happy-to-see-me grin dissipates to nothing, sinking my heart right along with him. Rush and Grant come up behind him and stop just shy about five feet.

      “Lucky, let’s go somewhere private.”

      “No, I want to do this here.” The moment turns bitter on a dime, and now all I want are answers. “What kind of accusations did you make?”

      Lawson glances over his shoulder at his friends then back to me. “This is a private conversation, Lucky. I don’t want to do this to you.”

      “Sounds like you’ve already done it. If it was so private, I wouldn’t think you’d go to Jet first.”

      The muscles in his jaw tense as he hardens his gaze over mine. His restless leg shakes his entire body.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?” he says it quiet enough, but a handful of girls nearby pause their conversation to look our way.

      My heart explodes in one mighty thump. God Almighty, that was the last thing I expected to pop out of his mouth. Our eyes lock in a moment of horror, and my muscles freeze, incapacitating me from sprinting all the way back to Cutler. The rapid heat of embarrassment creeps from my chest, burning up my neck and spreading over my cheeks. Ava did this. No, I did it.

      “Lucky.” Lawson closes his eyes a moment. “Why did you let me do that?”

      A choking sound emits from my throat. Every last part of me demands to deny it. Lie. Tell him anything but the truth.

      “What business is it of yours?”

      “What business?” He ticks back. “This was a big fucking deal.”

      “It wasn’t a big deal to me.” A release comes with the lie. With lies there is an element of control. The truth is a rogue creature, one that does you no favors, just cuts you with its jagged edge. I do a quick scan of the room, looking for Ava or Harper, but come up empty. “I don’t want to do this anymore.” I turn to go, but Lawson catches me by the arm.

      His affect softens. His eyes plead with me on a whole new level. “Why would you make that stuff up about your sister?” His voice is close to a whisper now that a small crowd has amassed around us.

      “What?” I pluck my arm free and take a full step back. “I wasn’t lying about my sister.”

      “Jet says you were.”

      The accusations—this was the pinnacle. My cheeks burn, freshly slapped with his words.

      “You told Jet about her?” The room pulsates around me like a heartbeat. Girls with their curious gazes swoop in along with a group of guys from Beta.

      All of my life I’ve fought to keep Jade safe, just the way my brother fought for me, and now here we are spilling her around the room like water.

      “I thought Jet knew.” He jumps back as if outraged himself. “But he didn’t have a clue as to what I was talking about.”

      “That’s because he doesn’t know about her!” I riot the words right over his face. “You!” I slap my hands over his chest three times hard. “How could you think I would make something like that up?” Tears come—hard, choking sobs, and I make a half-hearted attempt at wiping them away. “I love my sister. I would never use her for personal gain—certainly not to elicit your sympathy. What else did you tell my brother?” A thousand thoughts clog my mind, and I can’t sift through them fast enough.

      Lawson shakes his head just enough to let me know there’s more, but he’s not going there.

      I give a quick swat over his chest and jump in his face once again. “What else did you tell my brother?”

      “He said you were popular. You hung out with good kids.”

      I almost want to laugh. Lawson ran the gamut from my bloody cherry pop to my social standing in high school. And here I thought he was missing me with an aching passion, and all that was happening was some demented inquisition.

      “You know what I don’t get about you?” I take a step into him, and he pulls away ever so slightly as if he were afraid, and he should be. “Why did you take cash to keep an eye on me?”

      “That was all your demented brother, honey.” He holds his hands up.

      “Don’t call me honey. You found me annoying—you told me so yourself. That can only mean one thing—the going rate was pretty good. And to think you didn’t take me out to a single dinner with that money. I hope you spent it well. You won’t be getting another dime.”

      Without thinking, my hand lands a crisp slap right over his face, and the room stills around us to a whisper.

      “That’s for pretending to care about taking my virginity.” I offer another sharp slap, and a round of gasps circles the room this time. “And that’s from Jade.”

      I storm out of Beta house numb with pain.

      I never thought I could hurt so badly after I let Lawson go last week.

      I was wrong.
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      “Lucky!” I don’t give a shit that we’ve just put on the best show in town or that the entire Row knows about our one-and-hopefully-not-done sex life—but what kills me, what guts me on a deeper level is that she’s clinging to the fact her sister existed, which can only mean one thing—she did.

      I blow past Rush and Grant as they try to hold me back, barrel down the porch, and start on a mad sprint toward campus. I spot Lucky’s hair blowing back like a dark flame just before she makes that hard left toward Hallowed Grounds. I hurdle bushes and dodge trees trying to cut her off at the pass, bolting around the back of Cutler, only to crash into her as I round out the corner.

      “Shit!” she squeals, her body still pressed to mine. “How did you do that?” she pants, looking behind her as if I might show up in duplicate.

      “Lucky.” I wrap my arms around her and sigh into her hair. “I believe you. If you say Jade was your sister, then that’s my truth, too.” I saw the hurt in her eyes back there, the utter disbelief that I had denied her one very special sibling. Sometimes raw emotions are far more potent at telling the truth than words, and with Lucky that seems to be the case.

      She pulls back, tears pooling in her eyes. “My mother told me about Jade when I was five. She was our little secret. And when my mother died, I figured my brother already had too much to worry about, so I never told him. A part of me liked keeping her all to myself.” Silent tears rain down. “I needed someone else, and I found that in her.”

      My heart breaks for this beautiful girl in my arms. My lips twitch involuntarily as I succumb to the grief I feel for her. Lucky has both my heart and my soul molded over hers. I could never want any other girl again. As far as I’m concerned, other girls simply don’t exist. In a world full of people, Lucky is the only person I yearn for—the only person I need. She’s the oxygen I need to survive.

      “I’m sorry.” I pull her in, and my own tears rain over her hair. “I’m sorry for everything. I was an ass for taking a dime from your brother—but in truth, I had already figured out that I didn’t want any other idiots coming around. I wanted you for myself, only at the time I didn’t know why.” I had suspected it, though. Even in the beginning, I had an inkling this girl was special—deep down, I knew she was for me.

