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        Cassidy

      


      


      They say that every person on the planet has a thorn in their side, something that can make even the meekest human wail until their throat bleeds raw. My thorn just so happens to be an auburn evening sky. It’s what I remember most about that awful day. I was hardly six the night my mother ran into the bathroom with convulsive sobs while my father jumped into his beat-up Thunderbird and peeled out of the driveway.


      My father wasn’t perfect, but, at that tender age, he was close to a living god— tall, manly, holding an undeniable air of authority that at the time I was unaware of the fact it came from the bottom of a bottle. I remember very few details that followed as I chased him down the street, his roaring words—they would be the last I would hear from him—fly away home, little girl. I can smell the smoke from his tires dusting up the blood red sky, taste the salt of my tears as I screamed out after him. Soon, his Thunderbird had dissolved into the murky night, and for as long as I live, I will never forget the stillness of that moment—how alarmingly lonely this world had suddenly become. But then, the dirt thumped around me, the wind shook with fury, inviting me to a new terror. An entire herd of growls grew in ferocity like a hellish choir ready to greet me. I turned my head and saw them for less than a blink of a moment—first the neighbor’s dog, then behind him a demonic pack of beasts bounding on his heels, all of them accelerating toward me at an alarming pace. Their salivating mouths dripped with savagery. I was a feast for the taking, a mere morsel in their hungry eyes. Suddenly, I was nothing anyone wanted, so very alone in this dangerous world. I wish I could say I felt fear in that moment, but, in truth, I was still basking in the rejection doled out by my father. I had already surrendered my weary soul before they took their first bite. Then, the world fell to black, and I’ve spent the rest of my life reliving the pain both physical and emotional. And now when strangers on the street look in horror at what’s left of me—I feel the sting of my father’s rejection all over again. Death could have easily taken me that day, but that would have been too easy. Instead, here I am, living a life of irony, dying a thousand deaths and counting.


      But not tonight. Tonight I lie with a sculpted deity by my side—both his last name and features strike a startling resemblance to that of my best friend, as they should. He’s her brother.


      Cade James’s effigy is what the Italian sculptors long to carve into marble. Cade deserves to be venerated based on his physical perfection alone. The idea that this god would ever want me for anything aside from some quick and dirty fun is laughable. But here we are, together, just one breath away without a single stitch of clothing between us. Something quick and dirty, something beautiful is about to happen, and I’ll be the last to stop it.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          The Seduction

        


        Cassidy

      

    

    
      According to my sister, there are two types of women in this world: those who choose to devour and those who get devoured—lucky for the men of this world, she’s both.


      I examine her a moment, mostly for traces of sanity since I’m more than familiar with her features, seeing that we’re identical twins, albeit she wears her scars on the inside, where I have them out in the open for all to see, gawk at, judge—taking up precious real estate on the left side of my face. I may as well have a line drawn down the center of my body, my right half unadulterated, unblemished, dare I say, beautiful. The left side—an entire road map of anger and despair, chewed up and spit out, unwanted, twisted vines of pain creating unnatural ridges and divots from the corner of my lip clear up to my brow. I missed losing an eye by a single millimeter. My grandmother says fate was looking after me that day, but I like to say it forgot me altogether. My features alone can attest to that.


      The Black Bear Saloon is teeming with bodies—mostly students from Whitney Briggs University, where the spring semester has just taken off on its icy tracks. January in the mountains of Hollow Brook should be banished of all living creatures, with the exception of billy goats and mountain climbers equipped with ice picks. North Carolina in general has been reduced to frozen tundra.


      “And to whom do I owe this Pop Tart psychiatry to?” I quip to my lookalike sister without bothering to actually get my proverbial feathers ruffled. I’ve known since we were in utero she likes to get her point across, be it with an elbow, the sharp corner of her knee, or simply her barbed tongue. “The great Caila Jace? Or perhaps the peach schnapps you’re nursing?” Caila Jace. I almost want to smirk at the fact she’s hijacked her Christian name to use as a stage name at the strip club where she rakes in her six-figure income. Unlike me, she didn’t opt for the scholastic route. Instead, she bypassed go and collected a hell of a lot more than two hundred dollars at that penis farm where she makes a killing night after night. Although, to be fair, Caila doesn’t consider herself a stripper, rather an adult “entertainer”—which, in my opinion, sounds far more salacious and tawdry by a teasing-taking-off-your-clothes-to-porn-music mile.


      She flexes her cheek in lieu of a smile. That’s my sister’s signature move once she’s irritated. Caila Jace Clayton gives exactly zero fucks about anything, with the tiny, precious exception of her three-year-old daughter, Jacey. I love that little peanut princess like she were my own, and according to that carbon copy face of her momma’s—mine by proxy—she very well could be.


      “What do you care?” She pulls the cherry from my daiquiri and bites down over it with her paper white teeth, twisting the stem into submission as if her life depended on it. Ten guys in the vicinity just sat up and took notice. Not surprising—cherry stem withstanding. Not only is Caila drop-dead gorgeous, but she works hard to polish herself to perfection daily with the aid of the cosmetics industry. Caila undergoes a grueling beauty routine that in some civilized nations might actually qualify as torture techniques. The low-cut top and suicide heels she’s donned help somewhat in drawing attention her way. There’s not a person who can’t help but look at Caila when she’s in the room. I’ve always admired that about her. “You never listen to a damn thing I say.”


      “Honey, after you replaced salt for sugar in that snickerdoodle recipe and fed it to me for kicks—it’s been hard to believe you’re human, save for that face. The things that you say? I take them with a grain of salt.” I gift her a hard wink right along with my well-seasoned rebuttal. True as God, that girl laughed her little pink tits off after trying to do me in with sodium chloride. God forbid our grandma Mimi actually ate the condiment-laced confection—she would have stroked herself into eternity.


      My sister waves her favorite finger at me with a laugh.


      Caila is tough as nails, has more self-confidence than an entire high school of girls will ever need in one lifetime—not to mention, she’s damn beautiful, and she knows it. That’s where her deepest irony lies, her beauty. It’s hard to believe someone so well put together, big blue doe eyes, porcelain skin, long blonde bone-straight hair—dyed trailer park platinum and heavily ironed into submission—can be so ever-loving crude. Caila can make a sailor blush with that brash mouth of hers, but she’s stunning enough to make him beg for more.


      I guess it’s odd venerating my twin’s beauty, but after nearly having half of my face chewed off, I stopped seeing us as doubles long ago. From that point on, I’ve seen her as perfection, as what could have been, and me as the twisted Brothers Grimm nightmare gone awry. My spirit broke and shattered that day right along with my features, while Caila soared to new, untouchable heights since the time of my father. I bore the curse of our family. She bore the beauty. I’ve often wondered where my life would be today if I hadn’t met up with a pack of hungry carnivores who saw me as a walking T-bone. I probably would have laughed at Whitney Briggs University and would be honing my twerking moves right alongside my sister.


      A frat boy over at the table to our right winks at me before startling to attention. I can feel the searing heat of his unwelcomed lust-riddled gaze as it whistles through me like a nuclear wind. He belches and licks his lips as if those very acts were enough to land me on his inebriated lap. And, trust me, if I were an equally inebriated sorority girl, it just might be. If it’s one thing I noticed, there’s not a whole lot of coital discretion going on at Whitney Briggs—not that I’m complaining. In fact, I plan on getting in on some of this non-discretionary coital affection sooner than later myself, just not with the belching douchebag who’s currently running his tongue along the rim of his glass and nodding me over with a greasy smile.


      Caila follows my gaze and grunts, “Tell me this isn’t happening.”


      “Please. Are you aware of this den of depravity we’ve seated ourselves in? It was destined to happen.” I flick the tiny red straw peering out of her drink. “Watch the master.”


      I give a little wave to the derelict in training and turn my face just enough for him to see my not-so good side. You can practically see his budding hard-on already rising to take a peek of me itself. Then, in a moment, his demeanor shifts. His eyes, though glossy with intoxication, round out with a slight look of horror. His brows narrow at me a moment as if to get a better look before he gives a slight wave and heads deeper into the establishment. But, it’s that brief look of pity he offers as he glances back that knifes me just as much as it amuses me—my face had sobered him up, pulled him out of his alcohol-laden sexual stupor just enough for him to realize he didn’t want any part of this action.


      Caila leans in hard, her violently straight vanilla hair falls over her face in pieces like twin curtains. I keep meaning to try that middle part. It looks so sultry on her, but then, sultry is her business.


      “Would you stop with that barbaric pit maneuver of yours?” she hisses before checking her phone for the tenth time.


      “What you call a ‘pit maneuver,’ I call effective communication skills.”


      “Look, I don’t have time to debate your questionable communication skills. I need to haul my ass to work.” She smirks at the idea before pulling my hand across the table. For the life of me, I can’t imagine why she’s smirking. Caila averages $800 to a $1000 on a bad night. She’s not merely a seasoned pro at the pole, she’s teaching future stripper hopefuls, and hausfraus alike how to shimmy and shake with the best of them at an hourly rate that could be better spent toward designer shoes. She gives my hand a tug in an effort to gain my full attention. “Would you please stop?”


      “No,” I flatline without even the intention of bothering to ask what it is she’d like for me to cease because, well, I already know.


      “Stop using your face as a weapon, honey.” Her voice sweetens. Her faux party lashes bat up at me like trembling butterfly wings. “There are more effective ways to ditch the unwanted assholes of the world. Just please stop using your pretty face.” She leans in, her lids are hooded and pleading in a quasi-sexual manner. Caila can’t help it. She’s been hardwired at an early age to do just about everything in a quasi-sexual manner. It’s just a side effect of growing up bombshell. “God gave you a finger that adequately communicates exactly what you wanted to say to that frat brat, and far more effectively might I add. Go ahead and try it next time.” She averts her eyes. “Never mind next time. What you need is a good fuck—tonight.”


      “Ugh,” I grunt, scooting my seat back in an effort to remove myself from the conversation. “I’m positive I don’t need that, and would you please mind laying off the expletives? You’re burning a hole in my skull.” I press my hands to my ears a moment to exemplify the fact.


      She averts her eyes once again. “Speaking of holes in your body—you’ve got a couple that haven’t properly been filled in quite some time.” She pulls her purse off the chair and secures it to her shoulder. “How’s that for communication?” She leans in and offers a quick peck to my cheek. “Oh, come on, Cass. You only hate that it didn’t come out of your mouth first. And you can loosen up on that country bumpkin routine of yours.” She gives that sisterly wink that doubles as a lube job because she knows her words are going to hurt. “We’re not in Tennessee anymore, sweet stuff. Do yourself a favor.” Caila reaches over and roughs up my hair with that pathetic I’m-secretly-sorry-for-you look in her eye. “I’m serious. You need to get laid. I promise—all that stress you carry around will melt right off. Pick a good-lookin’ one, would you? Someone who really knows the meaning of Summa Cum Loud.”


      I’d laugh, or cry, but lately, her orgasmic delusions of grandeur on my part have been a serious pattern in our conversations.


      The 12 Deadly Sins hop on stage, and the crowd loses their ever-loving shit, as Caila would say. I spot my roommate, Piper, and our good friend, Daisy, whooping it up on the dance floor before the music even starts. The lead singer of the band, Blake, is somehow related to Piper, so she’s screaming the loudest right about now. Blake is a cutie—heck, most of the boys at WB qualify as something way too scrumptiously delicious to ever pass up, but I haven’t exactly made a smooth line for a single inebriated one of them.


      “Go on now and get laid.” Caila sweeps her fingers my way in an effort to shuffle me off toward the bar, as if all I had to do was pluck some poor boy off a stool and jump up on his lap. “Go get yours! Believe you me, one good—”


      I hold a hand up at this mirror image version—correction, almost mirror version—in front of me. “Go get mine? Now why didn’t I think of that? Because every girl knows that inserting a penis into your body just solves everything!” A part of me wants to retch at the idea. “Penises for the taking and orgasms for the faking!” I shout a little louder than necessary at a group of girls strutting by.


      “All right, I get it.” Caila gives a hard knock over the table until my eyes steady back on hers. “You’re a smart ass, but that’s why I like you.” She rises just as our good friend, Scarlett, jumps her from behind with a tackle hug. We’ve known Scarlett for ages. The three of us were best friends until she moved away in eighth grade—so the fact we’ve reunited right here at Whitney Briggs makes this scholastic adventure that much more special.


      “You’re not leaving already, are you?” Scarlett tries her best to pull Caila back to the table.


      “I’ve gotta run. But before I forget—” She reaches into her oversized Louis Vuitton handbag and flings a curved pieced of bright blue rubber at me the length of a remote control. It’s in the shape of a thick spoon with rose gold metallic accents curling around the tip of it.


      “What the hell is this? And should I be holding it or dropping it and trying to kill it with my heel?”


      “Try killing it with fire,” Scarlett quips and swiftly jumps back as I try to spear her with it like a sword.


      “Considering it’s your new boyfriend, I’d suggest cuddling.” That self-satisfied grin takes over my sister’s glossy pink lips. “And don’t kill him just yet. Let him kill you, softly in all the right places, if you know what I mean.” She blows a kiss from over her shoulder as she jets for the exit.


      “Wow,” Scarlett muses while inspecting my new little blue man in copious detail. “That’s some high-tech dildo. If I were you, I’d strap myself down before using it just to be safe.”


      “Very funny.” I drop it to the table, and it gives a threatening leap back in my direction. “On second thought. The sooner my little blue Valentine meets with an open flame the better.”


      The music amps up, and my gaze drifts for a moment, snagging on a dark-haired boy staring at me from over his beer. Familiar scene. Only this one darts his gaze away as if caught with his hand in the proverbial “nookie” jar. What’s this? No nerve? I bet once he gets to the bottom of that liquid courage he’s sucking face with, he’ll be back for seconds. I go to look away myself, and my eyes catch over his all-too-familiar features.


      A slap of heat takes over my body, and my heart tries to rocket out of my throat. Something about him looks eerily familiar, and I can’t for the life of me pinpoint why. His gaze steers back in my direction, and now I’m the one quick to look away. But instead of implementing my go-to maneuver—turning my head to the right, thus exposing him to what could have been the end of our funfest—I simply jump my seat closer to my pretty redheaded bestie.


      “Too bad she had to leave. I miss me some Caila.” Scarlett picks up the dick-on-a-stick and makes it dance a little jig for us. “I was hoping she’d finally get to meet Piper and Daisy.”


      “Oh no—not like this. They’re not getting off that easy. I’m having a little fun with those girls first.” No thanks to the fact destiny introduced my face to a pack of ravenous mutts, Caila and I have missed out on a lifetime of messing with the general population at large. Since that fateful day, I’ve itemized the things we could have done, switching places in class, the tricks we could have played on our friends and family—heck, Caila could have aced both of our driver’s tests. I had to take mine twice. And the fun with boys we could have had! Caila would have dumped my exes in far more dramatic style than I could have ever dreamed of. She’s just a whole lot better at doing me than I’ll ever be.


      “So, what are you thinking?” Scarlett bounces that long dark-red hair of hers over her shoulder as if it were a cat. “Girls night at the club? I’ll tell them you’re working a shift?”


      “Exactly that.” I bite down on a mischievous smile. I can just see Piper’s and Daisy’s sure-as-heck shocked faces once I—Caila Jace—strip down to tits and tails. “I’ll simply tell them I’m headed for the restroom and watch from a distance as they lose their collective minds.”


      “And the big reveal?” Her brows rise up over her field green eyes. St. Patrick himself couldn’t be prouder of that sacred color. There’s no denying the fact Scarlett is an Irish stunner.


      I glance back up at my new quasi-stalker at the bar to see if he’s shifted his attention to the iconic beauty in front of me, but his eyes meet up with my mine, and, as if on cue, my stomach explodes in a fireball.


      My body shifts over my seat as I turn my full attention back to my friend and the dildo still warming in her hand.


      “Yes—the big reveal.” I clear my throat. “I’ll run out and stuff Caila’s G-string with a fistful of dollars, and a good time will be had by all. My sister included.”


      “Hilarious.” She averts her eyes as if she believes it’s anything but. “All right, Cassie the Comedian, I’m out of here. You hanging around?”


      Everything in me demands I glance back to the boy at the bar, but I can’t bring myself to do it. He’s pretty cute. I don’t mind when a douchebag looks offended by my features, but a boy that riles up my hormones like that sure knows how to deal a blow to my already fractured ego.


      “You know”—I offer up my best version of an indifferent shrug—“maybe I’ll hang out just for a bit.”


      “All righty ’kay. See you on the flip side!” Scarlett takes off early on this Friday night, if you can call eleven-thirty early, but she’s sporty and up early doing things of a sporty nature even on weekends, thus the real reason she prefers to retire early. I, on the other hand, nary enjoy a sport where I’m forced to break a sweat. Except for sports of the hot, naked, physical variety, which in my case always involves a worthy opponent from the opposite gender—which brings me to my oh-so little friend. I reach over and molest the hell out of my new blue rubber boy toy. Not that I’ve partaken of silicone pleasure before. Although, to my sister’s point, I haven’t had the real deal in quite some time, so I can’t really see how this is going to dampen my non-existent down-and-dirty parade. Come June, it’ll be a year. My last dildo—that of the flesh variety, that actually came attached to a douche full of hot air. That entire nightmare went down at my high school graduation party. I was a little too loaded—he even more so, being that he kept calling me Caila. Most boys did. Anyway, it was a quick and rather disappointing quickie. Nothing to write home about as odd as that concept would be.


      I swallow hard at the memory. Not sure why my poor, tired brain went there. I reach for my drink, only to find my glass empty of its fruity goodness, not even the cherry left to comfort me no thanks to my sister’s stem twisting tongue. Lord knows what else she’s able to contort with that thing.


      “Let me get you another,” a warm voice hums from above, and I glance up, horrified and more than slightly pleased, to find my barstool suitor has upped the ante and is now strutting his handsome stuff before me, offering to ply me with liquor no less.


      My mouth opens to flip back some saucy retort, dripping with the promise of Southern comfort, of course, when I take in those deep-end-of-the-night eyes, those features sculpted to perfection, thick lashes that look as if they’re growing as we speak, and my words bottleneck in my throat. Just the sight of him cuts a heated line across my stomach and sends my adrenaline pumping as if I’m about to jump on the ride of a lifetime. But, my God, this boy looks familiar... It’s as if I’ve seen him, woken up to him for the last few months straight… Then it hits me.


      Gah! That face! I know those ocean deep eyes, those well-deep dimples, those gorgeous traffic-stopping features. It’s Piper! This is a dude that can pass as my roommate’s…


      Oh my ever-loving God! I suck in a sharp breath.


      “Cade James.” He holds out a hand, and I stare at it as if it’s about to morph into another head—this time his sister’s.


      Cade James. Yes, of course, it is. Piper has mentioned Cade on more than one occasion. She worships the ground this boy walks on, and dear Lord up in Heaven, I can totally understand why.


      I, of all people, understand how eerily similar one can look to their sibling, but, for the life of me, I can’t get over how alarmingly attracted I suddenly am to my roommate’s big brother. There’s something boyish under that tough guy, albeit slightly perverse veneer, and I find it outright adorable.


      Piper is a sweetheart—with an iron will and the mouth of a sailor, but still, this is nothing short of dormitory incest brewing here.


      He begins to retract his hand, and I’m quick to clamp my fingers over his with a yet firmer grip—not the limp fish I usually relegate to such occasions, but I’m not letting him think there’s the promise of a wrestling match brewing here either.


      “Cassidy Clayton.” My voice swivels and swerves in sheer country delight, much to what would have been my sister’s chagrin. As much as she likes to denounce our free-range heritage, I like to wield it like a pitchforked weapon.


      He cocks his head a moment as his brows cinch up high with curiosity. “Is that a touch of Tennessee I hear? Of course, it could be just about anywhere in the South, but I’m afraid Tennessee is all I’m familiar with. ” He lands in the seat across from me, that warm smile of his spreading wide.


      “My God—how did you know?” That little touch of Tennessee grows like a foot fungus as the country-fried version of myself happily takes over. Something about the arresting way he’s looking at me makes my panties disintegrate beneath me. Without putting any thought into it, I’m flaunting my good side, baring my cleavage, touching my knee to his. God knows I can hold an entire conversation with my head turned to the left if need be. Try me, Mr. James. Just you go ahead and try me.


      That smile of his evaporates as he flexes a tired grin. “Dated a girl from Tennessee once.”


      The muscles in his jaw tense a moment and make him ten times more comely than I ever thought possible.


      Something about that non-essential piece of information makes it feel as if we’ve just swerved into the friend zone, and my stomach plummets right along with any romantic prospect. And really? With Piper’s brother? What the hell was I thinking anyway?


      A cute sandy-haired blonde bops on over to take our orders, and Cade is quick to ask for a beer.


      “I mean it about the drink.” He thumps a finger over my empty glass. “Feel free to switch it up if you like.”


      I glance up at the girl whose nametag reads BAYA. I’ve seen her here a ton of times. She’s sweet as sugar and always ready with a smile.


      “What’s tonight’s special?” Something tells me I might need a strong one before I hit the lonely highway back to my dorm with the battery-operated creature from the blue lagoon.


      “Sex on the Beach!” She jumps onto her tiptoes when she says it, a maneuver I’ll have to remember since I’m hoping to score a part-time job here in the summer.


      I give a slight shake of the head. I’d hate to steer this conversation sexually sideways with my roommate’s brother of all people, drop-dead gorgeous as he might be. Damn those perfect genes to hell for clawing at my trembling thighs.


      “Another one of these will do fine,” I say it so fast it comes out as one word. God knows another one of these, and I’ll be under the table, clawing at whatever it is Mr. Cade James has packing between his thighs—and judging by his overall marble sculpture perfection, I’m betting it’s something jaw-dropping, mouthwateringly magnificent that should be displayed for all to see in a museum. Lord knows I’d buy the first round of tickets to witness that sizable spectacle.


      Baya zips to the bar, leaving a gardenia perfumed wake in her tracks, and my gaze reconnects with the handsome devil hooking me in with those lust-driven eyes. I wonder what would happen if I turned my head ever so slightly and he saw the real me, how fast he might hit the exit. Would he even bother to wait for his beer? I wonder what excuses he might dream up, and if I would remind him of them whenever Piper gives us a proper introduction.


      “No Sex on the Beach tonight, huh?” His brows arch in amusement. “That’s too bad.” He loses that dirty grin, but those mean blue eyes remain steadfast on mine as if pleading with me to reconsider. Cade leans in and relaxes onto his elbows. It’s as if that single party concoction, with its lewd and crude name, had the power to break the ice. There’s something about him that makes me feel at home, comfortable, far more so than I am around other guys—especially the frat brats that descend on the Black Bear like sexed-up flies—and as much as I want to blame it on his lookalike sister, a part of me understands this instant level of comfort I’m having is something unique to him.


      “Sex on the beach?” There goes that country drawl again, slow and steady, pulling him between my legs like rope braided from hay. “Not ever if I can help it. Sounds perfectly painful to me. Honest to God, my pretty pink bits and pieces don’t get along with grit in hard to reach places.”


      He barks out a laugh, and his perfect white teeth catch the light, glowing like an entire constellation of stars. Cade smiles with his whole face, leaving his eyes squinted into slits of cobalt. “It’s not as bad as it seems, I promise.” His smile glides off once again, and a slight look of regret takes over. I get it—Cade has most likely had girls in hard to reach places a time or two. In fact, an entire herd of girls cranes their necks in our direction as we speak, just waiting to pounce on his tall, dark, and handsome eminence once he ditches me. I should probably let him off the hook, introduce myself as Piper’s pooper-scooper—God knows that girl doesn’t believe in flushing the toilet—and let him get on with his sexual selection of the evening. I can practically see that boy’s boner reflecting in his eyes, and we both know I won’t be the one to quell it.


      He winces. “And there I go sounding like an ass. I promise, I’m only an asshole on days that end in Y.” His brows dip down into a sexy deep V, and that happy place between my thighs gives an approving quiver.


      I’ll be—I would bet my life that this boy is flirting with me—and, with that, all thoughts of a proper introduction vacate the premises.


      “I’m sure you’re not as bad as you make yourself sound. And don’t you worry, that self-abasing humor will get you everywhere.” My tongue does a swift revolution over my lips, and my head cocks to the left as I try my darndest to flirt right back.


      “Here’s to hoping.” He offers up a quick toast as he takes the beer from Baya, and she sets my ruby red daiquiri in front of me before disappearing in another perfumed whisper.


      “And as much as I do love the self-abasing humor, I find an equal distaste in the expletive-riddled, self-abasing tirade. I prefer all my expletive-riddled tirades stay locked behind closed doors—the bedroom door to be exact in the event you’re wondering.” I bite over my thumbnail and offer a little wink. For a brief second, I imagine a mini version of my sister sitting on my shoulder, fully equipped with horns and a tail—just cheering on the proposed bedroom expletive-riddled tirades.


      “Maybe I’m not that bad.” That lopsided grin of his, that heavy lust-filled look in his eyes begs to differ. It’s as if I’ve upped the ante, and the air between us charges electric.


      “Yes, you are,” I counter, lifting my drink to him in a mock toast right back. “You are just that bad and worse, I’d venture to guess.”


      Cade leans in hard, the heady scent of his musky cologne, expensive and thick as a wool coat, warms the space between us. “That I am.” His gaze lays heavy over mine, drugged and smugly secure in where this happy trail of seduction just might be leading. “I’m a very dirty, dirty boy when I’m locked behind bedroom doors.” His features smooth out with serious intent, but that current traveling from his gorgeous night sky eyes to mine demands my pretty pink bits and pieces quiver to attention. “Expletive-riddled tirades in the bedroom are my specialty.”


      I lean in. My finger swirls a clean circle over the rim of his beer. “And what exactly do you think I would do if I were to witness one of these tirades of yours?”


      “Shout with pleasure.” He doesn’t flinch. He doesn’t miss a beat.


      The air stills around us, the music fades, and the voices in the room all warble into a ball of white noise. It’s just Cade and I locked in this strange place, where his determination to find someone to sit on his very enthusiastic lap, and my inadvertent need to keep vital information away from him regarding my all too close connection to his sister takes over. I’m not sure what difference it would make if I spilled the dormitory beans, but I like the idea of keeping Piper off the table for now. For some strange reason, I want Cade all for myself a moment. Once he finds out I’m his little sister’s bestie, that might relegate me right back to the friend zone and cancel out any future lane changes that might inadvertently lead to his expletive-riddled bedroom.


      A group of girls knock against our table before scuttling off drunk, and we both catch our drinks before they offer up a spontaneous baptism.


      We share a warm laugh.


      “You’ve got quick reflexes, I’ll give you that.” He touches his glass to mine before sucking the foam off the top of his beer. “So, what’s your story?” He glances back at the dance floor where his sister fist pumps with the best of them. “You go to Briggs?”


      “Freshman.” Like your sister, I want to say but don’t. This isn’t some midnight confessional. He wasn’t Father Cade James last time I checked. As far as I’m concerned, Piper is persona non grata tonight. My gaze rides over the periphery of our tiny little table, only to affirm a number of short-skirted coeds still ready and willing to strip Cade bare with their teeth once the moment allows. Sorry, skanks. This one is with me.


      “Freshman,” he repeats with increasing concern, and I can practically see Piper James right there, dancing around in her brother’s eyes, vexing him to no end with our youthful connection. How much older did she say he was? He can’t be more than a couple of years. “My sister’s a freshman.” He gives a momentary frown into this offense. “I’m a junior—business major. How about you?” He’s back to grinning, and my heart skips a few fleeting beats because I do believe we just tap danced right around Little Miss Pouting Piper. If Piper knew she was just avoided on both ends of our conversation, her ego might combust. Piper, much like any little she-devil worth her salt, does appreciate her conversation-hoggin’ due.


      “Undeclared, but I’m planning on switching to business.” It’s true. After seeing the haul Caila brings in and knowing that the club takes a hefty cut themselves, I figure I’d best start up my own franchise of something just as lucrative come graduation. If I can appreciate anything, it’s getting a hefty take. Lord knows I wouldn’t earn a dime rotating on that pole all night long. Another venture I’m looking to pursue is starting my own makeup line one day—Vixen Cosmetics. I figure I’ll get the business know-how first, then work with cosmetologists to develop something specialized that will work well on heavy scars and burns—mine included.


      “Business? That’s great.” He scoots his chair in close to my left, and I all but tip backward trying to scoot the hell away in the opposite direction. “Sorry.” He slides his seat on back where it came from, and I no longer have to worry about the neck cramp that’s been steadily forming. Thanks to our impromptu rendition of musical chairs, my good side is naturally on display.


      “Please don’t apologize.” That fruity glass of strawberry daiquiri courage calls to me, and I take an unordinarily long swig of my drink, draining half of the concoction in a single bound, and my head spins quick enough to spew just about anything from these lips. “Just to be upfront, I’m not gunning to get laid tonight.” Crap. So not what I was hoping would spew from my lips. Where the heck did that little tidbit of sanity come from? The mini Caila on my shoulder stabs me in the eye with her pitchfork, and I wince.


      Our mouths fall open in tandem as we both gape at the awkward one-night stand hole I’ve just hoisted the two of us out of. And, after he so kindly offered to demonstrate that expletive-riddled tirade he’s so good at with the promise of making me scream. I have a feeling I will be screaming later. Only all of the shouting will be directed at yours truly as I angrily impale myself with my new blue boyfriend.


      “I mean, my sister suggested it—the one-night stand.” My mouth keeps moving without my permission, and mini Caila jumps for wicked joy. “She prescribes sex like vitamins.” I flick the little menacing piece of rubber she left behind like a calling card. “She practically gives these away like Halloween candy.” I rattle it in front of him just as he leans in, and I smack him hard over the nose. “Oh my God! I’m sorry!” I drop it like a dead snake and clamp my hands over my mouth.


      “What is this?” He pulls it forward for inspection.


      “It’s sex on the beach, minus the beach or a living male actually required to achieve such a feat.” My hands ride up over my eyes a moment because I’m pretty sure I should be dying of embarrassment right about now.


      “A what?” He pulls it closer with his mouth still agape as if he’s about to take a bite before shouting an entire string of obscenities that ends with, “Shit, fuck, shit!”


      “Now, now with the language. We’re not behind closed doors yet, city boy.” Mini Caila bumps her behind to my face as if to high-five me with her booty. “I get it. You’re a man’s man. Go ahead and drum your fists over your chest a few times if it makes you feel better.” A schoolgirl giggle strums from me as I snatch my blue boy up and slip it into my purse. “I bet an entire herd of helpless women will come running, just begging to swing off your vine.” Please—as if they don’t nightly.


      “You’re a funny one.” He takes a much-needed, testosterone-inspired swig of his beer. “So we’ve established I’m a little too friendly with the girls. How about you? I bet you have to fight the boys back with that little blue stick.” He points half-heartedly toward my purse. “I’ve seen these WB boys in action. It ain’t pretty.”


      “Ditto for the female population.” This time we do toast.


      “You’ll find someone special.” I lean in, bringing my face as close to the center as I’ll allow. “Boys as blessed by God as you are always do.”


      “I can say the same about you.” His eyes bear into mine, sending a spear of heat darting right down to my stomach once again. For a moment, the noise, the jostling limbs of those on the dance floor all melt away to nothing.


      My face burns ten times hotter than the heat emanating from the sweaty center of the room. “That’s nice of you to say, but I’m taking it slow, looking for someone who I’m not even sure exists. The Unicorn Man.” I give a hard wink. “But, since I’m pretty good at mythology math, it might be a while, thus my trusty sidekick”—I hold up my purse a moment—“a gift from my sister, by the way, unused—so you can rein in your naughty imagination for the night.” Not that I want him to. His eyes remain settled over mine with a thick sexed-up gaze, and this, right here, is what I envision being Caila is like. Men flock to her perfection. Her level of confidence commands this caliber of attention—from this caliber of a god.


      “The female version isn’t quite as high-tech, so I’m forced to opt for the real thing.” He winces as if embarrassed to have gone there. “Not that I’ve gone that route. I guess guys just need the real deal because you’re too hard to replicate.”


      “Nice save. And you’re right. That must be why you men whore around so darn much.” I cock my head to the side, unleashing my inner Caila for a moment. Who am I kidding? Caila would have hauled him off to the back and had him twice by now.


      He gives a wistful look around the bar. “I’d like to whore around a whole lot less. If I keep up my current pace, my parts are in danger of falling off, if you know what I mean.”


      “That’s why you should whore around with just one person—you know, to keep things safe and sane. I’d hate to see you saying goodbye to any of your boy parts. It’s always nice for a girl to have a complete trio to play with.” Gah! Did I just really go there? With Piper’s brother no less? If Piper ever finds out I’m speaking to her big bro with such nauseating intent, she might be prone to render me speechless by way of a pillow over my face in the night.


      “Good point.” He tips his beer my way. “And my trio demands to stay together.” He looks pained at the thought of anything contradictory happening.


      “I hear ya. Too bad there’s not a way to have a little fun on the side while separating the sheep from the goats.” I give a wistful look myself to the crowd. “You know, like a service that provided something just this side of platonic that doesn’t get too complicated—a steady Eddie that’s simply there to rev the engine once in a while.” Back in high school, my boyfriend thought it would be a great idea to have a little fun on the side without telling me. Just the memory enrages me. “No cheating, though!” I shout up over the music. “You know.” I down the rest of my frozen concoction in three long drags and feel the icy burn all the way to my stomach.


      “I get it.” He leans in with that smoldering look in his eyes, and my bones melt with lust for this boy. “Someone to warm your bed while the hunt ensues.”


      “Exactly! A glorified bed warmer!” I hack it out over the pulsating rhythm that’s beginning to make my head swim. Mini Caila has suddenly dawned pompoms and is kicking me in the side of the head with her rabid enthusiasm. And much like mini Caila, I’m liking where this bed warming train is headed.


      “Bed warmer.” He belts out a laugh that gets drowned out by the hysteria of the mob that’s taken over this place. “Where do I sign up?” There’s a spark in him that suggests he’s teasing, but that sharp gaze of his is saying game on.


      I pull my purse forward, clutching the leather satchel housing my new boyfriend as if I were declaring my loyalty. Then in an outward act of defiance that makes mini Caila toss a confetti parade of condoms in my honor, I fling my purse with my newfound electronic boy toy to the side.


      “Sign-ups are right here, baby. The first bed warming session begins tonight.”
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      Cassidy Clayton is a walking wet dream. Perhaps not the most delicate analogy of a woman that my hyper-sexualized brain has come up with, but by far the most accurate. She’s beautiful and witty, and that accent of hers is enough to make me want to rip my beating heart out of my chest and hand it to her on a platter. I’ve done that before, to a girl from Tennessee to be exact, and in no way am I willing to reenact that painful scenario. I push Sammy to the back of my mind. This is Cassidy. Beautiful, stunningly beautiful Cassidy. And she’s just presented an offer too damn tempting to ever pass up.


      “No,” I flatline before my dick starts in on negotiations. There’s a hard pinch in my boxers as my balls offer up a swift protest.


      “No?” She scoots back in her seat, incensed by my refusal—and she should be. There’s not a man alive who should ever say no to Cassidy.


      “That’s right, no.” I’m pretty sure I’ve met my quota on that word for the night—perhaps for the rest of my life where this girl is concerned. My gut wrenches as I take in her creamy blonde hair, that perfect pout on her lips that my own mouth begs to cover.


      “Why?” Her accent comes in so thick, I bask in its glory a moment. There’s not a thing I miss about my ex, but there’s something disarming about hearing every word come from Cassidy’s lips. “Say it to my face. I dare you.” There’s a fire in her eyes, a rage brewing that suggests she might break my glass and slit my throat with it.


      “Because you finished two drinks, and I don’t know if this is the liquor talking or you.” I’m not sure if that’s what she was expecting to hear, but I do know what she’s been struggling to hide from the moment I sat down. What she doesn’t realize is that I’ve seen it. Not tonight, a few weeks back. She was here at the Black Bear, and for a brief moment walked past me like a dream. I knew then I had to meet her. She turned back to retrieve her sweater off a chair, and that’s when I saw it, the matrix of a scar that’s left a permanent imprint on the landscape of her sweet, sweet face. I’ll admit, it made me pause. Usually, I would have pinned her down like a butterfly, plied her with drinks, and begged her to fuck me, but seeing that brutality woven into her flesh gutted me on a primal level. It made me see her as a person, not a plaything—made me curious, furious at what might have happened—and my imagination has run away with what might have happened. I’ve been stalking the bar ever since, hoping I’d see her again, and here she is, proposing the very thing I would have applauded her for just a few weeks back.


      “Well, aren’t you the gentleman?” Her eyes glow a strange shade of sapphire, and it takes a moment for me to put together the fact that glow is a direct effect from tears forming. “What are you? Some kind of superhero? Saving drunk vaginas on a desperate Friday night?” She tosses back her hair and laughs as if honing in on her resolve. “That’s okay, hon. I’ve never met a cock blocker I didn’t like.” She rises, and, for a second, I accept the fact she might land a drink in my face. I’ve been doused with a drink or two before, but never was it for turning down a proposal. Come to think of it, I’ve never turned down a proposal.


      Cassidy snatches up her purse and whisks by me in a blur.


      “Wait!” I follow her out the door and into the iced night where our breath leads the way with long, spastic plumes. The wind picks up as a boil of black clouds press over Hollow Brook. A storm is due this weekend, and it looks as if it’s coming early. “I like where you were headed back there.”


      “Home?” she scoffs, clearly annoyed. Her brows knot up for a moment as she stares me down, and it takes everything in me not to drift my gaze to her left cheek and inspect her injury up close the way I want to. “Because home is where I’m going.” She pulls her enormous black coat over her shoulders like a shield and strides forward.


      “Home sounds good,” I say, keeping up with her. “I’ll walk with you if you don’t mind.”


      “Maybe I do mind.” She tosses an annoyed look my way as we step off the curb and head across the street to Whitney Briggs. “Listen, hon”—she bats her lashes with the tears glistening like fallen stars, and my heart breaks that I might have sponsored them—“don’t for a minute think you need to hold my hand. I promise you, I’m fine. I don’t have a hurt feeling in my body. Now, feel free to head back to the bar and get that itch in your boxers scratched the right way.”


      “What?” My entire body racks with shame. There’s no way in hell I’m letting this sweet, beautiful girl think this is some easy, pathetic letdown. “My boxers and I are happy where we are. The only thing I wanted at that bar just walked out of it.”


      She pivots a moment, pausing with a laugh caught in that garnet smile. The light hits her just right, and Cassidy glows like an angel.


      The door to the Hallowed Grounds coffee shop opens and closes, wafting out its hypnotic roasted bean scent.


      “Listen—” she rakes her fingers through her thick blonde mane, tempting me to do the same. I’ve always been a sucker for a blonde, and Cassidy has out stunned them all by a mile. “I’m headed in to grab a cup a joe. If I’m going to be up all night with my new man”—she swings her purse between us—“I need to get my energy up. You’re welcome to join me if you’d like—for the coffee—what Battery Boy and I do in private is entirely our beeswax.” She turns a coy shoulder up at me before ditching inside. I follow her in and pay for our drinks before she can whip out her wallet.


      We take a seat in the back, and she positions herself in the dark corner, leaving her face lost in the shadows. Something tells me Cassidy knows all the tricks to hiding her anomaly as best she can. Back at the bar, she made it a point to keep her head turned just enough throughout our entire conversation. There’s something about her struggle to hide her beautiful face that I find tragically endearing. I’d tell her I don’t mind, but I don’t think we’re there yet. If I have anything to do about it, we’ll get there and then some.