      “Do you know why, now?” The moon kisses her features just right, and Lucky glows like a paper lantern.

      “Yes.” It comes from me sharp and caustic. “I know exactly why.” I’m about to dive into the long list of reasons that I want this beautiful girl all to myself when she lays a finger over my lips, rendering me silent.

      “Just FYI, I wasn’t popular.” She gives a playful swat to my arm, unlike those hard blows she was doling out in Beta house. Honestly, I almost suggested she try out for girls’ softball. Her arm is that good. “Jet has no idea what he’s talking about. My brother saw what he wanted to see.” Her lips quiver, and it takes herculean strength not to cover them with mine. “And I’m sorry about the virginity thing.” Her lids lower. “I didn’t think it would be that big of a deal.” She ducks an inch. “I thought… Never mind what I thought.”

      “Tell me.” I land a kiss to her earlobe, and my stomach bottoms out. Lucky’s skin is smoother, softer than anything I’ve ever felt before. I’d die to be with her again, to take my time and make sure she enjoys the hell out of herself. If given the chance, I will make love to every square inch of her body and enjoy every last kiss, bite, and lick. “I want to know what you’re thinking.”

      “I thought you wouldn’t have acted on it.” She hikes her shoulders to her ears. “You would have said the laundry room at Beta wasn’t the right place for something like that to happen.” She glances away while doing her best to swallow down her emotions. “You would have said you wanted it to be special for me.”

      A lone tear falls from her like a star, and I catch it on my thumb and kiss it.

      A smile comes to me, still and peaceful. “You’re right. I wouldn’t have acted on it. The laundry room at Beta house was not the right place for something like that to have happened.” I run my finger along her jawline and pull her up a notch by the chin. “I demand that the next time we’re together it is special for you—and it will be.”

      A laugh bubbles from her and warms me to the bone. “Presumptuous, are we?”

      “I want you,” I whisper over her lips as I close my mouth over hers for a lingering moment. “You’re the only girl for me, Lucky Madden. And I’m going to have you—again and again.” Our lips fuse in one hot exchange as my tongue probes her, loves her the way I’ve been dreaming of this entire last week. Lucky has come back to me, to us. In a turn of events I couldn’t have predicted, we have stitched ourselves back together, sutured the wound we sliced open with our own indignations.

      Lucky pulls back, and that tension we’ve been living with surfaces again.

      “Lawson”—her forehead wrinkles in a series of worry lines, and my stomach tenses up in knots once again—“we can never be together.” Her lips bounce as she tries to control her emotions “Jet—he’s—”

      “Going to get used to us.”

      She struggles to break free from my embrace, but I’m too stubborn to let her go. “Everyone I love dies!” she roars over my face like a nuclear blast.

      “Jet is still living!” I fire back.

      She lets out a desperate groan, still attempting to twist free from my arms. “That’s because Jet is stubborn.”

      “Good thing I’m stubborn, too.”

      A weak laugh bucks through her as her body, her hardened features begin to soften, and she stops struggling. “So, where does that leave us? Are you saying you’re taking your chances? You’re willing to take your life in your hands just to have another shot at my private laundry service?”

      My eyes close a moment as a compressed idea of a laugh strums through me. “Yes.” I lean in and steal a sweet kiss off those cherry lips. “I’m in love with you, Lucky. I’m so in love with you, there’s no stopping me from risking it all just to be with you. I would gladly give up anything to be with you. Life or limb, you are worth it all.”

      She draws a full breath straight into her open-mouthed smile. “You said the L word to me.”

      “Yes, I said Lucky.” I give a little smirk, and she swats me.

      “I know we’ve exchanged that four-letter word, but so much has happened since that day. I just thought…” She shakes her head as if shaking the thought out of it. “Never mind. I love you, too, Lawson,” she whispers from under her lashes. “Say it again,” she commands, her lilac colored eyes widen and round as softballs.

      “I love you.” It comes out plain as day, as if I’ve said those words to her a thousand times. I pitch my head back and laugh. “I love Lucky Madden!” I shout so loud my throat rubs raw.

      She starts in on a swatting spree. “Are you nuts? My brother is at that bar across the street!”

      “Well, then we’d better get the hell out of here.” I swing her in a half-circle and pause as the moon washes her an ethereal shade of sparkling blue. “In fact, we still have three days left of spring break. I have just the place we can spend it.”

      Her brow spikes into her forehead like a fishhook. Lucky is sexier than hell with every curious facial expression she doles out. There is not a single move this girl can make without getting my dick worked up in an impossible way.

      “Does it have a laundry room?” She cocks her head to the side, that sly smile peaking at the corners.

      “That it does. But more important, it will have you—and me, alone with all the time in the world for me to worship you properly.” I pull up her hand and land a tender kiss to the back. “We don’t have to do anything.” I try to shrug it off like it were no big thing, but I’m openly frowning at my own non-proposition.

      Lucky belts out a laugh. “That is such a Grant Jones’ line. The next thing you know, you’ll be saying that you’re open to playing board games all weekend. Ava told me all about their time at the Happy Squirrel.” Her eyes enlarge as she dips her knees a moment. “Are you taking me to the cabin?”

      “Yes,” I say with a false confidence that begs for this to be true. Technically, I need to place a quick call to my father to make sure it’s free. “And if you want, we can and will play board games.”

      “Are you kidding me?” She reaches up and roughs up my hair. “Is that Frat Boy 101 or something? Offer up a variety of non-technological entertainment options to save face in the event you’re about to get shut down?” She bubbles with laughter at the thought.

      “No, but if Grant made the offer, I figured it was safe to duplicate it. Ava and he seem pretty tight.” I pick her up and spin her.

      “Are you kidding? They’re a done deal.”

      “So are we, sweetheart. So are we.”

      Lucky and I seal our newfound affection with a wild and carefree kiss right here in the middle of campus—hard kisses, soft kisses, determined exploratory kisses, everything holy and right kisses.