      “So tell me about you, city boy.” She gives a playful wink while taking a careful sip of her latte. “What keeps you up at night, other than luring barflies to your bedroom?”


      “I am a city boy—New York City to be exact. And I prefer the barflies take me to their place.”


      “Why’s that?” She reaches over and thumps her hot pink candy-coated nails over the tabletop in a soothing rhythm, and my balls ache, just begging her to find a home for that hand somewhere on my body.


      “I can dictate when I leave.” A part of me hates that I delved right in with the confessional. I’ve never once wanted to stay the night, and now, I’ve put my secret out there, laid it bare for the universe to slice and dice and invite her evil twin karma to the party to serve me my balls on a skewer. Never lead with a horrible confession.


      “I get it.” She averts her eyes as if she’s been there. “I’m not really a morning person myself. Now, your sis—” Her eyes widen as she catches herself. “Your insistence to slow it down—what’s that about?”


      “I’m ready to find the ‘one.’” There, the second nugget of truth she’s managed to excavate from me. “All of my friends are in serious relationships. Heck, my baby sister has landed in one herself. I’m ready to hunt the world to find my own unicorn, much like yourself.” I offer a peaceable smile as I toss the mythological euphemism right back in her court.


      “But?” She bats her thick, dark lashes, and my dick whimpers for affection.


      “But, I don’t want to sleep with everything that moves. That wasn’t quite working for me as far as the unicorn discovery goes. In fact, it might be hampering it.”


      “I’m guessing it made the big three mighty happy, though.” She toasts me with her next sip.


      The big three. A dirty grin begs to bloom, but I resist the urge. “That it did.” I lean back and examine her like this—so young, sweet as candy, with the face of a supermodel even if she doesn’t believe it herself. Cassidy deserves so much better than some silicone prosthetic making her smile. She deserves a real person, a bona fide body warming her bed. “So, when do we begin?”


      Her brows peak with a mild interest. “Begin?”


      “Our unified search for that mythological beast, the unicorn. Now that we’ve found our respective bed warmers, we’re free to take our time shopping for soul mates.” My features harden as I gear up for a proposal of my own. “I’m all for warming your bed. And I’ve changed my mind. I’m ready to start tonight.”


      Her eyes widen in response. Her bowtie mouth opens and closes as if those were the last words she expected to hear.


      “What happened to your genuine concern for my sobriety?”


      “I bought you coffee.” I lean in, my eyes never wavering from hers. “You’ve sobered up nicely.”


      She clears her throat, doing a quick visual sweep of the vicinity. “That’s all fine and dandy, but there’s no way in hell I’m taking you up to my dorm—not tonight, not ever, city boy. Let’s just say my roommate has a bit of a rotten temper.” The idea of a smile dances on her lips, and there’s not a whole lot holding me back from leaping at her from across the table. “I’m betting she wouldn’t care too much for finding you anywhere near my bed.” That sassy as hell grin of hers finally breaks loose, smooth and easy as if she’s holding back an inside joke I haven’t caught onto yet.


      “My place it is.”


      Her mouth falls open with a silent laugh. “You just said you don’t take girls home. Which is it, city slicker? Or did the big three manage to persuade you into breaking a rule or two for the night?”


      “For you?” I take up her hand and lead us back out into the frosty night air. “I’d break them all.”


      Something tells me that’s exactly what I’m about to do.


      [image: ]


      * * *


      “Buddy,” I call as we head inside. He’s pretty docile for a German Shepard but likes to size up new blood with a bark and an inappropriately placed sniff or two.


      Cassidy and I walked the three blocks over in mostly silence. But, if that grin her pearly whites have been biting down on signifies anything, tonight will be anything but silent.


      “Who’s Buddy?” She looks up at me with those doe eyes just as the lumbering oaf slides into the entry, and Cassidy lets out an ear-curdling scream, loud enough to blow the roof off every house in a ten-block vicinity.


      “Holy shee-it!” She jumps up onto the coffee table and does a spastic little dance while I wrangle Buddy and his snarling, snapping snout into the spare bedroom.


      “Shit,” I pant as I head back to find her reasonably composed, back on solid ground, holding her palpitating chest as if she just stuffed her heart right back in it. “I take it you’re not a fan of four-legged humans.”


      “Used to be.” She gives a wry grimace, her scarred cheek naturally veering toward her left shoulder. “Anyway, I don’t really want to get into four-legged humans right now.” She eyes the exit with a wary glance. “You know, maybe it’s best I leave. If that not-so little pooch gets out, I just might be liable to jump through the ceiling. You can still mop up a girl or two from the Black Bear. I’d hate to block you from a good time.”


      “He won’t get out.” I hold up a hand as if testifying to the fact and carefully step in front of her. “I promise. And now that I have you here, the only thing I want to block is the exit. Unless, of course, it’s me you’re trying to avoid.”


      “Oh, hon”—a dark gurgle of a laugh trembles from her chest, and she’s ten times more adorable—“if I wanted to avoid you, I would have done that hours ago.” Cassidy blinks back the moisture lining her lashes and takes a step into me. “So, now what, Cade James from New York City?”


      I close the gap between us and gently land my hands to her hips, the first place I’ve managed to touch this beautiful girl, and my fingers memorize how soft she feels.


      “Now we settle the age old question.” I lean into her neck and take in her sweet as honey scent and envision my lips on her perky tits, her naked ass seated on my face, her mouth plunging over my cock. “Lights on or off?”


      “Off and quick, just like your clothes.” She clicks her tongue with a promise, and I kill the lights and peel off my shirt before she can protest. Her heated hands seal over my chest, and I suck in a quick breath.


      “Hey—” She stands on her tiptoes, and the moonlight licks a line over the right side of her face as if it too were shielding her wounds from me. Here we go. My gut cinches, because as much as I don’t want to get shut down right now, I can feel it coming. I don’t blame her. In fact, I blame myself for letting us get this far. I’ve had my fair share of one-night stands, and not a single one of them has struck me as down-home and kind as Cassidy. Their bark was as bad as their bite, but Cassidy—there’s a gnawing ache in my belly that tells me she’s different. This shouldn’t be happening, not like this, not tonight. She deserves better than anything quick and dirty I have to offer.


      “I get it.” I drop a kiss to her forehead. “I can give you a ride back to your dorm if you want. It’s getting ugly out there.” My fingers glide up to her shoulders and stay there. This is the part where I should let go, turn the lights back on, and unceremoniously dig out my keys from my jacket.


      “What in the heck are you babbling about?” She swats me over the stomach. “I was just gonna say can we please keep this low-key?” She shrugs a little, and a blonde curl swings over one eye, making both my dick and me perk to attention. “You know, loose lips sink slutty ships and also have a way of welding my knees together. So, like, if you could keep this between the two of us, my good reputation and I would very much appreciate it.” Her cool finger rides down my chest, soft as water.


      “I swear I won’t tell a soul.” My hand finds a home in that delicate spot in the back of her neck as my fingers get lost in a tangle of satin curls. A low groan comes from deep within me, and I pray she didn’t hear it. The last thing I want to do is send her running for the hills. There’s something in me that desperately needs this beautiful woman in my bed. It’s a violent ache that I’m not sure I’ve felt before, but every last inch of me demands to have her. Cassidy has become the prize I’m suddenly desperate to have.


      She swallows hard with those large eyes of hers trained on mine. “You mentioned that sister of yours—”


      “You’re kidding, right? I’d rather light my dick on fire than tell my sister who I’m bedding. We’re close, but not that close.” A rumble of a laugh drums through me as I evict Piper from my brain. “The only girl I want to focus on tonight is this one.” My entire body begs to touch hers. My gaze rides down her tightknit sweater, and my mouth waters on cue. I plan to spend a small eternity just giving the girls each their due before I move the party farther down and taste a bit of that Southern charm she doles out like cotton candy. There’s no doubt she’ll taste just as sweet.


      “Well, then…” Her entire body exhales with relief, and that wicked grin of hers perks right back to her lips where it belongs. “It looks like you’d better show me to your room, Cade the City Cowboy. I’ve got me a bed to warm, and I believe you owe me one expletive-riddled tirade that will make me scream with pleasure.”


      My heart thumps with a violent thrust as if beating for the very first time. I have never met a girl this bold and beautiful, never seen my dick this trigger happy, but I’m not complaining about either.


      I scoop her up and sweep us down the hall, past Buddy’s whining and scratching while Cassidy kicks off her heels with a laugh.


      We land softly on the mattress as I swipe clean the laundry debris cluttering up the remainder of the bed and dot a simple kiss to her forehead.


      “Oh, sweetie”—her body trembles with a laugh—“are you really starting there? Remember earlier when I said you didn’t have to hold my hand?” Her cool fingers smooth over the back of my neck as she pulls my lips down closer to hers. “I meant it.”


      Our mouths collide, hot and hungry, as her tongue does a quick revolution in my mouth. We claw and wrestle with the remainder of our clothes until skin hits skin with the heat of a branding iron, and we both expel a sigh into one another’s mouths. This, right here, is the best damn feeling in the world.


      I drag my lips to her cheek, and she twists away in a hurry, landing my mouth to her neck. I must have gone in the wrong direction without meaning to—but I’d love to kiss that scar, let her know without words that it’s okay, it’s not scaring me away. I don’t find a single inch of her revolting. My tongue traces a hot line to her collarbone, and I lick a line straight over it, dipping a trail of kisses to her shoulder before landing over her sweet, cushioned tits and making the two of them my new home. My teeth graze over her nipple, rolling the tight little ball into my mouth, grazing her ever so gently until she takes in a lungful of air. I push the girls together and bury my face there a moment, just soaking in the feel of this gorgeous woman I’ve somehow managed to lure to my bed, and now I never want her to leave. My body sinks down further as my mouth traces over her smooth skin all the way to her belly button, and my tongue stays for a while licking a hot circle in it. She gasps and bucks as my lips wander down quickly until the soft hair at the base of her hips tickles my chin.


      “Come here, city boy.” She pulls me back up in one herculean move, which tells me one of two things, she’s either gun-shy on taking the party down south and we can resume where we left off later, or it’s a no-fly zone, meaning she’s not into it—not fucking ever. I’m not sure how I feel about the latter. Getting my fill is pretty high on my to-do list, and once I spotted Cassidy, I was suddenly hungry to do just that.


      Her hand finds my hard-on and runs a smooth line over it, carefully gripping me, measuring my length and girth, gently massaging the real deal as she wraps her long limber legs around me.


      “Hold on, cowgirl.” I reach over to my nightstand and pull out a condom, waving it in the air like a victory flag that I’m about to stake deep inside her as I claim her for my very own, at least on the occasion in which I need her, and judging by these hot, mouthwatering kisses, the demand will be more often than not.


      Cassidy watches with heavy lids as I roll it on, biting over her lip with what in this dim light looks like nervous apprehension. This is the part where I should be a gentleman and ask if this is what she really wants—give her an out in the event she needs one, but my bones are boiling, my gut is grinding, the big three insist I keep my mouth shut and get on with the show.


      I dip down and steal a kiss before mounting her, letting her guide me to where she needs me the most and slowly push my way in as her body loosens just enough for me. I’ve been with small girls before, but Cassidy feels downright virginal, and this terrifies me. I’m pretty sure the second your cock is inside a girl it would be both bad timing and poor judgment to ask if they’ve played this game before. Nope, not going there. Instead, I press in as far as her body will allow before rocking over her nice and slow.


      “Shit,” I whisper as my heart detonates with nuclear force over and over. My ears pound with the rhythm, and my body shakes before I hit my fucking zenith. My body picks up pace as she moans and claws at my back. “Fuck.” Her tiny cries, her achingly sweet mewls make me ten times harder than I ever thought possible, and I begin in on an all-out assault. Crap. I should pull out. I should get her there first, then continue with this wayward rodeo before I rob her of what she came for, but I can’t seem to do it. I’m locked and loaded and ready to—


      “I’m coming,” I grunt as I pant the words over her, my entire body shakes out deep inside her as I pinch her hips to mine, hard as concrete. Shit. Who’s the virgin here again? Hell, I knew going in I was in trouble. I can’t remember the last time a girl had me so singularly aroused. Cassidy had me coming long before we ever hit the sheets.


      I get on my elbows and glance down at her, a laugh puffing through both of our open smiles. My body collapses next to hers, and I wrap an arm around her waist, closing my eyes as my muscles, my brain, my heart tries to figure out what the hell just happened. Just a few minutes, and then I’ll return the favor. The world collapses into a serene calm as I fall into a blissful sleep that only an earth-shattering finish like that could bring.


      Buddy lets off a few wild yelps, forcing me to blink back to life. I reach for my phone, and it reads 3:05 a.m. My limbs sweep the bed for a body, and I’m met up with nothing but ice-cold sheets.


      She’s gone.
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      “Oh my God!” I wake with a start as a horrible thumping shakes my tiny dorm. “What the hell?” I give a few hard blinks into the harsh morning light as Piper bleats out a laugh.


      “Is that what it sounded like?” Her voice goes off like a horn, and I toss one of those ridiculous stuffed animals that she has multiplying all over the place right at her tumbleweed of a bedhead.


      That cheeky grin of hers goes off, and for a second, I think I’m right back in that heated bedroom with a boy who looks vexingly like his sister. Ugh. What the hell was I thinking? Yes, he was drop-dead gorgeous, seemed like he has a general grip on his sanity and bought me not one but two drinks—but still!


      God. I just had my first one-night stand. And with Cade James of all people. Anybody with half a brain cell can predict this isn’t going to end well. It never does when I listen to Caila’s not-so sisterly advice. I picture that annoying mini version of my not-so sweet sis prancing victoriously on my shoulder and giving a mean shudder.


      Gah! It was like I was under her spell, like I became her!


      I roll over in an effort to evict myself off the mattress, and there he is, the ghost of that drop-dead gorgeous city boy still lingering between my legs. I’ll give him one thing—that boy was hung.


      Piper continues with her obnoxious wallops, and it takes a moment of some serious squinting for me to determine she’s slamming into the wall with a pair of her stilettos.


      “Would you stop?” This time I toss my own precious pillow. “What the hell has gotten into you?”


      She flings a shoe at me, narrowly missing my nose. “Oh, come on, Cassidy. Give it up. I really want to know if that’s what it sounded like when he took you back to his room.”


      I suck in a sharp breath so fast, I’m half-convinced I just inhaled that little heart charm on my necklace Caila gifted me for Christmas.


      Good God, Piper knows! She knows, and she’s being all sick and glib about it.


      “I knew it,” I hiss. “I knew you were one sandwich shy of a picnic. Well, maybe I didn’t know, but I long suspected!” I wield her patent leather weapon in my hand. “How did you find out?”


      “Sweetie, you partook in a universal ritual the world over—the walk of shame. Everyone in Cutler Tower heard you traipsing back up here at three in the morning like some wandering back alley whore.” She gives a hard wink. “So, come on. Which fraternity do I owe for turning my best friend into a back alley ho?”


      “Ugh! Would you stop?” I give a few hard blinks as the room starts to take shape around us and the thick sleep dissipates from my eyes. “And walk of shame?” I fall back and bury my face into my mattress a moment. Just the thought of keeping this New York-sized secret to myself just a little while longer seems downright impossible. For one heart-stopping minute, I thought she found us out, us—what a laugh. Cade James has a one-night stand every day of the week. My vagina and I simply, and quite happily, filled last night’s empty slot. I’m sure once he figured out it was slim pickings for the evening, he made his way to my table. Sexual necessity was the mother of inattention to my facial deformity. But I can’t really blame him. I’m the one who agreed to that second drink. That’s where my mistake began. I should have never agreed to drinking with him, which led to winking with him, which led to all that bed warming BS that suddenly reeks of Pick-up Line 101 in the early light of day. Dear Lord, it’s probably his most tried and true lure-’em-back-to-the-dungeon-sex-scheme, and I fell for it like a little old church mouse just aching for a nibble of his rock-hard cheese. Wait… Didn’t I come up with that whole bed warming BS? Or in the least, I was a major contributor. I squeeze my eyes shut tight a moment, desperately trying to pull fact from fiction.


      “So, who was it?” My mattress sinks as Piper lands next to me, and I instinctively scoot back a notch. Not only would she scream for a week if she found out I bedded her brother, but the fact my body still reeks of his isn’t going to help the situation.


      “Nobody you know.” Great. Now I’m a fibber, too. I’m a one-night stand having back alley whore of a liar. I can’t wait to call Momma and tell her what I’ve been up to this week. This will really spice up our Sunday after church chat.


      I try to scoot off the bed, but my insides burn straight through my belly. That boy had a weapon of mass destruction, and he wasn’t afraid to use it. And did it ever detonate. My eyes close involuntarily as I relive the moment he trembled deep inside of me. It’s been a while since I’ve been with a boy, but I’m hard-pressed to remember a seismic sensation quite like that one. Who am I kidding? Cade is no mere boy. What I had deep inside of me last night was an all-American man—all seemingly eighteen inches of him.


      “Okay, so I can see you’re going to be coy.” She sneers at me for a second. Piper isn’t used to not getting her strong-willed way. Every bit of resistance life has to offer is a bit of a culture shock to her. “Have I met him before? Like at least seen him? Is he cute? What’s he look like?”


      My lips press into a painful smile, just begging to blurt out the words look in the mirror, honey!


      “Nope. Rest assured, he’s a cutie, but it’s not happening again. It was a one-time deal, something I really didn’t think through, and now I just sort of regret it.” I wince, pointing down at my lady business. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to shower, then head to the commons to get an ice pack for both my head and my hoo-ha. My happy place isn’t quite so happy this morning.” Again, who am I kidding? My happy place is whistling Dixie and begging for more.


      “Okay.” She makes a face as if it’s anything but. “Get in the shower and wash that man stink off yourself. Once you’re done, I’m buying you coffee.”


      I manufacture a smile just for her.


      Famous last words.
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      * * *


      Hallowed Grounds is brimming with lethargic zombie-like students still struggling to rouse from late-night hangovers, from those “back alley” traipses after coital encounters that left some of us taking a moonlight stroll well past three a.m.


      Scarlett and Daisy give an enthusiastic wave from the back of the café, eerily at the same table I sat at just last night while weighing which penis to insert into my body. Caila will be proud I went with the sleep rechargeable human version that actually came with a complete set of the male anatomy—or at least she would be if I ever breathed a word of it. If I never say a word, it’s like this entire mess never happened—with the not-so tiny exception of those heavy-hitting memories. Already I’ve had a half-dozen sweat-inducing flashbacks, and I haven’t been awake a solid hour. That boy was scorching hot in every way, his body chiseled to perfection, his rock-hard abnormally elongated boomstick put that rubber toothpick Caila gave me to shame. Nope, definitely won’t forget him, but still not breathing a word.


      Piper and I spot four drinks on the table, so we head on over. Just as my lips part to say good morning, Piper beats me to the punch.


      “Cassidy Clayton had a one-night stand!”


      Ten groggy faces turn in our direction, and I smack Piper in the arm for her early morning news alert.


      “Who was it?” Daisy shakes me while squeezing me in a rather hostile and air supply diffusing hug.


      Scarlett pulls me in with that dazed look in her eyes. “Did somebody slip something into your drink? Do I need to knife somebody before breakfast?”


      “What? No! God, please, can we just forget about it? In fact, I’ve already forgotten about it.” I give a playful shrug as I take a seat, and Scarlett slides a latte my way. My stomach wrings when I see it. Scarlett knows what I like, so, of course, she got my order right, but it just so happens to be the last thing I imbibed last night before I went off the sexual rails—unless, of course, you count my imbibing of Cade himself.


      “Hello?” Piper waves a hand in front of me, trying to draw me out of my post-coital stupor. “Are you really not going to say a word?”


      “I want to.” I sigh as I look into her face. There he is, mocking me, his features coming in and out of focus like a poltergeist, and I’m forced to look away. “I mean, I would, but I can’t really...remember who it was.” There, my entire body sags with relief. Now, there’s a lie I can work with.


      The three of them erupt into a collective gasp.


      “Shit.” Scarlett slams a hand down onto the table so hard our cups all hop to the left an inch. “I knew I shouldn’t have left you there last night, pounding away at those daiquiris like they were Kool-Aid. You never could hold your liquor.”


      Daisy grunts, incensed. Her blonde mane is just as curly-whirly as mine, but her features are knife-sharp and beautiful. “I will never let you out of my sight, girl.” Her eyes grow wild with rage. “And I swear to all that is holy, if I ever find that asshole, I’m going to tear what little he has and rip him a new one. Nobody, but nobody takes advantage of my friend that way.”


      Piper plucks out her phone and starts tapping away in a fury.


      “What are you doing?” I try to pull it forward in the event she’s summoning her big bro to play superhero, but she yanks it right back. Little does she know he played superhero into the wee hours in Hollow Brook.


      “Contacting the student assault and violations center on campus,” she mutters mostly to herself, still intently hacking away. “If there’s some douche running around doping up girls and sleeping with them, we need to get the police involved.”


      “Oh my shit!” I wrestle the phone from her and bury it deep inside my purse. Good God, she’ll have Cade arrested before breakfast. “You will not contact any such organization on my behalf, nor will the authorities be dragged into this unnecessarily. I swear to you all—up and down—what happened last night was more than consensual.”


      “You just said you didn’t know his name!” Scarlett’s eyes bug out like king toads.


      “Since when is that a crime?” Just the thought of me bedding some nameless frat brat makes my stomach twist in a hot revolution. I would never not know his name.


      Piper chokes on her coffee. “Since it happened to my best friend.” My heart warms when she officially bestows me with the bestie moniker. “Now, can you pick him out of a lineup?”


      “WTF!” Why do I get the feeling this snowball is going to avalanche into a heart-shaped disaster the likes of which Whitney Briggs has never seen?


      Piper frowns. “Nobody actually says WTF, Cass. It’s what the fuck. Get your big girl panties on and say it—or did Mr. Dope You Up with My Love chew those off of you last night?”


      Both Scarlett and Daisy growl at the panty-nibbling prospect. These girls are so whipped up, they’ll have Cade strapped to the electric chair by midnight and bring weenies of their own to roast right off his smoldering body.


      Piper glances over my shoulder a moment. “Family!” She jumps up, and I cringe. Here it is. The moment of my reckoning coming a bit sooner than expected. I turn with all the enthusiasm of a dental drilling, only to find her clutching to a peppy little blonde.


      “You guys remember Marley, right?” Piper runs her hand over the length of the girl as if she were a prize, and, for a moment, my dirty, dirty little mind envisions a larger-than-life version of her brother’s penis in her place.


      Gah! See? I just want to slap myself into oblivion. That, right there, is exactly why it was a lousy idea to bed her brother—perhaps anybody’s brother. In my defense, Caila was haunting me with her piss-poor back alley ho ways, and I was left unsupervised.


      The three of us offer somewhat subdued hellos as Piper pulls out a seat for her. Marley is a tall, blonde, beauty queen herself. She’s Piper’s half-brother’s significant other, so, in that respect, she totally qualifies as family.


      “I was just running in for a quick cup.” Marley waves off the spare chair Daisy just pulled up. “I can’t stay. Wyatt’s here picking up some paperwork, and then we’re heading up past the Witch’s Cauldron for a quick little hike. What are you ladies up to?” She gives a few quick blinks as if calling us on our bull, and it’s all I can do to grin and bear it.


      Piper falls back in her seat and glances over with that snotty little smirk that says the jig is up. “One of us took the walk of shame last night. She knows a detail or two, but she’s decided to hold back all of the valuable info. Don’t you think that a good friend would spill all the dirty deets?” She kicks me from under the table, and I kick her right back.


      Marley’s face turns an instant shade of pomegranate. “Really?” Her eyes light up as if one of us were harboring a newborn puppy underneath our sweaters. “Which one? No, wait. Let me guess!” She slaps her knee as if this were the best new game to play. “It’s not Piper, or she would have never gone there with me. Plus, we all know whose sheets she’s wrinkling these days.” She gives a quick grimace. “Your brother would kill me if he ever heard those words come from my lips. If you try to quote me, I’ll deny, deny, deny.” She gives a hard wink. “So that leaves you three.” She examines us all in turn. “You girls in the back look a little peeved to me, but not nearly as vexed as this little precious thing right here.” She takes up one of my curls between her fingers and gives a little yank. “Winner, winner chicken dinner!”


      The entire table breaks out in hoots and hollers, and, before I know it, half of the coffee house cranes their neck in my direction.


      I give a beauty queen-worthy wave before slinking down in my seat.


      “So, what gives?” Marley shrugs over at Piper. “You can’t stand to give the girl some breathing room? I promise you, nothing breaks up a relationship, or a friendship quicker than sex shaming. I’m sort of a qualified expert on the subject, a sexpert if you will.” She takes a tiny bow before turning her full attention to me. “Any time you want to talk about you-know-who—find me. My door and my inbox are always open to you. I happen to pen the Sex and the Coed article in the school paper. I used to have a room right here in Prescott Hall, but I’m living with Wyatt at the moment.”


      “At the moment?” Piper pulls her back to get a better look at her in the event she should be reading between the broken-hearted lines. “Tell me there’s not trouble in paradise. Do I need to smack my brother into submission?” She swats Marley on the arm because, well, Piper is feisty that way.


      “What? No!” Marley swats her right back.


      “Speaking of my brother.” Piper stands, and my heart gives a horrific slam against my chest as I slowly turn around in anticipation of panic attack number two for the morning, but it’s not Cade she’s wrapped her thin limbs around. It’s his other lookalike, Marley’s handsome boyfriend, Wyatt. “When are you going to seal the legal deal and get hitched?” She’s quick to scold. “I swear, if I lose her because of some dumb move you make, there will be hell to pay.”


      “Don’t you worry. There’s no way I’m letting this girl get away.” He pulls Marley in and buries a kiss over her cheek. Something about that tiny show of affection warms me right down to my toes as I envision Cade doing just that to me. He tried to kiss my left cheek, but I was quick to avert the tragedy. If he didn’t see my scar, he would have felt it, and I was in no mood to turn his stomach. Speaking of Cade’s kisses, that boy tried to bury one in a much more interesting place—a place no man has ever gone before, and just the thought of his hot mouth over that intimate part of me makes me shudder with pleasure all over again. Not that I actually shuddered with pleasure last night—not in the orgasmic sense anyway. But I’m sure if I had lingered, that boy would have been up for rounds two and three. I’m sure he would have set me sailing for that pleasure cruise sooner than later. He already had me at the brink.


      “Just try getting rid of me.” Marley hikes up and smacks him with a kiss. It’s all so ridiculously sweet it makes my teeth ache just watching. “I’d better catch up with Baya and see what needs to be done about the upcoming inventory.”


      Piper pulls Marley back by the fingers. “This girl right here is the entrepreneur of the century. She literally took a few rags and stitched her way to riches.”


      “Really?” I perk to attention. “I’d love to pick your brain some time. I’m dying to get into business for myself one day.” The sooner the better. My scholarships have been few and far between, and it’s been Caila filling in the financial gaps for me. Of course, she’s happy to do it. She made the offer herself multiple times before I ever agreed, but there’s not a scholastic day that goes by that I don’t feel a pang of guilt over the fact it’s her physical body that allows me to partake in the proverbial student body.


      “Anytime!” Marley touches a hand to my shoulder before her eyes round out at the sight of my scar. I don’t go the extra mile to hide it from estrogen card-carrying members, and Wyatt, well, he’s taken. She clears her throat as her face brims with color once again. “And that other thing you might like to talk about—that would be the perfect time to kill two birds with one stone.”


      The two of them take off in semi-coital bliss with their arms wrapped tight around their waists, their lips pecking at one another at least a dozen times before heading out the door.


      “That, right there, is what I want someday,” I whisper mostly to myself, but when I come to, I note all three of my best friends gawking at me with marked sadness. I know what they’re thinking—the walk of shame seldom leads to places like that. They’re right, of course. But, for me, it’s pretty doubtful any road will ever lead me to that storybook happily ever after.
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      * * *


      A week drifts by, and the new semester begins with a rainstorm walloping us from every angle. It’s a dark and angry day with growling charcoal skies, winds battering us at exhausting speeds. You need to lead with your head just to force your way through nature’s fury.


      I’ve laid low for the last few days, as in sequestering myself to my dorm, with the exception of a quick trip to the grocery store to build my stockpile of Twinkies and Ding Dongs. I can’t help it. I eat when I’m nervous, and that little tryst with Cade has me tangled up in a bungee cord of emotions. What if he’s on the lookout for me? What if the big trio was so impressed they’re just itching to make some music again? They want to play the vagina—mine to be exact. We did have a good rhythm going there—albeit a rather short one. And, dear God, did I just refer to my girl parts as an instrument? That’s ridiculous, of course. But, if it were an instrument, it would definitely be a wind—something I didn’t exactly give city boy an opportunity to blow for the evening.


      I finally tried out that big blue bugle Caila gave me, and it sure put some pep in my step, but nothing like my flesh-covered bed warmer was capable of. Piper found the vile plastic penis lying on a towel yesterday and got after me to put “Papa Smurf” away asap. Honestly, I thought it was hilarious the way she raged on and on about the dangers of self-inflicted injuries caused by nefarious penile weaponry. A part of me wanted to laugh and let her know that her brother wielded the naughtiest, most vaginally destructive weapon of them all.


      Come Monday, my first class of the morning is Applied Business Theory. I give a quick glance around the enormous stadium seating-sized room and find a near empty row near the front. I’ve found most of the people here at WB are in love with the anonymity of the back row where they’re free to live-stream music right into their ears, or shop lazily on Amazon while the professor drones on, but I can’t see my attention straying. I need to zero in on what’s being preached from the scholastic pulpit. I’ve got one rickety scholarship, one shot to get this right, and I’m taking that degree gold all the way home to Tennessee. My phone slips out of my hand as I navigate my way through the folded-up theater seats and nosedives into the row ahead of me.


      “Excuse me,” I whisper to the girl seated down below with a dark head of curls and a pencil at the ready. She glances up with her smooth skin and glassy green eyes that echo those of Scarlett’s. She looks sweet enough, with her heart-shaped face and sugary smile. Most people at WB are friendly to a fault, and I’m glad about it. “I seem to have dropped my phone.” I point to the glittery blue bit of technology sitting on her jacket, out of place like a mermaid washed ashore.


      “Oh!” She snaps it up and hands it over. “I can’t help but notice your accent!” she strums it out with a touch of an accent of her own. “I love it! I used to live in Franklin about a million years ago.”


      “Really? I’m from Beckem, just a spit and a kick from Nashville. Nice to meet you!”


      “Sammy!” She scoots her hand toward me, and I’m quick to shake it.


      “Cassidy.”


      The professor swoops in, and I quickly take a seat, jotting down every word he says regarding all things business.


      Once the hour is through, I rush to my second class of the day, Basic Principles of Marketing, up one flight of stairs and down the hall. By the time I scuttle inside, half of the seats are taken. It’s just one oversized classroom with traditional wooden desks, not the stadium seating and the comfy cushioned goodness of the last hour. I scoot up front and find a few spare seats near the window. Just as I’m about to excuse my way down a very crowded row, everything in me freezes.


      Oh God, oh God, oh God! Instinctively, I take a careful step back, readying to retrace my steps and bolt straight for the library where I can drop this class with a modicum of dignity with the aid of my laptop.


      Then the unthinkable happens, and he looks up. There he is—Cade in all his Piper James’s glory.


      His eyes fix on mine for one strangling moment before he breaks out into that killer grin and offers a friendly wave over. How can I ever deny that boy?


      “Good grief,” I whisper, hiking over backpacks and gangly limbs as I traverse my way in his direction. For a hot second, I thought he couldn’t place me—perhaps the best-case scenario. For a hot second, I thought he might remember and want to bolt himself.


      “Hey,” I whisper, opting for the seat two away from him, on the left, of course—I may be avoiding that lap rocket he’s hiding in his pants, but I’m pretty sure I don’t want him gaping at the left side of my face for the next four months. Cade frowns at my current locale, and is quick to pat the desk next to him, nodding me over in such a friendly manner I’d be a jackass not to follow.


      “I don’t bite.” He lets loose one of his toothy grins again, and those vampire-like fangs beg to differ. “Unless you want me to,” he says that last part so low I wonder if he meant for me to hear at all. I settle next to him as his cologne saturates the two of us in its spicy, manly goodness. It smells luscious, again most definitely expensive, and thanks to that one naughty romp, it smells decidedly like sweet, delicious sex.


      “I’m the TA.” He playfully butts his shoulder into mine, and as much as I want to dislike him, relegate him to the frat brat pile and wallow in self-righteous regret, I can’t help but note that Cade James is an all-around nice guy.


      “I guess that means I get an automatic A.” My face burns with heat because I’m pretty sure he has almost zero say in what grade I get. It was simply a moronic stab at adding levity to an already awkward situation.


      His dimples press in as his eyes roam freely over me. Thankfully, it’s an easy feat to keep my neck twisted to the side this way. It’s shocking at how prolific I’ve become in hiding these ropey worms that lie frozen on the side of my face. That’s what I thought they were for so long when I was a kid—twisted worms listing in my flesh as I slept. Needless to say, I didn’t sleep much.


      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Cade thumps his pen over my desk. His knee finds mine and warms it. A sizzle of electricity shakes through me at his rather innocent touch, and my body begs for what it never got that night with him, completion.


      “Well, I’ve been all over campus,” I offer a cheesy grin with the lie. “I guess you’re not a very good stalker after all.” Good God! Why don’t I just come out and draw him a map to my dorm room? What was I thinking sending him a formal invite to stalk me? It’s practically a challenge, and everyone knows the people of the penis are wary to let a challenge slip by. That way, when Piper opens the door to our room and finds her brother with nothing but a Valentine over his privates, she can stab a knife through both of our coital-loving hearts.


      He leans in, those powerfully persuasive velvet eyes pin themselves to mine, and my insides implode with oven-hot heat. “I know where you’ll be every Monday and Wednesday. My lecture is on Thursday, so I know where you’ll be then, too. Still looking like an amateur to you?”


      A tiny giggle works its way up my throat, but I swallow it right back down. “So, you’ve got me during my waking hours, but how about all those lonely nights?” Again? WTF!


      “That’s easy.” He leans back with that cocky grin fading to black. “My place.”


      My entire body catches fire. “No unicorns in your neck of the woods yet, huh?”


      The professor steps in, a tall gray-haired gentleman, and rambles about the rain as he gets settled.


      “No unicorns.” Cade swallows hard, dipping his gaze to my cleavage and back. I’ve always loved a low-cut V-neck, but only because I can’t stand that strangling feeling a higher neckline affords. The trade off, of course, being that you get ogled ten times more than should ever be allowed. But something about his gaze warms me, and I don’t mind so much the ogling for once. “How about you?” His thick, deep voice strums over me like the rattle of a steel drum straight down to my achy-breaky bones. “Any unicorns pointing their horns your way?”


      I make a face. “I see what your horny self did there. Let’s say I’ve got one or two roaming the vicinity.” Mostly I’m a liar, but since I’m new to both sleeping with my roommate’s brother and the art of bending the truth, I decide to cut myself a little slack.


      His knee softly grazes over mine once again. “If you want, we can hit dinner tonight.”


      “Sounds too much like a date,” I say, pulling out my notebook, my fingers trembling as if I were about to wire a bomb. Everything about Cade James feels like an explosive waiting to go off in my face.


      “Swing by whenever—after eight would be perfect. As soon as you knock, I’ll put Buddy in his room. I still owe you from the other night.” He taps his fingers over mine, and my right hand burns in his wake. “I’d hate to leave the impression that I’m nothing but a taker.”


      The professor starts his dissertation on the merits of advertising in this golden age of technology, but I can’t understand a word that follows that sentence. All I can focus on is the fact Cade’s knee is still solidly welded to mine, and my entire body is wracked with wanting from that simple, heated touch.


      All I can think about the entire livelong day is the fact Cade James is out to disprove the fact he’s nothing but a taker.
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      * * *


      Evening rolls around, and I shower and shave in all the right places, lotion and potion up until I’m one in the same with a field full of strawberries just this side of heaven. Piper comes in with that silly grin she falls asleep with nightly after her “special time” with Owen. I don’t know why that girl hasn’t taken up residency in his apartment yet. I wouldn’t blame her in the least for wanting to wake up with that big boulder of a man ready and willing to gift her all of his rock-hard attention—not that I believe in shacking up. That’s just not the way I was raised, but I do believe in true love, and I know for a Bible-thumping fact that both Owen and Piper are a forever kind of deal. Now, I don’t necessarily believe in what I’m doing either, but as far as I’m concerned, I’m just headed over to pay a visit to the down-and-dirty James so he can make good on that favor he owes me.


      “Look at you!” Piper’s eyes round out with what I’m hoping is a lot more awe and a lot less horror as she takes me in from head to foot. I’ve tucked myself into a short white sweater dress with my thigh-high creamy boots rising to meet the hemline. “Where the hell do you think you’re going dressed like that?”


      “None of your business.” I pull on my snow-white wool coat that hugs my curves like a second skin and quickly dab on a little more nude color to my lips. I was about to go for my traditional gloss, but I have no intention of gifting him sticky kisses. Lord knows I’m about to take a generous bite of that city boy’s big apple. No need to scare him off with suction cups for lips.


      I reach over and pick up the pièce de résistance, my granny Mimi’s rhinestone barrette with a sprinkling of garnet stones creating a half-moon over the top, and clip it next to my ear. “There.” I give myself a tiny bow in the mirror.


      “You’re going to see him again, aren’t you?” She folds her arms over her chest with the hard tone of disapproval coming through loud and clear. “Oh my shit! You’re seeing this person!”


      “No, I’m not.” I’m quick to refute it. “I’m not seeing anyone. I’m headed to a study group for my marketing class.” Sort of true when you think about it. So, what if we’re going to have a rather moaning, groaning study sesh until about three in the morning? It’s nobody’s darn business, especially not his irate baby sister’s, pouting like a two-year-old before me. “You know I’m all about getting into business for myself. I need to take these things seriously.” I continue to primp mercilessly in the mirror, sweeping a brush full of powder across the left side of my face again and again as if it were the exact soothing rhythm I needed to fixate on to get me through the rest of this night. “I plan on hitting the ground running come graduation.” Something else is about to come long before graduation—and that would be me.


      “Sounds fine and dandy.” She gives an exaggerated shrug. “Too bad it’s only half the truth.”


      I smirk at the pied Piper herself. So, what if it’s just half the truth? Who is she to refute what I say?


      Piper reaches over and envelops me in nice, firm hug. “Whoever this guy is, he’d better be worth it. If he breaks my best friend’s heart, there will be hell to pay. I’ll make sure of that myself.”


      “I’m sorry,” I whimper into her shoulder. That’s about as close as I’ll ever get to an admission.


      “Sorry about what?” She pulls back to get a better look at me and wipes a lone tear from my eye.


      “For all those mean things you force me to say about you.”


      “Please.” She clicks her tongue. “I’ve never heard a single one of them.”


      “That’s because they’re all in here.” I tap the side of my head as I run out the door.


      “Get out of here, you tramp!” Piper howls with laughter as she shouts after me. “You’d better run, or I just might follow you!”


      Holy crap. I hightail it as fast as I can and jump into my car. I do an extra revolution around campus just to make sure any of my well-meaning besties aren’t in hot pursuit en route to keeping vaginal tabs on yours truly before I head over to Cade’s. I park a half-block away, under the shadowed protection of a one hundred-year-old acacia tree and take a deep, cleansing breath before I open my door.


      My mother always says, you can never be too safe or too sorry. I’m pretty sure her country wisdom wasn’t bottled up to be poured out on the night I drive over to sleep with a boy just for the fun of it. But that boy has a debt to pay, and there’s not a soul on the planet who can stop me from collecting.
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      * * *


      Cade James’s rental home is small, quaint, I believe the word in the real estate world is, and cozy. That’s what my momma has done for the last sixteen years in the time post-Daddy— sell quaint, cozy houses to young couples not too much older than myself who can hardly afford to keep them. And that is how the American dream works, she laments whenever she closes a sale by the sweat of her penciled-in brow.


      My hand trembles midair as I’m about to either knock or run like hell. For a brief second, I envision what Caila might do. I know some people envision what the Almighty would do in any given situation, but I’ve all but programmed myself to think about the things my gutsy sister would make happen, especially whenever it comes to the penis-wielding gender.


      My knuckles connect with the hard, cold wood before I can think. Every muscle in my body knows what that girl would do.


      The door swings open just enough, revealing a hotter than a grease fire Cade James wearing not much more than that dirty little grin from what flesh I can see.


      My head tilts left out of habit. “Are you indecent?” I lay it on thick as gravy. Just watching his pupils dilate is worth the price of admission.


      “I’m always indecent.” His grin twitches. “Buddy is in his room. The coast is clear, I promise.” He ushers me inside, and my entire body slaps with heat as I drink him down with my gaze.


      “Good Lord.” My head cranes so severely to the left I’m forced to take him in with a side-eye. Cade’s well-chiseled body drips wet, with nothing more than a fuzzy white towel wrapped just beneath his six-pack—scratch that. Make that eight. He pushes the door shut and lifts the edge of his towel like a threat.


      “I haven’t dried off completely. Would you mind?” There’s a note of sweetness in his tone, but it’s buried under boiling layers of lust and enough sexual frustration to blow the roof off every house in a fifty-state radius.


      “Well, I’d hate for you to catch a cold.” I drop my purse and evict the towel from his waist, nothing but his knife-sharp body staring back at me. Holy, holy. I can’t even get another thought out without dropping my gaze to his most prized possession, and I can plainly see why he values his man parts so very much. I clear my throat just enough. “I can see the big trio is happy to see me.” His erection rises like a military salute.


      “Every last part of me is happy to see you.” Cade steps in and removes my jacket before gingerly landing it on the sofa. His gaze rides up and down my body, over and over, as if he were starting to malfunction. “You look too beautiful to unwrap.”


      “Did you say unwrap? It wouldn’t be your birthday, would it?” I tease, pulling him in by the finger.


      “Last month.”


      “Happy belated birthday, Cade James. What do you say we take this party into the bedroom, and I can give you something special to open?” My leg rides up and down his thigh as he moans into the proposition. “Me—like a flower.”


      “I like the sound of that.” He steals a kiss from behind my ear, and my insides turn to pudding.


      I take a step toward the hall, threading his fingers through mine. “You’d better get that party hat ready. It’s time to have some good, clean fun.”


      His eyes are still lost somewhere between my cleavage and my boots. “I prefer it a little dirty if you don’t mind.”


      “Not at all, big boy. We’re celebrating your big day.” Before I can get another word out, Cade has me down the hall to his bedroom. It’s dark inside, smells cleaner—not that it didn’t before—but this time, there’s a distinct after scent of disinfectant. The comforter is rolled back neatly, and the sheets feel cool and crisp to the touch. They’re either brand spanking new or recently washed, I can’t tell which. “You didn’t have to go all out like this.” I giggle as he takes a gentle bite out of my neck.


      “Like what?”


      “The shower, the sheets, the lemon oil you used to dust the woodwork, the whatever it is with a hint of a pine eating up my sinuses. Really, I’m not worthy.” I give a soft laugh as I pull him over me in the dark. “Save it for the Queen of England.”


      Now, it’s his chest rumbling with a laugh. “Oh, honey, you’re worthy. And trust me, I wouldn’t bother for the queen. I’d much rather have you in this bed.” He helps me to my knees and peels my sweater dress off, plucks my boots off, slow and seductive, landing a butter-soft kiss to each of my knees. His hands glide up and down my body, confirming there’s not a stitch more to remove.


      “Like your surprise?” I take his hands and run them over my breasts, straight down to my bare hips, then lower still. A breath gets locked in my throat, and I’m afraid to breathe, to move a muscle, as I let him explore me freely. A part of me is shocked by my own brazenness, but it feels good like this, pretending to be like Caila, the naughty vixen, being in control of a beautiful man like Cade.


      “I love my surprise.” His voice drops down to its lower register as his fingers mold to the shape of my hips. “I am a very, very lucky boy. Happy belated birthday to me.” He tucks a kiss behind my left ear, and my entire body seizes. In a swift maneuver, I turn my head before biting down over his rock-hard shoulder.


      A dull moan comes from him as he takes in the pain.


      “Sorry,” I whisper. Apologizing in the heat of passion is a totally unCaila thing to do, but then, she’s never had to compensate for shredded flesh that healed badly for all the world to see. I’d die if Cade landed his lips to that testament to how much I loved my daddy—past tense. If my father knew how much Caila and I loved him—how much we agonized for him once he was gone, he would have come back. No person could ever put two little girls through that emotional hell and still consider themselves human.


      “Hey”—Cade pulls back in the dark, his finger touching softly under my chin—“please don’t ever say you’re sorry.” He runs a heated kiss down the center of my chest, stopping by to visit each of the girls. His hot mouth over that tender part of me, his demanding tongue, the sucking, the pulling—Cade causes me to nearly jump out of my skin, when ironically for the first time in my life, I’m damn glad to be in it.


      He parts my legs with his knee, gliding his hand down to my wet slick before touching me there, plunging a finger deep inside of me. I feel him there, moving inside of me, alive, willing, seemingly happy to be there, and it makes me struggle to catch my breath.


      “Lie back.” His voice is firm, demanding, and believe you me, a part of me is cheering him on—but the other part is savvy to the oral road in which his orders might lead to.


      “Oh no, that’s okay. It’s not like I’m really here to claim some ridiculous door prize I won at a party.” Chicken, chicken, no winner dinner for you!


      Cade straightens on his knees as a single seam of moonlight straddles the two of us like a lonely, slightly pornographic highway. He tucks his finger under my chin once again and gently lifts my gaze to his. There in the moonlight I can see him inspecting me, looking at me with those beautiful eyes that hold so much expectation. I turn my head slightly to the left, and he doesn’t protest the idea. Cade is a perfect gentleman. He’s had to have seen it. My heart breaks at the thought. For the first time in my life, a part of me wants to be perfect for someone. I want to be perfect for Cade.


      Through the dimly lit room, I can make out a devilish grin breaking out over his face. “You are most certainly here to claim that door prize, and I promise you, it will be anything but ridiculous. Just wait—you’ll be back for more.”


      “Oh? You have many repeat offenders?”


      His dimples cinch, forming small, shadowed dots on his cheeks. “It doesn’t matter. They’ve all been banished from the castle. The princess has arrived—the scullery maids have been sent to the tower.”


      Princess? I blush from head to toe at the fairy-tale implications of it all. Some guys will say anything to get laid, and Cade is good. I’ll give him that. I’ll have to tack on an extra gift—most likely a blowjob before the night is through.


      “Will you chop off their heads in my honor?” My throat scratches as I say those words. I meant for them to be humorous, and they sounded mostly pathetic.


      “I don’t see why not.” He falls to his elbows and grazes his heated chest over mine. “I’ve no need for them. And the fact I won’t be bedding them anymore doesn’t really give them much to live for.”


      I belt out a laugh. And there it is, the icebreaker that affords me my next breath and the courage I needed to boss this gorgeous man around beneath the sheets.


      I lie back on my elbows, my knees rising to his shoulders. “Speaking of head.”


      He growls out a laugh as he glides down the mattress, his arms parting me at the knees just enough. Cade lands his hot mouth over the most intimate part of me, and I let out a sharp cry of pleasure just the way he promised.


      And just like that, I collect on my debt.
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      All week, and into the next, I strut around campus with a goofy grin plastered to my face. Cassidy dictates what nights she’ll stop by. So far, it’s most, but there doesn’t seem to be rhyme or reason to the nights she decides to stay away. She says she likes to keep me on my toes.


      A dull chuckle warms my chest as I head into the Black Bear. I’m on my damn toes all right.


      Cassidy Clayton has me by the balls, and as much as I have license to roam the mean streets of Hollow Brook looking for that fabled unicorn, I don’t have it in me to glance at another girl. Who needs a unicorn when you’ve landed the Queen of Whitney Briggs—a real live princess in your bed? I’m liking the mythological, hell, the fairy-tale implications far better than I do reality. I’ve already tasted reality’s bitter offerings, and I’m not up for seconds.


      It’s early evening on a Friday, just before the dinner rush, before the barflies gather around to hear Blake, my almost brother, perform with his band. It’s a bit brighter inside the establishment, with just enough natural light flooding through the stained glass. But soon evening will fall hard, and the night magic will pour into this place like a balm. I’ve only been in Hollow Brook a few short months, but already it feels like home, comfortable, tried and true, like a good pair of shoes. If New York were Italian-made patent leather dress shoes, North Carolina is a sturdy pair of hiking boots. Who would have figured, me, Wall Street bound since birth, an outdoor type? But it’s true. I’ve fallen in love with trails, the miles of nothing but God’s green earth, the pines, the frosted mountains, the red dirt under my feet on a warm, sunny day—and Cassidy herself. Hollow Brook most definitely has it all.


      “What’s up?” Cole, the bartender working behind the counter, nods me over, and I take a seat on my regular stool. I’ve never been one to hang out at bars, but here it feels more like hanging out at a friend’s house rather than a drunk tank on 47th.


      “What’s going on?” I slap him five, and he pushes a beer my way. “Bryson or Holt wouldn’t happen to be around, would they?”


      “Reporting for duty.” Holt comes around and flashes those pearly whites. He and Bryson are twins. Fraternal, I think, but they look enough alike to mess with my head—clean-cut, buffed-out surfer types with more than enough business know-how to get them to the top of the bar chain in North Carolina. I believe they own a few. “What can I do for you?”


      “Dude.” I slap him five. “My junior year is coming to a close, and I’m hoping to set up an internship for the summer.”


      “You want Bryson for that. You’re talking about the media company, right?”


      Capwell, Edwards, and James Media Services is Wyatt’s new baby, along with Bryson, and Ryder Capwell, another one of their buddies.


      “No, actually, I was talking about the bar. I was hoping to shadow some managerial duties this summer. If Cole is cool with it, tend some bar. I don’t know jack, but I’m a quick learner.”


      Holt frowns a moment as if it were anything but the brilliant idea I thought it to be. “Why wouldn’t you go for corporate gold? I don’t get it. Who is it you’re trying to impress by interning at a bar?”


      “I’ve got my entire life to go for the corporate gold, and believe me, I will medal many, many times. My father has carved out a nice little niche in his gargantuan company for me. There’s a golden throne awaiting my arrival. I just wanted to get a taste of—”


      “How the other half lives.” A hand lands over my shoulder, and I find Owen Vincent spreading his shit-eating grin in my direction. He lands hard in the seat next to me and lifts a finger at Cole before a cold one lands in front of him. Owen is Piper’s main squeeze, and the thought of anyone squeezing my baby sister makes my guts churn with vomit. But he’s a good guy, and I can appreciate the fact Piper thinks the same.


      I look back to Holt to address Owen’s other half lives comment. “That’s not what I was going to say.” It wasn’t far off, but I guarantee my words would have been laced with a bit more eloquence.


      “It doesn’t matter.” Holt’s phone bleats for his attention, and he glances to the screen. “You got the job.” He nods before taking off in the back.


      “Dude.” Owen offers up a sock to my arm. I’m pretty sure it was meant to be playful, but he’s built like a fucking Hulk, so it hurts like hell. “Did the future Wolverine of Wall Street just get a j-o-b as a barhop?”


      Cole slaps his towel down between us. “Hey, don’t knock it.”


      Owen lifts his hands in the air a second as if apologizing.


      “For your information, I procured an internship.” I smear a greasy grin his way. “It’s a non-paying position.”


      “I procured an internship.” Owen does his best British impersonation, and now it’s my turn to sock him in the arm. I try to pack a little power behind it, but my knuckles hurt from the effort. This dude is built like a freaking brick wall.


      “How are you treating my kid sister these days?” I take a swig from my glass and groan at how good it feels running down my throat. All of those heated moans I’ve exchanged with Cassidy chase through my mind, and suddenly, I’m dying of thirst again, and it’s nothing that anything in this bar can cure.


      “You mean how’s that kid sister of yours treating me?” He clicks his beer to mine. “She’s wild, and I’m appreciative. Let’s just leave it at that. How about you? Anybody in the lower eastern seaboard getting your attention? Or are you still too busy trying them all on for size?” His brows tweak at the idea. “No judgment.”


      Trying them all on for size. Those were the exact words I said to Owen a few months back when he asked the same question. Owen pointed me in the direction of a few girls last fall, and neither the big trio nor I complained. A dull grin comes and goes because the big trio happens to be Cassidy’s dirty nickname for my boys.


      “I’m still trying them on for size, but I’m taking it back a notch in the bedroom.”


      I’m not sure why I’ve turned this little meet-and-greet into a confessional. Owen and I are friendly, but I wouldn’t exactly call us friends. In truth, I was a bit nicer to the guy before I found out who he’s sleeping with. Owen is essentially a good guy. He’s ratted and tatted from head to toe and worked as a male stripper up until a couple of weeks ago. He landed a job at Wyatt’s new company, and I’m glad he’s out of the “theater” profession. As much as I wanted to see a bright side regarding his steady stream of income, it was a tough pill to swallow, especially when I thought about my little sister involved in anything like that. But, at the end of the day, Owen is decent. He’s a great person, and one day he’ll make a great brother-in-law. He and Piper already have it all.


      “What’s this? Taking it back a notch in the bedroom? Let me guess. A rash got you down?” He doesn’t bother hiding his laughter.


      Cole gets in on it, and I wait until they stop with the high fives, and over all knee slapping on my balls’ behalf.


      “Would you quit? Trust me, there’s no rash. It’s this kind of crap that starts rumors. Totally untrue by the way.” I give a quick glance around. Prior to officially meeting Cassidy, I’d catch glimpses of her at the bar, never at school, so when she said she went to WB I was relieved. I know for a fact three different universities feed into this den of depravation on any given night. Hollow Brook is a college town, so she could have gone anywhere, and I much prefer her at my school. “There is someone, but we’re keeping it low-key. It’s sort of an open relationship at this point.” I grimace into those last few words. I’m not too sure what an open relationship actually entails, but I’m guessing it’s pretty black and white.


      “Open what?” Cole shakes his head. “Get in or get out, and then close that fucking door. Those things never end well if you don’t.”


      “He’s right.” Owen slaps me hard over the back, and before I can respond, a perfumed breeze whisks by, and Piper smacks Owen with a kiss.


      “Two of my favorite guys.” She pulls me into a strong hug, and I dot a kiss to her cheek. I’ve never been shy to give Piper affection. Our parents are pretty great people, but pretty distant as parents. They prefer the occasional visit. As children, we saw them on holidays and extended summer stays when we weren’t at boarding school. My mother calls once a week, which is all great, but Piper has always needed a little more attention, a little extra coddling and love, and I am more than happy to give it.


      “What are you up to?” I tousle her hair, and she growls at me. Messing with Piper is one of my favorite pastimes, a little dangerous, but usually worth the effort.


      “Just heading into town with the girls for dinner.” She looks to Owen and winks. “But I’ll be back for dessert. I’m not interested in getting my sugar fix anywhere else.”


      I lean back, trying to avoid any eye contact in that direction. It’s weird enough knowing that my kid sister has a boyfriend. I don’t want to imagine for a second what she might be doing to get her “sugar fix.”


      “Speaking of dessert”—Owen nods to me—“your brother is seeing someone.”


      “Oh my shit,” Piper gruffs a little too aggressively, and my curiosity is piqued. Not sure she’s ever protested the fact I’m seeing anyone, with the exception of the disaster at Bentley where I had my heart crapped on and handed back to me. “Tell me it’s not her.”


      “It’s not her,” I say into my beer, thanking God that it’s indeed not her. I’m not sure my heart or my head could take another dose of Sammy Spears. There are some catastrophes you’re just thankful to live through, and that happens to be mine. In the end, it was a waking nightmare. I’d never wish that on anyone, especially not on Cassidy.


      Piper tilts into me, narrowing her gaze as if trying to figure out if I’m telling the truth.


      “When was the last time you spoke with what’s-her-face?” She doesn’t relent from her suspicious gaze. Piper hasn’t uttered Sammy’s name since the day she found out the awful truth of what went down.


      “I don’t know. A while ago.” Sammy still sends a quick text now and again. She’s always the first to wish me a Merry Christmas, a happy birthday, but I’ve made it a habit of responding with the briefest of replies—courteous yet curt. She’s got the hint. This train isn’t traveling in that direction anymore. Those tracks derailed long ago.


      “Like yesterday? Last week? Just how is it you define a while ago?” Piper isn’t letting up on her interrogation. I’m not sure who was more traumatized by my last relationship, Piper or me.


      “I really don’t know.” I think on it a minute as Sammy’s quiet smile flashes before me. She had me hooked with that smile in the beginning, but it was the same smile that happily doled out lies in the end. “The last time I ran into her was last summer before we transferred out here. It was brief. I made sure it was.”


      “Good. Keep it that way,” Piper says it slow as if still disbelieving me on some level. “Anyway, I’d better get going. I’d hate to keep my hos waiting. See you in a bit.” She kisses Owen before taking off.


      “Who are these hos she’s hanging out with?” I toss the question to Owen as I knock back half of my beer.


      “Good girls. If I had to guess, Piper is the ringleader. They’re all pretty tame in comparison. Speaking of your sister, her birthday is coming up, first week of March.”


      “I know when my sister’s birthday is. Would you like to fill me in on the date, too?” I smear a grin with the sarcasm. I’m not as good as Piper, but something about Owen demands that I mess with him.


      Owen growls a moment. At least they’ve got that in common. “I’m throwing her a birthday party. A barbeque. I talked to Wyatt, and he wants to host it at the ranch.” He snarls a moment as if that took away from the fact he wanted to throw it for her. And something in that one act of birthday chivalry makes me like the guy just a little bit more.


      “Cool. It falls on a Saturday this year, so it’ll be perfect.”


      “I’d love to invite your parents. I mean, I know it’s a big trip, but I’d love to meet them. I’m sure Piper would love to have them over.”


      “Done. I’ll put in the call. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind flying out for the weekend.” It’s true. My parents, Wyatt Senior and Angelica, can be anywhere and everywhere as fast as their private jet can whisk them away. “You going big or keeping it tight?”


      “Just her friends and a few of my buddies. But we should hang out sometime before that.” Something in Owen softens. Owen and I have hung out before. In fact, we were better friends when I didn’t know he was screwing my sister. I guess that’s the great ironic divide, Piper.


      “I’d like that.”


      “Cool. Most weekends we’re playing pool in the back. My buddy, Jet, gives the best tats this side of Tijuana.”


      I grimace because I’m not sure that says much, and I’ve seen Piper’s meager tattoo, although the artwork scrolled over Owen’s body looks decent.


      “Rex is my other buddy,” he continues. “He’s boarding school born and bred much like yourself,” he says it as if it’s a selling point, and, to be honest, I like Rex already. I know what it’s like to be dragged off from your family, given a new one in the scholastic sense, and then living that way until you’re vomited out into the world upon graduation. “We’ll get together. There’s something I need to pick up at the office. I forgot a file your brother has me working on. You can head over with me if you want to kill time.”


      “No, that’s okay. I think I’ll hop back to campus. There’s something at the bookstore I’m looking for.”


      “Or someone.” He gives a quick wink before slapping my shoulder and taking off.


      He’s right. It’s definitely someone.


      Cassidy Clayton is like a ghost around here when she’s not in class. Maybe next time she lands in my bed, I’ll beg her to tell me all of her secrets.
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      * * *


      Whitney Briggs University is a hotbed of beautiful girls. It’s not a huge shock someone as perfect as Cassidy should be in attendance. A dull laugh rattles through me at the thought of her. She is in everyway perfection, both outside and underneath the sheets. I can’t stop thinking about the girl, and it’s bordering on obsessive. I’m not stalking through campus tonight looking for some book. Owen was right. It’s Cassidy I’m scouring the four corners of the world for.


      Crowds of girls travel in every direction, and I make it a point to scour every blonde in an effort to weed her out. I’ll admit, it’s leading to a few awkward glances, some subtle invites, and a few bold girls blowing kisses my way. It’s all in fun. Every single one of these girls is headed off-campus looking for a good time tonight—not that it has to be sexual. Heck, I’m hoping for a good time myself, but, for me, it most certainly has to be sexual—only if it includes Miss Clayton. She volunteered as my bed warmer, and I’m hoping she feels the need for heat as much as I do.


      After an hour of aimless wandering, feeling a bit like a self-proclaimed stalker, I head over to the bookstore. In the least I won’t have been a liar. Hell, maybe I’ll go for the gold and buy a freaking book. The brightly lit establishment is covered with plastic hearts as an ode to that over-glorified greeting card manufactured holiday tomorrow brings—Valentine’s Day. I’ve already purchased two dozen long-stemmed roses and have them at the house. If she shows up tonight, I’ll give them to her then. I’m sort of hoping for that scenario because not a single part of me wants to wait another day to see her.


      A dark-haired girl heads toward the door just as I’m reaching for the handle, so I swing it open for her and hold it as she plows on by.


      “Thank you,” she says, briefly glancing up, and the two of us freeze in tandem.


      Shit.


      My gut pinches, and instantly, I want to hit rewind, play back the last ten seconds so I can make a clean escape.


      “What are you doing here?” It’s the first thing out of my mouth. It came out nice enough, not sure why it wouldn’t, but a darker part of my heart wanted to spit the words with venom.


      Her entire body relaxes with a sigh as if somehow the message I sent gave her the all-clear. “Nice to see you, too.” Her country twang comes in clear, and my gut twists because she hasn’t had it that thick in years. A part of me doesn’t want to hear it coming from her. It’s something sacred I only ever want to hear from Cassidy. She shakes out her dark curls, her tiny frame shifts from side to side a moment. “Hey, you want to grab some coffee? It’s a funny story—really.”


      Sammy Spears is someone I’ve been trying to avoid for the last three years. She and I were pretty serious for our last year at the Bentley Academy—but finding her in bed with my roommate, Dave, was the knife that severed any bond we once shared. For so long, I held anger, resentment, nursed my wounds without letting them close because I needed to feel the sick hatred toward that dark time in my life, but now, in this moment, with some time separating me from the bitter heartbreak—seeing Sammy in person, the past suddenly feels very much distant and buried. I credit Cassidy with that. I’m no longer obsessed with the fact someone dared step out on me and my overblown ego because I’m very much content where I’ve landed—especially with the person that landed in bed beside me, and I’ve never been more thrilled that it’s not Sammy.


      “Coffee?” I do a quick scan of the vicinity. As much as my resentment toward Sammy just floated away like a helium balloon, I’m pretty sure I don’t want to incite Cassidy with caffeine and get her thinking that I’ve found my unicorn to quell those nightly visits.


      “It’ll be quick.” She shrugs while her eyes do their best to beg for this to happen. “I have to be somewhere later.”


      “I guess one cup won’t hurt.”


      Sammy is quick to usher us over to Hallowed Grounds, and my stomach churns as we get our coffee, and she leads us toward the back to the very seats Cassidy and I stationed ourselves at a few weeks back.


      “So tell me everything.” I settle across from her with my seat pulled out a good foot from the table, my body turned toward the exit in the event I spot the girl I was really looking for. Not that I would bolt, but I would definitely make it a point to say hello and casually mention there isn’t a unicorn in sight. “How did you manage to land at Briggs?” I’m afraid I know. The rest is simply a formality, but I’ll let her try to claw her way out of this paper bag. I guess overall I’m glad I bumped into her today, and for the love of God not tomorrow. I wouldn’t want her to get caught up on fate and serendipity and somehow contribute our impromptu meeting to a day enwreathed in hearts and roses.


      “I’m here because of you.” Sammy leans in with those tired, determined eyes, holding a hand out, but I won’t take it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so forward. I get it. You’ve moved on—literally. And as much as I hate to admit it, I was starting to lose my mind a little knowing that I might not see you again.” She shakes her head and blinks back tears.


      “Please don’t—”


      “I swear”—she holds up a hand—“I said I wasn’t going to do this.” Her accent comes out thick as syrup. The more years she spent at Bentley, the more it deluded itself. But Sammy always knew it was her greatest tool of manipulation with me. With Cassidy, it’s so natural, relaxing to listen to, and with Sammy, my stomach tenses up in knots.


      “Then don’t do this.” I soften a bit as I lean forward. “I get it. You said you were sorry. I accepted your apology.”


      “But”—she swallows hard—“I’m still paying the price.” She blows a breath through her lips as if working through her pain, trying to control the tears that are already flowing. “Um, I said I’d give it one semester.” She waves around at the café in a tragic show of desperation. “I’m here until May. If this thing doesn’t work out between us, I think it’ll be best if I go. But, Cade—I had to know. I had to know that I gave it everything. I just want what we had back so bad.” Tears spill down her cheeks, melting pale tracks in their wake, and she’s quick to mop them up with a napkin. “I’m still in love with you, Cade. I’m not sure any time or distance will ever change that fact.”


      Shit. Sammy has always had a happy disposition, but after we broke up, after I basically told her I didn’t want anything to do with her or Dave ever again, she’s been a walking wall of sorrow.


      “I’m sorry your heart is breaking.” Those words give me great pause, because for one, she was the one who spoke them to me not long after the incident. “I don’t want to bring you any pain, Sam. That’s not who I am.” A lump gets caught in my throat the size of one of Dave Barnes’s size twelve sneakers. “But I think at this point we’re better off as friends.” There’s no way I can see me going back there. A part of me wonders if I would have had the fortitude to resist stepping back in time if Cassidy hadn’t shown up. I’d like to think I would’ve.


      “Are you seeing someone?” Her eyes spin like pinwheels at the prospect. You can see the panic meter rise clear into her wrinkled-with-worry forehead. “I mean, of course, you are. You’re Cade James, bachelor extraordinaire. Who in their right mind wouldn’t want to be with you?” She gives a wild shake of the head as if bewildered by her own behavior. “You know, when I think about us—sometimes I pretend it never happened, and then I fill in the blanks at what our lives would be like now. You and I would be engaged, of course.”


      We share a short-lived laugh over the idea as if that sobering fact were funny at all. Most likely she’s right, and a painful part of me knows this. I’m beginning to think Dave and Sammy’s impromptu hookup—at least that’s how they sold it in the beginning—was a blessing in disguise. Her initial story was, one minute they were looking at a textbook and the next she was holding his dick. Of course, I simply saw that last part—or more to the point, I didn’t see that last part because technically he had his junk buried up inside her. As it unfolded, I eventually found out it had been a steady thing over the last few months of our relationship.


      “We would have had a big wedding after graduation.” She goes on, her tone markedly subdued as she stares off, dazed. “Naturally, the kids would come right away.” She clears her throat, as her voice grows thick and weak. “I can’t believe I blinked our entire family out of existence because of one stupid mistake.” It’s as if she’s speaking to herself now, to the future, as she stares blankly into the table.


      “You ever see him?” I haven’t really said his name out loud in years, don’t want to. Last I heard he’s at Penn State studying law.


      “No. After graduation, I saw no one. I’ve been at Yates. It’s a nice school, but the distance between us was eating at me. My sister suggested I try a semester here just to see what happens.”


      Not sure I buy that last part, but then, her sister always was an instigator.


      “We had some good times at Bentley.” The words come out quiet, unsure if I’m speaking the truth. “I’m glad we had them. But I’m glad we’ve moved past all that stuff. It’s probably a good thing that you’re here.” It’s true. There’s no better way to lay the past to rest than to bury it yourself, and that’s exactly what’s come of me seeing her tonight—the past is six feet under, and I’m ready to move on.


      Her eyes enlarge with hope as she sucks in a breath. “Really? You mean that? You’re actually glad I’m here?”


      “Yes. I mean that. But”—I reach over and tap my hand to hers—“not in the way you’re thinking. Everything that happened is in the past, and unfortunately, I feel as if we are, too. I don’t want you to go through life wondering what would have happened. I want us both to move past this and get on with our lives.”


      “Apart.” She collects herself enough to put up a cold front. “So you’re saying there’s no chance. I’ve wasted my time in coming here,” she huffs while looking at her reflection in the window.


      “No, not at all. This is the part where we put it all behind us, and we become something new together—friends—just like we were in the beginning.”


      A smile plays on her lips. Sammy is pretty by textbook standards, but now I wonder what I ever saw in her beyond that. She’s always been a girl who sees what she wants and gets it, and now I’m starting to think I was simply an object she chose from the shelf, pointed at, and expected to have as her eternal plaything.


      “We were pretty heated in the beginning.” Her fingernails rake slowly over my arm, and I retract it from her reach.


      “We were friends in the beginning. I propose that’s where we remain.”


      “Friends.” Her brows knit as if I’ve just offended her, threw an expletive into her face, and expected her to swallow it whole. “Friends.” She picks up her drink. “Well—here’s to building a beautiful and lasting friendship.”


      Why do I get the feeling even that inch was far too much to have gifted her?


      “To a lasting friendship.” I knock my coffee to hers before making up an excuse about needing to walk Buddy. But it’s not an excuse really. I need to feed, walk, and lock up my best friend in his room for the night because a girl that I can’t ever seem to track down just might pay me a visit.


      Cassidy Clayton.


      Now that’s one girl I want far more than a friendship with.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          A Hard Man is Good to Find

        


        Cassidy

      

    

    
      Stilettos is the premier strip club in downtown Jepson. Unlike that male whorehouse Owen used to work at, no offense, an honest living is an honest living—this little vestige of revelry is located in the heart of a business oasis, thus accounting for the bevy of suits in the audience. And I do believe the location is crucial in parallel to my sister’s hefty income. I guess in that respect, this little outing with the girls doubles as research for my future business ventures. Location, timing, and fair market pricing are the three golden rules we’ve covered so far in Basic Principles of Marketing. My entire body swoons a moment just thinking of Cade James and the prowess he wields both in and out of the classroom.


      “Hello?” Piper waves a hand over my face as the club materializes around me once again. Swear to all that lies above, that boy makes me go out of my mind twice daily and at least a dozen blissful, sinful times on Sunday. “Where do you want us to sit? And what’s the big surprise?” She wrinkles her nose at the girls swinging their hips on stage. “No offense, but I’m pretty sure none of us are dying to see them take it off.”


      I give a little wink over to Scarlett who at the moment is the only one in on my little lookalike secret I’m about to expose to both Piper and Daisy. Stilettos is a good size club, dark, smoky with the heavy scent of pricey cologne swimming through the air like testosterone. The waitresses are bare chested—balancing out the estrogen on the floor. In fact, the only things these girls do wear are aprons and a G-string. I can’t imagine being handed an apron as a uniform. Heck, I can’t imagine taking my clothes off on stage, but apparently, my other half doesn’t mind. My sister thrives in this morally deprived economy. Caila doesn’t hit the stage until nine on the button, and then she has a repeat performance at eleven.


      “Oh c’mon, girls. There’s no place like the front!” I give a little whoop and knock my hip into Daisy’s. Daisy Pembrooke is as polished as a diamond, as chic as a supermodel, and nervous as a hen with a fox eyeing her neck. “Relax, girl!” I thread my arm through hers as we make our way to the very front row as threatened. “I promise, none of these girls bite, not even if you ask them real nice.” Unlike Cade who bites with such zest and zeal you’d think he were put on this Earth to decorate my body with the imprint of his perfectly straight teeth. Of course, he’s just following orders like a good little soldier—not that there’s anything little about that boy. My face heats just thinking of Cade and his super-sized man parts. That line about asking real nice for a bite was the first thing Cade said to me in class, and just the thought of how he’s made good on that promise lights a carnal fire in me. There’s no doubt I’ll be stopping by for a quick bite myself this evening.


      “Shit, Cass. We’re so close, we’re going to see their cock sockets!” Piper flops in her seat and covers her eyes like the adorably whiny brat she is.


      “Would you stop acting like a three-year-old?” Secretly, that’s my favorite part about Pouty Piper. What’s not to love when your bestie is an overgrown baby who would do anything in the world to protect you? I’ll never forget as long as I live what she did that night those bitches from Alpha Chi decided they needed the spackle removed from my face. Piper was the one who had my back then, and I plan on having this girl’s back for the rest of our lives. My stomach nosedives for a moment, because if Piper is going to be in my life until death do us part, where does that leave Cade and me?


      “Believe me, sweetie”—I hop onto the stool between her and Scarlett— “nobody in this establishment is after sneaking you a peak of their honey pot, unless, of course, you come at them with lots of this.” I reach into my purse and pull out a fistful of bills and wave them at the stage with unabashed glee. An entire herd of girls sashays over, ready to have those skimpy strings slung over their bottoms stuffed with lots and lots of government-issued greens.


      “Have fun, ladies.” I quickly divide the loot among the three of them before leaning toward Scarlett. “Make sure these frightened pussy cats don’t stray. It’s five minutes to show time. I’ll be watching the real show from the corner and come back to surprise them before Piper tries to yank my sister offstage and ruin her budding career.”


      “You are fifty shades of fucked up.” Scarlett laughs. Scarlett hardly ever lets an expletive fly, so it’s hard not to laugh along with her.


      I turn back to Piper and Daisy who both look sickly pale and just a tiny bit afraid as the girls shake what their mommas gave them at the lot of us.


      “I’m taking off to the little girls’ room. Be back in a flash!” Normally, one of them, both of them would have volunteered to go with me, but they’re too green to move at the moment. A waitress comes at me holding a tray full of liquid courage, and I gladly take a tiny blue shot from her. Everyone at the club assumes they know me, and for the life of me, I have no idea if Caila gets charged for all the freebies I manage to procure while I’m here. I settle myself at the bar, sipping my little blue something or other that tastes like nail polish remover over ice. The clock strikes nine, and the lights dim down before swirling into a dizzying inferno of color.


      The emcee, a rather handsome, buff man with muscles that do their best imitation of rippling chocolate, takes the mic. “And now, ladies and gentlemen, I have the pleasure to introduce the lovely, the luscious, curvy-swervey, the fabulous Caila Jace!”


      “Fabulous indeed.” A little giggle chortles from me.


      The lights go rabid, as does the crowd. An entire thicket of men in business suits storms the runway like vultures at feeding time once my sister steps out onto that stage. There she is. My heart stills for a moment, because from this vantage point, even I’m having a great deal of difficulty telling us apart. If I wasn’t in my own skin, I’d doubt who was who, but I’m not here to see my beautiful sister strut her stuff. I turn my greedy eyes toward my stupefied best friends. Even Scarlett, in all her auburn glory, looks slightly aghast by what she’s experiencing. Piper gazes up, mesmerized by Caila, as she edges her way to the end of the stage. The music starts up obnoxiously loud, like the drumming of a 747 engine. Caila swings her hips to the rhythm, looking every bit calm, cool, and collected as if she wasn’t doing this in a room full of sexed-up men and women, but for a lover. But Caila isn’t the type to take a lover. She’s too busy taking men by their horn, and I do mean that in the singular sense, landing them right where she needs them. It’s safe to say my daddy’s abrupt departure did nothing to nurture normal male relations with the two of us.


      Caila’s long blonde hair is blown out straight over her shoulders, pouring down her back like white glacial milk. She’s donned a cat suit made of black netting with jewels sewn into its webbing, giving her that glittering effect that blinds the audience every now and again. That, right there, is the best analogy of Caila. She’s so powerful and beautiful in her own right it’s blinding on occasion. But her breasts are bare, and moving freely to the beat as she dances seductively while owning that stage. You can see her perky little titties clear as day, despite the netting they’re enmeshed in. There’s a tiny vanity cluster of white rhinestones making an ill attempt to cover her personals down south, but, other than that, there I am prancing around in what God gave me for all to see. As it were, that’s not enough. A couple of male strippers dance out onto the stage with their muscles oiled down to a tan perfection, their smiles just as greasy as they help free my sister from that fishnet she’s tangled up in. Both Piper and Daisy drop their jaws, and by the looks of it their sanity as they gawk in horror. Piper wastes no time in jumping out of her seat.


      “Holy hot mama!” I abandon my pretty little poison and run laughing and screaming as the music holds its own, deafening everyone in the vicinity to my cries.


      Scarlett tries to stop Piper from getting on that stage, but she’s halfway to Caila by the time I arrive, so I do the only thing I can think of—jump on her shoulders like I’m trying to put out a fire.


      “Relax! It’s not me!” I laugh right into her red-with-rage ear.


      Piper turns just enough to identify this newfound monkey on her back and tips me over with the ease of a dump truck.


      Daisy is quick to help me up and holds my chin in her cold, shaky hand. “What the hell?” Her little pert lips twist, letting me know she’s put it together, and she is not amused.


      “I said I was just stepping away to the little girls’ room.” I bat my lashes at the two of them. “Where in God’s name did you think I went?” I attempt to fan myself with my hot pink fingernails.


      “Shit.” Piper looks from me to the stage. “Okay, don’t freak out, but that chick on stage is wearing your face!”


      Scarlett and I indulge in a nice, long laugh on behalf of our two besties. Caila’s routine comes to a close, and she struts on over. Both Scarlett and I don’t waste a moment in sharing a quick fist bump with my almost-mirror image. The music dies down, and the next girl appears on stage as Caila pulls me into a hug.


      “Did we kill ’em?” She laughs, dabbing tears from the corners of her eyes as we resettle ourselves off the runway. I’m not the only one who gets a kinky thrill out of the deal.


      “You killed us all right,” Piper snarls at my gorgeous other half.


      Daisy pulls me in close, looking from me to my beautiful sister. Caila has three different makeup artists backstage who airbrush her to stripper-worthy perfection and utilize other far more secretive beauty tricks to get her to this level of flawlessness. Not that she needs it. Her confidence alone is a force to be reckoned with.


      “What’s going on?” Daisy is a little curter than usual. She’s pre-law, and already I know she’ll make a great legal eagle one day. “Is this your sister?”


      Caila holds out a hand to her. “And you must be the smart one. You university girls never cease to amaze me. Caila Jace.” She shakes each of their stunned hands.


      Piper blows out a hard breath, still trying to process it. “So, you do this?” She nods over at the stage. “With her face?”


      “Oh, hon”—Caila’s not missing a beat—“I do this with her face and her body.”


      We all share a quick chortle, and just like that, everyone loves Caila. It never does take long for her to charm and disarm the masses.


      We hang out for another set before hugging it out with my beautiful sis and taking off.


      “So, what did you guys think?” I ask as we head toward Scarlett’s car.


      Daisy hacks out a laugh. “I think your sister is as amazing as you are. But please, if there are any more heart-stopping surprises in that familial closet of yours, I’m going to need a bottle of aspirin and a heads-up. You don’t have any other pranks brewing in that pretty blonde head, do you?”


      “Not a single one.”


      “Except for her mystery man.” Scarlett wraps a cool arm around my shoulder. “Even I’m not privy to that secret. So, what gives? Tomorrow is V-Day. Are you planning on letting him ply you with chocolate and roses?”