      Lucky and I are a done deal.

      And tonight, everything will be just that—holy and right.
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      I wait for Lucky at the base of Cutler Tower and text Dad, who lets me know that Scarlett and Rex have the cabin this weekend. I text Rex and tell him to get the hell out of the cabin, thus starting a texting war with both Rex and Scarlett, which is exactly why I texted Rex in the first place—in an effort to avoid my sister. I’m pretty sure Scarlett isn’t enthused knowing I’m bringing a girl up with me. I’m sure she’s less enthused considering the girl is Lucky, and she’ll have to keep that little sexed-up tidbit from Daisy and Jet. Siblings shouldn’t be aware of other siblings’ fucking schedules. It’s against the laws of nature.

      Finally, Rex intervenes. It’s clear he’s far less concerned about the welfare of my neck, but at this point it’s my not neck I’m gunning to please.

      He’s offered to whisk Scarlett off to Mirror Lake where his family owns a cabin of their own. And the thought of what he’s going to do with my sister, to my sister up at Mirror Lake makes my stomach churn. Case in point, I’m not interested in any sex schedule they might be anxious to keep.

      Lucky bounces back down the stairs with her backpack bulked up and stuffed to the brim. “I hear there’s a laundry room with our name on it.” She offers up a beaming grin.

      “Every room in that place has our name on it.”

      We head back to The Row, and I gather a few things before jumping into my truck. It’s usually a long, mind-boggling slow drive up to the family cabin, but I’ve never been so happy to see every scenic outlook whiz on by, never been so quick to get up this mountain. Lake Avalanche is a fun, boisterous, down home kind of a town that caters to families with minivans full of children. But tonight, it’s idyllic and still, with the moon hanging low over its frosted peak. Even though it’s April, there is still enough powder on the north facing roads. And the air outside is damp and crisp as a cool fall night.

      We hit the Happy Squirrel Retreat—a name picked out by my siblings and me when we were still part of a carefree nuclear family, prior to our parents’ divorce, prior to the fact I knew that I would later be able to count on one hand how many times I’ve seen my mother face to face in a five-year span. My heart sinks a moment, and I push that painful rejection right out the darkened window.

      We park and I scoop Lucky up, racing her to the top of the stairs with a laugh bumping out of both of us. I let us in, only to find the cabin already toasty from Rex and Scarlett’s brief stay, the lights still on in the living room.

      “I’ll give you the quick tour once I start a fire,” I say, trying not to pant too hard. Those stairs are a killer without another body in my arms, but Lucky is well worth the workout.

      “You’ll give me the tour now, Kent,” she says it curt like the crack of a whip, and my balls ache just dying to be with the girl one more time.

      “Your wish is my command.”

      “Damn right, it is.” She gives my hair a little tug, and a crooked smile comes to me as I sweep us in the direction of the tiny room in the back.

      “Someone is feisty tonight.”

      “Tonight?” she balks. “Have you met me?”

      “I’ve met you.” I try my hardest to frown. “And to know you is to love you.” That smile she sponsors springs right back to my lips, and I soften as we enter the glorified closet of a laundry room. “And I do love you,” I whisper right over her lips. “You’re it for me. Do you think you can handle this?” I offer up a cocky grin, and it melts away as fast as it came. “Because I’m begging you to have me.” Never in my life did I think those words would ever fly from my mouth, and here I’m bleeding them straight from my soul. “You’re beautiful, Lucky. You are everything I want.” I take a gentle bite out of her lower lip and pull out slowly. “And best of all—you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours?” Her eyes sparkle with tears as I kiss her lips.

      “Damn right.”

      “Does that mean you get to have your way with me?” Lucky dives her curious hands into my jeans.

      “Only if you let me.”

      “That doesn’t sound very demanding. I always pictured you as some puffed-up ape in the bedroom, barking out orders. You know—on your knees, lick that, suck this.” She gives a quick wink as she dips farther into my jeans.

      “Is that what you want?” My heart thumps louder than the words I just whispered. “Say yes,” I mouth right over her lips.

      Lucky tips her head back, and her laugh echoes throughout the tiny room, spilling out into the cabin—brightening it up, warming it without the need for a fire.

      She digs her fingers into the back of my hair and gives a slight tug. “That’s exactly what I want.”

      My hand glides up her back, wrapping a fistful of silky hair around my wrist. Lucky’s hair is downy soft—a thousand luscious feathers I’d love to sleep in. I’ve never felt anything so silky in all my life. I’d give anything to bury myself in it, and that’s definitely on the agenda tonight. I pull her head back slowly, forcing her to look at me. A wicked grin already playing on my lips.

      “This is what I want.” I bear into those violet eyes of hers and lose myself in the moment. “You ready to do some laundry?”

      A bubbling laugh escapes her as she whips off her sweater, exposing a see-through lace bra the exact hue of her eyes, and I die a little at the sight. Her nipples peer out, pink and hard, already waiting for me to devour them.

      “Holy—wow.”

      “My eyes are up here.” She flicks my chin until I’m back to gazing right at her. “I owe you an apology.” A lightning quick frown flits over her features. “I may have misled you about my virginity, but only because you were so damn arrogant.” She bites down hard over her bottom lip until it threatens to burst from the pressure. “And I wanted to see what the big deal was—which I still somehow missed out on because I was so taken aback by your moves.” She unbuckles, unzips, and pulls down my jeans just enough to free my hard-on already saluting her before she ever sees it. “Where is it?”

      “Are we back to the micropenis? Because, honey,” I grunt out a laugh, “last time I checked, I’m pulling nine solid inches. In fact, it’s probably ten. I am a growing boy.” That wicked grin of mine expands.

      “Not that.” Her brows dip like a couple of birds descending in flight. “Your crown? Prince Albert?”