      “Valentine’s is for fools, hon.” I wink over at Piper, letting her know I’m teasing. She’s already let me in on the fact that she and Owen are having a sleepover that starts tonight and ends at some point Monday morning. I think, come summer, I’ll have a vacancy in my dorm room. It’s pretty inescapable at this point to assume otherwise.


      “I’m no fool,” Piper counters before drilling her navy blue eyes into mine, and there he is. Cade moves in and out of her features like a watercolor come to life. “And for sure you’re not either. Don’t go getting your heart broken. Think twice before you leap into his bed again.”


      “What do you mean think twice?” Scarlett entwines our arms and pulls me in, her ruby lips just as red as her hair and name. “This girl has gotten laid and gotten laid good. I’ve never seen her so ridiculously over the moon. Come on”—she gives my arm a yank as we head toward the parking lot—“give us a name. Just a first name. It’s not like we’ll decode anything major from that.”


      I glance to Piper and blush deeper than any part of the ocean can ever be. I’m pretty sure his name would incite more than a riot. There isn’t a heck of a lot of boys named Cade running around Briggs, nor in Hollow Brook. If I offer them a first name, I might as well offer them a last.


      “Okay, fine.” Daisy comes up and hooks her arm through mine on the other side, and there’s something satiating about being ensconced by your friends this way. “We have to call him something. Give us a clue so we can come up with a proper nickname.”


      A thousand inappropriate thoughts run through my brain. The big trio, those raging muscles of his, that hotter than hell tongue that knows exactly what it’s doing to me in the very best way.


      “I don’t know. That boy’s entire body is a weapon he’s not afraid to wield.” My face burns ten times hotter than the sun, and I refuse to look Piper in the eye for the rest of the night.


      “Holy crap, Clayton!” Piper jumps in front of me. “You’re still sleeping with this guy?”


      “What did you think I was doing? Having high tea with the queen?” I blush again, because Cade specifically said very naughty things concerning that British monarch.


      Scarlett and Daisy belt out a choir of laughs, but Piper looks as if I’ve just dismembered her favorite doll. God, if she ever knew it was Cade I’m bedding, she’d look far more ticked off than she ever does now. I’d have to run for cover. I’d have to cross ten state lines just to keep a safe distance from her explosive wrath. Her brother had better watch out, too. I’m pretty sure that good time runs both ways.


      “Okay, I got one.” Daisy steadies her sparkling champagne nails in front of us. “How about Pudding Pop?”


      “That’s disgusting.” Piper gags as she spews the words out.


      Scarlett whips her hair over her shoulders like a flame. “How about Hot Buns?”


      “He does have hot buns.” I just might need to take a bite out of one tonight to reaffirm this theory. “How about King of Hearts?” I offer. “Not that I’m in love with him or anything.” I turn so far from Piper I practically have my back to her.


      “No!” Piper is the first to decry his quasi-royal standing. “Hot Buns it is. Even though I can’t stand it—it’s a heck of a lot better than something he’s obviously not ready to give you, and that’s his heart.”


      “Hey”—Scarlett swats Piper with her purse—“you don’t know that. They could be madly declaring their love for one another nightly. You’re not doing that, right?” She gives a hard sniff my way with that disgusted look on her face as if she could smell my relationship funk from there.


      “What? No! We’re just having a good time. Trust me, the L word has never left my lips nor will it. We’re just letting off some steam, having a little f-u-n.” I rock into Daisy and Scarlett, causing us to sway all the way to the car.


      Piper pulls me to the side as the girls climb in. She looks ticked, and, if I were to guess, a little bit affronted. “Promise me you won’t get hurt.”


      “Oh, hon”—I pull her into a tight embrace—“of course, I’m not going to get hurt. Outside of it being purely sexual, it’s one hundred percent platonic.” I force out a hearty laugh, and my throat rubs raw as if punishing me for the lie. I’m not sure why it feels like a lie, just does at the moment.


      “Cassidy—” She shakes her head as the moon casts its light over the back of her head, causing her face to get lost in its own shadow. There he is again, haunting me through his sister’s features. It’s eerie, but, in a strange way, I find it comforting. “You may not think I know much about the heart and how it works, but I’m pretty sure if you’re sleeping with this guy—a lot by the way—you have some feelings for him. The fact you can’t admit it is just a technicality. The quicker you rip that bandage off the better. The sooner you acknowledge your feelings, the sooner you can get this relationship off to a real start.”


      “And what if he doesn’t feel the same?” Not once in my entire life has someone else felt the same. I don’t know why in the heck Cade James would be any different. In fact, this entire conversation feels wrong. If it’s one thing I don’t do, it’s take a walk on the vulnerable side. I’m not Caila. I don’t get to point the finger and say you will love me. It would never work.


      “If he does, then it’s perfect, right?” Piper glares at me as if it’s anything but. “And if he doesn’t say he feels the same, you’d better do two things.”


      “What’s that?” My voice shakes as I say it.


      Piper steadies those determined eyes over mine with a pent-up fury. “You dump his ass asap, then give me his address.”


      Scarlett gives a little honk. “Speaking of asses, get yours in the car! We’re freezing!”


      I glance back to Piper and frown. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


      And that, my friend, is what my momma calls a bald-faced lie.


      [image: ]


      * * *


      It takes less than an hour for me to shower and change into something a lot less comfortable—a tight red dress that goes down to there and up to here, and a pair of five-inch ruby red stilettos that would make my sister wince with both pain and pride.


      My little trusty, dusty Honda sputters all the way over to Cade’s clapboard love shack, and this time, I park boldly across the street. The other night, I nearly froze my tits off trotting back to the car in the early a.m. hours. If I ever get brave enough, I’ll simply pull right into the driveway.


      My heels click-clack all the way over as I hum a little ditty. I’ve never been so excited to see anyone in my life. All I can think of is getting inside and getting myself some naughty nibbles of those hot buns he’s gifting me for free.


      “Knock, knock!” I sing as I rap my knuckles over the door.


      It swings open, and Cade grins back with a single rose held to his lips.


      “For you, my love.” He holds it out like an offering as his spicy cologne mingles with the sweet floral scent.


      My stomach lurches when he calls me that. Not one hour ago, I was professing to all my besties that we had never once uttered that silly little L word, and here he was using it as a term of endearment.


      “Oh my…” I’m dumbfounded is what I am. “I love it!” Crap! I touch my fingers to my lips a moment as he helps me inside. There we go again. My hand curves over his, natural as breathing, and I can’t help but think the air is just a bit sweeter in here. “It’s beautiful.”


      “Cassidy Clayton.” His eyes ride heated and heavy over my body as he takes me in. “You are the only thing of beauty in this entire room.”


      “Oh, hon, you don’t need to go there—this is a sure thing. You’re already getting laid.” Before I can properly give this rose a run for its sweet smelling money by way of out blushing it, I gasp at the sight behind him. An overgrown vase, the size of Texas, holds a million of these red flowery confections. A giant heart-shaped Mylar balloon floats above the sea of flowers with the words, You Belong to Me. And something in my chest seizes with delight. A very real part of me wishes I belonged to this sweet boy right here.


      “Who’s the lucky girl?” I’d better play it coy in the event I’m in for a rude awakening. “Or are you planning on running around campus and passing those out to all the sexy little kittens just dying to land you horizontally?” My fingers walk up his chest until I latch my hand over his shoulder. It’s true. I’ve seen the lust-filled looks the girls in class offer him, and I’d be a big, fat liar if I didn’t admit that it made my stomach twist with jealousy—odd since I’m the one actually doing the dirty deed with him.


      Cade’s entire face frowns with disapproval, and I nearly knock him over and run out the door. That was the same look Piper gave me less than an hour ago—carbon copy.


      “They’re all for you.” That devilish grins reappears as he brings my hand to his lips and lands a gentle kiss to the back. “Every last one.”


      Cade James is a man’s man. Not only is he tall, dark, and handsome, but he’s wise, kind, and sexy as hell. He really is the whole package.


      “I love them,” I gush and don’t care if I’ve used the L word twice now. “I’m like seriously in love with them.” A horrible thought comes to mind—I can’t take them! This totally goes against anything platonic I’ve touted to my friends. “I’ll make a point to visit them every single day.” I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him in. “Is that okay with you?”


      His brows furrow again, making my stomach pinch with the heat of ten thousand sunsets. I’ve never met a comelier man in all my life.


      “That’s perfect with me. In fact, if they keep you coming back—” He buries a kiss just under my right earlobe. I don’t know if Cade has caught onto the fact I’ve all but disowned the left side of my face. I’m damn sure he’s seen it for what it is by now. He’s all but given up on sending sugar to that side of my facial landscape, and for that I’m forever grateful. “I’m going to keep them coming.”


      A dirty gurgle of a laugh gets buried in my throat just as he lands a heated wet kiss to the divot in my neck. “Are you going to keep me coming?”


      “Oh, sweetie”—now it’s his turn to growl out a laugh—“I plan on it.” His kisses become more ravenous as he massages me with that velvet soft tongue all the way to my shoulder. He pulls back and looks at me with drugged, glossy eyes that scream I’m-going-to-bed-you-down-and-dirty more than they do anything that has to do with the L word, and that’s fine by me. “You feeling this tonight?” He wraps his finger around a curl just off my neck. Cade has made it a point to make sure we’re on the same page just about every time we’re together. I’d like to think he’s a gentleman that way and not reading off some script gifted to him by the anti-assault squad on campus. Either way, it works for me.


      “I’m feeling it.” I pull his hips hard to mine before diving my hands down into the back of his boxers and giving that rock-hard ass of his a firm squeeze. “In fact, you better watch out, Hot Buns, because I am feeling a little bit hungry tonight.”


      A dark laugh strums from his chest. “Eat all you want, sweetheart.” His eyes remain hooded and drugged. “I’m open all fucking night.” Cade kisses me through a smile. “How did I get so lucky?”


      “You’re not lucky—you’re just with me.” I go to lead him into the bedroom, and he gently reels me back, landing me in his hard as rock arms.


      The smile evaporates from his lips as his eyes wander over my face, and I hold my breath and let him. There, see me. I dare him with my heated gaze to say what he’s thinking.


      “You are beautiful,” he utters the words without the trace of a smile on his face. “Yes, you,” he says it with a harsh kick as if to emphasize his point. “And I am the luckiest man on this planet to get to love your body the way I want—the way I need to.” He gives my waist a squeeze, and his lips curve up just for me. “I want you, Cassidy. You’re sweet, funny, kind—and have I mentioned generous in bed?” That wicked grin of his bounces back to his lips. “I need you to know those things, but more importantly, I need you to believe them.”


      “Do you believe them?” It comes out genuine, not an ounce of smartass anywhere in sight.


      “Hell yes, I believe them.” His head ticks back a notch as if to emphasize his point. “I wouldn’t have said them if they weren’t true.”


      Cade drills those navy eyes of his into mine, and I can’t seem to look away, don’t want to. He cups my cheeks and I flinch, but he holds me gently like that as he pulls me in closer, ever so closer until his lips land soft over mine. He dots a kiss to my nose and then carefully presses his blessed by God lips to my left cheek.


      Tears come, and I close my eyes. I’m sure my trembling lids say just about everything I’m feeling.


      Dear God, he’s there. He’s acknowledging my injury, the rawest part of who I am in the most incredible way.


      Cade pulls me in and kisses me with everything in him, a wild, delicious, probing kiss that glorifies the art of making love more than anything I’ve ever experienced before. He presses his hand to the small of my back and joins our bodies at the hips, hard and urgent.


      My fingers fumble for the button on his jeans, and he digs a condom out before shaking it out.


      “Always prepared?”


      “It’s the Boy Scout motto.” His dimples go off as we dance our way out of our clothes, stripping ourselves clean right here in the living room. His flesh sears over mine, and we groan as our bodies seal together. It’s such a damn good feeling. I swear, it’s half the fun, half the beauty of being with him.


      Cade rolls the condom on, and I watch with curious intent because obviously it’s a lights-on kind of a night. Cade James is long and strong in all the right places. As suspected, he’s indeed hung like a stallion with two round full bales of glorious hay sitting proud at attention just beneath that. It’s amazing what a little light will do if you shed it just so on the right situation. It’s about time I’ve seen what he’s been impaling me with, and I must admit I am damn impressed.


      “Come here, baby.” Cade digs his fingers into my thighs as I jump up on his hips. “Shit.” His manic panting takes over as he takes a naughty nibble of his own all over my chest. “You don’t know the things you do to me.”


      “I have a slight idea,” I say, positioning myself over him as his body struggles to get in mine.


      “Fuck.” He tips his head back and grunts as I press down further over him, ending with a nice little bounce as I take it home.


      “Is that word all you got, city boy? I thought you came with an expletive-riddled tirade. I guess you’re too nice for that after all,” I pant the words out as I take a healthy bite from his bottom lip. Cade James’s lips are soft as down pillows. I’ll never be able to kiss another man properly after this.


      His chest rumbles over mine. “Sweetheart, if you think I’m nice, we’ve been doing this wrong.”


      Cade takes me right there in front of the blank eye of the television, front and center of those dozens of roses he never should have bought me. For a brief second, I watch as our reflection bounces happily away in that Mylar balloon with its rather possessive statement.


      And all the while the only thing running through my mind is you belong to me.


      Long into the night and into the wee hours of the morning, Cade takes me with a ferocity all over that itty bitty house of his. He bends me over the kitchen table, lays me over it, spreads me wide, takes me on the counter, the sofa, against the wall, down the hall, until finally we flop with exhaustion over his nice, cushy bed.


      Thankfully, it’s dark in here because for the first time ever he’s landed on my left side. The kiss to my cheek was a nice gesture, but at this point, I consider it his kind way of addressing the scarred elephant in the room. Despite his naughty disposition around me, he really is an all-around nice guy. Piper is going to have my grass-fed ass when she finds out I’ve been using her big brother like a glorified pogo stick.


      “Penny for your thoughts.” Cade pulls a warm, fuzzy blanket over the two of us and curls his body around mine as he adheres to every nook and cranny. Just feeling his hot flesh conforming to mine feels far more intimate than the naughty things we spent the last few hours dreaming up.


      Everything in me freezes. First of all, he’s never covered us, never had to—but still. And cuddling? I’m sort of a cuddling virgin, but I’ll admit it feels mighty nice. Whoever manages to snag Cade’s heart will be one lucky girl. A spear of hatred goes off in my gut for whoever that might be. With my luck, I’ll be dragged to their wedding no thanks to Piper.


      “I wouldn’t sell you my thoughts for an entire dollar. There are just some things a girl has to keep a mystery.” Like the fact not only am I his sister’s bestie, I’m her roomie as well. I wonder how Cade would feel about that little nugget? I’m guessing not too impressed—especially in light of the fact I’m willfully withholding said nugget from a few very important people, he being one of them.


      He dots a steamy kiss to my ear before taking a gentle bite. His shin glides over mine as he pulls my bottom deeper against his warm body, and my toes curl just having him holding me this sweet, tender way.


      “Tell me something about you. I want to start chipping away at the mystery.”


      “Tell you what?” I turn just enough to where I can see his face blessed silver by the moon.


      “Anything. I’ll take whatever you want to give.”


      “Okay, then, I have a Basic Principles of Marketing class twice a week, and the TA makes my panties melt for an hour straight on Thursdays. He also makes me come over to his place and strip down to nothing. He says if I want a passing grade in that class I need to bend over and—”


      Cade bursts out in laughter, his chest bucking over my back in a soothing rhythm. “I give. You win.” He gives my ribs a tickle, and now it’s me bucking with laughter. “You keep slinging that bull, and I’ll be gifted my walking papers from the president of the university himself.”


      “What bull?” I twist into him with wicked delight. “You known darn well you like me bent and spent and lapping up everything your trio has to offer. You’ve been fucking me senseless since the day we met. Now that, my friend, is gospel.”


      “Nice. You kiss your mother with that mouth?” He trails a hot kiss from my lips, to my nose, to my forehead. “Any other half-truths you’d like to spew?”


      “Yeah, that TA is awfully nosy. I just wish I could figure out a good way to shut him up.” I land my mouth over his, and he breaks the seal with a warm laugh.


      “How about you put him to work?” His hand glides between my thighs and lands over my wetness. I’ve been drooling for Cade from both of my lips all night. I’m not shy at all about letting him know how I feel about him—physically at least. Not that I have real feelings for him like Piper suggested. I mean, he’s a good guy, not hard on the eyes, and has a body built for some serious speed—but feelings, let’s not get too carried away.


      “What kind of work do you think he’d like best?”


      “Something he can drink down and enjoy. Why don’t I demonstrate?” Cade glides south, pulling the blanket to my neck as he encapsulates himself inside. His hot mouth drags a line from my belly, farther down until he hits pay dirt, taking a gentle bite out of me, and I buck with appreciation.


      “Oh, honey, there’s a monster in the tent.” I giggle, caging him in with my legs. “And he’s got big teeth!”


      “The better to eat you with.” Cade grips me by the hips and buries his mouth over me, quick and hard, coiling me up on the inside like a bungee cord wound too tight just begging to snap from the pressure. Hot damn, this boy is so good with his mouth. I might have to shut him up more often.


      Cade loves me like that until everything in me detonates into a million confetti-shaped hearts. My knees hold him prisoner before I evict him with finality. Cade rides up and pecks a wet kiss over my clamped shut lips. My fingers run through his damp, dark hair, so thick and glossy I crave the touch of it after I’m gone. His heavy gaze falls over mine as he sheds a simple smile, and I melt all over again.


      Happiest Valentine—happiest day I’ve ever had in my life. Is this level of erotic bliss sustainable? I think so.


      I make sure we have a repeat performance the next night just to be sure.
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      * * *


      By the time Monday rolls around, I happily hobble my way to my first class, offering a giddy wave to my fellow Volunteer, Miss Sammy herself. She’s as sour as I am happy, so I decide to sit next to her in an effort to cheer her up.


      “How was your weekend?” I make an attempt to tone down my glee as I pull out a pen and a notebook.


      “Meh,” she moans as if she were seasick. “I know this is going to sound pathetic, but I was essentially dumped on Friday night.”


      “What?” Ten students turn my way. It’s a godsend the professor hasn’t stepped foot in class yet because I don’t think there’s any way to stop this conversation. “Explain. Is that SOB at WB? Tell me who this boy is so I can kick some serious arse.”


      She gives a little chuckle. “God, you sound like heaven. I can listen to your voice all day.” She sniffs back tears amidst a smile. “But for the safety of his said arse, I’d better withhold his identity. You know, just to keep his tushy in tact.” She gives a sly wink. “And my dignity.” Her whole affect deflates. “We dated a while back, and I sort of made a grave error. Anyhow, I thought if I somehow showed up on his doorstep, he’d take one look at me and all of the romantic pieces would fall right into place. It didn’t exactly pan out that way.”


      “Oh, hon, you’re sweet and obviously smart. Of course, he wants you. He’s most likely still nursing a broken heart. You said you made a mistake, and you know boys—they are all about their egos. You just need to give him some time. Is he still available?”


      “As free as the day I inadvertently let him go.” Her voice grows heavy with regret. Sammy truly is sweet and beautiful. This boy has got to be crazy to want to lose her forever.


      “Were the two of you in love?”


      “Oh, we were head over heels, planning marriage, kids, the whole nine yards. His parents love me to pieces. We were high school sweethearts, our first loves, our first everything. We spent forever professing our feelings for one another. You know, talking on the phone all hours of the night—the whole heart-shaped nine yards. I don’t know how I could have been so stupid. Nobody has loved me more than that boy, nor will they again.”


      “Hey, hey.” I give her shoulder a little shake. “Don’t go giving up just yet. We country girls aren’t built for quitting. If this boy is single and ready to mingle, he’s bound to be with someone. Why not you, the first love of his life? Couples get over huge indiscretions all the time. There’s no reason on God’s green earth why the two of you can’t be one of them.”


      Her pert little cheeks fill with color as she blinks back to life. “You really think so?”


      “I know so. Just get out there and spend as much time as you can with him—as friends, of course, in the beginning, and soon enough that flame will come right back.” I snap my fingers, loud and crisp, just as the professor walks in. I lean into her and whisper, “When you find a good man, you and I both know, you dig your pretty little claws in and do not let go.”


      “I’m going to do it,” she whispers with a smile playing on her lips for the first time this morning—most likely for the first time all weekend. Poor thing. I can’t imagine having that crap-fest to deal with on Valentine’s weekend no less. Just what kind of monster is this guy? “In fact, if we get back together in a big way, I’m making you a bridesmaid one day.”


      We share a quiet cackle.


      “I look great in both lace and pastels,” I whisper. “Let the seduction begin!”


      “Oh, it will.” She gives a side-eye to the door as if she’s ready and willing to dash on out and start right now. “I’m so glad to have you as a friend, Cassidy. You really did just change everything.”


      And on that note, we struggle to stay awake while listening to a dull roar of a lecture that drones on for an hour straight.


      Once that nap-fest is over, I head up to my Basic Principles of Marketing class to find Cade with that wicked smile spreading a mile wide once he sees me. That naughty grin says I know your secrets, all naughty sixty-nine of them.


      I take my seat to the left of him just as the professor starts in on the lecture.


      Cade taps his hand over my knee as if offering up a private hello, so I reach under and do the same. His fingers interlace with mine, and he offers a heartfelt squeeze that pulsates its erotic waves all the way down to my over-sexed soul.


      Dear God, this man makes me melt like candy on a hot summer sidewalk.


      I glance over to him and take in his godlike features. He looks my way and offers the slightest wink, the hint of the sweetest smile before facing the front again.


      Holy heck, I think I’ve just found me a good one, and I don’t know how I’ll ever let go.


      My fingers grip over his warm, strong hand.


      Nope. Letting go of Cade is not something I ever want to do.
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      There is nothing as pure, as sacred as filling your lungs with fresh spring air in the middle of the afternoon. I thought I’d take Buddy and head up past the switchbacks for a quick run now that the stars have aligned, and I don’t have a single thing on my plate—well, not the stars, more like the sun has melted all the snow off the main inroads just enough to make this pursuit possible. Now that winter is about to take a hike, I’m hoping this is the first of many sprints through the switchbacks. A few months ago, Cole told me about the Witch’s Cauldron, a natural hot spring just above Hollow Brook, and I’ve been gravitating to the area ever since. I watch as the snow melts off the side of the mountains, creating a glacial runoff so pure and blue I want nothing more than to share this with Cassidy. For a second, I think of taking a picture and sharing it with her, but that’s not what my gut says. I want to bring her here. I want to enjoy the real-time beauty and wonder right alongside her. Instead, I take Buddy and head on home.


      It’s Friday so already my dick is hopeful. Cassidy said it was her “lady time,” so she hasn’t made an appearance since last Sunday. Thursday after class, I told her to come by anyway, that we could just hang out, watch TV, study if she wanted to, but she said her body needed to get to bed early. I get it. I have a sister. Not that Piper has ever shared her menstruation schedule with me. She didn’t need to. She turned into a rager once a month, and I figured it was hormones rearing their ugly head, and then sure enough, she was miserable and in bed for a couple of days, scarfing down chocolate while watching reruns of Gilmore Girls.


      I would have loved scarfing chocolate with Cassidy and watching reruns of just about anything. So far, she seems pretty content with our setup the way it is. I’m assuming she’s still on the hunt for her perfect unicorn, and, selfishly, I hope she never finds him. Then it hits me as the light turns green and Buddy spins in a circle in the backseat. The car behind me lets out a few bleating honks, and I’m shaken out of my momentary stupor.


      “Holy shit.”


      The car behind me lays on his horn this time, and I give a quick, apologetic wave as I pull over to the shoulder. “Oh God.” I close my eyes a moment. It’s happened. I’m falling for Cassidy. I knew I liked her. Hell, I loved her in bed, and now I love her out of bed, too. How the hell did this happen? A quiet laugh sputters from me as I take in the scenery outside my window—the trees look greener, the sky a crisper shade of blue.


      I’m falling for this girl.


      “Say it,” I dare myself. I swore off real relationships after Sammy. I didn’t just swear off any romantic notion of love—I had stopped believing it existed altogether. “Say it.” The words come from me a little louder, a little bolder. “I’m in love.” The words come out so fast they sound like gibberish. “I’m in love.” There, I said it like I mean it, and I do. “I’m in love with Cassidy Clayton.” A dull laugh ripples through me. “Shit.” A delirious laugh sputters from my throat. “I love Cassidy Clayton!” I shout, thumping my palm over the horn with every single word, expelling an entire flock of sparrows from the pine tree above. “That’s right.” I roll down the window and lean out into the frozen air. “I’m in love with the girl!” I laugh like a lunatic all the way home.


      No sooner do I shower and snap the towel off the hook than a sweet little knock emits from the front door. Buddy lets out a few deep growls, and I move it.


      “Whoa.” My heart thumps because I’m hoping to God it’s Cassidy. A part of me wants to burst into fucking song, letting her know how I feel about her, but I know that would only spook her—hell, the thought of me trying to carry a tune spooks me.


      I reach for my sweats then relent, deciding to cut out the middleman a little early. I’m pretty sure Cassidy won’t mind too much that I’m in nothing more than a towel. According to her enthusiasm, she prefers me in less.


      The polite, distinctly female, or dude with no balls, knocking commences again as I try to wrangle Buddy to his room, but he sits his hairy butt down and turns into an eighty-pound paperweight.


      More knocking.


      “Coming.” I stride to the door. The least I can do is let her know I’m subduing my furry little friend. For a second, I think of peering through the peephole first, but she belts out another polite knock so I opt to open it a crack instead.


      Her hot pink running shoes catch my eyes first. “Darlin,’ I knew you couldn’t get enough of—” Shit. Everything in me freezes. There’s a girl at the door all right, but it’s not sweet, perky, beautiful Cassidy—it’s Sammy. It looks like I picked a fine time to try out my Tennessee accent.


      “Oh gosh!” she gasps, running her gaze up and down my body, and instinctively, I close the door a few inches. Sammy has seen me in the buff plenty of times. I’m not trying to be coy or shy. I just don’t want to give her the wrong impression—whatever that might be. “I’m so sorry!” She giggles through her words because obviously she’s not. “I was just down a few houses at a friend’s, and she mentioned there was a dog here that her little poodle can’t get enough of. Once she described him, I just had to see if it was Buddy.”


      On cue, Buddy dives his nose through the crack, and Sammy bends over, screaming with delight as if she’s just been reunited with a long-lost child.


      “Come in,” I offer without the proper enthusiasm. “Shut the door behind you, so he doesn’t get out. He’s quite the escape artist these days. I’ll be back in a second.” I head over to my room and entomb myself inside.


      Crap. All week Sammy has been appearing from out of nowhere, and all of those places have been relegated to campus up until now—offering to buy me coffee, chatting about the fabulous weather, current events—she even invited me to a play next weekend. I couldn’t make up excuses fast enough, and as quick as I doled them out, she had a new reason for me to make one up. I take a breath before throwing on my sweats and heading back out there.


      Sammy and Buddy are cuddled up on the couch like long-lost friends, and they are.


      “God”—she coos into his fur—“I haven’t seen this sweet angel in years!” She pulls back, looks into his big brown eyes, and scratches behind his ears. “I remember you when you were just an itty bitty puppy!”


      “You remember that?” I flop down on the chair opposite her and pull on my socks.


      “Are you kidding? My favorite part about visiting your family was this guy right here. No offense to your parents. They’re pretty great, too.” Her features dull out as she looks to the floor. “I miss a lot of things. Anyway, I just thought I’d drop by and say hello—make sure you’re treating my dog okay.” She makes a face. Sammy used to claim ownership of Buddy way back in the day. When I broke things off for good, she said she wanted visitation rights, and even though she was partly teasing, I knew deep down she wasn’t.


      She glances over at me, examining my clothes for a moment. “Hot date, huh?” She shrugs. “Looks like we’ve got the same plans.”


      Crap. Here we go. Any second now, I expect her to call in for a pizza, expecting an invitation for that extended stay she’s looking for.


      My phone buzzes over the table, and I pick it up. It’s a text from Owen.


      Meeting the guys for wings and pool at the Black Bear in a few. If you want in on it, you know where to find me.


      I hold the phone up quickly as if presenting evidence. “I’m meeting with friends in a few minutes. Sorry.” Sorry? If I keep tagging every excuse with an apology, it’ll only encourage her. I text Owen back and let him know I’m in.


      “Oh, I won’t stop you.” She hops up, and so do I. “That’s the one thing I really miss is just hanging out with friends. I guess it’s no use setting down any real ties here if I’m not planning on staying.” Her sad eyes drag over mine in search for a shred of hope.


      “You’re really leaving after one semester?” My tone softens, and I finally let my guard down. I need to stop being so aggressively against the idea of having her around if she’ll be living here for the next few months. She came here for me. There’s no real reason I should act like a pig. I’d hate to upset her to the point where she packs up and takes off. The least I can do is try to be decent.


      “Yup, just one semester. Unless you beg me to stay.” She wags her finger and laughs. “Don’t worry. I got the message loud and clear. It’s just that you’re the only person I know here, and Piper, well, she’s already given me the finger—twice.” She winces through a smile. Sammy has always had a way of being good-natured no matter how many fingers are flashed her way.


      “Come here.” I give her a quick embrace, and she latches on a little too tight. I pull back, nodding to the door. “I’m not trying to give you the cold shoulder, Sam.” I open the door, and the icy breeze whistles in as if mocking the words that just left my lips. “I’m just trying to navigate this new version of us.” Crap. Again wrong words, wrong fucking words. Never, but never use the term us.


      “So, there’s still an us?” She ticks her hair to the side, and her brown curls spill over her shoulder. “I guess that alone was worth the trip.” She gives my cheek a light pinch before whisking out into the night.


      “Crap.” I shut the door, and Buddy hustles on over before sitting at my feet. “Dude, you are lucky that poodle down the street can’t hunt you down and come knocking on your door.” Cassidy comes to mind with her big blue doe eyes, that thicket of lashes she loves to bat my way. “On second thought.” I reach down and give him a quick scratch over the belly. “You’d be pretty lucky to have a girl in your life, too.”


      Cassidy is definitely the right girl for me. I should probably put Sammy out of her misery and tell her I’m seeing someone. Heck, I should probably put myself out of my misery and make it official with Cassidy.


      Now—how exactly do I go about that?
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      * * *


      The 12 Deadly Sins rock out on stage when I walk in, and I raise a hand over to Blake who’s screaming his head off into the mic. The Black Bear is filled with coeds in short skirts and high heels. Just about every dude in North Carolina has packed into this bar to witness the female free-for-all. With gorgeous blondes, brunettes, and redheads in abundance, it’s a spectator sport of the ages.


      “Welcome to paradise!” A hard slap lands over my shoulder, and I turn to find Owen and his signature grin. “If you’d rather run with the rock candy than hang with my boys and me, I get it.”


      Rock candy is what Blake and his bandmates refer to that tight circle of girls swooning at them, throwing their panties at them during their nightly performances. Annie says she doesn’t really mind as long as Blake doesn’t catch any. Blake and his girlfriend, Annie, are pretty serious. They’re raising his son, actually his dead brother’s son, together. I’ve always considered Blake my brother—and I did Benji, too, even though our connection was through our shared half-brother, Wyatt. Speaking of the goof. I glance around but don’t see him in the vicinity.


      “I’m good with you guys.”


      Owen leads us to the back, down a short hall to a room that opens up to a few pool tables and a dartboard.


      “Dudes”—Owen slaps his buddies five—“this is Piper’s brother. Cade—this dude with the serious tats is Jet. The clean-cut, jock version is Rex.”


      “Nice to meet you.” I shake Jet’s hand first, stiff, tough. Rex is a bit more relaxed all the way around.


      “You look just like her, man.” Jet shakes his head at me as if what he is seeing is surreal. “That’s cool. I bet you two are tight.”


      “We’re close. Piper and I went to the same boarding school. We hung out on weekends whenever we could.”


      “I get it.” Rex tosses me a pool stick. “I went to boarding school myself. It’s just not the same as growing up in a house full of siblings and parents.”


      “Parents?” I tease. “What are those? I was hatched from a pod.”


      We share a laugh and start in on the game.


      “So, where are all the girls?” I nod to Owen.


      He frowns a moment as he steadies his gaze to the table. “Movies. Chick flick.”


      “Sounds like you dodged a bullet.” I’d die to see a chick flick with Cassidy. Aside from class and my bedroom, that girl is harder to spot than Bigfoot.


      “They should be here soon.” He steps up to take his turn.


      I glance at the other two. “So, your girlfriends are with Piper, too?”


      Jett holds out his hands. “No girlfriend here. I’m still taking numbers.”


      Rex takes a jab at his ribs with the stick in his hand. “You’re still taking STDs. I’m taking numbers.”


      “I would have guessed you were all equally chained down. Owen’s pretty much done. You know what they say—once one of you is practically hitched, the others fall like dominos.” I give a shit-eating grin as Owen comes over and knocks his fist into my arm.


      “I told you he was a good guy. Full of bullshit, but a good guy.” He mock shoots me. “So, who’s yanking your chain? Piper says you had an ex show up unexpectedly. Are you gunning to take her down again?”


      “No way, dude.” I don’t hesitate with the answer. “I’m looking to make a clean getaway if at all possible, and, judging by the fact she dropped by uninvited at my place tonight, that doesn’t seem possible.”


      “Shit.” Jet barks out a laugh, and that tattoo of a dragon on his neck does a little dance.


      That one night—the only night I took Cassidy right there in the living room, in the entire house with the lights on, I saw that she had a few tattoos as well, but I was too busy, we were too busy to slow down. I’d love to slow down with her in every way. I want to see her tattoos, have her tell me their meaning. I want to know what she knows. Hear her stories. And if she’s ever ready to share it, I want to know what happened to that beautiful face of hers. It breaks my heart every time she ducks to the left. I get it. She’s spent a lifetime trying to hide those scars, ashamed of those scars. I want to tell her it’s okay. She’s beautiful just the way she is. She doesn’t have to hide them from me ever again.


      “Dude.” Rex pinches his eyes closed. “You need a restraining order. That’s some serious boundary issues she’s breaking.”


      Owen knocks a ball in the corner with such force the other balls clap like thunder around it. “Piper says she’s nuts.”


      “She’s not nuts.” God, Sammy’s not nuts, is she? “We had a bad break up. I came home from practice and found her in bed with my best friend.” Dave flashes through my mind. Every time I think of him now, I still see his startled face, his body thrusting into hers, unable to stop. “Anyway. Both of those relationships ended at that moment. She knows it’s over—that it’s been over for years. I told her last weekend at most we could be friends.”


      Jet ticks his head back an inch. “You really think you can be friends with this chick?”


      “Yes.” I cringe a moment because everything in me isn’t so sure. “I can be friendly with this girl, but I’m not really feeling up to dinner, coffee, standing in line next to her at the bookstore.”


      “But she was in your house.” Rex shakes his head. “You’ve got a problem, dude. She knows where you go to school.”


      “Where you shit.” Jet raises his beer at me. “You’ve got one hell of a clinger.”


      A clinger. Sadly, that’s what Sammy has devolved to in my life, a clinger. It would have been unfathomable in the beginning. We were so in love, or so I thought. We were in heat mostly. But, deep down, I always suspected there was more out there. Sammy was nice enough, but for whatever reason, she didn’t get all my pistons firing at once, and that’s exactly what Cassidy does to me, gets me way too fired up to ever be safe for my beating heart. I never thought I’d fall in love again, and, now that I have, it’s that much more than it ever was before. Heck, it nullifies something cheap that I once labeled as love. Of course, I didn’t believe in it after Sammy and I broke up. And now, I know why—we never had it to begin with.


      “Anyway”—Owen steps up beside me, still staring at the pool table—“Piper will be glad to hear you’re not going back. It’s her biggest nightmare.”


      “Nope, nothing to worry about here. In fact, I’m seeing someone else and happy about it, too.”


      “Piper was sure it was her.” Owen breaks his gaze long enough to glance over, amused. “So, who is the lucky girl? You still keeping it close to the vest?”


      My mouth opens, then closes. “Yup. Still keeping it close to the vest.” Cassidy said keep it low-key, and if I’m anything, I am a man of my word.


      “What’s the matter?” Rex gives a shit-eating grin of his own. “You afraid Jet and I will try to snag her away if we find out who she is?”


      “Nope—nothing like that.” I should laugh it off, but something about this doesn’t settle well with me. Why can’t I say it? They might know something about her. Right about now, I’m ready to jones for information. “She says she wants to keep it low-key.”


      “Dude.” Jet closes his eyes and moans as if I should know better. “She’s dicking you around. No chick says that and doesn’t have a damn good reason.”


      Owen winces and clicks his tongue. “Hate to break it to you, but it sounds like you’re the other guy.”


      “What?” I look to Rex, my levelheaded boarding school counterpart, and shake my head, just waiting for him to side with me, but all he gives up is a shrug.


      “She does sound dicey. What does she mean by low-key? Does she make you take her to dimly lit restaurants and wear disguises when you’re out in public? Now, that would be a dead giveaway.”


      The three of them belt out a laugh at the thought. It does sound comical, but I’m not laughing.


      “We’ve got a class together.” I shake it off. “We’ve been seen in public before.” Once, right here at the Black Bear.


      “So, have you gone out?” Owen’s not laughing anymore. In fact, he looks downright concerned.


      “Not anywhere in particular.”


      “Sounds like not anywhere,” he counters. “Dude, you’re like a magnet for crazy chicks. You’d better ditch this one, too, before things get out of hand. Piper has a cool roommate. You should let her hook the two of you up.”


      “The last person I want to date is Piper’s roommate. Sorry, not happening.”


      Piper bursts into the room and tackles Owen, landing over his back, causing him to take out Jet and Rex with his pool stick. The party quickly disbands as Owen and Piper take off for part two of their evening. I spot Wyatt at the bar just as I’m about to take off myself and head on over.


      “Good show.” I nod over to the stage where Blake is screaming himself hoarse.


      “Nothing but the best.” Wyatt pulls me into a quick man hug. Even though our father wasn’t around all that much, Wyatt has managed to remain a constant part of our lives. “Did Owen tell you he’s throwing Pipe a birthday party at my place?”


      “Sure did. You know I’ll be there with bells on, whatever that means. You need me to do anything?”


      “Nope. Marley and her pals are putting it together right now.” He nods over to a table where Marley sits with a small crowd of girls.


      “What are you looking at?” Holt comes up and swats me over the shoulder with a towel. “That’s Izzy over there with the dark hair and pink top. She’s my fiancée. Next to her is her sister, Laney—married. And that’s Baya next to her, Bryson’s wife. You know Annie.”


      “I guess all the good ones are taken. You just put a tear in my beer, man,” I tease.


      Cole comes over and pushes a beer in my direction. “Here’s that drink you’re missing. I don’t see any tears either. That means there’s a girl.”


      “There is. And I think I’ll pass the beer to my brother. I’m taking off.” I slap Wyatt over the shoulder again.


      Cole repositions the drink, and my brother gladly accepts. “Word to the wise, Cade, if you see a redhead named Roxy, steer clear. Not only is she taken, but she bites and kicks like a son of a bitch.”


      “Will do.” I shake my head. “You didn’t leave much for me, did you?” I try to keep a straight face, but that goofy grin of mine floats back to my lips because I already have everything I need.


      A blonde moves swiftly toward the exit, and my heart stops as if it just malfunctioned.