      “Oh.” I pull my dick back a moment, trying to stave off the embarrassment of my unpierced penis. “I may have told a little lie of my own.” I wince. “Technically, you assumed I went through with it—everyone assumed. I just didn’t correct anyone. Once Jet had me in his hand—”

      “Ugh.” Lucky looks ready to vomit. “My brother held your—”

      “Junk,” I finish for her. “I couldn’t do it. Why mess with nature any more than you have to, right?”

      “Sort of like this.” She holds out her arm at her ode to tats gone wrong. “I’m not exactly running to Think Ink waiting for him to knife me up.” Her lips curl up on one side. “You’ll have to come with me when the time comes. You know, hold my hand.” She bites down over her lips as if holding back a laugh. “Hey, you want me to go with you and hold your—”

      “No. It’s not happening. Besides, you really want your brother holding my dick while you hold my hand? That’s going to make for a lot of awkward Thanksgivings for years to come.”

      “Lots of Thanksgivings?” There’s a hopefulness exuding from her that I have never seen before. “You think you’ll survive my curse?”

      “Unless Jet takes me out, I’m not going anywhere.” My fingers sweep the hair away from her eyes. “Lucky, you’re the family I’ve been craving deep down all these years. I thought I needed my mother back to complete me, but I was wrong. I just needed you.”

      A gentle sigh expels from her as I lean in and close my mouth over hers. Her teeth, her tongue, that lava hot mouth. I could easily spend a year doing exactly this, never coming up for air, food, or sleep. Lucky is the air I need to breathe, everything I need to nourish my hungry soul—and who the hell needs sleep when her body is pressed to mine?

      Clothes disband as quick as we can remove them. Shoes fly like missiles, and we laugh as one of my sneakers bounces right out of the room. I hoist her up on the washing machine and pull her knees over my shoulders.

      I may have come out the sole victor last time, but this time Lucky comes first.
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      Lawson Kent stares up at me from between my thighs with those green headlamps he calls eyes, and my entire body quivers with anticipation.

      An entire litany of excuses begs to tumble from my lips, starting with why I should not be seated on top of this ice-cold washing machine, but I can’t get a single word out. Lawson dives over my thighs and bathes them with kisses, working his way up until he hits home, and an unexpected cry escapes from my throat. It’s clear Lawson is eager to take me from virgin to sexual superhero in a single bound, and as much as I’d love to don that cape—

      “Shit,” I whisper as his mouth moves over me in long hot waves. Lawson Kent is making out with the most excited—most forbidden part of my anatomy, and it’s all I can do to dig my fingers in his hair.

      “Relax.” He gives my thigh a light tap, and I choke out an incredulous, albeit short-lived laugh.

      “Slap me again and see what happens,” I whimper and giggle at the same time, struggling to get the words out.

      A dark laugh comes from him as he grazes me with his teeth, and I jump.

      “Did you just bite me?”

      “If you’d behave, I wouldn’t have to.” He looks up with his lids just this side of closed, a contented drugged look on his face. “Lie back. I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

      I lower myself to my elbows while Lawson gets straight to work on his promise. It doesn’t take long for my legs to wrap around his back, my nails to all but scalp him. A hard series of moans work their way up my body from my belly to my throat as I struggle to pull him off. Intense isn’t the right word to describe the explosion of feel-good sensations Lawson’s tongue is able to unleash in me.

      A sharp groan comes from me as he winds me tighter and tighter, my entire body coiling around the spell of his tongue. As disgusting as the thought might be, Lawson is clearly a master at the conjugal trade, and I’m reaping the benefits of his long tenured apprenticeship.

      “Lawson.” My knees beg to buckle as I snap them over his head, but he’s slow to relent. Instead, he picks up his pace and sends me cresting in a wave so high and powerful I never thought possible. I’ve had orgasms before, by my own hand, quite literally, but this wasn’t the child’s play I was dabbling in. This is the pros, and Lawson Kent has just rounded out all of the bases. And lucky for me? It’s fireworks night. And the best part? The grand finale is just the beginning.

      My entire body quakes over him, as a band of relief pulls across my body. I pull my legs together, and he runs his kisses straight up my body, planting a hot kiss that holds my own scent square on my lips.

      “You are a freak,” I pant into his ear. “Now get me off this thing.” I give his ear a tug and smile right over his lips. “I need a decent place to sit.”

      “I can arrange that.” He pulls a condom up from seemingly thin air. “But first I need to put the seat cover on. Rumor has it you’re soaking wet.”

      “Oh, you’re a comedian in the bedroom.”

      “Only in the laundry room.” He rolls it on with quiet amusement. “Come here.” He pulls me down, and I wrap my legs around his waist as he navigates his way inside of me. I take in a breath and hold it as Lawson fills me deeply.

      “Breathe,” he whispers into my ear. “I promise I’ll go slow. Don’t let me hurt you.”

      “I like it fast—and the more pain the better,” I spit it out so fast I almost believe it. “On second thought.” I sink deeper and close my eyes. “The seat you have for me is rather vexingly large and impossibly hard. It’s impaling me like crazy.”

      “You make me crazy.” His loud breathing penetrates my ear, riding a heat wave through me that tracks all the way down to where our hips lie conjoined. Lawson digs his fingers into my hips and moves me slowly over his body. My head tips back, and I close my eyes as I enjoy the ride.

      “This is amazing,” I moan, slightly dizzy from the effort. “I bet you are getting one serious workout.” A dull laugh bounces through me. “Faster.”

      Lawson complies without complaint, bouncing me over him with the ease of that ball he wrestles down the court. A deep groan comes from him, and my lids split just wide enough to catch that stern look on his face, the way he holds the look of aching pain and pleasure all at once.

      Lawson presses his fingers into my hips, securing me with herculean strength before spiking me hard over his body one last time. His head pitches back as he lets out a thunderous roar, and my body lights up with an internal quake as he pulsates deep inside of me.

      “Lucky.” He pulls me in against his hot sticky flesh, the perspiration on his body quickly cooling off. “Damn, I love you,” he pants so hard next to my temple it’s deafening. His heart races over mine with a matching rhythm, pumping over one another like an echo.