      “I’ll catch you guys later.” I make a mad dash for the exit and cut her off at the pass, panting wildly through that smile I can’t seem to shake.


      “Well, well, here she is. Live and in person,” I muse.


      Cassidy Clayton looks up at me, head slightly positioned to the left just enough to hide any idea of a flaw that might be present, but she doesn’t have any flaws, so it’s all for nothing. The way my heart is trying to fist pump its way out of my chest lets me know that Cassidy is the embodiment of perfection.


      A giant grin spreads from ear to ear on that precious face of hers, and her eyes sparkle like twin glaciers.


      “Cade James, are you stalking me?” She gives a nervous giggle, glancing over her shoulder a moment.


      “You were leaving in a hurry.” My affect starts to flatline. “You didn’t see me at the bar, did you?”


      Her eyes widen a moment as if she were caught, and my heart thuds to a finish. Could Cassidy really be seeing someone other than me? It’s obvious she’s not loving the limelight shed upon the two of us under the bright lights of the exit, so I do the only thing I can—gently wrap an arm around her waist and walk her backward to the dark corridor leading to the restrooms.


      “Is that better?” I whisper over her lips before stealing a kiss. “I don’t think anyone can see us here.” There, I’m calling her out, sort of.


      “Oh, hon, this is way too public for the plans I have for you.” She pulls me in by the collar, and now it’s me walking backward. Cassidy leads me straight into the women’s restroom, past an entire sorority of inebriated girls primping in the mirror, straight to the back, and into an empty stall. She seals us inside, sliding the metal latch with a clap of finality, our gazes still pinned high on one another.


      “I think I’m loving what you have planned for me,” I whisper soft over her lips. I came so close to rearranging those words, so close to proclaiming my love for her, right here in the stall of the women’s restroom. It would have made for a horrible story, and for just that reason, I’m thankful to have waited.


      Cassidy rides her cool hands up my shirt, giving a circular scratch over my chest.


      My eyes close involuntarily, and I suck in a quick breath through my teeth. “That, right there, is what I wait the entire livelong day for.” I look into her beautiful crystal-cut eyes and lose myself for a moment. Cassidy has me in every single way.


      “Do you want to know what I wait for the entire livelong day?” That devilish gleam in her eye says whatever it is I’m whole-heartedly going to approve.


      Her fingers work my belt open, my jeans, and boxers just enough to unleash my hard-on free like a spring. I whip a rubber out of my pocket and offer up that guilty frat boy smile.


      Her lashes bat up at me quick as butterfly wings. “Only the smart ones don’t leave home without it.” She takes it from me and rolls it on herself.


      Cassidy crashes her lips to mine. She jumps wildly up onto my hips, and I grip her there with my fingers digging into the soft flesh of her thighs. Her dress hikes around her waist, and before I can figure out the logistics of it all, I’m plunging into that hot, wetness I crave both in and out of my dreams. Cassidy moves with me as I rock her, propel her up and down, thrashing her hard over my body as if there were no other way around it, and there isn’t. I need this. I need her hard and fast right here in this slice of a moment.


      “Cade,” she whispers into my ear in a fury. I let out a menacing grunt as I come hard, squeezing her down over me as my dick throbs in aching, desperate spurts.


      Shit. My lids open heavy as I pant down at her. My thumb circles down to her heated slick, and I work my magic over her until she catches up to me.


      Cassidy starts in on a panting session that makes it sound as if she’s about to blow a lung out, and I’m loving it.


      “Are you okay in there?” a girl calls out from the other side of the stall just as Cassidy hits her peak. Her body writhes and bucks in my arms as I move faster and faster.


      “Yes!” She lets out a wild yelp. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” She screams so loud, I bury my face in her neck as my chest rumbles with a quiet laugh.


      “All righty then!” the girl on the other side of the stall shouts before clicking her heels all the way out of the restroom.


      Cassidy covers her face a moment before coming up for air and kissing me sweetly on the lips.


      “You bring out the naughty girl in me like nobody’s business.” She takes a nip out of my cheek. “Now, go on and slink out of here before anyone sees us together.” She dismounts and tugs her dress down just enough.


      A cloud of heartbreak sails over the good time we’ve just had.


      “Ladies first.” I land a heated kiss to her lips and refuse to part until she does.


      “I’ll see you later—stud.” She gives a playful wink before ditching out the door.


      One thing is for sure. I’m beginning to feel like Cassidy Clayton’s dirty little secret.
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      By the time Saturday night rolls around, I’m all worked up like a cat on a hot tin everything. Piper and Owen are headed out for a scorching night on the town, and I wait patiently until he picks her up.


      “You’re not fooling anyone with those bunny PJs on.” She smears her perky little lips with a dash of red. “I know you’re going to see Hot Buns.”


      A tight knot builds in my stomach the shape of her spiked heels. Good God, if she knew I had her calling her brother a tasty heated confection, she’d have my own buns on the grill. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I might run downstairs for a quick cup of joe, but other than that, my night is ending with a hard thud.”


      “Oh, honey, everybody knows your night is ending with a hard stud.” She spins around, looking every bit polished and beautiful. Both Piper and Cade look as if someone ripped them out of the glossy pages of a magazine. “And a cup of joe? Try a bite out of those honey buns you’ve been chasing after for the past few weeks. Seriously? This has been going on for a couple of months.” She gives my shoulder an aggressive tap. “My best friend is boning some ‘hot’ dude for weeks, and I can’t meet him?” She gasps and clasps her hands up over her mouth as if she’s just come to a brotherly epiphany. “Oh my God!”


      Oh my shit, she knows! The Pipe bomb is about to go off! I turn around and cover my ears a moment, but the room is strangely silent. It takes a moment for me to gather my courage to turn around to find her shaking her head, clicking her tongue at me with her arms crossed over her chest.


      “You’re ashamed of him.” She blinks back tears. “God, are you dating a man old enough to be your grandfather?” Her eyes grow with worry. “Holy shit! Are these stale hot buns you’re ditching out night after night to take a bite out of?”


      There are two ways I can go about this. “Yes.” I sniff back my pride. Technically, Cade is older than me by a few years. “But, trust me, sweetie, he’s hardly stale.” There, at least there’s a modicum of truth dashed on the side of that liar’s pie. “He’s sweet, and handsome.” I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and step on over. He’s the only person on this planet outside of my momma who’s kissed the nasty mess on my face. He tells me I’m beautiful, and, strangely, I have a tendency to believe him. “He’s kind to me.” I take a breath and brush the hair away from my eyes with my fingers. “Plus, he’s a firecracker beneath those sheets, over those sheets, in the bathroom stall at the Black Bear.” I suck in a breath at that last admission. I swear, it’s as if I’ve been dying to talk about him, and the words just bubbled right out of me.


      “It’s true then!” She pulls me back by the shoulder. “That nasty Ina Eugene was spreading rumors about you in the commons, and I swatted them down like a fly with a swatter dipped in bullshit.” Piper’s entire body enlivens with rage. “She said you were in the bathroom screaming your head off while some dude bounced you around like a rubber doll!”


      An entire series of howls and gagging sounds emit from my throat. “So that was the little bitch who kept trying to weasel her way into my good time.”


      “Oh my God! Who are you?” Piper jumps back as if I’ve just sprouted a new face. “The Cassidy Clayton I know wouldn’t go running around sleeping with some guy and hiding him from her friends like he’s yesterday’s regurgitated lunch—and, now, you’re hauling him into the ladies’ room at the Black Bear of all places? You’re lucky that little shit stall shuffle of yours hasn’t gone viral on the Internet by now!”


      My face bleeds of all color at the thought of anyone taking a camera to that intimate moment between Cade and me. I’d die if Piper found out—especially that way.


      There’s a knock at the door, and Piper is quick to whisk over, opening it to a smiling Owen Vincent ready to get a massive sugar fix from his princess.


      “Mark my words”—Piper points a long purple fingernail in my direction—“I am going to find out who this bathroom rodeo, old-timer Romeo is, and I’m going to nail him to a wall with my shoe if he’s married or taken in any way. Something is not right. I can’t put my finger on it, but I know, I know something is not right in the town of Hollow Brook!”


      Owen pulls her out and gives me that look as if to ask what’s up, but these lips are sealed.


      Piper wags her purse at me. “For the love of God, stay safe tonight. No more sexual bathroom brawls for you, missy! You’re better than that.”


      They say goodnight, and Owen hauls her off to who knows where. She’s fit to be tied, and that’s about it.


      I do a quick change into my little blue dress, the color of Cade James’s bedroom eyes, and matching four-inch heels—swipe my lips with a touch of color and speed out the door.


      I’m fit to be tied, too. In fact, I vote that’s exactly how Cade and I keep ourselves occupied tonight.
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      * * *


      Cade’s home is lit up like Cinderella’s pumpkin by the time I get there and give a little knock. That four-legged spook of his lets out a few gruff barks, and I can see Cade through the window trying to wrangle that stubborn beast off to his dungeon, but he’s planted his furry tush to the floor, refusing to budge.


      “I’ll be right there!” Cade calls, trying to drag the giant stuffed animal toward the hall, but he’s digging in his heels. Cade is such a gentleman to go through so much trouble for little old me. It makes me feel like a princess myself to know a man would treat me with such respect by putting my needs above that of his own and his beast.


      The door opens just enough as Cade blocks it with his body, and down by his knee, the fur man sticks his head out, his long pink tongue dangling to the side, dripping with saliva, while he pants up at me with those curious chocolate eyes. But it’s those damn teeth, sharp as steak knives, packing a promise that with each bite a little bit of my life will forever change, and I freeze.


      Can’t breathe. Oh dear God, please let me pass out so I can go home and avoid this mess altogether.


      “He’s being stubborn.” Cade tilts his head as if begging me to understand. “Would you mind meeting him? I promise, I’ll carry him to his room and sequester him for the night, but he’s been dying to meet you. He’s asking one question after another, and it’s become impossible to shut him up.”


      A nervous laugh titters from me. Dear God, what have I gotten myself into now?


      “Hello, you.” My fingers move in lieu of a wave. In truth, I’m simply trembling. “You’re awfully handsome. I bet all the pretty little pooches come sniffing around, just hoping to get a look at that face.” My entire body remains solid as a sheet of ice. I’m not sure what Cade wants from me, but I’m pretty sure I’ve just given it everything I’ve got.


      The poor thing lets out a whimper, struggling to get out here and eat me alive while Cade yanks him back into the house. He widens the door and smiles with those glorious white picket fence teeth of this.


      “Come on in.” He nods me over while restraining his best furry bud by the leash.


      Everything in me wants to “come on in,” but it’s like moving through a pile of hot tar. It just isn’t happening.


      “I swear he won’t bite.”


      “Well, if you swear.” My voice shakes as I make a mad dash to the sofa and jump on it with my feet tucked underneath me as if there were a mouse in the vicinity. Trust me, there is something far more lethal than a mouse in the vicinity, and right about now, I’d welcome an entire herd of little white snowballs with foot-long tails.


      Cade gets down and gives his friend a scratch behind both ears. “Buddy, this is Cassidy—Cassidy, this is Buddy.”


      The dog looks over with his menacing, albeit cute, fuzzy little face as if he understands every single word.


      “He minds you pretty well.”


      “He does. Buddy here is nothing but a gentle giant. He doesn’t have it in him to hurt a fly.”


      “Really?” I don’t mean for it to come out as incredulous as it does. “I mean, don’t you want him to protect you? Eat any unsuspecting burglars that might make their way inside?”


      Cade belts out a laugh. “He’ll give a good bark if a stranger is at the door, but this little guy would rather lick any thief to death than bite them. Heck, he might help them haul off the TV.” He leans over and hugs the miniature bear, and something about seeing Cade so loving to this lumbering beast melts me. “I’ll put him away. I just wanted the two of you to finally get a chance to meet.” His eyes glow a peculiar shade of turquoise in the light, and I’m transfixed by this beautiful, big-hearted man. “I think it’s important to introduce the people you care about to those closest around you.” He nods as the air clots up in the room, stuffy and full of expectation, before he walks poor Buddy off to this nightly doom. A dog with a room of his own. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Now that’s a city thing to do if I’ve ever heard it.


      Wait—did he just say the people you care about? As in me?


      Cade comes back and plucks me off the sofa, wraps his loving arms around my waist, and every last part of me swoons right here in his embrace. Cade James is going to make someone very, very happy one day. Tears come, and I’m quick to blink them away.


      “I have an idea of what we can do tonight.” His hot lips sink a kiss over mine, and I groan with delight, because for one, I actually think we’re off to a pretty good start.


      “I sort of came up with an idea or two of my own, Mr. New York City.” I lean in and take a bite out of his ear. “You still got that leash handy?”


      Cade warms my ear with a laugh. “I do, and, believe me, I plan on taking you up on whatever it is you wish to do with it. But first, I thought we could switch it up a bit. You know, take this show on the road.”


      “You have a backyard you’re looking to christen?” I bite down over my lower lip just thinking of the raunchy gymnastics that are about to take place.


      “I do”—he winces with the slightest look of regret—“but let’s put that idea on hold for a few hours as well. How about you and I head out and grab a quick bite?” His dark brows flex like a couple of crows swooping into flight. It looks vexingly sexy, and my secret spot quivers just begging to kiss him.


      “A quick bite, huh? Sure! Let’s head over to the kitchen. I promise, I can make a gourmet meal out of nothing but a saltine cracker and an anchovy. I’m pretty sure the selection in that fridge of yours is a step up or two from that.”


      He reels me back in with that heavy look in his eyes, slight lines of concern brewing on his forehead. “I mean it. I want to take you out. Show you off a bit. You’re too beautiful to keep hidden in this tiny house.”


      My mouth opens with protest, but the words refuse to come out. We can’t venture out into the free world, what with Piper and Owen running around out there—not to mention that little bitch Ina just clucking around waiting to record our next liaison and upload it to YouTube. There’s no way I’d ever let that happen.


      “How about a drive-thru?” I wince because I’m pretty sure someone as cultured as Cade rarely has a burger that was flipped by a preteen and costs less than ten US dollars. Not that he’s a snob—he simply expects more out of life.


      “A drive-thru, huh?” He tips his head back, examining me with hooded eyes, that sultry look on his face budding with sexual anticipation. I’m pretty sure once I clue him in on the fact there will be a flogging or two distributed this evening—punishment for even suggesting the outing, but he doesn’t have to know that—he’ll have a change of heart about those crackers. “Okay.” His dimples dig in as he acquiesces.


      “Okay?” I’m stunned to hear that he’ll even consider it. But I suppose a quick jaunt into town couldn’t hurt too much. The odds of us running into Piper and Owen while hitting a drive-thru are slim to none.


      “Yup.” He presses out a dimpled grin, and I lean up and stuff a kiss in one. “But only if we see a movie after.”


      And there it is. Public venue number two.


      “A movie, huh?” My heart thumps out a warning in Morse code. There’s no way this is going to end well. It has Ina Eugene written all over it.


      The smile melts from his face as he dots my forehead with kisses. “It’ll be dark. I’ll let you hold my hand.” He interlaces our fingers and presses his lips to each of my knuckles in turn. I’m not sure why he needs this, but I can tell by that pleading look in his eyes that he’s hell-bent on stepping out of that door with me right by his side.


      “Will you let me hold something else as soon as that movie lets out?”


      “Yes”—he pushes out a tender smile—“but only if you promise me one more thing.”


      “Boy aren’t you demanding this evening.” As handsome and kind as Cade James is, he’s still managed to vex me on some level. “Let’s hear it. I’m okay with bringing food into the bedroom, but if you’re looking to impale me with blunt objects, it’s a no-go.”


      That warm laugh of his rumbles through both of us. “I want you to stay the night.”


      “Stay the night?” A white-hot pang of anxiety flashes through my chest. I swallow hard, contemplating this for the briefest of seconds. “Done.” I shake his hand, and we lose ourselves in one another’s eyes for a moment.


      Cade James is starting to rewrite the rules, break his own code of conduct in my honor. Maybe we have something here after all.
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      * * *


      I’ve been in expensive, flashy cars before, but the scent of his new leather seats, all of the strobing lights on his dashboard, that alarmingly large navigation screen that looks like a built-in television, it’s all a giant leap in technological advancements that I can hardly wrap my head around. I knew Piper’s family was filthy rich, but for some reason, Cade and his down-home attitude never really exuded that. Perhaps that’s why I’m so taken aback by his nice ride.


      “We can do burgers.” He points to the left at the Burger Hut. “Or something different.” He nods across the street at the Fat Burrito.


      “I’m down for whatever.” Fat Burger, Burrito Hut—mix and match, I really don’t care, so long as we’re not spotted out and about enjoying our foil-wrapped fare.


      “Burgers it is.” He winks as he takes the turn into the drive-thru. We put in our orders, and he hands me a hot bag brimming with fries and pulls back out onto the street. “Do you mind if we head to the overlook?”


      “Not at all. I’ve only been there a couple of times with Pip”—oh my shit—“piping hot food. There’s nothing like looking down over the city this time of night.” My face stings with heat. That was more than close! Crap on a crap cracker! I need to watch my tongue, or I’ll let the cat out of the bag before morning. Hey? Maybe that’s why he’s having me spend the night. It’s all a part of his nefarious plan to get me to confess the truth about who I am. A dull chuckle pulses through me. That’s ridiculous. It’s not like I’m hiding anything from him. I’m not some two-faced liar looking to shake him down for his hot buns in the bedroom, only to conceal the fact I’m secretly his little sister’s bestie. That would be ridiculous.


      “So, which dorm are you in?”


      “Prescott Hall.” Holy crap! I am a liar! I may as well step on a crack and break my momma’s back. I’m a damn liar—going to hell in a hand basket. My entire body heats with sin as I bleed out a sickly smile. If I had admitted to the fact I’m in Cutler Tower, I might as well have said Piper James is my roommate. We both know she would have been the inevitable next question. “But my dorm mother is a real peach. Don’t bother sniffing around, or she’ll hand you your rock-hard bottom on a stick.”


      “Sounds painful.” He raises a brow as we cruise farther up the switchbacks, past the Witch’s Cauldron that boils and steams into the night. “This look good?” He pulls in close to the fence, and all of Hollow Brook lights up, glittering beneath us like a Christmas tree.


      “Wow”—I sigh as we marvel at the sight—“my grandmother had a snow globe like this. It was a city scene just like this, and I used to love to watch it sparkle and shine. This almost makes up for the fact I broke the darn thing one year.” I pass him a burger and fries as we start in on our artery-clogging meals.


      “That’s too bad. How about this, I’ll bring you up here as often as you like, and I’ll let you shake me.” He gives a dirty little wink as he takes a bite out of his burger.


      “Sounds like a good deal.” I examine him like this, with the moon licking a blue line over his dark glossy hair, his eyes lit up ten times brighter than they’ve ever been before. It’s been easy to keep my face tucked to the left on the drive up here because that way I’m actually facing him instead of subjecting him to my imperfection, but dear Lord Almighty, Cade James doesn’t have a single imperfection to call his own. “Any luck on the unicorn front?” Not sure why I went there. Hell, I know why I went there. Cade James is perfection, and he deserves that in his counterpart.


      “None so far, and you?” His gaze cuts to mine with a slight accusation in it, and my stomach bisects with heat. Cade James is alarmingly handsome, alarmingly sweet, and overall dangerously sexy. It feels as if I’m walking on a wire without a safety net below. Any moment now, he’ll meet up with his unicorn, and it’ll be much more than my body that will miss him.


      I shake my head. “No unicorns my way either.” I look away, because for one, I can’t seem to say those words while looking into his angel blue eyes.


      “You mentioned your grandmother. Are you close to your family?”


      Cade is probing, hoping for some unreasonable clues as to what makes me tick, and a part of me wants to push my lips to his to stop him from going there.


      “Close as I can be. Mimi and Pappy—yes, that’s what I call them—they’re back home with my momma. She lives with them.”


      “So, you’re out here alone?”


      “As alone as you are.” I lift a fry as if to toast him before taking a bite.


      “I have my sister and my brothers.” He takes a long swig from his soda.


      “I have a sister, too.” I’m not sure why I let that little familial nugget fly, but it felt good to give him something. As if all of my secrets were a wound festering on the inside, and that one tiny detail was the incision that helps get some of the poison out. I’ve spent my entire life filled with the toxins I’ve accumulated right after my father left. I’m not quite sure how to get rid of them.


      “I’d love to meet her. Does she go to WB?”


      “No.” A tiny laugh escapes me. “She’s not exactly the collegiate type. She’s more or less taking the world by the horns.” I shake my head as I pick up my drink. “Riding that bull.” For all to see, but I leave that part out.


      “I get it. College isn’t for everyone. In fact, I’ll be glad when I’m done with grad school.”


      “You apply?”


      “Yup. Got in, too, right here at Briggs. It’s just an extra year, so it won’t kill me. Plus, I’ll get to hang out with you.” His lip tugs with a naughty grin, but he won’t give it.


      “You’ll be snatched up way before then. I’m pretty sure I’ll be long off your radar by graduation. You mentioned you had a girlfriend once. Whatever became of you two?”


      “She left me.” He closes his eyes a brief moment. “Actually, that’s not exactly how it went, but that’s over now. And how about you? Anyone lurking in your past?”


      “Only a couple of morons that I’m more than glad to be rid of. Hindsight is twenty-twenty, right?”


      “Amen.” Cade picks up my hand, and my heart flutters like a thirteen-year-old’s. On some level, it feels silly to have such a visceral reaction. He tips his head and openly looks to my scar, speaking without words, letting me know we’re going there again. “Can I ask what happened?”


      The city lights below glisten and wink as if giving me the okay to do so.


      “Let’s just say my daddy was a traveling man. He went out one night after a nasty fight with my momma, and I knew he was taking off for good.” A tight knot constricts in my throat until the next few words become too painful to push out.


      Cade brings my hand to his lips and dots it with a kiss. “Take your time,” he whispers so sweetly I wish to God there wasn’t a center console locked between us.


      I blow a breath through my lips. “He yelled and told me to get back inside. I didn’t listen. I watched as he melted down the road. I’ll never forget those taillights. I remember thinking they glowed like cherries in the night, and to this day, I’m still a little sad when I look at that haunting color.” A mean shudder runs through me. “Anyway, I met up with a pack of neighborhood thugs.” I wrinkle my nose at him. “Pack of dogs. They hadn’t been properly fed in days, and there I was looking like a steak.” I touch my finger to my cheek, ending that mystery for him. “I blacked out after that.”


      “Shit.” Cade wraps his arms around me, dotting a string of soft kisses up around my ear before pulling back. “I take it that explains why you’re so gun-shy around Buddy.”


      “Oh, it’s not just Buddy. I tend to stay away from all of that furry kind. Became a cat person on that very day.” I try to lighten the mood. Each and every time I relay that information, I can’t help but feel like a killjoy, and that’s the very reason I’ve only told a handful of people.


      “It’s not a big deal, really.” I blink back the tears blurring my vision. “I don’t want to talk about it anyway. Hey, isn’t that movie about to start?” Good God, look at me cheering on the exact activity I dread to do.


      Cade starts up the car and drives us over to the Cineplex where we get out and hold hands like any ordinary couple. I don’t see a soul I recognize from Whitney Briggs. It’s as if we’ve landed somewhere else on the planet entirely.


      Cade and I watch some shoot ’em up action flick, and I let him hold me, openly thread our fingers together, and finally lock my lips right there in the theater. One thing is for sure, I can’t get enough of this boy.


      Once he finds his unicorn and trots off into the sunset, I’ll be left with a scar on my heart far more deforming than the one on my face. Yes, this will end badly I predict.


      I snuggle deeper into his arms as the movie drones on.


      It’s moments like these that will make a bad ending to our story worth its heartbreaking while.


      To all of the unassuming people around us, we must look like a regular couple. We feel like a couple. A few more steps in the right direction, and, for all practical purposes, we will be. But the proverbial boat is rocking. My gut says jump overboard while you have the chance and swim to safety. If I stick around too long, I might just go under.


      Who am I kidding? Cade James dragged me under a long time ago.
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      * * *


      Once the movie is over, we head through the lobby, hand-in-hand, swinging away as if we hadn’t a care in the world, and then just like that, Cade freezes. His feet stop moving, his eyes stare straight ahead, stony and serious. Before I can try to catch a glimpse at whatever it is that’s captured his attention, he spins us around and starts striding in the opposite direction at an impossibly quick clip.


      “What’s up, sweetie? You look like you’ve seen the Grim Reaper holding up a sign with your name on it.” Something tells me he wouldn’t be this afraid of crossing over to the other side. Nope, whatever has Cade spooked is something that very much anchors him to the here and now.


      “It’s nothing. I just thought we should get home.” His entire body sighs with relief once we hit the cool night air. “You ready to put that leash to good use?”


      “Oh, hon, I have a few tricks up my sleeve that will make the things I’ve done to you so far seem like child’s play.” I glance back at the movie theater with a mob of bodies bleeding out of every orifice and wonder exactly who it is Cade is running from. Then it hits me. Cade isn’t running from anyone on his own. It’s me he doesn’t want to show off. God, what if there’s a girlfriend? No way. I’ve been over way too much, and this boy is giving all he’s got.


      I suck in a hard breath. Unless she’s not a Whitney Briggs! What if he’s involved in some long distance thing? Come morning, I’ll make Piper sing like a bird. I’ll find some way to wrangle her big bro into a conversation, and she’ll happily give me all the dirty deets.


      Cade speeds us to his little cozy home and zips around to the passenger’s side of the car to help me out.


      “Such a gentleman.” I lean up and take a moist bite of his lower lip. “Feel free to act like a beast as soon as we step through that door—all bark and all bite.”


      “Duly noted. And speaking of beasts, I’d better let Buddy outside to take care of business.” He lets us in and turns on the lights. It feels comfortable here, with his manly looking furniture, the large TV framing the wall looks like an old friend, even the slight hint of his cologne lingering in the air makes this place feel a lot like my second home.


      “I’ll just be a minute.”


      I make a dash for the sofa and watch as he leads an anxious, bucking, jumping, thankfully leashed, Buddy right out the door.


      He probably thinks it’s silly of me—a grown woman—to be so afraid of a hairy, not-so scary pooch. I don’t remember a single one of those dogs that used me as a chew toy having such long fur. In my mind’s eye, I can see still the charge, their rolled and wrinkled brown flesh, those pink and black mouths, those sharp as spears canines salivating with greed for me. My chest bucks, and for a minute, I think I’m going to lose it.


      I head on out to the porch for a breath of fresh night air and spot Cade down by the sidewalk, an empty leash in hand. For a second, I think he’s lost Buddy.


      A gray and brown brindled blur zips past his legs, and Cade turns and hooks his gaze to mine, his eyes growing round with horror.


      “Buddy, no!” he riots so loud into the night it sounds like thunder.


      But it’s too late. That beast is coming at me, his eyes narrowed, his sharp as all hell canines salivating with greed. His paws land hard over my shoulders, knocking me onto my back, the air expelling from my lungs in a hiss. His snout burrows into my neck before a line of wetness licks over my left cheek.


      Can’t breathe. Can’t move. Can’t see.


      Oh God, oh God, oh God.


      It’s happening again.


      Every muscle I own refuses to move as my entire body seizes with terror.


      Kill me, please.


      My eyes squeeze tight as a horrible numbing paralysis takes over.


      Please, God, let me die. I can’t do this.


      Let me die.


      Let me die.


      Let me die.
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      “Buddy!” Fuck! I pluck him off her, and he scuttles into the house with his tail between his legs. “Cassidy.” I pick her up and rock her in my arms right there on the porch. “Are you hurt? I can take you to the hospital right now so they can take a look at you.”


      A dry whimper comes from her as she buries her face in my chest.


      “It’s okay,” I whisper over and over like an idiot because it’s clear everything is not fucking okay. “Tell me where it hurts, babe. I want to fix this.” My voice falters as if I’m about to cry myself, and if she doesn’t feel better soon, I just might. I should never have taken Buddy off that stupid leash. I usually never leash him to begin with, so I figured it’d take ten times longer than necessary for him to take a piss with it on. All I wanted to do was get back inside and do exactly this with her.


      My lips pepper her face with kisses until I finally meander to her lips and melt something more meaningful over them.


      “Say something, Cassidy, because I have to know what to do next. Please tell me. Did you hurt your back? Your head?” I do a quick inspection for blood but don’t see any.


      “No,” she whimpers a bit as she curls into my chest, tucking her thumb under her lower lip the way Piper does when she’s overwhelmed, and it makes me squeeze her that much tighter. “Sorry.” Her chest bucks with a dull laugh. “I guess you could say I’m just a touch afraid of dogs.”


      “Cassidy”—I close my eyes a moment—“that wasn’t just some fear of dogs. The color bled from your face. You turned into stone. That was a full-blown phobia.” I press my lips tight, just trying to keep it together. “Let me get you some help. I’ll work through this with you. There are people you can talk to.” Hell, I’ll ship Buddy back to New York if I have to. As much as it kills me, I don’t want to put her through that ever again.


      “No.” Her eyes shoot up at me, glossy and lined with crimson tracks. “I’m not some nutcase. I promise you that. I was just caught off guard. That’s all.” She gives a wary look over my shoulder. “Maybe you should feed him and anything else you need to do.” She clears her throat while watching Buddy whine in the corner.


      “He knows he’s in trouble.” I jump up, and she pulls me back.


      “Don’t. He’s not in trouble. All he did was lick my face.”


      “I’ll just be a second.” I head inside, and Buddy beats me to his bedroom. I walk in and kneel next to him, rubbing his neck a moment. “Look at me.” He turns his head as if he’s afraid to do it. “Come on, Bud. You need to shape up. Knock it off with the jumping. I can’t have you pulling that crap. Got it?” My arm relaxes into him, and he coils into me as if gunning for a hug, so I give him one. As much as I couldn’t stand to lose Cassidy, I couldn’t bear to lose Buddy. It breaks my heart because I know the choice I would make. “Don’t worry, dude. We’re good for now. You just need to lay off the girl. She’s mine.”


      I head out and seal the door shut behind me, only to find Cassidy already in bed with her clothes off, the moonlight kissing her in all the right places.


      “Now here’s something I can get used to.” I fall in beside her, my hand landing over her warm, bare hip. “My God, you are beautiful.” My fingers run up and down her smooth skin.


      “My God, you are a liar.” She laughs while swooping in for a kiss. “You got that leash I’m going to tie you up with?”


      I hold it up in my hand without hesitation. If she’s offering, who the hell am I to refuse?


      “That’s what I like about you, Cade James. You follow orders.”


      “That I do.” I lean back and take a look at her gorgeous body. A dark red tattoo fills the area around her belly. “I’d love to see this. You mind if I turn on the lights?”


      “Only if you promise to keep them on.” She gives a sly wink. “It’s going to be an overexposed kind of night for you.”


      I flip the bedside lamp on faster than she can change her mind.


      “Wow.” I shed a mile-wide, shit-eating grin at the sight of her like this. “I’ve got my very own pin-up girl right here in my bed.” My eyes take their time soaking in her bare shoulders. Those sweet tits I’ve been drinking down for weeks stare back at me, just begging for me to take a quick bite, so I do.


      “Down, boy. My tat’s just south of where you’re salivating.”


      I pull back and trace a line down her torso until I hit that beautiful swirling rose inked over her belly button.


      “Damn. You are insanely beautiful.”


      “It’s beautiful,” she tries to correct before rolling over. “Got one on my back, too.”


      Cassidy peddles her feet through the air as she lies seductively on her stomach. Her curls fall over one eye, and her red lips pout up at me. She’s managed to cover her scar with her hair, and it’s only then I realize this is by design. Cassidy has spent a lifetime mastering that very skill, but nonetheless, I’m mesmerized. For a second, I forget who I am and what I’m doing.


      “Let’s see it.” I scoot over and note the pretty script font running down her spine, but my gaze drifts for a moment to that pert little ass of hers. How the hell did I get so lucky again? “Fly away home.” I trace the words with my finger as I read along, and she bucks and gasps as if she found this wildly erotic. I’ve never met a woman who was easier to please, so eager to have me, tie me up for that matter. “It’s lovely. What does it mean?”


      Her lips press white a moment. “It’s the last thing my daddy said to me before he took off.” She takes a ragged breath. “I know it’s silly. It’s depressing as all hell. I don’t know why I did it. I can’t even see the damn thing. I guess I just wanted a piece of that moment.”


      “You wanted a piece of him.” I bow a kiss to the top of her head. “It’s not silly. It’s not depressing. It’s full of heart. Just like you.”


      She blinks back tears before pulling us both to our knees and evicting the shirt off my body. “You always know just the right thing to say.” She leans in and takes a hard bite from my left nipple.


      A hard groan comes from me. “Was that a punishment?” I tease, tousling her hair.


      “Oh, honey, that was a reward.” She gives a dark laugh, pulling that leash up between us like a threat. “Clothes off, James. Now.” She snaps it tight, and the slap echoes throughout the room like a gunshot.


      In less than five seconds, I’m in the buff, and she has me bound by the wrists and tied to the bedpost with my stomach to the mattress, making me feel a little more vulnerable than I thought.


      “You sure you don’t want me facing the other way, sweetheart?” I struggle to look at her from over my shoulder. “Sorry that came out a little more curt than I anticipated, but only because my ass isn’t one to typically be the star of the show.”


      “Oh, sweetie, these tight little hot buns of yours deserve a show all of their own. I’m about to give each one of them the attention they deserve.” Cassidy licks a line down my back, taking a bite out of my left cheek so hard that it causes me to wince with pleasure.


      “Okay, that was nice. You can flip me over now.” My breathing picks up pace. My hard-on practically embeds itself into the mattress, and if she doesn’t flip me over soon, I just might make a mess of things on my end.


      “Done? Hon, I haven’t even started.” She continues her grazing, moving from left to right, sucking, biting, chewing, until I’m about to release myself from the post and go rabid over her body.


      “Turn me over.” I try to keep my voice even-keeled, but it comes out harsh, demanding.


      “Getting rough with me, huh?” Cassidy giggles up a storm, clearly enjoying the good time she seems to be having with my backside. Her tongue licks a line down me once again until she hits my balls from the other side.


      “That’s it.” I unhook myself and spin around, and my cock springs up over her forehead.


      “You slapping me with that thing?” She gives my dick a little smack as if to retaliate.


      “No! Geez. Never. I swear it. I was just—”


      That dark gurgle of hers comes back as she pushes me down to the mattress. “Relax, city boy. I’m just teasing. Did you like that sugar I was doling out?” Cassidy gets up on my hips, landing that wet, sweet spot of hers on my chest, and I push out a hard groan. “I think I’m ready for a little sugar of my own, if you know what I mean,” she bleats. Her hips inch upward until she’s seconds from my lips, and she spins that pretty little ass of hers over and kisses me with that wet slick I’ve been dying to taste all night long.


      Cassidy wraps her mouth around my dick and slides up and down, finally gifting me that release I’ve been dying for as I bring her to the brink, sucking her down, driving my tongue over her until she’s writhing for a little relief herself.


      Cassidy and I go wild, moaning, groaning, bucking with pleasure. I come first, hard and deep, and she spits to the side, giving my balls a quick graze of her teeth in the process, then I take her home. Cassidy lets out a heated cry as she sheds a sweet river right down into my throat.


      She pulls away, slithering up my body and landing her panting chest over mine.


      “I oughta tie you up more often.” She glides her fingernails over my chest in a circle, and my gut clenches. It feels so good. I pull my hands free from my bondage, turn off the lights, and hold her tight like that. We take a short nap, then make love all over again. That’s what it feels like. Somewhere along the way, we crossed the line and drifted into that place I vowed I’d never venture again. But with Cassidy, it feels different. Better. And while I’m buried deep inside her is when I realize I’ve never made love to another girl, certainly not Sammy. This, right here, is something far more intense than I’ve ever felt before, something far bigger and better than I could have imagined. This, right here, is love.


      In the morning, Cassidy refuses to shower with me. Instead, she lands a few sweet kisses to my lips, taking off before the sun has a chance to fully fill the sky.


      I give a slight wave from the porch as she takes off like a thief.


      I’ve never had a girl stay the night before, and now a single night doesn’t seem like enough.


      It’s not.
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      * * *


      Come Monday, I count the hours until Cassidy Clayton is seated by my side for Basic Principles of Marketing. She didn’t come by last night, and both my dick and me missed her something awful. But this morning, Cassidy shows up right on time, wafting that sweet, flowery perfume in her wake, and I take in her scent and hold it like the secret we’ve become.


      “You okay?” A sheepish grin gets caught up in my cheek, and I can’t seem to shake it. Professor Donovan walks in just as Cassidy beams her golden smile.


      “Never been better.” Her country twang comes in strong and elicits a positive response in me right down to my bones. She leans in and whispers, “You able to sit on that tush of yours?”


      “I’m right as rain.”


      She frowns a moment with that teasing look in her eye. “I’ll try harder next time.”


      Class begins, and Professor Donovan drones on, but I couldn’t care less. He could take a millennium to get his point across as long as it means me getting to sit next to this breath of fresh air with our fingers intertwined below our desks as if we were hiding out from the world. And in a way, we are. I think that’s something we need to end. I need to pull her into my world, make her a part of it, show her that I want her in it. As soon as class is over, we pack our things and head on out. I pick up her hand again, and she looks to me with surprise. Her mouth falls open as I thread my fingers through hers, and the crowd swirls around us. Something about this very public show of affection feels monumental. The kind of a moment you look back on and say that’s where we made it official. I try to skim my brain, trying to remember the exact date we first went out, and can’t seem to pinpoint it. Couples have anniversaries, and we’ll need a date because I very much plan on having every anniversary here on out with this girl by my side.


      “What are you doing?” She giggles as I lead her down the hall. I have a free hour next, but I know that Cassidy has one more class in the English department. I’ve seen her walk that way enough times, heard her mention she needs to book it if she’s going to make it.


      “I’m holding your hand. Would you prefer I take a bite out of somewhere a little more disclosed to make things interesting?”


      “What? No!” She laughs, swatting me with her backpack. “People are going to see us. If your unicorn is in the vicinity, she’ll trot right off—and poof, just like that, all of your future beautiful babies will evaporate like smoke.” She tries to wriggle her fingers free, but I won’t let her.


      I stop in the middle of the rush of bodies, in the middle of Union Hall, and take her in like this. Cassidy is a beautiful swirling rose picked fresh out of the Garden of Eden.


      “I think I’m looking at my unicorn,” I say the words unmistakably clear so she can hear them, know that I meant them for her.


      Her mouth falls open.


      A familiar dark head of hair bobs in the distance, and I recognize that pout, that shuffling gait smeared with attitude.


      “My sister’s down the hall.” I walk us forward a few feet. “You’ve got to meet Piper. She’s going to love you.”


      “What!” Cassidy hits the brakes and pulls me in with one whiplash motion. “Your sister?” She stares out at the crowd with that same level of panic she had the other night with Buddy. Good God, I hope she doesn’t have a phobia of sisters as well, but knowing Piper, she could induce one if she doesn’t. “Sorry, hon. I’m sure she’s lovely, but my sweet little behind needs to get to class. You understand.” She yanks free from my hand and bolts like lightning down the hall and into the crowd.


      “Shit.” I marvel at how strange that was.


      “Boo!” Piper jolts her shoulder into mine. “Are you free, big brother?”


      “Yeah, I’m free.” My gaze is still lost in Cassidy’s direction. There’s no way I wanted her to be late for class, but the intro would have only taken a second. “I was about to introduce you to someone, but it looks like she got away.”