      “I love you, too, Lawson Kent. Thank you for showing me that I’m worth the trouble.”

      “You’re worth it.” He gives my bottom a light tap. “You’ll always be worth it.”

      Lawson and I spend the weekend making that cabin live up to its cheery name by loving one another over every happy square inch.

      But by far, Lawson’s big heart is my favorite room to live in.

      I never want to leave.
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      Monday at Think Ink the shop is slow. The crews have left, and it’s just Jet, Daisy, and I staring one another down.

      “I’m locking up,” Jet announces before bolting the front door and flipping around the open sign.

      “Cool. I get to go home and get some real work done.” I close my books and pile them back into my bag. I’m basically a bump on a log here. I think all these months my brother has employed me, I’ve helped two people make the life-altering decision between a butterfly and a rose tattoo for their ankle and foot respectively.

      Jet comes over and pulls my arm toward him. “I’ve got the time if you can grin and bear it. I know how much you love needles.”

      “Really? You think you can improve on my duck riding a bicycle?” It’s so botched I hardly remember what it was supposed to be to begin with.

      Daisy smirks at the melted, disastrous monochromatic design as if it were a dead spider, and believe me, a dead spider done right would have been miles better.

      “If Jet can’t fix that, then I suggest an amputation.” She gives one of my curls a tug. “And trust me, nobody hates needles more than I do. I’m ink-free despite the fact I’m in love with this guy. That should tell you something.”

      I glare down at what amounts to third grade scribble over the inside of my arm. What a stupid, stupid move. I should have never kept something like this from Jet. I should have been patient and had it done right to begin with. There’s something else I shouldn’t keep from him either.

      “I’m in.” I try shrugging it off like it were no big deal. “But I need some time to really think about what I want. I mean it’s sort of a forever kind of a deal.” I glance to Daisy and offer a little smile. “Like you two.”

      Daisy practically leaps over the counter in an effort to wrap her arms around me. “You’re like the sister I never had.”

      “Thank you.” I can feel my face grow hot again because an ancient truth I’ve held from my brother for so long is about to bubble right up my throat. “You’re like a sister to me, too.” I shoot a nervous glance to Jet. “A second sister.”

      Jet frowns at my word choice. “Are you throwing a barb at me? I thought we were good.”

      “No, I’m being serious. You had another sister, Jet— and I want to tell you all about her—at least as much as I know.” I step around the counter, and the three of us take a seat right here in the heart of Think Ink with its rock music and harsh lighting, and I spill everything I know about Jade and her short, sweet existence. “She’s the reason I’ve always felt I was cursed. You can’t deny it. Dad tripped over my toys and broke his neck. I begged Mom to slice an apple for me, and she ended up in a coffin. I’m toxic. Lawson says the only reason you survived is because you’re stubborn. Okay, so I may have been the first to suggest that.”

      Daisy’s mouth falls open. “Oh my word. You’ve been keeping all that wrapped up inside? It’s no wonder you were nothing but piss and vinegar.”

      Jet wipes the silent tears off his face. “I have no doubt Mom would have told me about Jade when she thought the time was right. I think it’s very sweet that she let you in on your special angel, especially since she went so quickly. There wasn’t a lot of time for goodbye or the spilling of family secrets. And—you didn’t kill our father, Lucky.” He drops his face into his hands a moment before coming up for air. “I did. When I told you he tripped over some toys...”—his chest bucks with grief—“it never occurred to me that you would blame yourself. Those were my things he fell over. And they weren’t left out absentmindedly. I planted them there hoping he would take a tumble. I didn’t think he’d die. I thought he might twist an ankle at best.”

      Daisy wraps her arms around him and nods as if she’s heard these horrific facts. For a moment a ripe anger burns inside me. Why would Jet tell something so personal to Daisy of all people before me? I’m his flesh and blood. I’m his sister. And then it hits me. I just did the same with Jade and Lawson.

      “You didn’t kill him.” I shake the thought far out of my head. “You were protecting us. I know all about his dark side.” A dull laugh pumps through me. “I still loved him through it. Isn’t that insane?”

      “That’s because he cared for you. The alcohol was the real monster. So, do you forgive me?”

      “There’s nothing to forgive. Are you upset that I told Lawson about Jade before I told you?” My heart pinches with grief thinking this might be so. Jet has been my father, my mother all rolled into one for so long I couldn’t bear another rift between us. The truth is, I missed him as much as I missed Lawson while I was away. Jet has always been and will always be the other side of me.

      “Yes.” He winces into the admission. “But I get it. You felt safe enough with him to share it. And I’m glad you felt ready and safe to share it with me, too. You’re not a killer, Lucky. You’re my sweet baby girl.” Jet pulls me into his big, strong arms and sniffs back tears. “I will always protect you, listen to whatever you have to say, and love you no matter what. That’s what family is for.” He presses a tight kiss to my forehead while Daisy embraces us both from behind.

      “You two are the most beautiful family I know,” she coos.

      I pull her in close. “That’s because our family includes you.”

      [image: ]

      The following week is our last scholastic descent before finals, and we’re instructed to wrap up our community interaction projects with a nice, neat bow. Lawson and I work the rounds at the Hollow Brook Middle School cafeteria for the next few days before we decide to go out in a big way.

      On Friday, our final hour with the kids we’ve come to care about deeply, Lawson jumps up on a bench in the middle of the café and whistles until he has everyone’s rapt attention. The girls especially crane their necks to get a better look at the god standing before them. Lawson has a commanding presence, something that captured me the moment I saw him as early as fall semester. Ava might have been hanging out at Beta house for Grant, but I was there for a whole other reason even if I wasn’t ready to admit to myself at the time.

      “Lucky and I wanted to say thank you for letting us disrupt your lunch hour over the last semester. We’ve grown to know many of you and have really enjoyed the time we’ve spent here at our old stomping grounds. Our purpose here was to connect with you, but also to help you connect amongst yourselves, and seeing that there aren’t any of you sitting alone, I’d say mission accomplished. For those of you who still might feel disenfranchised, I want to let you know you are never truly alone. There is always someone nearby who might just feel the same. So reach out, be kind to one another, and don’t be a hater. If anyone says an unkind word toward you, or calls you names, remember that as long as you work your tail off in school, you’ll have another name for them to call you in the future—boss, officer, judge. Don’t let the bullies win. This isn’t their game. It’s yours.”

      The entire cafeteria breaks out into a riotous applause, and I catch the faculty joining in as well, but I’m clapping the loudest, the strongest. I would have given anything to have had Lawson Kent as my friend all those painful middle school years. I’m so glad he’s my friend now—much more than a friend.

      We take our time saying tear-filled goodbyes to our crew before heading back to the parking lot.

      “Who knew I’d feel so much love in a place that caused so much pain?” I’m so light and happy, I practically skip all the way back to his truck. “And Emily and Freddy seem to be going strong. Did you see the way he was openly holding her hand?”

      “Yup. I saw a few of those jocks eyeing them, too. They can eat their hearts out because Em is too far gone for Freddy Boy to ever look their way.”

      I take up his hands and swing them between us. And I’m too far gone over you to ever notice any other jocks.” I bite down over my lip hard. “I’m glad we met. And I’m glad you were at that mixer a few months back so I could—”

      “Harass me with caustic words regarding the size of my manhood?” He gives a sly wink, and I laugh because it happens to be true—to an extent.

      “Sometimes when people tease relentlessly it’s because they don’t know how else to deal with the fact they’re crushing”—I steal a kiss off his lips—“hard.”

      “You’re making things hard.” He gives my hips a light pinch before running the back of my hand over that growing hump in his jeans.

      “That’s because you’re genetically mutated—you know, seeing that you’re hung with a macropenis.”

      “Macropenis?” His brows rise right along with his amusement. “I see you’ve changed your tune. I knew you would, though.” His truck chirps to life as he opens the passenger door for me.

      “You’re forever the gentlemen—egotistical, perverted gentleman, but nevertheless my gentleman. You’re my first official boyfriend. Can’t wait to share that nugget with Jet. I’ve always wondered how fast his head would pop off once I pounced that little tidbit on him.”

      “Are you kidding?” Lawson speeds us out of the lot and makes a left at the end of the street rather than the right that would take us back to Briggs. “Jet loves me. If his head pops off, it’s all on you.” He winces into the harsh glare streaming through the window before lowering his sunshade. “On second thought, maybe don’t lay it on him all at once. Give him a chance to recover from that cherry bomb you landed on him.”

      True. Filling my brother in on the fact I’m no longer holding on to my V card wasn’t the brightest move.

      “We’ll see.” I watch as track houses are traded for a rocky hillside. “Where are we headed anyway? Are you kidnapping me?”

      “I thought I was your boyfriend. I’m pretty sure kidnapping this early on in the relationship isn’t something you need to worry about. But if you must know.” He nods toward the upcoming sign that reads, The Witch’s Cauldron, bear next left.

      “Nice. Do you have something sinister in mind with that little witchy retreat? I’m shy one bathing suit.”

      He grunts out the idea of a laugh as he turns into the dirt lot. “You won’t need a bathing suit for what we’re about to do.”

      Lawson hops out and helps me out of the truck. He takes up my hand and begins leading us toward the narrow hiking trail already spotted with lavender and yellow flowers. Winter has melted away like a bad dream, and all of nature is singing spring’s praises.

      “Whoa.” I pull him back as we head unto the trail. “Whatever happened to skinny dipping in that glorified sex pot back there?”

      Lawson takes a step in, that panty-melting grin of his spreading over his face. “You always did have better ideas. It’s broad daylight, you know.”

      “I don’t see another living soul around.” I give a carefree shrug while whipping off my T-shirt. “I guess we’d better make it quick.”

      I strip down to my birthday suit and hold my hands over my head as if presenting myself to him. There’s not an inch of me Lawson Kent hasn’t seen thanks to that flesh-fest we had up at the Happy Squirrel.

      “Looking good,” he growls, struggling with his shoes and jeans. The sun hits him just right, and his highlights ignite a strange fiery red just a hue below black. I love that about him. I love every last detail about this boy.

      We lower ourselves carefully into the boiling water with hisses and howls. It’s scalding to the touch, but we pretend to get used to it quickly.

      I wrap my arms around him, and Lawson spins us in a quiet circle.

      “Do you think we should be doing this?” I wrinkle my nose at the water. “You know, this coital cauldron has quite the reputation. It’s known to be a bit germy and spermy.” I mouth the word sorry.

      “Spermy?” Lawson pitches his head backward and groans. “I wouldn’t worry about it. At about one hundred twenty degrees, most germs and sperm disintegrate to nothing.”

      “It is not one hundred twenty degrees in here.” I scoot in close, and that happy-to-see-me part of his body presses hard over my stomach. “It’s one hundred twenty degrees in you, though. Looks as if you have magma coursing through your veins and you’re just dying to blow.” I land my lips over his and let Lawson lash me with his tongue in the most delicate way. Lawson kisses like he’s coming in to dominate, to love, to treasure you.

      He reaches back for his jeans and pulls a condom out of his wallet.

      “I hate to add to the germy-spermy nature of our little coital cauldron.” He gives a quick wink.

      “Can you put that thing on under water?” I marvel as Lawson does just that.

      “Like a pro.” His lids grow heavy in that sleepy seductive way as he settles me on top of him. My legs wrap around his back as he presses his way inside.

      I run my lips up his cheek and take a generous bite out of his earlobe. “I like how we fit,” I whisper.

      “I like how we fit, too.”

      Lawson and I have ridden out one storm after another, and here we are on a clear spring day, loving one another both physically and emotionally deeper than I ever thought possible. I had relegated all men, all people as something akin to window dressing in this life, nothing of real use or value to me. I thought people came and went, and when you cared too much they just flat out died. But Lawson here is solid and real, alive and well, and best of all, he’s all mine.