      “She?” Her eyes spring wide, blue as twin robin’s eggs. “Let’s get a cup of coffee, and you can tell me all about her.”


      We head down to Hallowed Grounds, and I buy us both something tall, dark, and bitter while Piper prattles on and on about the good time she had this weekend with Owen.


      “So, what did you do other than hang out?” I ask, trying my hardest to be happy for her—and I am, with the exception of knowing what Owen might be doing with her after dark. Still can’t wrap my head around that, don’t want to.


      We head back outside with our dinks and fall into a couple of seats that just opened up at a table near the front.


      “Saturday morning, we picked up his little sister, Ava, and went to see Aubree. She’s the one in prison.” That’s right. Owen’s sister is doing time for pushing some poor chick off a fucking cliff, then trying to cover it up by making it look like a suicide. I look skyward for a second, wondering if madness like that can be passed down in the gene pool. Piper and Owen are pretty serious. I know for a fact they’re thinking long-term. If they get hitched one day and have kids—


      “Would you stop with the runaway brain?” She kicks me from under the table. Piper has always been pretty good at deciphering what I’m feeling. “Owen and I are perfect. There’s no dark, spooky, shadow waiting to pop up in our future.”


      “Got it.”


      Every ounce of sarcasm drips from her features—a difficult feat, considering she specializes in the art.


      “Speaking of dark, spooky, shadows popping out to frighten people,” she whispers.


      “Piper James, is that you?” a female voice calls from behind.


      I cringe and close my eyes a moment before turning around. Sammy Spears isn’t a horrible person. I wish she were. It would be that much easier to ignore her. But she’s basically a good person who seems genuinely sorry for what’s happened to us. And that’s what makes this moment right here pretty much unavoidable.


      “Hey, Sammy.” I nod up at her as she lands in the seat between Piper and me.


      “Sammy Spears.” Piper’s sarcastic drawl is back stronger than ever. “If you’ve trekked all the way to North Carolina looking to bag my brother’s roommate, I’m happy to tell you you’ve wasted your time. He’s a fucking canine who isn’t interested in bitches like you. Go on and scuttle back to the airport. You need a ride? I’ve got a broomstick you can borrow.”


      Sammy leans back and shrugs. That sweet smile of hers that I used to think was so cute reprises itself and disarms the situation.


      “I get it. You’re still pissed. But I’ve apologized, and Cade has agreed to try to start over again—as friends.” She’s pleading with Piper to understand. Her hair is slicked back tight into a ponytail, giving her that severe look that makes her look a little less friendly than she really is. With Piper, you need every edge you can get. “I swear I’m content with that.” She shoots me a look through the side of her eye that contests this on some level. “I just saw the two of you sitting here and wanted to say hello. I didn’t mean to interrupt your conversation.”


      “The hell you didn’t.” Piper isn’t letting up. “In fact, why don’t you stick around? We were just getting to the good part. Cade here was about to tell me all about this hot new girl who’s warming his bed.” She cuts her gaze to me. “What was her name again?”


      Crap. “No.” I sigh at my sister. “Look, this isn’t the time or the place.”


      “What?” She inches back, affronted by my refusal to knife my new girlfriend into Sammy’s back. I’m not about that. I’ve never been about that. “Are you afraid of hurting Little-Miss-Let’s-See-What-Dave-Barn’s-Penis-Tastes-Like?”


      “Piper!” I bark her name out so loud, every person in the vicinity turns to look in our direction.


      “Don’t worry.” She collects her things quick as a hurricane. “I get it. You’re too much of a gentleman to hurt Sammy Sunshine’s feelings. Well, I’m not too much of a lady!” She hoists her backpack up over her shoulder and leans into Sammy’s face. “You’re a two-timing whore who’s sorry she ever cheated on my brother, and, now, you’re here sniveling to have him back. Well, guess what, skank? He’s taken. He’s taken, and he’s in love. That’s right. You heard it here first. He’s so in love he can’t see straight. So anything you’ve got cooking in that little bag of tricks of yours isn’t going to work. Roll it up and go home. Game over. You lose.” She struts off into a bloom of sunshine that whitewashes my sister and all of the sins she’s just committed. I may not be in love with Sammy anymore, but I sure as hell don’t want to see her treated that way.


      “I’m sorry,” we both say at the same time before giving into a little chuckle. “I apologize for Piper. She’s—”


      “Just telling the truth?” Sammy shrugs as if asking the question.


      I don’t say anything. The last thing I want is to land Sammy in tears.


      “So I see I have my work cut out for me.” She gives a playful laugh. “Relax. So, when do I get to meet her?” Sammy sinks down into Piper’s seat, shoulders sagging, her overall affect deflated as if she indeed just lost the war. She has, but I hate that there was a war to begin with.


      “I don’t know if you’ll ever meet her. She’s a bit shy.” There, that much is true for sure. “Besides, I think I should make the rounds. You know, introduce her to Piper, my brothers. Get her feet wet before introducing her to—”


      “Your ex-girlfriend?” Her neck juts out a little when she says it. “Now that’s a title I can never get used to.” Her lips tremble as she bites down on them. “Not sure I ever will.” She gives a slight wave before stalking off, and I grab my bag, abandoning my coffee in an attempt to catch up with her.


      “Sammy, wait.” I catch her by the elbow, and she takes a step back. “This isn’t how we end. We end as friends. We don’t end in heartbreak.”


      “Too late.”


      I glance toward Cutler Tower. A part of me wants to take Sammy and head straight for Piper’s dorm and make her apologize for her unwarranted aggression.


      “You and my sister might never be best friends, but I’m not going to let the next few weeks go by without her being civil to you. It’s about time she grows up. In fact, next weekend is her birthday party, and I’m officially inviting you as my guest.”


      Her eyes widen a moment. “Will this new girl you’re seeing be there?”


      “If I can help it.” God only knows. Cassidy is harder to wrangle than an entire herd of cats. “You’ll love her, I promise.”


      Her lips twist as if insisting she won’t.


      “I guess you have a date.” She makes a face. “It’s just not officially me.”


      “So you’ll come?”


      “Only if you can guarantee my safety.”


      “I promise, no bloodshed. Piper used to love you.”


      “I know.” She glances down a moment.


      “This is a good growing moment for her. For all of us. She’s not going to cause a scene at her own party. And who knows? You might even walk out friends again.”


      “Here’s to hoping.” Her eyes linger over mine a moment too long. “Maybe a lot of relationships will change that day.”


      We part ways, and for the life of me, I try to figure out what just possessed me to do that. But deep down, I know it’s because I need to put this bullshit behind me. I’m not about bitter or broken hearts. But the real reason I invited Sammy wasn’t hoping that Piper and she would end up making nice before the day was through. It was to get the message to Sammy, clear as possible, that I’m with someone new. That there isn’t a lingering chance that it will ever be the two of us again.


      I’m sure once she sees me with Cassidy she’ll cut the cord and move on.


      I want that for her.


      I want her to find her unicorn, just like I found mine.
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      There is nothing as beautiful as watching the sun melt on the horizon of Cutler Tower as I approach my dorm after a long dog day of hitting the books. Whitney Briggs was a feast for the eyes in the fall with its fiery leaf spectacular. The entire campus is lined with maples and sweet gums. Blood oaks and their parade of flaming colors were too beautiful to miss as the school year got started, then came the permafrost of winter with its glistening lavender blue glow, its spray of starry snow that we thought would never stop tumbling from the sky—but this, this is Whitney Briggs’s unyielding glory—spring is in full bloom, and it is christening all of Hollow Brook with its majestic fragrant splendor, citrus and aloe. I can’t seem to wipe the smile from my face, the joy from my heart as I swim through sweetened air back to my room. But it’s not spring and her floral army of trumpets that has me swooning. It’s not the perfume Mother Nature wears this time of year making me sing like a giddy preteen. It is most definitely a boy by the name of Cade James.


      “Cassidy!” a girl’s voice wails from behind, and I turn just in time to see Sammy lunge at me with a hug. “It’s happening!”


      “What’s happening?” I pull us out of the way of traffic before we get rammed by an errant bicycle or skateboard and dragged all the way under a maple with its new leaf buds spun tight in coils just waiting to release into the warm blue air. “Tell me all about it. If that boy did anything to your heart, just point me in his direction,” I say the threat with a bit too much venom behind it, but, in truth, I like Sammy. I’ve probably taken more of a liking to her than I normally would have because she drips that Tennessee sweetness that I so badly crave. Not that I don’t have Caila with me here in North Carolina. It’s just that, well, let’s call a spade a spade. Caila wasn’t born to drip sweetness.


      “Are you kidding?” she bubbles with laughter as her bright green eyes flash to the sky a moment. “I would never point you in his direction. He might fall in love with you.” We share a sisterly laugh. That’s what it feels like with Sammy, sisterly. “I was with him this afternoon, and he actually asked me out!”


      “He did!” I press my hand to my chest a moment. “Of course, he did. Look at your cute little self parading around campus like the beauty queen you are. There’s no man in his right mind who’s going to let that go. See there? Everything worked out like I said it would.”


      She bites down on her lip with a slight unease. “Actually, we’re not quite there yet. He invited me to his sister’s birthday party. She’s totally insane and such a brat.” She lets out a heated breath. “I wish to God she wasn’t in the picture. She’s just ruining everything between us. She was actually rooting for me to go home this afternoon. She’s a terrible person.” She makes a face. “Okay, she’s not actually a terrible person.” A fat tear rolls down her face, and I’m quick to wipe it away. “I’m the terrible person. If I hadn’t put any of us in this position to begin with, I wouldn’t have had to listen to her hand me my ass on a frilly little platter.”


      We share a little laugh at the countrified euphemism.


      “So, you said he asked you out? Hon, you’ve already won the war.”


      She shakes her head. “I wish I could be as confident as you are. He actually hinted at the fact there might be a girl at the party that he’s interested in.”


      “Is there a ring on that girl’s finger?”


      “I’m guessing not.”


      “Then as far as you’re concerned, that little twat doesn’t even have a name. For all practical purposes, she’ll be known as a bump in the road from here on out.”


      “A bump in the road,” she hiccups. “You really think so?”


      “Hon, with you in the way, this poor little thing doesn’t stand a chance. There’s a reason they’re not serious. I bet she’s a real peach—a real C U Next Tuesday!”


      “A C U Next what?” She draws in a quick breath as she gets my quasi-acronym for that delicate part of the female anatomy. Sammy tips her head back and laughs a good old deep, hearty belly laugh—the kind only a true friend can gift you.


      “You are too much, Cass. Now that’s such a wholesome putdown, I might just say it to her face if I ever get a chance to meet her.” She wipes the happy tears from the corners of her eyes. “How about you?” She knocks me with her shoulder as she plucks a tissue out of her purse. “I bet you’ve got a fire or two burning for some lucky guy out there.”


      “There is someone. We were just having fun at first, but things are starting to take a turn for the serious.”


      “Serious? Serious is good.” She leans in playfully. “So, what’s got you so sour?”


      “I don’t know.” I touch my finger to my left cheek. “I haven’t had too many people see past my good side.” I give a little wink.


      “And this guy?”


      That kiss he planted on my scar a few weeks back runs through my mind, and my body heats like an inferno.


      “It’s like he sees it, but he doesn’t really care. I don’t know. It sounds silly, but it’s almost as if he doesn’t see it. And yet, the other night when we went to the movies, it was pretty clear he saw someone he knew, and he couldn’t get us out of there fast enough. I guess I can’t really read him yet.”


      “Have you told this guy how you feel?”


      “No way. I’m not one to profess my love for anyone. Not that I’ve ever been in love until—” Oh my God. I love Cade!


      “You love this boy, don’t you?”


      I take a deep breath and hold it, unable to let go, as a warm bubbling stream of wanting, of love runs throughout my body.


      “I think I do love this boy.” The words escape me, breathy, swimming free in the spring breeze for the very first time.


      “Oh, Cassidy!” She pulls me into a tight embrace. “Once I get back together with my man, the four of us will have to go out on a double date. I knew I had a lifelong friend in you the day we met.”


      “You do indeed.” I offer her a firm embrace back. “Hey, you want to grab a bite with my friends and me? We always catch an early dinner at the Black Bear on Mondays. Just a little girl fun to help us get to Tuesday.”


      “Oh no, that’s okay. I feel like I’ve butted into one too many lives already. You don’t need me hanging around. I’ll catch you in class. Good luck with your man!”


      “Good luck with yours! Fight dirty if you have to so we can get that double date scheduled sooner than later!”


      She lets out a laugh as the wind blows her hair wild up over her head like a flame. “I’ll get right on that!”


      I head on up to my dorm, giggling to myself like a fool. I’m in love with Cade James, and I want to shout it from the rooftops. But something tells me I should whisper it to Cade first.
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      * * *


      The Black Bear Saloon is filled to capacity, and the waitresses are slow to come by any table, let alone ours.


      “I’m fucking starving.” Piper has been in a pissy mood ever since I stepped into our room this evening. Apparently, she had an altercation with someone she is loosely referring to as “that wench,” but refuses to extrapolate on the subject out of respect for the people involved. “Finally—here’s Baya,” she snarls as the cute bubbly girl comes over and takes our order.


      “Excuse me!” I pull Baya aside before she bops off. “I didn’t notice a sign out front, but I’m really hoping for a summer position. Any chance the bar will have an opening by then?”


      She grimaces before glancing back at the registers. “Not really, but since you’re Piper’s friend, I’ll give a special recommendation to the owner.” She gives a little wink. “I’m sleeping with him, so I have a little pull.”


      We share a tiny laugh. “Thank you! I really appreciate that!”


      I can’t believe this. I’m in love, and I’ve practically got a job squared away for the summer. If my luck persists, maybe they’ll let me stay on for the fall. I feel bad letting Caila help me out with food and books. Momma sends what she can, but my scholarship only covers the bare bones of this ride.


      Baya takes off, and I listen in as Daisy shows off her latest antique find, a vintage cameo ring she bought at an estate sale. Daisy is here on scholarship like me, but she always manages to have a few dollars tucked away for a rainy day estate sale. I more than admire her shopping superpowers.


      “Love it.” I land my finger over the soft porcelain silhouette. “I’ve never owned something so beautiful in all my life.”


      “You should totally come with me the next time I go!” Her entire face lights up at the idea. I’ve been shopping with Daisy a time or two—window shopping on my end. Daisy is more or less a professional negotiator at this point.


      “I will go. I’m sort of stretching my dimes, but I like to see you wield your haggling prowess.”


      “Funny you should say that. Scarlett and I were sort of thinking the same thing.”


      “Scarlett?” I turn to my redheaded bestie. I’m so craving me some Scarlett time. I just want to dive in and tell her all about Cade and how he makes me feel. Daisy, too. The only one at this table I wouldn’t dare gush to is sweet Perpetually Pissed Piper. There’s no way I’m telling her about what a great big trio her brother is packing, and that he’s not afraid to use any one of them.


      Scarlett tosses her hands up. “I’ve been trying to nail down a major, and I think I finally have. I’m following Daisy’s footsteps—pre-law!”


      “Pre-law!” Piper and I sing in unison.


      “This calls for a drink. Virgin daiquiris all around?” Not one of us at this table is quite the lush, so each time we go out we usually make it fun and fruity.


      “Bring on the virgins!” Daisy whoops. Scarlett offers me a knowing wink because I happen to be in on her little secret that she’s still holding her cherry close to the vest. As she should. There’s no point in losing it to some idiot who’s too drunk to complete the task—that was the exact way this girl dropped her cherry bomb. For months, I wandered around asking hypothetical questions—sometimes even classified under the hideous umbrella of “just asking for a friend,” but are you still a virgin if the guy doesn’t quite get there? I even went as far as calling an anonymous doctor’s sex line and ended up on the air on some popular punk rock station that lends its airwaves to dirty talk once a week. The long and the short of it is no. I was no more a virgin than Madonna once she sang those infamous lyrics. This was a done deal. My V-card had been unceremoniously revoked. Sealed and in the annals of my vajayjay. But sweet Scarlett should wait for that special someone. Had I waited for Cade… My entire face heats with fire.


      Piper kicks my foot out from under me. “You’re thinking about him again, aren’t you?”


      Baya arrives with an arm full of nachos just in time, and we dive straight in, stuffing our faces until just a few broken tortilla chips lie strewn in our wake.


      But as glad as I am not to have the spotlight shining over my love life, I’m just bursting at the seams to tell my friends how happy I am—how absolutely out of my mind deliriously in love I am with the kindest, most gorgeous man on this planet.


      I glance over at Piper with enough guilt coating me on the inside to drown in. Once she hears how I feel about her brother, of course, she’ll be a little steamed that I didn’t tell her, but she’ll understand. Knowing Piper, she’ll throw a world-class fit, but I’m betting no one will be happier than she’ll be for us. I can’t wait to see Cade tonight. I want to tell him everything, put my heart out on the line, and see what he does with it.


      Piper glances at her phone. “I’d better get going. I sort of had it out with my brother today, and I need to stick my tail between my legs and apologize.”


      “Which brother?” Please, say Wyatt. Please, say Wyatt.


      “Cade.”


      Poo. My entire person deflates knowing she’s headed that way. Of course, I want her to mend fences with her big bro, but that little tail tucking is going to cost my own tail a heck of a good time.


      Scarlett, Daisy, and I head back to the dorm, and I can feel my secret brewing and bubbling inside me like lava. We take the elevator up, and my heart pounds so loud it fills the chamber of this tiny space like the beating of a jungle drum.


      The door opens to their floor, and my ears fill with the rush of the entire ocean. The words swim up my throat, and I try with everything in me to swallow them back down.


      “Goodnight!” they call as they take a step off the elevator, and I jump right off with them, feeling the whoosh of the doors close behind me.


      “What’s going on?” Scarlett marvels at my lithe maneuver.


      Daisy eyes me with suspicion. “I told you she’s been acting strange.” She takes a step in close to me. “In fact, you’ve been acting spacey all night. Spill it. What is it?”


      “I’m in love with a boy.” There, I said it. It feels as if a tractor just lifted off my shoulders, and I can finally breathe again.


      They both coo in unison as if I’ve pulled a fuzzy yellow baby chick from my purse.


      “And his name is Cade James.”


      Both Scarlett and Daisy suck in a violent breath.


      “You are one brave soul.” Daisy fans herself with her tiny black clutch. “If things don’t end well with you two, Piper just might—”


      “Oh, honey, believe me, I have been filling in the blanks.”


      Scarlett steps in and picks up my hand. A deep look of concern lines her face with worry.


      “I take it Piper doesn’t know?”


      I shake my head.


      “When are you going to tell her?” Scarlett’s jade eyes light up with something just this side of horror.


      “Right after I tell him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Cade

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been torn over very few things in my life—usually something small like the difference between pitching for a medium or a large drink, or how well done I’d like my steak. Never have I been torn over the right time to tell a girl I love her—not that I’ve ever tossed those words out liberally. I’ve said them to Sammy, but only because she said them first, and it felt right to parrot them back. At the time, I believed them, but Cassidy has hacked down that fallacy, shown me what true love is, and now I’m torn over when and how to share this information. I could do it sooner than later. Maybe take her to the overlook. But then, we have Piper’s party this weekend, and is it a good idea to profess my love right before I expose her to my barbed wire of a sister? Maybe we should ease into it. We go to the party, and then I lay it all out there afterward. That should soften any blows my sister might lay out. And knowing Piper, there will be many, many blows I’ll have to soften.


      Buddy comes over and wraps himself around my legs with the leash in his mouth, and just the sight of that long brown tether brings a goofy grin to my face.


      An aggressive knock bursts over the door, and my heart thuds, because it’s a little earlier than Cassidy usually arrives, but I’ll take it. I whip the door open just enough with my foot, holding back Bud in the event he wants to reprise his role as the galloping kisser. He could have knocked her out cold, or worse. I still feel like shit over the incident, but it’s not Cassidy I’m staring at. It’s my sister.


      “What’s up?” I look past her to the overgrown oak where Cassidy’s been known to park.


      “Well, it’s nice to see you, too. Now, get out of my way so I can give my dog a hug.”


      I pull back, and Buddy races out, running circles around Piper, glad to see her. She puts the leash on him, and before I know it, we’re taking a walk around the block. Usually, I would eat this up. Usually, I’d rave about how we have to do it again, but I can’t stop looking over my shoulder at the house, making sure Cassidy hasn’t pulled up and sashayed her cute self to the door.


      “Have you heard a thing I’ve said?” She waves a hand over my eyes.


      “Yes”—I turn back around—“sorry, no. My head’s all over the place.”


      “You’re just like my roommate. Lately, it feels as if I’m talking to a wall. I was apologizing by the way. I said I would be nice to what’s-her-face if I saw her around on campus.”


      “Good. Thank you. And will you be nice to her if—I don’t know, you see her off-campus?” I came this close to ruining her surprise birthday party. I’m sure that would have gone over well with Owen. I do like all the care he’s taking to make this special for her.


      “You mean like at your house?” Piper’s lips purse as if she’s physically going to be ill.


      “Yeah”—I cringe because I know this might leave her with the wrong impression—“like at the house.”


      “Crap.” Piper stops in her tracks and pinches her eyes close a moment. “I knew you were seeing her.” She yanks Buddy back and hands me the leash. “Is that why you’ve been so coy about this new girl? Because there is no new girl?”


      “No, I just want you to drop the attitude around her. I’ve forgiven her, and so should you.”


      “That’s funny because she never asked for my forgiveness. When she hurt you, she hurt me, too, Cade. I don’t know why you’d let anyone shit all over your heart, and then give them the chance to do it again. But this time, you’re going to be the only one getting hurt because I’m not playing her stupid game.” She stalks off into the night.


      “Piper, wait. Come back. I’ll take you to dinner.”


      “I already ate!” she screams so loud her voice echoes through the treetops. “Why don’t you take your nasty little girlfriend to dinner? Maybe she could feed you a little more bullshit.”


      And just like that, she disappears into the murky darkness.


      “Crap.” I pull Buddy over and give him a quick scratch. “Piper would really love Cassidy if given half the chance.” But Sammy broke Piper’s heart. I’m not sure if Piper will ever be open to accepting, to loving someone I bring into my life again.


      Buddy barks and tangles himself around my ankles.


      “All right, boy. Let’s do this.” Buddy and I get a little run in for the night.


      Cassidy never makes it over.


      The big trio and I miss the crap out of her.
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      * * *


      The next day, try as I might, I can’t catch a glimpse of Cassidy on campus. Just before I left, I made two revolutions around Prescott Hall, brazen enough to make any stalker proud. By the time I get home, I think about shooting her a text, inviting her to dinner, for coffee—hell, I’d go basket weaving in a shit field if she wanted me to.


      I’m sitting on the porch, tossing a tennis ball to Buddy, when a familiar pair of faces walks over—Owen and his friend, Rex.


      “Dude.” Rex slaps me five. “Is this your place? I’m just a few doors down.”


      “No shit? Come on in.”


      I lead us inside, and Buddy happily follows as both Owen and Rex give him a greeting.


      “Can I get you something cold?”


      “I’m good.” Rex tosses the ball to the other end of the room, and Buddy slips and slides until he’s retrieved it.


      “I’m good, too.” Owen gets up and takes a seat on the couch. “So we’re all set for this Saturday around five. Marley asked if she could invite a few people to liven it up a bit, and I told her I wouldn’t mind. It’s her place, and your brother is pitching for it. I’m just picking up the cake.”


      “Make sure it’s double chocolate, or she’ll have your ass in a sling.” I can’t believe I’m giving the guy that’s sleeping with my sister advice on how to stay on her good side. I guess as much as I want Piper to accept Cassidy, she wants me to accept Owen—and I finally get it. If he ever hurt Piper by way of cheating on her, my heart would be broken, too. And if he even thought of getting back together with her, he’d be a dead man. I would most definitely try to talk some sense into her.


      “I’m having Roxy bake it. It’s going to be perfect.”


      “Awesome.” Roxy is Cole’s girlfriend from down at the Black Bear. Apparently, the bakery she runs from her apartment is a sugared-up force to be reckoned with. “And what’s for dinner?”


      “Wyatt’s having the Black Bear cater. You don’t have to bring anything.”


      “If all goes well, I’ll be bringing a few girls.” I offer up my shit-eating grin. Before I can explain, there’s a knock at the door, and my stomach bottoms out. I jump up and see that familiar blonde head of hair peeking up from the peephole. This is the perfect time to start introducing her to my friends.


      “Dude.” I nod over to Rex. “Would you mind putting Buddy in the first bedroom on your left? My girlfriend doesn’t really get along too well with him.”


      “Not a problem.” Rex is quick to comply.


      “Girlfriend, huh?” Owen stands to greet her. “I’ve heard all about this chick from Piper.”


      “Don’t believe what you hear.” I swing the door open wide, and Cassidy beams back at me.


      “Hey, baby!” She kicks out her hip, looking hotter than a forest fire in a tight red dress, a pair of earrings sparkling as bright as her eyes. “You want to take a little drive tonight over to that sauna in the woods? I’ve got a teeny-weeny, tiny polka dot bikini I’m just itching to take off.”


      Crap.


      “Yes,” I whisper a little too enthusiastically. “But I actually wanted to introduce you to a couple of friends first.” I step outside next to her, sheepishly hoping Owen and Rex will take the hint and split as the two of them come over.


      Owen starts off with a smile, then freezes as his eyes grow ten times their size. Can’t blame him. Cassidy is a stunner.


      Rex steps out and cocks his head a moment.


      Cassidy takes in a sharp breath. “Hello, boys that I have never met before.” She swallows hard as both Owen and Rex stare blankly at her. Cassidy tips her head to the left, and for the first time I see the shit way people treat her. But I hope to God that’s not what this is about. What the hell is wrong with these knuckleheads?


      “Say hello and leave,” I gruff at the two of them.


      “Hello and leave,” Owen says to her, amused. “Cade here says you’re his new girlfriend. Funny, I haven’t seen the two of you around much.” He presses out a forced grin.


      “We’re keeping it low-key,” she growls it out like a threat, and my stomach detonates. It’s becoming pretty clear the two of them are having their own private conversation. Even Rex looks silenced into submission.


      “Have a nice night.” Owen tweaks his brows at me.


      Rex nods at the two of us. “Have fun.”


      They take off, dragging their momentary confusion with them.


      What if she is seeing someone else? What if it’s some frat boy, and I’ve been the other guy in some unsuspecting love triangle?


      Cassidy melts into my arms, and her chest gives a few wild bucks as if she’s upset.


      Crap. I pull back and lift her chin gently with my finger. “You still up for taking that swim?”


      Her gaze softens into mine as she leans in and relaxes for the first time tonight. “Oh, hon, you already have me soaked in all the right places.”


      We share a quiet laugh as I land my lips over hers, soft like brushing air. There’s a sweetness in this moment that counterbalances all of those dark thoughts I had just a moment ago. If there is some boneheaded frat boy waiting in the wings—too bad for him, because I’m screwing the hell out of his girlfriend tonight. A dull laugh huffs from me. In that respect, that would put me on the same plane as Sammy all those years ago. Nope. There is no other guy as far as I know. Tonight, I’m simply making love to a girl I call my very own.


      Here’s to hoping that title lasts indefinitely.
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      * * *


      Cassidy and I drive up the switchbacks in contented silence. We watch in wonder as the evergreens flank the road like a fortress barricading the two of us from the rest of the world, from all the dark secrets that it may harbor.


      The spring comes up with its steam rising into the sky like a forest full of ghosts.


      We get out, and I pull her close to me.


      “Come here.” A sad smile comes and goes on my lips. Something tells me if I invite her to Piper’s party this early in the week she’ll get cold feet by Saturday. I’d better leave it as a last-minute invite, vague at that. “Do you know that I miss you a little too much when we’re apart?”


      “Oh, come on, stud.” She gives my ear a light pinch. “You know what they say—absence makes the heart beat faster.”


      “That’s close enough—and true in my case.” I chuckle into her lips as she blesses me with a kiss. “You kick-start my heart every time you’re around, and when you’re gone, it simply stops beating. It waits for you.” My lips meander over her right cheek. “I’m only alive when I’m with you.”


      A breath escapes her as her gaze rides up and down my body before meeting up with mine once again.


      “Sometimes, the only time I can truly breathe is when we’re together.” The words come from her so sweet and tender they can only be true.


      “Tell me one thing”—my voice wavers for a moment—“do you want this with me?”


      “Yes,” she belts it out so fast, so loud it comes back to us as an echo. “Come here, you.” She pulls me in, and we evict our clothes achingly slow until I’m in my birthday suit, and she’s wearing that teeny tiny bikini she happily threatened me with.


      “Wear this always.” I run my finger under her strap, touching down over her soft flesh, and she shivers. “Except for now.” I reach back and untie her top, freeing the girls into the wind. I bow down and kiss each one in turn before hitching my thumbs into her bottoms and letting them sail to the ground.


      “Wear this. Take this off”—she purrs into me, warming her soft flesh over mine—“you are just a walking contradiction, Cade James.”


      “Not me. I know what I want.” I swoop her up and carry her to the spring as she gives a little shriek of excitement. I sit us down at the edge and lower us into the heated bath.


      We both give a little howl at the same time.


      “You okay?” My lips find hers before I pull back and inspect the situation.


      “As long as those tree trunks you call arms are wrapped around me.” She runs her cool, slender fingers down my cheek. “Of course, my previous statement puts me at risk of sounding like a damsel in distress—which I promise you I am not. I may sound sweet and look like a cream puff, but I can kick ass with the best of them.” Her cheeks darken with color, and I stifle the laugh begging to tremble from me. I love her. I love everything about her cute, feisty ways. I love the fact she needs to make it clear she’s not a damsel in distress, and yet, appreciates being tucked in my arms. “Anyway—” she bites down on her lip with that mischievous look in her eye that both my dick and I have grown to appreciate—“you make me feel safe, Cade.”


      There they are. The exact words I think I needed to hear. It’s been such an unsafe world for Cassidy, with her father leaving, the brutal attack she survived leaving its indelible mark for the entire world to see.


      “I want to be that safe haven for you.” I land my lips to hers. “I’m always here for you, Cassidy—always.”


      Cassidy and I indulge in a long, heated kiss, her tongue mingling with mine, hungry and greedy, as if they had just been introduced. I reach over and pull a condom from my pants, and she takes it from me, opening it with her teeth while those beautiful eyes laugh with approval. It’s a rare moment not to catch Cassidy with extreme joy in her heart. That’s one of the things I like about her best. Her happiness is buoyant, unstoppable, and best of all, it’s contagious.


      Cassidy wraps her legs around my waist and slips down slowly over me with her eyelids partially closed, her mouth opened as she struggles to catch her next breath.


      “Shit.” My head tips back as she falls hard onto my body.


      Cassidy and I heat that water up a hundred times hotter than it has ever been before.


      Together, we’re building something that can last, something buoyant and unstoppable, something I’m hoping is highly contagious just between the two of us. I think we’re getting close to bringing this home, making it official, sharing that magical word that is about to change everything. There’s no way I’m bringing her to Piper’s party to give my little firecracker of a sister a chance to ruin things between us with her hot-headed emotions. Nope. The longer I can keep Cassidy to myself the better. Besides, she turned a little green when meeting just two of my friends. Meeting a cast of thousands will be far too overwhelming.


      I want to protect Cassidy from everything.


      I love this girl right here.


      Yes, I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Two Wrongs Don’t Make a Mr. Right

        


        Cassidy

      

    

    
      Bright and early Saturday morning, the day of Princess Piper’s birthday, I get a text from Marley about that interview I’ve been trying to schedule for the last two weeks. It’s for an assignment, but really I just want to pick the ever-loving heck out of her business-minded brain. I love that Hollow Brook is brimming with independent strong women, and that they’re successful in their very own business, makes them that much more of a role model.


      Sorry, but if you can swing by this evening about five, it would be perfect. I know Piper mentioned she was meeting up with Owen and her friends at the Black Bear. I swear this will only take 15 minutes. Plus, this way Wyatt can wish her a happy birthday. He’s a bit under the weather, so it works out great.


      “Check this out.” I flash my phone to Piper, and she openly frowns.


      “That’s fine. At least I’ll get a hug from my big bro on my big day. And then, we can get to the Black Bear, and you can finally meet Cade.”


      My girl parts clench, because Lord Almighty, my parts and I are well-acquainted with every last thing that boy is packing.


      “Sounds like it’s going to be a lot of f-u-n!” And I am suddenly feeling s-i-c-k. I’m pretty sure her birthday isn’t the right time to let her know I’ve been yanking both her chain and her brother’s—literally—for the last few months. I might just have a quick “dizzy spell” and take off to see Caila instead. I could sure use her no-nonsense advice right about now. Caila would never have gotten herself into such a twisted pickle. I can’t believe I’ve let it get this far. I feel like such an ass. They’ll both hate me once they realize what I’ve done. I’m a pariah, a witch, a real life predator that saw what I was after and chomped down on it with my greedy little teeth. I’m a man-eater, and the man I’ve eaten alive—tasty as his hot buns have been—is my best friend’s brother. How exactly did I think this was going to end other than in disaster? Certainly, there is no good way around this. If I had any balls at all, I’d show up at the Black Bear tonight. Thankfully, I’m a lady, through and through, and I’ve decided to opt for a more reasonable solution—run.


      “It’s not going to be f-u-n.” Piper does a mediocre imitation of me, and I twist my hand in the air, letting her know it’s so-so. Every now and again, when she gets good and irritated, she gives it a go. She’s done it so much so that I’ve actually started rating her. She’s not bad, but she hasn’t shown improvement in a good long while. I think once she discovers the truth about who I’m bedding, her irritation will propel her imitation of me to an Oscar-worthy caliber. “Owen says Cade is dating some girl, but he wouldn’t tell me who. I bet anything it’s that two-timing ex of his.”


      A nervous giggle scratches at my throat. Good God, Piper is ready to bust me a new one, well, not me per se, the so-called ex. Who knows? Maybe Piper would be relieved to find it’s me playing with her brother’s plumbing and not some old girlfriend who once jerked him around.


      “She’s been after him for months. It’s like she’s stalking him.”


      My antenna goes up. “Stalking?”


      “Yeah, she showed up in town, and she’s been begging him to take her back.”


      “Really.” It comes out far more incredulous than it has to. No wonder Cade agreed to keep things low-key. No wonder he got so high-strung at the movies that night! I bet he spotted her in the crowd. My stomach churns just thinking there’s some hussy out there trying to snag my man right from under me. The nerve of this pathetic little thing. I’m practically Cade’s girlfriend. I’m more familiar with his body at this point than I am my own. Hell, I think after Piper’s birthday disaster, I’ll head over to Cade’s house and make my feelings clear as crystal. Of course, I’ll have to fess up to knowing his sister—knowing that I knew exactly who he was when I landed naked in his bed. That will be the hard part, but once that bandage is ripped off clean, we’re off to a freshly mended start. That is, until tomorrow when we have to sit Princess Piper down and let her in on a couple of hard truths. I’m pretty sure she’ll die on the spot when she finds out all those late night heated discussions about Hot Buns were directly related to the boy who’s been gifting her noogies all her life.


      Yes, it will be awkward, but it will be necessary. Sometimes, painful things have to happen for us to move on to the next phase of our lives. Hopefully, that won’t involve a physical altercation such as a mandatory beat down from Piper to me. I like my features just the way they’re arranged, my teeth included. No need to involve emergency rooms or cosmetic surgeons.


      My hand moves absentmindedly to my scar and lingers there a moment.


      “Hey, is everything okay?” Piper nudges my knee with her bare foot.


      “Yes. Just fine.” I smack her pretty pink toes as if they were roaches. She knows I hate her sticky feet all over me. “In fact, I have to run across the street to see that girl, Roxy. It looks as if all my interviews for my marketing class are happening at the same time. I’ll be back in a second. I promise, I’ll make it quick.”


      I grab my backpack and blow the birthday princess a quick kiss.


      I can’t wait until tonight. Long after Piper has blown out her last candle—most likely after I’ve done a little blowing of my own—I’m finally going to profess my love to Cade James.


      And hopefully by tomorrow at this time, this entire nightmare will be long over.
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      * * *


      As soon as I hit fresh air, that nervous energy that’s been clinging to me all morning eases up just a smidge. I may not have to dish out a lie after all tonight when I tell Piper I’m about to lose my lunch. I was already swaying on my heels back there just thinking about it. Maybe I’ll squeeze that visit with my sister in a little earlier than anticipated. I don’t think she’d mind seeing me twice in one day. I just can’t get my head around what I’m about to do.


      My feet carry me quickly past the dormitories, out onto the old world cobbled walkway that leads past the Hallowed Grounds café, and a friendly face offers a warm wave from the table on the end.


      “Hey, stranger!” I hop over and offer Sammy, my sister-in-Tennessee-arms, a quick hug. “I’m just on my way to Briggs Apartments across the street to do a quick interview for my marketing class. You want to come with?”


      “Sorry, no can do.” She gives a coy little smile. “Tonight’s my big date night with Mr. Right, and, if I want to keep him, I’m going to need to get all artillery ready to fire, if you know what I mean. Can you recommend a good hairdresser? I’ve sort of made a last-minute decision on going the full Monty, hair, nails, cleaning up the landing strip if you know what I mean.” She gives a little wink. “If things go well, and I have a strong feeling they will, I’m thinking this evening is going to end with a—”


      “Bang!” I finish it for her, and we high-five. “You go get yours, girl. I’m so very happy for you. There’s no way he’s going to let someone as fantastic as you walk out of his life. And once you land him horizontal tonight, you make sure you show him one wild time. We Southern girls may look and sound as sweet as peach pie, but we are sin through and through underneath those sheets. Make him beg for mercy, and then make him beg for more. By this time tomorrow, you are going to have him eating out of your hand”—I stand to leave—“among other places!” We share a wicked cackle as I quickly text her the locales of all my favorite hot spots. By the time that girl is through, she’ll look like the supermodel I already know she is.


      Once my good deed for the day is done, I whip my way across the street and into Briggs Apartments for my sweet little treat with the owner of Sprinkles Cupcakes. I take the elevator ride up, and as soon as the doors whoosh open, my senses are taken over by all things heavenly chocolate.


      “Holy, holy,” I whimper as I give a hearty knock to the door.


      A familiar looking boy I recognize as the bartender from down at the Black Bear answers. He’s sporting jeans and a T-shirt that reads Sprinkles Cupcakes, Best Damn Cupcakes in Town, and I can’t help but smile.


      “You must be Cassidy.” He offers a friendly nod. “Rox”—he shouts back toward the kitchen—“your girl is here.”


      He leads me inside, and I’m blown away by the wall-to-wall restaurant quality equipment outfitting the oversized kitchen.


      “Hey!” a redhead with her hair tossed up into a messy bun comes over, both her apron and her hands are covered with powdered remnants of something delicious I’m sure. “I’m in the middle of decorating a sheet cake if you want to come watch.” I follow her back to the kitchen where there’s a giant slab of marble on the center island.


      “This is some place!”


      “It’s someplace all right. It’s my boyfriend’s apartment, or at least it was initially. I sort of moved in because he has a working stove—something Prescott Hall severely lacked. That was before we were dating.”


      “So, he just let you move in like that?”