      Lucky, lucky me.
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      On this the last Friday before finals, the entire Row has emptied out and set its sights on the Black Bear. Lucky and Ava are meeting us here, but they’re running behind. Lucky mentioned something about a crisis with Harper and her boyfriend. I’ve had the displeasure of meeting the tool dating my little sorority sister, and I don’t care too much for the idiot. He’s made it clear he has eyes for just about every other girl, and my gut says he doesn’t stop at merely checking out the menu. If I ever hear that he’s stepped out on her, I’ll smash his face through the nearest window.

      Grant nudges me as we step into the thick of the bar and nods to the back where Jet and Rex sit and we head on over.

      “What’s up?” Jet rises and slaps Grant five then me. I’m just thankful he didn’t go for my face with that baseball mitt he calls a hand. “Where are the girls?” He gives a slight frown as he says it.

      “We’re meeting up.” I pan the vicinity for Lucky, but come up empty once again. “Where are your girls?” Now it’s me frowning at Rex—not that I have any beef left with the guy. My sister cares about him. Hell, so do I.

      “On their way,” Rex counters. “So, are things okay with you and Lucky?”

      My eyes flit to Jet just long enough to assess that his head hasn’t popped off just yet. “Better than okay.” What can I say? I’m feeling ballsy tonight. “I think we finally got back on track—the right track.” God knows Lucky and I have traveled a few dead-end, broken-down tracks that led to the pit of despair, but this entire last semester, this entire year with her in my life—even if it was in the periphery in the beginning—has been the best year of my life. Lucky filled a gaping hole in my heart that I didn’t even know I had.

      Jet and Grant step aside and carry on a conversation of their own.

      “Hey”—Rex leans in—“what’s up with that chick Knox is seeing?” He nods just past the dance floor to where Janelle is speaking to Eli, and my stomach turns.

      “I don’t know, but I know the dude. Eli’s a great guy. If he knew she was with Knox, he wouldn’t even be talking to her.” At least not like that. He’s practically parting her legs with his knee at the moment.

      “It’s not him I’m worried about.” Rex looks good and ticked for his little brother. No sooner does Eli wrap his arm around Janelle’s waist than Knox appears looking a bit stunned by their proximity. Of course, Eli does the respectable thing and walks the hell away—my way in fact.

      “What’s up?” I pull him in.

      Eli looks just as stunned as Knox. “Dude, I thought I had a home run and this chick’s boyfriend struts right up. And it’s fucking Knox! What the hell is that?”

      Rex and I exchange glances.

      “That my friend, is how my brother’s soon-to-be ex-girlfriend operates.”  I shake my head at Rex. “I’ll talk to Knox first thing. I had a funny feeling about her. I could have sworn she was hitting on me all semester. I guess it was true.”

      “I’m not waiting.” Rex starts to storm off, and I pull him back. “Give them a second. Maybe talk to him in private. You don’t want to rip his balls off in front of her.”

      Scarlett comes up with Ava and the most stunning girl in the room, Lucky Madden.

      Lucky wraps her arms around my waist as we sway to the music. “Who’s getting their balls ripped off?” She laughs as if the idea amused her. Lucky has never been one to shy away from the topic of male mutilation, at least not where I’m concerned, at least not in the beginning.

      “I’m good.” I glance over as Rex fills Scarlett in, and her face explodes as red as a cherry. My sister cannot hide very far from our Irish roots. I’m glad she’s found someone decent, someone who would never do to her what Janelle is doing to poor Knox.

      “It must be serious.” Ava leans in. “Dish.”

      “It’s nothing.” I wince. “Okay, it’s something. My stepbrother’s girlfriend has sort of been perusing the menu to see what other courses she might be interested in.”

      Lucky huffs in her direction without missing a beat. “I knew that girl was a skank.”

      “She’s a cheat!” Ava explodes with indignation just as Grant heads over.

      “Who’s a cheat?” Grant holds up a hand. “Let me guess. Justin?”

      It’s true. The girls have spent a fair share of their time busting Justin’s balls over this, too.

      “Yes, the guy is an idiot,” I start and both Ava and Lucky are thrown into a tizzy. “But that’s not the cheat in question,” I’m quick to inform Grant. “It’s that chick who’s seeing my brother.”

      Grant grunts in their direction, “Doesn’t surprise me. She threw out the invite to me at least twice this semester.”

      “What?” Ava squawks so loud half the bar turns our way. I’d admit the same, but Lucky might just go over there and claw the girl’s eyes out. And I much prefer Lucky on this side of the prison wall.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Grant pulls her in, and they begin to sway to the music. He gets that goofy grin on his face and starts pecking at her lips. “You’re it for me.”

      I pull Lucky a few feet away and press my hips to hers. “You want to dance, princess?”

      “Only if you’re a prince. Oh, wait, you are.” She bats those thick lashes at me, and I’m sunk. “You’re my prince.”

      “Damn straight.” I tuck a kiss just under her ear. I’m still not ready to devour Lucky in public, especially not when Hammer Fist Jet is a mere twenty feet away.

      “So I’ve been thinking.” She rolls up the sleeve of her sweater and lands her marred tattoo between us. “It’s time to say goodbye to the motorcycle riding duck.”

      “It’s more of a moped, but I completely agree. Have you decided what you’re going to replace it with?” I have no doubt that Jet can transform this disaster into the Mona Lisa if Lucky so wished.

      “Yes. I’m going to write something special, and it has to do with you.”

      “Me, huh?” I give her a twirl, and her hair follows us like a thick, black scarf. Lucky’s hair holds the scent of jasmine and night magic. Everything about Lucky is magical. “Let me guess. You want to etch the words Lawson Kent has a macropenis onto your arm so you can recall how wrong you were forever.”

      Lucky tips her head back, and her entire body bucks with a laugh.

      “All right, sweetie,” I whisper. “It wasn’t that funny.”

      “Right.” She dabs the corners of her eyes with her pinkies “Actually, I was thinking of Lucky in Love.” Her cheeks pinch bright pink. “Because thanks to you—I am.”

      “Lucky in love.” I give her another twirl. “I promise, with me around, you always will be. And I plan on being around.” I peck a kiss over her cheek. “A very long”—another kiss to her temple—“long, time.”

      Jet and Daisy strut up, Daisy with that perky little grin of hers, and Jet about as moved as a statue. “All right, you two. Break it up.”

      “We’re taking off for the night.” Daisy pulls Lucky into a quick embrace.

      “Hey.” Lucky shoots me a wild-eyed look that ensures she’s cooking up something that might just go sideways. “Do you think we could stop by the shop?” She dips her knees as she silently pleads with her brother. I already know the answer. Jet can no sooner deny Lucky than I can. “I think I’m ready for that tat.”

      Within minutes, the four of us take off for Jepson, straight to Think Ink, and Jet leads us to the exact room where he once held my dick in his hand. Now there’s a memory for you.

      Lucky hops up on the chair while Daisy sweeps her arm clean with rubbing alcohol. I take the seat beside the love of my life and take up her hand.

      “Give it a squeeze if you need to.”

      “Can I break it?” Those lavender roses in her eyes round out in full bloom. Lucky isn’t kidding. Her fear of needles rivals my fear of having another hole drilled into my junk.

      “I don’t see why not—season’s over.”

      Jet and Daisy share a quick chuckle. “That’s why I like you.” Jet shakes his head as if refuting himself.

      “That’s why I’m keeping him.” Lucky pulls me in by the back of the neck and sinks a kiss over my lips. “For good luck.”

      Jet starts in with the flowery font Lucky picked out, and after an hour of touching, loving, squeezing, Lucky can breathe easy because her duck on a moped is no more. In its place is beautiful, albeit swollen, navy blue lettering that maps out who she really is. Lucky in love.

      Just as Lucky thanks her brother and says goodnight, I gently pull her down into my seat as I snag center stage. “Not so fast.” I nod to Jet. “I was sort of hoping you might have time for just one more.”

      Jet sits back down himself and starts sterilizing the needles. “No problem. What do you want? A duck on a bicycle?”

      “Funny.” I look to Lucky, and all of the affection—all of the love I feel for this girl courses through me. “It’s a surprise.” I motion for her to turn around. Jet hands me a pad, and I jot down exactly what I want it to say, and just like that, he gets back to work.

      Once he’s through with round two, Lucky and I say goodnight to Jet and Daisy and take off for Hollow Brook—but I bypass campus and head up the switchbacks instead. It’s still early, and I plan on making the most of every moment I have with my girl.

      “Please tell me you don’t plan on cooking me alive again in that witch’s stew.”

      A dull laugh bounces through me. “Nope.” Okay, so she may have scrapped plan A, but plan B is just as steamy. We park a little further up, and I help Lucky out and lead us to the overlook.

      “This is amazing!” she marvels at the thousands of twinkle lights winking through the night haze, the miniaturized world at our feet. “It feels as if we’re soaring over the entire city.” She holds out her hands as if she’s flying, and I secure my arms around her waist, settling my head just over her shoulder.

      “Whatever it is we’re doing, I’m glad to be doing it with you.”

      “I’m glad, too.” She spins into me and gazes up with those cellophane eyes. “You make me a better person, Lawson.” Tears come, and she gives a few quick blinks. “You’re the reason I wake up with a smile on my face each and every morning.”

      “That’s a coincidence.” A dirty grin twitches on my lips. “You’re the reason I wake up with a smile on my face.”

      “That’s because you’re a pervert.” She gives me a light swat. “And that also happens to be one of the things I like about you most. But only when you get pervy with me.” Her hands glide down to the lip of my jeans. “Because I’m a little pervy myself.”

      “Duly noted.” My hands glide to her jeans, and I slip my fingers down the back, one-upping her in the perv department. “I’ve got a capital idea.”

      “I bet it’s a perfectly perverted capital idea.”

      “You know me well. How about we ditch the stitches and hang out in the back of my truck. You know, counting stars.”

      “Ditch the stitches?” She shakes her head. “You’re just full of little ill-versed innuendos, aren’t you? But—there are a lot of stars out here tonight.” Her fingers swim into my boxers until she hits pay dirt. “This could take some time. I’m very, very into exploratory astronomy—and anatomy.” Her hand wraps around me as she wrenches a deep guttural groan straight from my gut. “I think someone is about to get lucky.” Her brows rise an inch, and we both share a laugh. “But not before you show me that tat. I’m dying to know what it says, Kent.”

      “All right, Madden, but only because you asked.” I carefully peel away the gauze strip Daisy secured over me and hold it out for Lucky to see. There it is, slightly swollen and a bit irritated, but just as beautiful as I knew it would be.

      “In Love with Lucky,” she reads it slow and deliberate before gasping. “In Love with Lucky! Lawson!” Her voice breaks as she pounces over me with a tight embrace. Lucky in Love and In Love with Lucky. We make quite the pair.”

      “We do. That’s because we’re a great pair—a forever kind of deal.”

      “That we are.” She leans back and bears hard into my eyes, and just like that, our souls fuse over one another, an action that spells out forever far better than words can ever do.

      I pull her into a kiss and lose myself as our hearts pound over one another with the strength and speed you need if you’re planning on cresting forever.

      Together, we’re both lucky in love.

      I’m in love with Lucky.

      And I always will be.

      And with this beautiful girl in my life—I’m the lucky one.
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      ***Look for Revenge Kisses (3:AM Kisses 13) Knox and Harper’s story coming soon!***

      Thank you for reading Lucky Kisses (3:AM Kisses 12). If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at your point of purchase. Even a sentence or two makes a difference to an author. Thank you so very much in advance! Your effort is very much appreciated.
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