      “Actually”—a playful smile tugs at her lips as she peers over at him a safe distance away watching two men go at it in some kind of a cage fight on TV—“Cole is my best friend’s brother.” She waves me off a moment. “I know, it sounds so cliché. Trust me, I was the first to notice.” Roxy has a bit of an edge to her, and I like her already. “But it worked out just fine. Sure there was a little hiccup here and there, but Baya is our biggest supporter. My brother, Ryder, sort of wanted to kill him.” She smiles into the memory as if it were a good one. “But that’s to be expected. He’s rabidly protective when it comes to me. Now that I’ve bored you to tears, the least I can do is ask how WB is treating your love life.”


      She fills a piping bag with baby blue icing and twists the top of the parchment tight.


      I try to play it coy as if my love life is non-existent, but it’s no use. I can feel the confession clawing to the surface. “You’re not going to believe this, but I’m sort of seeing my best friend’s brother, too. Only she doesn’t know it—neither of them does.” I try to swallow down the rest of the story, but it bubbles right up to the top and out it comes. Every dirty detail.


      Roxy looks downright gobsmacked once I relay the whole twisted tale.


      “Boy, they really need better security down at the Black Bear if those kinds of shenanigans are going on in the restrooms.”


      We share a quiet laugh.


      Her eyes enlarge as she takes me in. “So, are you really going to tell him tonight after her birthday party?”


      “You bet. I’m ready to slay this two-headed dragon and begin a real relationship with the man I love.”


      “Only you haven’t told him you love him yet.” She wrinkles her nose. “Dude, you are about to dive into the deep end. Are you sure your friendship with this chick is strong enough to sustain this?”


      “I sure hope so. I’ve got my neck on the line and everything to lose. And I can’t stand the thought of losing either one of them.”


      She hands me the little blue bag of icing as if it were a consolation prize. “Go ahead and take this one. I have faith in you.”


      “What do you want it to say?”


      She pulls a tiny index card over for me to see before reading out loud, “Happy birthday Piper.”


      I take in a breath and hold it. “That’s her. This is her cake! Huh. Today’s her birthday, and, here I am, about to make or break it in oh so many ways.” I take extra care in spelling out the words, but no matter how hard I try to steady my hand, the letters come out twisted and misshapen.


      Roxy and I stare down at the mess I made for a moment.


      “Just crap, I can’t seem to do anything right. I sure hope this isn’t an omen of what’s about to take place tonight.”


      Roxy takes the blade of a giant knife and slices that car wreck right off. She touches up the frosting and spells it out in perfect penmanship, confident and sure.


      But Roxy won’t be there this weekend to clean up any disaster that might ensue. No one will be there to give me a do-over when I need it most.


      Roxy is nice enough to do the interview before sending me off with a cupcake and a hug.


      “You’re going to do just fine,” she spits it out like a command. “Trust me, when you follow your heart, you can’t go wrong. I know it sounds cheesy, but if this guy is just as in love with you as you are with him, then you’ve got this in the bag, sister.”


      “In the bag,” I repeat like a tired mantra. We say goodbye, and I whimper into my cupcake as I wait for the elevator.


      I hope I didn’t just inadvertently bag everything that Cade and I have.


      Roxy is right. If he feels just as strongly for me, then it won’t matter that I was sneaking around behind both his back and his sister’s. I think after the dust settles he’ll agree with me—it was the best thing. I’m hoping Piper will, too.


      Lord knows that girl wields a mean pitchfork, and she isn’t afraid to use it.


      But I do love that little devil.


      I take a bite out of the frosted red velvet confection before me.


      Just hope life turns out as sweet as this cupcake.
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      * * *


      I vacillate in a big way regarding whether or not to run down to Jepson to pay my baby sister a quick little visit. (Yes, I did beat her into this world by three long minutes. That little vixen grabbed ahold of my heels and held on for the ride.) But, ultimately, my need to speak with my better half supersedes my urge to pretend to get ready next to my soon-to-be ex-best friend. Piper is going to eviscerate me when she finds out I’ve been banging her big brother like a bongo drum for the last three months. She begged, she pleaded with me to reveal the identity of the boy I’ve been trotting off to pay a booty call to in the middle of the night. Last week, she bought me a pair of frilly panties and a bra for my tushy trot—of course, she said she purchased the wrong size for herself and flung them at me, but I know that girl. She was trying to sauce up my already sizzling bedpan. Poor thing had no clue that it would be her brother who peeled them right off me—with his teeth. There’s no simple way around this. Piper James is going to have a heart attack, and then she’s going to hate me—at least for a little while. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Piper it’s she needs a fair amount of time to cool off before you go kick-starting her again, or she’s liable to blow up for good.


      And that Owen! That sneaky, sneaky boyfriend of hers and his good buddy Rex. I owe them both for keeping their yippy little traps shut.


      I itemize on my fingers how many people actually know about Cade and me. Scarlett and Daisy know, too. Hey! Soon enough, I’ll run out of fingers. For some reason, I find solace in the fact so many people are in on our dirty little secret—with the exception of the right people, of course, and that, right there, makes me a little dizzy.


      I hop into my car without giving it a second thought and speed my way to Jepson. I spot Caila’s Lexus out front and run straight inside.


      Caila is on stage with a group of girls, obviously in the middle of one of her booty sessions. I don’t hesitate hopping on up and making a run for my sweet sis, but before I can crash into her for a much-needed hug, I spot an all too familiar face getting down and dirty with a crowd of forty-somethings looking to bring a little spark home to please their man.


      “Daisy?”


      Daisy Pembrooke gasps as she slaps a hand over her fuchsia-painted mouth. Her eyes do a quick back and forth between my sister and me.


      “I didn’t say a word.” Caila lifts her hand in innocence. “Your friend here asked me not to tell.”


      “Oh, hon”—I reach over to Daisy and take up her hands—“I’m the last person who’ll judge you. I don’t see a single thing wrong with wanting to learn some sexy midnight moves. We’ll need to set you up with a nice boy toy to try out your new routine.” I give a little wink in hopes to add levity to the situation. Honestly, my own sister is the actual stripper. It’s not like she’s—


      “I’ve been dancing.” She hides behind her hand a moment as the other women disband for a quick break.


      “You’ve been what?” I shout the words like a reprimand, so loud in fact a few of the other girls send a tsk tsk my way. “Are you messing with me?”


      “She’s not messing with you.” Caila smacks me over the arm. “Come out, Daisy. We can still see you. This is about confidence building, remember?”


      “Oh my God, Daisy! I thought you were going to law school?” All that jewelry she’s been buying up, the fancy clothes—it all makes perfect sense now where she gets her spending money. “Does Scarlett know?”


      “Nobody knows, and I’d like to keep it that way.” Her features darken as she casts me a look just this side of a threat.


      “You got it.” I pull her into a deep, strong hug, and it feels good like this, me holding Daisy’s secret while she’s holding mine.


      “What did you come here for?” Caila dabs the beads of sweat off her brow with a pristine white towel. It’s always been nothing but the best for Caila. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if she tosses it into a trashcan rather than a laundry bin and procures a brand spanking new one each time she feels the need to dab her unblemished forehead. “I know you’re not looking for a trick to add to that little naughty bag of treats of yours. Spill it.”


      And I do. I tell both of them how I feel about tonight. How I feel about what might transpire tomorrow if Cade lets it get that far.


      “Of course, he will.” Caila strokes my hair like petting a cat. “He’ll let it get all the way to forever because that boy would be a fool to let you go.” I give a private smile because it’s the exact advice I gave Sammy this morning—and, ironically, they were the exact words I needed to hear.


      I thank my sister profusely, and we hug it out before I take off.


      Daisy and I step out into the parking lot, each looking a bit equally dazed.


      “Do you really want to dance on the side?” I hold my hand over my eyes for shade, taking her in as the sun pours all its glory over her. Daisy is a golden goddess. For some reason, the thought of her dancing makes me more than a little bit sad. It’s funny that I don’t at all feel that way about Caila. My sister is a force to be reckoned with. I’ve always known that no matter what road she chose in life she’d succeed by a mile, head and shoulders above the rest. But Daisy is a sweetheart who’s not looking to turn this into a lifelong career. I’m terrified that she’ll be rubbing elbows in the boardroom tomorrow with the very men she’s taking her clothes off for today.


      “I don’t know what I want. Right now I want it because I can’t seem to catch a break making any real money anywhere else. Do you think I’m making a big mistake?” She winces so hard it looks as if she’s about to cry.


      “Not if you don’t.”


      We leave it at that and take off to get ready for Piper’s party. It feels as if everyone’s world is shifting just a little bit this weekend.


      [image: ]


      * * *


      By the time I get upstairs, Piper has primped herself into the princess she is, and Scarlett is ready to go, too. They wait patiently as Daisy and I put ourselves together. Of course, I’m not headed to the Black Bear with the rest of them for the big blow out. I’m only in it for the first leg of the journey, the quick jaunt to Wyatt’s ranch to speak with Marley about her Rags-to-Riches story, literally. That also happens to be the name of her clothing line, which has propelled her into fashion stardom. Rumor has it, they have a spread in Glitz magazine coming up next fall. She and Baya have really made a name for themselves.


      We hop into Piper’s car because the birthday girl insists on driving, and everyone knows the birthday princess gets her way on her big day, and in Piper’s case, every other day after that. She turns up the radio and sings at the top of her lungs all the way out into the rolling countryside. Piper is in a great mood, a shining star of a mood. And, to be honest, her enthusiasm is a bit contagious because by the time we roll onto the property we’re all singing along right there with her.


      The four of us stumble out of the car to the quiet looking ranch house. It’s so beautiful out here it takes my breath away. Out in the distance, dozens of horses roam free in an oversized corral, and everything in me is just itching to go over and love on one of those precious beasts. But the air, it’s that fresh country scent I’ve missed so darn bad over the last few months. It’s the scent of raw earth mingling with the animals, the fresh bleached sheets blowing out on an actual clothesline out back. And that one little laundry miracle makes me like Marley that much more. This, right here, is the Earth as God intended as far as I see it.


      Piper gives a quick knock to the oversized rustic door, but not a soul answers. She gives another far more aggressive beating before twisting the knob and stepping inside with caution.


      “Surprise!” An entire crowd of people pop out from behind the furniture, spill out from the hallways, and every free orifice as the four of us gasp in shock. There’s not a hint of an extra car out in that driveway. How ever they pulled off this mega miracle, it’s amazing through and through.


      A thought hits me quick as a train wreck.


      Oh God, oh God, oh God! This place is chock-full of family and friends! Gah! FAMILY!


      I do a quick sweep of all the cheerful looking faces for that boy I’ve been impaling myself on for the last nine plus weeks and solidify when I spot his smiling, mostly frozen grin quickly melting with that equally stunned deer-in-the-headlights look on his face. But it’s not that shocked expression he’s wearing that has my muscles pulling an early version of rigor mortis. It’s that gorgeous, well coifed, Tennessee beauty queen wrapped around his waist that has me at full attention.


      I stagger on over as the party pours outside, taking their deafening laughter and overall merriment with them.


      “Sammy?” My stomach drops like lead right through the floorboards.


      “Oh, Cass! I’m so glad you’re here!” She swoons over his body with her own, and Cade doesn’t move, still looking from Piper to me as if trying to piece together the puzzle. “This is him!” Sammy practically mouths the words. “Cade and I were just talking about how wonderful things used to be between us. Isn’t this great?” she squeals with delight so loud I think my eardrums just burst in rebellion to her pleasure. “We’re getting back together!”


      “What?” Piper and I shout in unison before taking a brief moment from the lunacy to examine one another.


      “This is the nut job you said was stalking your brother?” I bark as if demanding answers to every problem in the free world, and, at this very moment, I wish I could.


      Sammy’s eyes round out in horror as if I’ve just struck her with my ham hock of a fist.


      “That’s right.” Piper’s face contorts as if she’s about to get sick. “And now she’s here trying to ruin my party.”


      Cade lifts a hand in protest. “Nobody is ruining your party,” he’s quick to correct his little sis. “Sammy is just as excited to be here as anyone else. You’re playing nice tonight, remember?” He gently removes himself from Sammy’s death grip and takes a step forward. “What are you doing here?” he asks me sweetly, with more of a surprise to his tone than an accusation, but Sammy flops right back to his shoulder like a fly to honey, and my stomach does a revolution at the sight.


      This is the boy I’ve been pushing her to land at all costs? Telling her that the girl he was seemingly interested in was merely a bump in the road? Hot damn, I just called myself a bump in the road and all but cheered on this stalker twat as she steamrolled my budding relationship. And I willingly gave her my hairdresser’s private number!


      “She’s here because she’s my roommate,” Piper spits the words out to her brother with a touch too much venom. “She’s also my best friend. She goes where I go. So what?” She jabs a finger into her brother’s hard-as-steel chest. “Are you going to tell me who I can and can’t bring to my own party?”


      Owen steps up with his jaw clear to the floor, and it may as well have shattered, judging by his inability to pick it right back up again.


      Sammy hikes up on her heels and takes a little bite out of Cade’s ear, but he’s too busy staring wide-eyed at me to notice.


      “Oh my shit,” I spit the words out at the gnat trying to shove herself inside Cade James’s pants. “You were using me this entire time! You figured out that I was sleeping with him on the side, and this was your little twisted plan to get him back from me. And to think, I gave you the name of my beauty salon!” That last sentence comes out deep and throaty because let’s face it—that was the ultimate betrayal.


      “What?” she squawks so loud I want nothing more than to shove her back into the henhouse she pecked her way out of. “Bless your heart.” Her demeanor changes on a dime as she fans herself while forcing a smile. “Are you telling me you’re the C U Next Tuesday I’ve been afraid to meet?”


      I suck in a sharp breath. “Did you just C U Next Tuesday me?” Dear God up in heaven, forgive me because I do believe both a commandment and a federal law are about to be broken.


      Cade tries to pick up my hand, but I pull it right back out of his grasp.


      “Cass—you’re my sister’s roommate?” His brows flex, and that sad smile of his looks pained by the revelation, and even in this tumultuous light he looks sexier than any man alive on the planet.


      “Whoa, hold the fucking phone!” Piper jumps in front of my face. “What the hell did you just say? Are you sleeping with Cade? Oh my God! Is my brother Hot Buns?”


      Both Scarlett and Daisy duck for cover, and Owen looks as if he’s wrestling with his own fight-or-flight instincts.


      “Cake!” a cheery voice calls from the door as Cole and Roxy come in. Her arms are filled to the brim with that beautiful confection we spent the afternoon decorating.


      “I’ll take that.” I swoop it right out of the box and whirl it around into Little-Miss-Out-to-Steal-Your-Boyfriend—right over her ever-so-perfectly-coifed-boyfriend-stealing hair. “How’s that for C U Next Tuesday?”


      Piper is quick to applaud me. “What the hell is next Tuesday?”


      “Cassidy!” Sammy shrieks, covered from head to toe in what looks like a pile of bull crap—just like the lines she was feeding me all along. “I thought you were my friend!” she shrills at the top of her lungs while making a run for the kitchen.


      “Holy shit.” Roxy comes up beside me, as do Marley, Annie, and Baya. But Cade and I are still locked at the horns, having a stare down, while Piper rages to Owen on the side.


      Cade closes his eyes a moment. “So you knew I was Piper’s brother.” He pushes out a tired grin. “And you knew Sammy?” He shakes his head, genuinely confused.


      “And you—” Wait… How exactly is Cade the bad guy in all of this? Oh, that’s right. “And you’ve had a girlfriend this entire time!” Wait, what was it that Sammy said about their relationship? Oh hell, the room is starting to spin, and it feels as if my feet landed on a boat lost on high seas.


      I snatch Piper’s keys from her pocket before leaning into Roxy. “Hold that boy off while I make a break for it,” I hiss as I run for the door.


      I jump into Piper’s fancy car and hightail it to anywhere but here.


      Deep down, I knew we were in for one shit ride tonight.


      I just had no idea that it would end so spectacularly bad.
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      I’ve been caught off guard a time or two in my life, I’ve landed flat on my ass, the air deflated from my lungs and left with my head spinning, but never like this.


      “Let go, man.” I free my hands and wrestle Cole off my back as I watch the dust evaporate in Cassidy’s wake. She’s long gone, and as soon as she left, she took my heart with her.


      “I was just doing what Roxy told me, dude.” Cole helps me to my feet. “I’m sorry things worked out this way.”


      “Yeah, well”—I sigh into the plume of dirty country air settling in the distance—“things aren’t over yet.” Not by a long shot.


      “Are you okay?” Piper pulls me back and flattens her hands over my shirt as if ironing out the wrinkles. The party is in full swing with most of the guests circulating freely throughout the property. Bryson, Holt, and Cole stand on one end of the porch with their arms folded tight with concern. From over Piper’s shoulder, I spot Wyatt and Blake ready to charge.


      Crap. I want to be anywhere but here right now.


      “I’m fine.” I pull Piper to the side, and Owen follows. “Where do you think she went? Can you call her? I need to speak with her right now.”


      “I’ll see what I can do.” Piper pulls out her phone and takes a few steps away.


      I look to her guilty other half. “Dude, you knew.” I’m not shitting around the bush with Owen. “That day at my house, you didn’t say a word.”


      Owen glances skyward with the slight look of remorse. “I didn’t know what was happening until we were taking off. Cassidy made it clear she didn’t want Rex or me interfering. This is between you and her. I didn’t even tell Piper. I figured it would all come out in the wash.”


      “It sure did.” A lungful of air expels from me as Wyatt and Blake descend on us.


      “What the hell was that about?” Wyatt isn’t amused by the drama. He seldom is, so I don’t find it surprising.


      Piper pops back, “She’s not picking up. But I’ll get ahold of her.”


      Wyatt turns his concern to her. “What happened, Piper? Tell me right now.” Wyatt has always been more of a father figure than that of my own—ironic since my father and mother are somewhere on the grounds roaming around. Not that I want them to take part in any of this.


      Piper glances my way briefly. “Apparently, Hot Buns here has been luring my best friend to his place and having his way with her—nightly!” She smacks me on the arm. “Pig!”


      “I’m not a pig. And it didn’t quite work that way. She’s a grown adult who chose to leave out the tiny detail that she was your roommate, and looking at the way you’re behaving, I can’t blame her.” I just wish to God she had mentioned it at some point. “And what’s going on with Sammy? How did they meet?”


      “Beats me! Why don’t you ask her yourself?” She glares at the house as if it was my cake-laden ex.


      Blake leans in, and it’s only then I notice he’s holding the baby in his arms. Baby Ben has large, serious eyes, a perfect smile laden with drool, and he’s the spitting image of his daddy. When Blake’s brother died, Blake took on the full responsibility of raising his kid. Ben is just now starting to walk, but he’s still held as much as he ever was.


      “Dude”—Blake gives a hard blink—“can I do anything for you? There’s a chick in there with cake all over her hair. Do you want me to give her a ride home or something?”


      “No, I got this.” My heart fills with grief over the fact Cassidy is out there somewhere nursing a wounded heart, and that in some unwitting way, I played a part in it. “I just thought if I asked my ex here I could get her to see how much Cassidy meant to me. And then, of course, I didn’t invite Cass… I never meant for her to get hurt, or for Cassidy to get her heart broken over something that’s not even happening.”


      “You’re not mad at her, are you?” Piper tips her head to the side, but something about the gesture seems manufactured as if she’s asking for Cassidy.


      “No. Please tell her I am not mad. I am in love with her, and I’m only sorry I didn’t get to tell her first in person. Please, Pipe, do not rock the boat any more than it already is.” My hands secure themselves over her shoulders, and I steady my gaze into hers. Sometimes, you need to treat Piper like the kid she is. “Look at me. Do not make this worse. I love that woman, and I do not want her broken-hearted. As soon as you find out where she is, I beg of you to tell me. I have to see her—today. There’s a lot that needs to be said, from both sides.”


      “I can’t believe you love Cassidy Clayton—my roommate, my best friend.” Piper’s eyes fill with tears. “This is the best birthday present you could have ever given me.” She wraps her arms around me tight. “Why would she hide this from us?”


      “Do you really need to ask?” I pull back and frown at the powder keg of a birthday girl before me. “What would you have done if she said she wanted to date your brother?”


      Her lips swim as she pretends to be sick. “I guess you’re right. Initially, I would have thought it was a great idea, but eventually, I probably would have set her up with a dozen different guys just trying to deflect her from your ridiculous hot buns. Do you realize she told me things? You’re a sick pervert by the way.”


      Now it’s me feeling like I’m going to lose my lunch. “She was happy. She wanted to share her joy with someone, and you’re her best friend.” I push the stray hairs from my sister’s eyes. “I’d better get inside and talk to Sammy. Can you please end this bullshit you have against her? If I’ve forgiven her, don’t you think you should, too?”


      “If it helps stop crap like this from happening, I’ll hug it out even if it is my birthday.”


      We head inside, and I freeze a moment when I spot Mom and Sammy chatting it up in the kitchen like old friends—they are, so it shouldn’t surprise me.


      Sammy’s hair is relatively clean and slicked back into a ponytail with just a smidge of icing around the tips.


      I head over and land a warm hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”


      Sammy looks up with those soft eyes that I used to admire, and there’s something she’s saying with them—if I had to guess, I’d say it were an apology. “When life gives you chocolate cake, you eat it.” She belts out a jovial laugh, and my mother chortles right along with her.


      Mom stands and gives Piper a kiss. “Happy birthday, sweetheart. You’re as stunning as ever.” She turns to me and clicks her tongue. “And look at you—breaking hearts wherever you go. At least you still have the right girl here for you.” She wraps an arm around Sammy’s shoulders and looks lovingly into her eyes. “If this one gives you any trouble, you just come to me. I’ll fix him right up.” She tries to take a few steps away, and Sammy snatches her up by the fingertips.


      “When will I see you again?” Her Southern drawl extends a little too dramatically. Sammy always did know how to turn up the charm around my parents.


      “Call me anytime when you’re back in the city, and we’ll do lunch.”


      Piper hikes up on her tiptoes and leans into my ear. “There she goes again, weaseling her way into our lives. If you think this nightmare is over, you’re in for a rude awakening.”


      Crap. I pray she’s wrong.


      “Sammy, why don’t we head back to campus?” The farther from my mother and me the better.


      Piper thumps on her heels and whimpers, “You’re not coming back, are you?”


      “I can’t. My head’s all over the place. I need to see if I can find her. And as soon as you hear anything, please let me know. I just want to know that she’s safe and okay. She was pretty upset when she took off.” Hell, I’m pretty upset, and I don’t have a thing to be upset about.


      Sammy comes over and threads her arm through mine. “I’m sorry about the way things turned out.”


      I’d have a tendency to believe her, but something about the way she linked her arm through mine, the way she’s looking up at me in a slightly flirtatious manner has sent all kinds of bells and whistles going off. I hate to admit it, but Piper might be right.


      “Don’t apologize. This is fine. I just wanted you to feel welcome during your stay at Briggs.” I nod to Piper because this is her cue.


      “And I’m sorry if I’ve been a real bitch to you,” she spits the words out at Sammy with such hostility I’m afraid they don’t mean much. “And I’m sorry you think Cassidy would ever root for you to be with my brother when she clearly had staked her claim.”


      Sammy glances up at me and blows out a breath. “You know, Cassidy and I share a class together. We talked. I like her. She gave me some great advice, and I took it.” She shoots venom at Piper for a moment before softening to her again. Maybe Piper wasn’t always the problem. Maybe it was simply the fact Sammy and my sister never got along.


      Piper grunts in disbelief. “You obviously omitted one vital piece of information from your conversations, namely my brother.”


      “That may be so, but I didn’t think it was necessary. Besides, she didn’t exactly mention him either. Apparently, she was hiding all kinds of information from the two of you. How can you ever trust a person like that?” Sammy wrinkles her nose as if Cassidy were an offensive odor. “I say good riddance.”


      “Cassidy is trustworthy.” I don’t hesitate to defend her. “She has her reasons for keeping this from the two of us, but only she knows those at this point. I’m not accusing her nor am I angry. And, yes, I plan on trusting her again with any and everything.”


      Piper smears a smug grin toward Sammy. “I guess that’s good riddance to you.”


      Sammy gives my elbow a tug. “I’ll take that ride home now. I don’t feel much like celebrating anybody’s birthday.”


      “Good!” Piper barks in her face. “Because the party doesn’t start until you leave! You’re a cheat; therefore, you are the only untrustworthy one around here.”


      Piper sure knows how to bury the past—with a hatchet right through Sammy’s skull.


      “Let’s go.” I lead Sammy to the door and nod to Blake and Annie as we head outside. Wyatt is standing there with Marley, both with startled looks. “Sorry about the scene. If there’s any damage from the mess we made, I’ll cover it.” I offer Marley a quick embrace and slap Wyatt five as he offers a quick hug himself.


      “We need to talk,” he whispers as we pull away. “You know I want to help out with stuff like this. Know that I’m here for you.”


      “Thanks. Tell Dad and my mom that I’m sorry I had to take off. I was thinking of heading home to see them for spring break, and now I’m not so sure.”


      “Will do.”


      I lead Sammy over to my car and let her in, not caring if she gets the entire interior smudged with frosting. I’m with Piper. I’m starting to feel like I’ll do just about anything to get this entire nightmare to come to an end.


      We take the long country drive through Hollow Brook in silence until Sammy finally clears her throat.


      “Please don’t hate me.”


      “I don’t hate you. I didn’t hate you then, and I don’t hate you now. I invited you to that party. You were my guest.”


      “And what about that other girl? If you were so into her, why didn’t you ask her to come? That’s what I don’t get.”


      “That’s what I don’t get either.”


      I drop Sammy off in front of her dorm and circle around to Cutler Tower. There’s not a sign of Piper’s car anywhere. I didn’t think there would be.


      I head home and dive onto the couch, pull out my phone, and send the woman I love a text.


      Cassidy, please, let’s get together. We really need to talk. Tell me where I can meet you or feel free to come over. I’m dying here.


      But, Cassidy never texts back.


      I didn’t think she would.
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      * * *


      Cassidy doesn’t come home.


      According to Piper, she’s safe, but Piper is refusing to betray her trust, so an entire week passes without a trace of Cassidy. Piper miraculously has her car back but won’t say a word regarding how or where she picked it up.


      I voiced my concern with Professor Donovan about her absence, and he assures me she’s been in touch with him—letting him know that she would be missing her allotted three classes. Spring break is here, which puts another unwanted barrier between us, and I can’t take it. I can’t take this suffocating feeling of not being with her, not being able to share my feelings with her. Every single day I send a handful of texts, and every single day they go unanswered. Each new day I die a thousand grueling deaths, and each new morning I wake up to relive the nightmare all over again.


      Friday hits like a boulder landing over my back, and I head to the Black Bear where it all began. If I can’t have Cassidy, at least I’ll have the memories.


      It’s wall-to-wall bodies, and as soon as I squeeze my way to the bar, I’m filled with regret about my decision to come here in the first place. Blake has the stage tonight. The girls have shown up in droves, drooling at his altar, and I spot Annie with Marley near the front, fisting pumping with the rest of them.


      Cole and Holt are working the bar, and I nod at the two of them.


      Cole flies over and lands a cold one in front of me. “On the house.” He offers up a quick grimace. “Dude, you look like shit.”


      “Thank you.” I swipe the beer my way and suck the frost off the top. “You always know the right thing to say, sweetheart.”


      “They don’t pay me for nothing. You hear from that chick yet?”


      “That chick?” For a moment, I seriously consider sloshing my beer all over the counter just to watch him mop it up. “No. You?”


      “Nope. I’ve been keeping an eye out for you, though. So, you think things will work out?”


      “Not if she never comes back. Piper knows where she is.” I squint heavily while panning the crowd from my sour puss of a sister. “She’s not talking.”


      “I guess they’re pretty tight.”


      “That they are.” I wish Cassidy and I were pretty tight. I miss her tight little body planted over mine, her tight beautiful lips making love to mine. I’m feeling a little greedy for her, and my gut cinches just thinking about it.


      A hand lands over my back, and it’s Wyatt. Usually, this is the part where I’d be exceptionally glad to see him, but lately, I’m not so dazzled by anybody.


      “I’m glad to see you out of your hole.” He pulls me in by the shoulders. “Marley says you haven’t spoken to Cassidy yet.” He hitches his thumb back at his girlfriend. “She’s been talking to Piper almost every day. We’re worried about you.”


      “I’m worried about Cassidy.” I take another sip of my drink. “Can you imagine being separated from Marley for two fucking weeks? No contact? Leaving off on bad terms? It’s rotting me from the inside out.”


      “I can.” He takes a seat next to me. “In fact, it happened to me. Marley and I had a misunderstanding. It was pretty bad. The next thing I knew, we weren’t speaking to one another, and a few weeks trickled by. It was a living hell. So, yes, I can imagine.” He claps his hand over my back in a show of solidarity.


      “Everything worked out okay, huh?” A flicker of hope spears through me as if somehow the fact that everything worked out between him and Marley will churn out similar results for me. But I should know better. I’m a far cry from my big brother. I’ve never had the luck he’s had with relationships.


      “Everything worked out perfectly, but, up until that point, I had an ex to deal with myself.”


      “Really?” That surge of hope takes over again. A weight lifts off my chest as if this entire mess were already behind me.


      “Yes, really. And to top it off, Marley had some batshit relative working against us. It wasn’t all a bed of roses, but we’re in love. This is it. She’s my forever, and come this June”—a giant grin blooms over his face—“we’re making it official.”


      “What? Congratulations, man.” I pull him in, slightly stunned and happy as hell for him.


      “There’s actually more to it. Annie and Blake are getting married, too. Annie thought it was sweet the way Baya and Laney had a double wedding, and she and Marley are best friends, so when they found out they were both destined to be June brides, they asked if we wouldn’t mind teaming up.”


      “You and Blake biting the dust on the same day? Geez.” I pull him in again and shoot Blake a thumbs-up as he wails into the mic. He shoots one right back with a wink.


      “So that’s what they’re doing over there.” He taps his knuckles over the bar. “Spending some money.”


      We share a dull laugh.


      “I can’t believe this.” It’s the first time I’ve smiled in two solid weeks, and a coat of guilt fills me, heavy as marbles.


      Holt wipes down the counter in front of us, and Wyatt nods to him. “And you know about this guy, right?”


      “No way,” I groan to Holt before offering up a fist bump. “Are you taking one for the team, too? When’s the big day?”


      “August lucky thirteenth.”


      “Man.” I give a wistful shake of the head. “You guys are falling like flies.”


      Holt pushes out a short-lived grin. “You don’t know how lucky I feel. I used to dream of being with Izzy, and now I am. It’s like something I waited for my entire life I finally have right here in front of me. Gift wrapped. It’s Christmas morning every single day.” Someone calls for his attention, and he swats his towel over his shoulder before taking off. My stomach falls to my feet. I know exactly what he’s talking about. Being with Cassidy would feel like just that, Christmas morning over and over again.


      “I’d better get back there.” Wyatt’s chest bloats with his next lungful. “I hope you find what we have. You deserve it, Cade.”


      He takes off, and I lose any desire to sit on this stool for another second. Instead, I make my way to the back, to the poolroom in hopes of finding Owen hanging out with his buddies, and sure enough, there they are, Piper and her two girlfriends included.


      “Big brother!” Piper gifts me a running hug. “Can I get you anything? Do you want me to get you some soup?” Her big blue eyes expand twice the size.


      “No, that’s okay.” A dull laugh rattles in my chest. For the last week and a half, Piper has been plying me with comfort foods, and for the last week and a half, I’ve been trying to convince her I don’t have the flu. I’m sick both physically and emotionally, yes, but that’s because I miss the hell out of Cassidy. I’m concerned for her. She’s been my one singular thought from the moment I met her right here at this bar.


      “Where is she?” I plead with my sister. For as often as she’s been trying to hydrate me with fluids, I’ve been begging her for answers to no avail.


      Something in her loosens as she looks to Owen for help.


      “Dude”—I head straight over and try my hardest not to shake the shit out of him—“tell me where she is. I’ll do whatever you want.” I’m this close to bribing him with cash and prizes.


      Owen looks over my shoulder at Piper while his two buddies, Jet and Rex, flank him on either side, offering up their sympathy to me as if there’s been a death in the family, and in a way it feels as if there has been.


      Owen shifts his pool stick from one hand to the other. “She’s at Stilettos.”


      I bolt out the door and make a mad dash for my car. I hop inside and shout “Stilettos” into the GPS, and before I know it, I’m headed to Jepson.
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      * * *


      Nobody is more startled to shit than me to be circling a strip club on a Friday night in hopes to track down the woman I love. I hit the rear of the establishment and park in the boonies before running like hell to get inside.


      “Whoa, cowboy.” A roided-out bouncer holds up his stump of an arm, barring me from the entry. Something about the way he called me cowboy makes this feel like a good omen. “Pay up. Cover’s fifty bucks.”


      I whip out a Benjamin, and he lets me in without blinking.


      It’s dark inside, or rather extremely dimly lit. A red sequined sign at the entrance shines like a jewel spelling out the name of the establishment. The place is thick with topless women walking around on proverbial stilts while serving cocktails to the mostly wasted patrons. Gobs of men from all walks of life sit entranced around the elongated runway that unfurls itself down the center of the room. A couple of girls wearing nothing but G-strings take turns dancing and pretending to wrestle. I find the first seat and scan the room trying to figure out exactly what I’m doing here when the music dies down and the girls prance their way offstage. The one with a hot pink feathered boa has so many bills stuffed into that string tucked against her bottom, she leaves a trail of green in her wake.


      The lights go nuts, and a shirtless man pumps up the crowd as he struts the catwalk with his glittery top hat and ridiculous gold pants. “Let’s all make some noise for the fabulous Caila Jace!”


      The crowd loses their shit as the announcer does a disappearing act, and the music comes on with a backbeat so hard you feel it thumping in your chest. It’s as if it’s trying to kick-start my heart, but it’s a futile effort. Not even a set of paddles could electrocute me back to the land of the living. The only thing I need is—that I’ll ever need is…


      A drop-dead gorgeous blonde sashays out onto the stage swirling her hips, grinding them to the music, and my jaw goes slack.


      The only thing that I need is—“Caila Jace?” Her name comes from my lips in a foreign whisper. “What the heck?” I sit stunned for a few minutes as she begins to sing into the mic, and that sweet country twang takes me by the balls and wrenches the shit out of them.


      Is this something new? It couldn’t be. She looks poised and polished, for lack of a better word, seasoned. How the hell did I not know this? But then, why would I? Cassidy kept her entire life under lock and key. It’s a miracle I knew as much as I did.


      She teases the crowd by taking off her belt, and her silver robe falls open in the front, revealing a matching set of bra and panties.


      “Fuck,” I grunt it out as my eyes drift to the throngs of salivating bastards all beckoning her to take it off while fisting dollar bills at her.


      Cassidy—Caila—at this point, I’m not sure what her real name is, sings like an angel, beautiful and strong, and it’s only when she looks in this general direction do I notice that her scar looks as if it’s been miraculously healed. My stomach sours for a second. I’m damn sure this is her, but she just looked right through me as if I were made of glass. Not that I’m here to disrupt her routine, but, then again, I’m very much here to disrupt her routine if need be. I can’t stand the thought of all these men chanting obscenities at her, just waiting for a glimpse of what she has to offer.


      She looks my way again, and this time I lift my hand in an effort to gain her attention. Cassidy winks and offers me a squeeze of the fingers mid-air before continuing to fill the place with her beautifully haunting voice. She tosses the mic out to someone on the other side of the runway as the guitar solo goes off overhead. Cassidy peels her robe off, balling it up and tossing it in my direction. She hugs the pole in front of her and squats, licking a line along the phallic metal tube as she shimmies her way back up. Her hips grind into the base of it as she tosses her head back and moans into oblivion while the music breaks free in a frenzy. Cassidy looks every bit as if she’s pleasuring herself right there on stage in front of a house full of drunks, each one drooling at the opportunity to watch the very public display.


      I can’t do this. I can’t sit here while the woman I love, the woman I’ve been dying to see, hold, and speak with continues like this. Something isn’t right, and I can’t put my finger on it. It’s as if I’ve exited one nightmare only to find myself fully awake in another.


      “Cassidy!” I do my best to shout over the music, but my voice is drowned out by the network of drunken cheers.


      She bends over, spilling her golden hair to the floor a moment while her fingers work the back of her bra, and once she stands abruptly, her tits bounce out in turn as if happy to finally see the crowd themselves.


      “Oh shit.” I wrestle my way through the thicket of limbs. I whip off my jacket and toss it over to her. “Cassidy!” I shout with everything in me. “I love you!” I climb up and pull her in, examining her features for a trace of the woman I thought I knew.


      “Cade!” a familiar female voice screams from below, and I turn, fully expecting to see Piper, but instead I’m met up with…


      “Cassidy?”


      A swarm of beefed-up security guards tosses something that amounts to a blanket over my head, and I’m thrown offstage, wrangled out to the cool night air before I can process what just happened.


      “Shit.” I struggle for air as they pull the blanket off my face.


      “Don’t come back, dude.” It’s the bouncer that I bothered to tip with a fifty. “Next time bones get broken, if you know what I mean.”


      “I have to get back in there.” I pull my wallet out and toss a few hundred dollar bills at him.


      “Keep your money, man. It’s not good here anymore.” He pushes me out to the curb as I try to leap past him.


      “Cassidy!” I shout so loud my voice echoes down the empty street.


      “Do that one more time, and I’m calling the cops.” He shakes his stiff neck without making eye contact. “Believe me, the chick’s not worth the trouble.”


      “This one is.” I try to dive past him just as his oversized mitt connects with my jaw.


      The last thing I see is Cassidy Clayton running out screaming—that beautiful face of hers staring down at me in horror.


      If that’s the last thing I ever see, I’m good with that.


      Then the world claps to darkness.
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      Cade James lies cold and dead in my arms as I wail into the night like a creature that’s just been skinned alive. I might as well be. My beating heart has fallen right out of my chest and is rolling around somewhere by my feet—or at least it feels that way.


      A hard groan comes from him as he bucks in my arms.


      “Cade!” I howl into his face and slap him silly until his lids flutter and dance. He gives a groggy-eyed stare up at me, and I slap him one more time just for the heck of it. “Wake the hell up right this minute!” I shout so loud my voice rubs raw.


      Cade grunts and moans, struggling to sit, just as a car pulls up and out spills Piper.


      “I knew you two would work it out!” She gives a smug grin just as Caila struts from the side of the building.


      “You need an ambulance?” My sister breaks that last word into three distinct parts far better than I could have. Sometimes, I think Caila beefs up her accent just for the hell of it. On second thought, it’s most likely just for the hell of her tips.


      “No,” Cade growls as Owen helps him to a standing position.


      Piper comes over and helps me to my feet as well. “Everything fine and dandy?”


      “Piper”—Cade touches the back of his hand to his cheek and inspects for blood—“we haven’t had a second together.” He winces over at me. “Cassidy,” he presses my name out with such heartache I can’t help but bleed for him—for the two of us.


      “He sort of had a conversation with my sister.” I nod over to Caila as Piper squeals like a little pink piglet full of Sunday joy.


      “Did she get you?” Piper howls and claps up a storm. “I remember when I thought she was a stripper myself.” She glances to Caila. “No offense.” She turns back to her brother. “I about had a heart attack. Did she take off her shirt? Did you see her boobs and die right there?”


      “Yes.” Cade nods incredulously at his baby sis before glancing to mine. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m sorry about getting on stage and disrupting your routine.”


      Piper sucks in a hard breath. “You went up on stage?”


      “He sure did.” I glare at him a moment, still not quite sure what to make out of his runway routine. I know he was trying to protect me—but that declaration of love. Was that real? Or just a ploy to get me—Caila—to put my shirt back on? “Well, I’m here, and you’re talking to me. Go ahead, Cade. Anything you want to say to me you can say in front of the people here. I don’t think we have anything else to hide.” I swallow down the heart-shaped lump in my throat. I’m sort of hoping he breaks into song again—the one with the words I never thought I’d hear from a man.


      Cade looks around before landing those steel blue beams square over mine.


      “I love you.” He staggers forward, landing his strong, warm hands over my arms. His eyes bear into mine with a desperate look of longing. “I mean it, Cassidy. I’ve never felt this way about anyone in my life. What we have is real. I swear to you, it’s too good to pass up. Please, can we go somewhere alone and talk?”


      That knot builds in my throat ten times harder than before as I glance to my sister.


      “You want to go anywhere with him?” Her eyes cut like glass. I’ve been holing up with Caila this last week and a half. It’s been some long overdue sisterly bonding time, and I don’t regret a minute. Piper knew where I was the entire time, but I swore I’d pop her hot little head right off her body if she uttered a single word. And, true to Piper form, she was loyal to a fault. A part of me wishes she had uttered a word. I’m pretty sure she’s not the reason I’m standing next to her brother at the moment. Only the good Lord knows how, but that boy tracked me down on his own.


      “I guess we can go somewhere.” My entire body lets out a sigh of relief. It’s as if the moment I left his presence I was holding my breath again, hacking my way through the woods of life just struggling to survive.


      Piper offers up a tight embrace and whispers hotly into my ear, “Be nice to him. If Cade says he loves you, he means it. You already know that I love you.” She pulls back with tears in her eyes. “I love you both.” She gives a little shrug as Owen takes her by the hand, and they take off into the night.


      “Well, I’m starting to feel like a third wheel.” Caila steps up to Cade with her arms folded tight across her chest. If Cade thinks his little sister is a pistol, he’s about to be bested by my personal AK-47. “Nice to finally meet you, too, Mr. Cade James.” Caila may sound sweet enough, but that hard-as-galvanized-steel gaze of hers lets you know exactly what she’s thinking, or at least the not-so subtle hint of it. “Rumor has it, you like your women in pairs.”


      Cade closes his eyes a moment and bounces a soft nod. “No, I like my women singular. I don’t have anyone else.” He reaches over and brushes my cheek with his thumb. “This girl, right here, is all I need.”


      “Good answer.” Caila is not impressed. That little smirk she’s giving him is a telltale sign. “You do realize Cassidy is special.” Her entire demeanor softens, and I freeze just looking at her in horror as she readies to sell me out.


      “I’m not special,” I hiss the words as if they were dirty. “I just needed some space.”


      “You are special—to me.” Cade draws my fingers to his with apprehension. “I’m not going to hurt your sister, Caila. I promise you that.” He doesn’t break his gaze from mine.


      “I’ll leave you two alone. Cass, if you need me, you know where to find me. Don’t take crap from anyone. If that little Tennessee tart gives you a hard time, you know what to do.” Caila struts off with her shoulders back, head held high as if she’s just conquered the world, and here I am with my tail between my legs, the man of my dreams declaring his love for me, and I don’t know what to do with it. Romantic love has always been a far-off concept reserved for other people—and here I am, the square peg trying to fit into a round hole. It won’t work. It can’t. Right?


      “I guess this is the part where I apologize.” It comes out breathy as I glance to the ground. “Cade, I—”


      He shakes his head. His brows dip into that sexy hard V I adore, and his lips bleed a sad smile my way.


      “You don’t have anything to apologize for. You were honest and upfront with me the day we met. You said you wanted to keep things low-key. I’m the one who tried changing the rules, so I apologize.” The moon kisses his dark hair, giving it the illusion of blue icicles slicked back in smooth shards. He lays his hand over his heart, his eyes never leaving mine. “Cassidy, if all you want from me is what we had going, then that’s what it will be. I’ll take anything you’re willing to give me.” His Adam’s apple rises and falls with so much drama my stomach sinks at what he might say next. “But—”


      “I knew it!” I break free from his hold on me. “I knew you were just fishing for some excuse to wrangle out of this. Well, I’ll spare you of it! Go ahead and take off and don’t ever come back!” My words ricochet down the alleyway. “I get it.” My voice breaks as I struggle to keep it together. “I have had a lifetime of rejection. You’re perfect, Cade.” It comes out less than a whisper. “You don’t need this mess in your life.” My finger darts to my face. “I’m just the girl to keep on the side for kicks—a six-pack they called me in high school. Well, I understood it then, and I get it now. I’m still a six-pack, and you know why?” I give him a hard shove to the chest. “Because that’s how stupid and shallow this world is. It’s not concerned with how smart or intelligent you are, or if you’ve got a heart of fucking gold!” I’m back to shouting. “All people care about is how young and beautiful you are. You have one scar eating up the side of your face, and suddenly, opportunities disappear, people feel sorry for you, hate you, make fun of you—be you for Halloween! Well, I’m sick of it!”


      “Cassidy.” Cade tries to wrap his arms around me, but I’m hysterical, delirious with mind-numbing pain. I’ve waited fifteen long years to vent my fury, and I’m not letting up anytime soon. “I see you!” he riots into my face, his panting matching my own. “I see you—the real you.” His voice softens a bit as he presses me close by the small of my back. Our hips connect, and I would swear on my momma’s soul that sparks just lit up the night sky. There has always been something electric about Cade’s touch. He touches his finger to my chin and sears his gaze over mine. “When I said I love you, I meant it. I love the inside, the outside, and I especially love your heart of fucking gold.”


      We both engage in a quiet laugh.


      “I’m here because I want to be.” Tears glisten in his eyes, and the breath gets sucked right out of my lungs at the sight of those glittery beacons. “I’m here for you, for us—for everything we can be.” He swallows hard. His jaw clenches. That slightly swollen cheek is starting to take color. “Do you think you can open your heart to me?”


      In this one moment, this tiny slice of time, Cade James looks every bit the little boy I saw in him that first night at the Black Bear. There was something adorable about the innocent way he looked up at the world from under his lashes. It was just a glint of a moment, a flash that was here one second and gone the next, but this right here brings it all back.


      “Yes.” It comes out hoarse, weak. “Hell yes,” I say it again with a little more bite. “I have my whole heart, my whole world opened up for you.”


      “Come here.” Cade pulls me in so tight, embracing me with such fervor the way you would someone you thought had been lost at sea. I hold on just as tight if not with ten times more desperation. “God, I missed you.” He pulls back and brushes the hair from my forehead. “You’re beautiful.” His eyes roam freely over my features, and I feel his gaze warming over my scar—not with judgment or disdain but with love. “Can I kiss you?”


      “Now that’s one question I don’t ever want you to ask again.”


      A broad smile comes to him, the first time all night, as he crashes hard over my lips. I open my mouth as he falls in, hot and wet, loving me with strength and power, and best of all—every last bit of his affection. Cade and I kiss like tomorrow may never come. It feels as if hours pass, weeks, as his hands roam up and down my body, my hips pressed tight over his. These are desperate, hungry kisses. Cade and I are so very starved for affection we simply cannot get enough. I try my best to swallow him down, to pull him into me, to just breathe Cade.


      This moment right here is pure and right.


      Cade and I are right.


      But if we’re so right, why haven’t I worked up the nerve to let him know how I feel yet?
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      * * *


      Cade drives us down long stretches of Hollow Brook highway until we come up on the university. He cuts a quick glance my way as the turn lane splices up ahead.


      “Say you’ll come home with me.”


      “That’s a funny way of asking.”


      That devilish grin perks on his lips. “That’s a funny way of accepting.”


      “That’s a funny way of assuming to know what I’m thinking.”


      The car slows down as we come upon a fork in the road. “I know what I would like for you to be thinking, but I want to do what makes you happy. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.” A beat of silence ticks by. “Please come home with me.”


      “Please take me to your home.”


      And he does.


      Cade parks in the driveway and jumps over to help me out. That swollen patch on his cheek has taken on a powder blue.


      “Cade.” Now it’s my turn to swallow hard. “Before we go inside, there’s something I have to say.”


      His features cloud over. “Anything.” He circles my waist with his warm arms, his sad gaze searing to mine.


      “There’s a reason I’m having such a hard time sharing my feelings with you.” An ache as deep and wide as the ocean twists my heart in half.


      He nods, wordlessly begging me to go on.


      “Cade—outside a handful of people, and I can list them all on one hand, I haven’t exactly been…” For the life of me, I can’t find the word. “Wanted?” A line of pain opens from my heart to my stomach like a clean incision, and it’s as if the ick I’ve carried around with me all these years spills right out. “I guess that’s the word.” I close my eyes, and Cade brushes a kiss over each of my eyelids.


      “I want you,” he whispers. “I want you forever, Cass.”


      I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him down toward me. My heart thumps so hard over his chest, it’s practically speaking to him in Morse code. I think it’s time I put into words what my heart’s been trying to say all along.


      “I think you’re the one with a heart of gold around here.” I land a delicate kiss to the tip of his nose. I pull back and fall deep into those brilliant blue eyes. “And that must be why I’ve fallen in love with you.” My entire body sings with relief when I say those precious words. I’ve felt it for Cade I think as far back as that first night we met. There was just something about him. Sometimes, you just know.


      He ticks his head to the side, that sexier than hell grin of his spreading from ear to ear. “You love me?”


      “A heck of a lot more than my poor heart can take. I think I need two beating hearts to hold all the love I have for you.”


      “I’d give you mine, but you already have it.” He buries his face in my neck a moment. “I love you, too, Cassidy.” Cade lands a kiss over my lips, and it feels richer this time, far more seductive, tender and daring all rolled into one.


      Cade and I are in love, and we don’t care who the hell knows it anymore.


      He picks me up and races us to the door of that tiny little house. “Give me a second.” He heads inside and wrangles Buddy into his bedroom before picking me right back up and carrying me over the threshold.


      Cade seals the door shut loud as a clap of thunder. We lose our clothes as if they were on fire, but the flames that grow around us can never be extinguished.


      I pull back and laugh as his fingers get caught in my hair. “Have you got a naughty plan for this evening, or are we just rolling with the punches?” I gently pat his cheek.


      He winces and places my hand to his heart. “Tonight I propose we make love.”


      “Make love?” A tiny giggle bubbles from me. “It sounds so deliciously cheesy I think I’m going to need a double helping.”


      Cade comes at me with a laugh caught in his throat. “Now that I can give you.”


      Our kisses start achingly slow as our passion stirs stronger than ever before, and we do exactly what Cade proposed—we make love long into this beautiful, beautiful night.
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      The morning sun brightens over my lids as all of last night comes crashing back to me like a glorious wave taking over my world. My hand stretches across the bed, reaching for the woman I love, but I come up blank, nothing but cool sheets, and I sit up with a start to find the room empty.


      Shit. It was a dream. That entire wild night with my mouth fused to every square inch of that perfect body was a work of nocturnal fiction. I thought for sure Cassidy and I had reconnected, that we had exchanged those magic words. I said I love you, and her lips shot it right back.


      A dull laugh thumps through me. Of course, it was too good to be true.


      “Morning, Hot Buns!” Cassidy bursts into the room, carrying a wooden tray laden with a stack of pancakes so high it qualifies as a radio tower.


      “You’re here.” My body, my soul, my beating heart all sigh with relief. And in that instance, it feels like Christmas. I get it. I get exactly what Holt was trying to relay, and better than that, I’m living it.


      “Of course, I’m here.” She sets down the skyscraper of maple syrup treats onto the nightstand and comes at me on all fours. Cassidy whips off the sheets and finds herself face to face with the part of me that’s happiest to see her. “And good morning to the big trio.” Her voice swims in that thick, luscious touch of the South that melts me every single time. “I see you’re off to a great start on this fine spring day.”


      “Better than great now that you’re here.”


      She growls out a laugh as she climbs on board, reaching into the nightstand for a condom.


      “What about breakfast?” My hand floats to the inside of her thigh because I think we both know what I’m having.


      “Oh, hon, you can wait for that short stack—but as for me—” Cassidy scoots down onto my hips, her bare bottom gliding up and down my thighs. She opens the condom with her teeth in one seductive tear. “I’m having me some hot buns.” She reaches down and tweaks my ass.


      Cassidy rolls on the condom and glides her body over mine achingly slow, pulling a groan from my gut that lasts for weeks.


      “Shit,” I pant through a smile as she rides me up and down with her beautiful hair bouncing like rays of sunshine in the morning light, her body moving in rhythm to mine.


      Before I lose it, I pull out and roll her over, driving a stream of kisses across her neck, her chest, rolling each of her nipples in my mouth like candy. I drop down and have a sweet treat of breakfast as I take Cassidy to new heights while she pulls the crap out of my hair, her knees locking me in until she lets out a sharp cry and evicts me with a kick to the chest.


      “Come here, Cade James,” she beckons. That sly grin takes over as I land on top of her, my elbows holding me up. “Bury that bad boy deep inside me and come get what’s yours.”


      “What’s mine?” The words stream from me slow and easy. “You’re mine.” I dot her face with gentle kisses before making her just that once again in the most intimate way.


      I come for weeks, for ten blissful years deep inside of her.


      Oh, yes. It’s Christmas morning all over again.
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      * * *


      In the late afternoon, I shower and drive Cassidy back to her dorm so she can do the same.


      “You know, you could have showered at my place.” I interlace our fingers as we walk hand-in-hand through the middle of campus.


      “Oh, sweetie, in that tiny hot box? There’s hardly enough room for one person, let alone a party.”


      “I’ll stand. You can sit on me.” I tweak my brows. “I like a good party.”


      “Now that sounds like something I can work with.” She pauses for a moment and takes up my other hand. Cassidy stands in a stream of golden sunlight, bathing in its radiance as it washes her in a shade of lemony yellow. “I know you said you don’t mind my scar, and I believe you.” She ticks her head to the side as if she couldn’t understand why. “But there’s something you should know. This little spackle job of mine only holds for so long, and it’s just about powerless under the duress of a steaming hot shower.” Her forehead breaks out in a series of thin lines. “I’m a hot mess under this, Cade. You’ll see for yourself one day. I have no doubt about that. But I think you should know, I’m slow to show off my good side.” Her face darkens at the idea.


      “Every side is your good side.” It comes out soft as a whisper. “But you don’t have to worry with me. I’m not going to think any less of you no matter how I see you. I’m going to love you just as much, if not more.” My fingers touch over the matrix of lines, the cable-like ridges that extend from her eye to her lip. “You are worthy to be loved, deeply, with or without this. Your beauty, both inside and out, sears me to the bone. I’m blind to anyone but you.” I pull her close and take in that strawberry scent that surrounds her like an aura. I love Cassidy. I couldn’t stand to breathe if she wasn’t in my life. She quelled the ache in my heart, and I can never let her go.


      “Cade.” She wraps her arms around me so tight, her chest bucks as if she’s fighting tears.


      A throat clears from behind, and we turn to find Sammy with a stack of books in her arms, the look of disappointment on her face.


      “Sorry to interrupt.” She gives a sheepish shrug. “I was just headed back to my room with a little literature to keep me company.” She flinches when she spots our conjoined hands. “Anyway, I was just walking by—I didn’t mean to interrupt. Um, I just thought I’d say hi.” She nods to Cassidy. “And say I’m so sorry.” Tears glitter in her eyes as she looks to me. “And to say I hope you can forgive me for being such an ass yet again.”


      Cassidy takes a ragged breath. “I think I owe you an apology.” She loosens in my arms as she takes a step toward Sammy. “All those things you were doing to Cade were ripped straight out of my playbook. I’m the one who suggested you do any and everything to get him back. In fact, I remember the words play dirty being tossed around.” She glances at me with a brief grimace. “Had I known we were fighting for the same man, a little hair pulling might have ensued, but I think in the end we could have still managed to come away with a friendship.”


      “And now?” Sammy is pleading for a ray of Cassidy’s light. I know how she feels. When Cassidy is for you, around you, your entire world is warm with love.


      “And now, of course, we can.” Cassidy leaps over and offers a quick embrace. There’s something about witnessing this scene that offers me great relief. That’s all I wanted, to leave on good terms—for Sammy to know that Cassidy and I are together, inseparable, unbreakable, and undeniably happy. And I want that for her, too.


      Cassidy strokes Sammy’s hair as if she were a child. “You’ll find your Mr. Right. Who knows? He might be here at Briggs after all.”


      “Well, if he is, I’ve only got a few more weeks to find him.” She looks up at me with peace written across her face for the first time in a long while. “I’m headed to TCU come fall. I’ll spend the summer in Franklin getting ready.”


      Cassidy picks up Sammy’s hands and rocks them. “I’m headed to Tennessee myself for a bit after school lets out. I just might roll through town and say hi if you’ll have a cup of coffee with me.”


      “Of course. That is, if it’s okay with you.” She looks to me with apprehension.


      “Oh, hon”—Cassidy laughs into the sky—“Cade isn’t the boss of either of us. Of course, it’s okay with him. I’m hoping he’ll be there, too.” She bites down on her lower lip with that mischievous gleam in her eye. “I’m just dying for you to meet the rest of my family.”


      “I wouldn’t miss it.” I land my arms around Cassidy from behind as we finish up our conversation, and a familiar groan wails from behind.


      Crap. Leave it to my sister to douse what has quickly become an amicable situation.


      Piper heads over and examines the three of us for a moment before looking to Cassidy.


      “You need me to claw anyone’s eyes out?”


      “Nope.” She swings Sammy’s hands. “This one and I have once again become fast friends.”


      Piper snorts at the idea before letting out a tired breath, her shoulders sagging into submission. “I guess if Cassidy thinks you’re okay, then I do, too.”


      “Thank you.” Sammy shakes her head in disbelief, her tears spilling onto her cheeks. “I guess in the end it worked out how it was supposed to.”


      Piper grunts, “But it still sucks what you did to my brother.”


      “It still sucks,” Sammy agrees with the undertone of great sadness. “But if it’s not me who’s with him, I’m glad it’s her.” She pulls Cassidy into a quick embrace before taking off with a wave. And there she goes.


      For the first time in a long while, I feel like it’s finally over.


      “Sammy is right. This definitely worked out the way it was supposed to.” I dot Cassidy’s cheek with a kiss.


      Piper hoists her gym bag up over her shoulder, sheltering her forehead from the sun with her hand. “In a morbid way, I’m glad she cheated on you now. I guess you had to walk through a fire to get to paradise.”


      “That may be so, but I was never in love with Sammy to begin with. I didn’t know what true love felt like until I met you.” I lean in and touch my lips to Cassidy’s as we seal our affection right here in Founder’s Square for all to see. Cassidy and I are official. There’s not a thing or person who can beg to differ.


      “Get a room!” Piper calls as she takes off.


      Funny, I was thinking the very same thing.
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      Saturday afternoon, Scarlett calls an emergency meeting at Hallowed Grounds. The coffee is on her, so Daisy, Piper, and I came thirsty for lattes and the knowledge of what prompted this spontaneous powwow. Lord knows I need all the caffeine I can get my hands on with the way Cade has been keeping me up until all hours. Come to think of it, the only sleep we’ve managed is short little catnaps between our cheesecake love-fest. That’s what I’ve dubbed our lovemaking sessions. They’re so lip-smacking good, it sort of fits the occasion.


      “What’s got you shaking?” I ask as the four of us take over a table out front, each of us armed with a latte in hand. Mine happens to be a mocha over ice. The weather is set to hit the upper seventies today, and I can feel both finals and summer breathing down my neck—the latter of which I appreciate.


      Daisy clears her throat. “It’s actually me that has her shaking. Scarlett is running scared because I’ve committed to a part-time job down at Stilettos.”


      “What?” Piper squawks so loud half of the geese flying overhead honk back. “You did not.”


      “I did to.” Her delicate features turn icy sharp. Daisy has always been on the quieter end of the spectrum but strong on the inside. A lot like Caila, in fact. “Look, I don’t have anyone offering to put me through school. I don’t have wealthy parents.” She eyes both Scarlett and Piper. She’s totally got them there. “And I don’t have a very kind sister offering to help out in a pinch.” She directs that last jab at me, and she’s totally on point there as well. Caila’s specific goal in moving out here was so that she could nudge me a dollar or two when I needed it, and I’ve been needing it a whole lot lately. But Caila danced back home, too. It’s sort of been her calling ever since those middle school jumping-on-the-coffee-table days. Dancing is her passion. Who am I to judge what little she wears when she does it? But something about Daisy following in my sister’s footsteps turns my tummy.


      “But I’ve got myself a summer job,” I’m quick to inform her. “Baya’s letting me wait tables come June, and, if I’m lucky, she says she might keep me on. I’ve seen the tips those girls get. I can survive off those alone. Plus, I don’t want to spend the next four years mooching off Caila. It wouldn’t be right. But I support you if you want to dance.” With your top on, I want to add but refrain in the event she’s part exhibitionist like my sister.


      “That’s what I’m getting at.” Daisy pulls apart her bagel, her little fingers knitting together at such lightning speed I can tell she’s nervous, afraid of our judgment no doubt. “I need to have something that pays a decent wage. My parents both work factory jobs. My brothers are married and barely able to care for their own wives and kids. It’s just me in this world as far as finances go. My own mother said that nobody forced me to go to college. I’ve brought this all on myself.”


      “Geez. That’s tough.” Piper sinks in her seat. “The bottom line is, do you want to do this? Do you want to take off your clothes?”


      “Yes and no.” Daisy stretches her spine straight as a broomstick. “Honestly, I was born to dance.” As quick as that confidence came, it deflates. “Unless, of course, I hate it. And, if that’s the case, I made Caila promise I can get out of my contract at any time. She said it was fine. She’d work an extra shift if I got cold feet.” She looks to me. “Caila’s sort of been my mentor.”


      I knock my drink to hers. “She’s always been mine.”


      “Okay, so I support you.” Piper shrugs. “Do you mind if we come watch the show?”


      “Not at all. I’m not doing nude. I’m a background tease, so there’s nothing for me to hide.” She gives a self-satisfied grin.


      “Well, now that we know what Daisy’s doing this summer, how about the rest of you?” I nod to my good friend, Scarlett. She’s the sporty cinnamon spice of the bunch, so summer’s right up her outdoorsy alley.


      She sighs, glancing around as if she’s expecting someone. “My dad has some secret project he wants me to work on. Probably an internship with his freight company. It’s pretty hard to get psyched about shipping and receiving.” Her enthusiasm matches that of a dental visit.


      “Hey”—Piper wags a finger at her—“isn’t your dad dating Rex’s mother?”


      “That’s right.” She lifts her cup, and I can’t tell if that’s a smile or a frown she’s hiding. “We’re all one big happy family.”


      “Oh my goodness.” My fingers walk over the table until I pinch her hand. “You’re going to be Scarlett Toberman one day! You heard it here first, girls. I called it.”


      “Am not.” She swats me away as if I were a gnat. “I’m not changing my last name, and neither is my father.”


      “You will when you marry Sexy Rexy.”


      “Please—he’s like the annoying big brother I never wanted.” She rolls her eyes skyward. “You’re sick.”


      “You’re sick if you can’t see the fact that boy makes you swoon each time he’s around.”


      “Are you kidding?” Scarlett barks it out so loud the girls at the table next to us turn to gawk. “He’s rude, and obnoxious—and worst of all, he’s pretentious. I hate pretentious.”


      “Me thinks your pretentious little behind protests too much.”


      Scarlett wads up a napkin and tosses it at me. “And I think you should mind your boy-swooning business.”


      “Ten bucks says come June you’ll know the answer to boxers or briefs!” A laugh tumbles right out of my throat as Scarlett threatens me with her latte.


      “Okay, okay.” Piper holds a hand out at each of us in an effort to mediate. “It sounds like we all have a pretty busy summer. Owen and I are sticking around. His sister, Ava, is set to start WB in the fall, and we’re going to help her get acclimated to campus later this summer.”


      “Wow”—I huff a quiet laugh straight into my coffee—“Owen is going to go batshit as soon as one of these frat boys gets a load of his hot little sister. You’re going to have a hell of a fall semester on your hands.” I hold a drink up to Piper, and the three of them follow suit. “Cade tells me half of Hollow Brook is getting hitched in the next few months. I predict it’s going to be one long, hot summer brimming with l-o-v-e.”


      “To summer!” Piper shouts, and we all chant in unison, “To summer!”


      “Now to get through finals,” I moan.


      A strong pair of hands falls over my shoulders and starts in on a heavenly massage.


      My eyes close involuntarily as I moan into the sheer shoulder-squeezing bliss. “I don’t know who you are, but don’t you dare ever stop.”


      A light kiss lands on the top of my head, and I look up to find the sexiest, most ineligible boy on campus because he just so happens to be mine.


      Cade winces. “Do you think I can steal you away for a quick hike?”


      My stomach bottoms out just looking up at him like this. Cade’s eyes outshine the sky, his dark hair, those features demand the attention of every female in a ten-mile radius—for sure every girl at Hallowed Grounds has taken note of the god among us.


      “As long as you keep touching me this way, you can steal me away for as long as you like.”
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      * * *


      The view from the overlook is something I can never get enough of. Even in the late afternoon, as the sun bleeds poppy red over the landscape, it looks just as majestic as it does in the glittering night.


      “That was some hike.” Cade steals a kiss behind my ear, our chests still pounding with exhaustion as we pant at the view.


      “You are a beast. I needed to tucker you out a little, or I may never get a wink of shut-eye again.” I bite down over my lip, holding back a laugh. “I think we both know sleep is for quitters.”


      A dark rumble comes from his chest as he takes me in with that I’ll-make-you-come-hither look in his eyes, and I try to memorize the curve of his neck, his Adam’s apple rising with anticipation, those unreasonably long lashes of his set against the clear blue sky. It’s a beautiful sight, and I never want to forget it.


      “Sleep isn’t high on my priority list when you’re in my bed, sweetheart.” He comes at me with that sarcastic edge, and my thighs quiver for him.


      “You know you melt the little lace panties right off this country girl when you talk to me that way.”


      “I can’t help it. You bring out the dirty city boy in me.” He pushes out that guilty frat boy grin that I can never seem to get enough of.


      Cade wraps his arms around my waist as the sun dips over the rooftops, taking its final tangerine bow for the day.


      “Cassidy.” His voice breaks, and I look up, startled. “Even though we’ve only known one another for a few months now, I have to say I’m sure as I’ve ever been about anything—you’re the person I want to spend forever with.”


      “Cade.” I jump up on my tiptoes and offer a heated kiss. “I feel the exact same way.”


      “You do?” That little sexy grin of his tugs up his cheek. “I’m glad because it makes this next part a little bit sweeter.” Cade falls to the ground on bended knee, and I try to hoist him back up. I knew that last trail was a smidge too long. His poor, tired legs just gave out on him.


      “What the heck?” I give a hard tug, but Cade doesn’t budge. “Did your knee go out on you? Are you having a heart attack? Do I need to call for help?” My voice pitches as I begin to wail.


      “No, no. I’m fine.” Cade holds up a hand in assurance. “I’m actually down here for a very good reason.” His deep marine eyes rise to meet mine, and I gasp. “Cassidy, I don’t care what people think or say. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” He holds up a platinum band with a giant rock sparkling so hard it looks as if he’s captured a star. “I’m humbly asking you from the bottom of my heart, would you please be my unicorn? Would you do me the honor and be my wife?”


      “What? Marry you?” My heart leaps into my chest. “Are you insane? Yes, I’ll marry you! I’ll marry you right on the spot.” My voice trembles as I drop my face into my hands and begin to cry. I weep buckets full of tears for that little girl who still lives inside me, whose daddy took off and never came back, whose entire life was spent living in the shadow of her beautiful sister, who put up with the nasty taunts and jeers from her peers, and I wish I could go back in time and hug her, tell her that a gorgeous boy will love her just the way she is, that he’ll drop to one knee and beg to spend his entire life with her.


      “Thank you for that.” Cade stands up and secures his arms around me. “I love you so much, Cass. I don’t want another day without you.”


      “I love you so much more.”


      Cade helps slip that ring on, and it fits like a dream that I was too afraid would never come true. And here it is, sparkling like its very own sun.


      “It’s beautiful.”


      “Piper helped pick it out.” He takes a quick nip of my ear. “We can have as long or short of an engagement as you like. I just needed to do this. Everything in my heart knows we’re right.”


      I hold my hand out between us, and that diamond sings an aria as the day turns into night. “When something’s right, there’s no reason to fight it.”


      He lands a kiss to my lips. “I wouldn’t want to.”


      “Neither would I.”


      Cade and I exchange a kiss that marks the beginning of who we are, of where we’re going. Everything in our lives is made new again at this moment. This is the starting line to something big, a marathon called life that we get to run together.


      I can’t wait to tell Caila. I can’t wait to tell everybody.


      Cade James loves me.


      And I love him.
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      The Black Bear is packed, as expected. The 12 Deadly Sins are wrapping up a set, and this is the time that Cassidy and I thought it would be best to share our big news. I took Cassidy back to Cutler Tower and waited while she packed a few things so she can stay the weekend. Thankfully, Piper was out because I don’t think either one of us could hold back our joy.


      “So, what’s the big news?” Cole pushes a beer my way, and I decline. I want to be perfectly sober as I make Cassidy mine tonight, officially the first night of the rest of our lives. This connection between us is too strong of a force to ever deny. Binding our lives together is inevitable. And I needed her to know that I’m sticking around. I’m not another person that’s gearing up to abandon her one day. This is rock solid, built to last, now and forever.


      “You’ll know soon enough. Everyone here?”


      He nods toward the back of the bar where every last one of our friends is having a good time. Wyatt spots me and nods me over.


      “Caila’s there!” Cassidy gives a wild wave and heads in that direction. We wouldn’t dream of making this announcement without her sister present.


      The band wraps up its set, and Blake jumps offstage. He comes over, dripping with sweat, and slaps me over the back. “Let’s do this, buddy.”


      I didn’t tell anyone, but Blake guessed right out of the gate when I called and asked if he’d join us. He was the first to congratulate us as well.


      Cole and Holt follow us over as we come upon a circle of friends and family.


      I pull Cassidy in close and clear my throat.


      “First, I want to thank you all for opening the door to Cassidy and me, making us feel like friends and family in a short span of time.” I turn to my brothers and Piper. “To those I’ve known a little longer, I’m thankful we can all be in one room at this moment because it happens to be a very special one for the two of us.”


      Piper lets out an exasperated cry. “The suspense is killing me!”


      “Okay, okay.” Cassidy spikes a quick kiss to my cheek. “This big, cute city boy asked this quirky, little country girl to be his forever, and I said yes!” She holds her ring out, and the crowd bursts into cheers. Our friends, our family fall over us at once.


      Wyatt gives me the hardest squeeze. “Dude, I knew you’d pull through, and things would work out. You found a great girl.”


      “I know so.”


      Piper wraps her arms around me hard. “I know so, too. Thank you for that. You don’t know how much I love that girl. She’s one of the best friends I’ve ever had, and you won’t be sorry. I’ll take her shopping and to the movies. We can hit the beach right after finals!”


      “Pipe”—I pluck her off me—“I’m engaged. I didn’t get you a kitten.”


      “Oh, come on.” She gives a little wink. “You and I both know Cassidy Clayton is the cutest little country kitten you’ve ever laid your eyes on,” she says it in her best country accent, and Cassidy lets out a whoop.


      “You nailed it, girl!” Cassidy slaps her five.


      “And it’s true.” Now that I’ll never deny.


      Blake pulls me into a quick embrace. “I’m proud of you, little bro. You’ve got a great girl. Hey”—he pulls Wyatt in toward us—“should we ask him now?”


      “You bet.” Wyatt swats me over the chest. “Since Blake and I are going to be standing at the altar together in a few weeks—”


      “Each with our own bride.” Blake glares at our brother a moment.


      “Yes, knucklehead, each with our own bride.” He shakes his head before looking back to me. “We wanted to know if you’d stand up for both of us. You know, be the one and only best man.”


      “No way—really? Yes, of course, I will.” I give them both a sock to the arm.


      Blake socks me back, and it stings right to the bone. The dude is getting ripped. “Now that I’ve hit you, I have to hit the stage. The next one’s for you and Cassidy.” He jogs on up, and the band starts in.


      I head over to Cassidy, already locked in a conversation with Annie and Marley about something to do with venues.


      “Excuse me, can I have this dance?”


      Cassidy looks up with those watery blue eyes and takes me by the hand. She leads us out into the deep end of the dance floor, and one by one our friends and family join in. Owen and Piper, Wyatt and Marley, Annie sits on a table and sways to the music while watching Blake with immeasurable love in her eyes. Baya and Bryson sway alongside of us, his friend Ryder and his wife Laney, next to them. Cole and Roxy, Izzy and Holt flank us. Jet and Daisy even engage in a slightly awkward tug-of-war of the limbs. I nod over to Rex who’s standing begrudgingly next to Piper’s buddy, Scarlett, and he shakes his head as if he’s not going there.


      Cassidy follows my gaze and clicks her tongue. “Those two are about to hit it, and when they do, it’s going to be electric. All the power in Hollow Brook is going to go out on that night. That’s how much heat they’re packing.”


      “What? Really? They can’t be better than us.”


      “Oh, honey, nobody’s better than us.” She gives my ass a quick squeeze. “You and your hot buns better believe it.”
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      * * *


      We hang out for another hour and have a good time just enjoying our friends before we decide to head back to my place and enjoy ourselves.


      That dirty grin of mine blooms wide as a summer sky as soon as I land us on the porch.


      “Give me a second to put Buddy away.”


      “Wait.” Cassidy pulls me back. “I don’t want you to put him away”—she swallows hard—“just yet.”


      I cock my head in hopes I understand what she’s trying to say. To have Cassidy give it another go with Buddy would mean the world to me. As soon as she said yes, I knew Buddy was New York bound no matter how much it would crush me.


      “I want a do-over. You know, if I’m here to stay, and so is he, we might as well try to get along.” She shudders as if it took everything in her to get those words out, and I know it did.


      “You sure? We don’t need to do it tonight.”


      “Actually”—she holds her ring out a moment—“tonight’s the perfect night for new beginnings.”


      “Sounds good to me.” I head inside first, grab Buddy by the collar, and take a seat on the couch. “Coast is clear!” Buddy looks up at me with his ears peaked, panting in anticipation of what’s to come.


      Cassidy steps inside, wide-eyed and apprehensive, as Buddy stands to greet her.


      “Sit,” I say sternly, and he promptly complies. “Good boy. Now, let’s try this again. Buddy—this is Cassidy. You may never, ever jump on her again.” I offer up a lopsided grin to the woman I love. “He’s a sucker for pretty girls.”


      “Sounds just like his daddy.” Cassidy comes over and sits on the other side of me, and Buddy tucks his head in her direction just aching for some attention.


      “Look at you.” She reaches forward with trepidation, and her hand lands cautiously behind his ears as if she were petting a cactus. “Look at you. You just want some lovin’. You really are just like your daddy.”


      I place my hand over hers as she relaxes, offering up a gentle scratch behind his ears.


      “How am I doing?” she pants out the words, struggling to control her breathing.


      “You’re doing great.”


      “Maybe tomorrow I can graduate to a walk around the block. With you holding the leash, of course. Both mine and his.” She titters out a laugh. “I’m teasing. We both know I’m in charge of the leashes in this house.” She gives a little wink.


      “As it should be.”


      Cassidy helps me walk him to his room. Baby steps she calls it. I call it the best-case scenario for my furry little friend, and my heart.


      “Oh, wow”—she leans past me, inspecting the tiny canine suite—“you have an honest to goodness bed in there for him.”


      “Someone’s got to take care of the old guy. As soon as Piper moved into your dorm, Buddy scored a room of his own. Someone had to make use of that bed.”


      We share a warm laugh as I reel her in, walking backward to the next room where I plan on making good use of my own bed tonight as well.


      Cassidy and I take our time with one another as if this one night had the ability to stretch out for an entire millennium. I make love to every last inch of her—her hands, her feet, those arms that hold me with such affection, the legs that love to wrap themselves around my body. I dive my lust down onto that sweet spot that stays wet for me until she claws at my back with approval. My mouth finds a home over the softest part of her body, burying my face between her tits, never wanting to come up for air. Cassidy and I roll over the sheets like tigers, pouring out our desire on one another until we lie spent in one another’s arms.


      In the morning, I make breakfast this time—a tower of pancakes not nearly as impressive as the ones she’s made.


      I still have one more surprise for Cassidy. Before she hits the shower, she said she had one for me, too.


      “Okay, you can come in now!” she calls from the bathroom.


      The door is open just enough, and I nudge it the rest of the way. There she is, wrapped in a towel, water still beading on her shoulders.


      Cassidy has her head turned to the left, a maneuver I haven’t witnessed in a while.


      “I wanted you to see me.” She blinks back tears. “All of me. I don’t go showing this to a lot of people, but you’re probably the only person I really don’t mind. I know you won’t judge me, that you’ll love me just the same, but”—she blows out a quick breath as if gathering courage for what comes next—“you think you’re ready to see it? See the real me—what lies beneath?”


      “Yes.” I pick up her hands. “Of course.”


      Slowly, she turns, exposing a bright shock of red stained across her tangled flesh. The ridges, the rope-like veining, the melded skin that’s been shredded, then put back together—every last bit of it is singed with deep shades of crimson.


      “Is this what you want to wake up to for the next fifty years?”


      “Yes.” A smile tugs on my lips, and I give it. “I still see you. I see the real you that lies beneath.” My fingers touch over her scar before I lean in and kiss her there—gently, my lips lingering over the rawest part of this beautiful girl, and I love her just like that. Cassidy exhales as if that singular act were enough to take away an ounce of her pain. “Nothing has changed. You are so damn beautiful my heart aches because it can never be full enough of the love it has for you.” I pull back and bear hard into her eyes as if to drive the point home. “You don’t ever have to hide from me. This is your home, too. I promise, I love you just the way you are—perfect in every single way.”


      Cassidy blinks down at the floor. “I don’t know how you say that with so much conviction, but I thank you for that.” Her arms swim over my back as she lays her scar onto my bare chest, and it feels as if that last wall has finally crumbled. It feels nurturing, healing. Cassidy wears her wound, her heartbreak on the outside, and I wore mine on the inside. And by some miracle, we managed to free and heal each other.


      She sniffs back tears. “Now, what’s this surprise you got for me?”


      “Come here.” I walk us back a few steps and pull out a small gift bag from the hall closet. “I saw this, and I knew just who to give it to.”


      She gives the bag a little shake. “Let me guess. A jar full of stars? You city boys really do take gift giving to a whole new level.”


      I can’t help but laugh. Cassidy has a way with words, with her voice that brings unstoppable joy. “On second thought, try not to get your hopes up.”


      Cassidy pulls the gift straight out of the tiny brown bag and holds it between us as she gasps.


      “A snow globe with a unicorn in it!” she marvels, staring down at the glittering watery world. “And there’s a city behind it! This is so perfect. I can’t believe you found this! It looks exactly like the one my grandmother used to have—minus the mythological pony. Talk about a miracle.”


      “I thought so. Especially since I found my unicorn, and she was you.”


      “Thank you. I couldn’t be happier.” She gives the globe a quick shake, and the translucent glittery magic explodes in the miniature world. “And thank you for being my unicorn.”


      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


      My lips land over hers, and we share a kiss that stretches straight into the future—and the future begins right now.


      I knew Cassidy was the one the moment I laid eyes on her.


      Sometimes, when it’s right, you simply just know.
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