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          Prologue

        


        Piper

      

    

    
      I’m the only person that knows what happened last year. It’s a fact I have to keep reminding myself now that I’m hundreds of miles away from the boarding school where the hellish nightmare ensued. My harried past, the horrible taunts from my classmates are nothing but an echo ricocheting in my mind. Too bad I can’t seem to shut them off, get those voices to cease once and for all. The negative, internal tape tells me that I’m cheap on a loop. I’m easy. A tease. But worst of all, it tells me what I’m afraid I’ve known all along, something my parents passed down to me first—that I might just be unlovable. They’ve never come out and said it. They’re more your actions speak louder than words type—the send you to boarding school and wave to you at graduation before you go off to college type. I’ve had a conversation or two with my mother—not so much with my father.


      But tonight, I’ve somehow managed to suppress those negative voices because Owen Vincent, WB’s premier bad boy—the cheap, easy, male version of myself (albeit he’s the real deal) stands in front of me, buck naked, flaunting, or perhaps I should say pointing his rather lengthy, impressive genetics in my direction.


      As much as I want to get lost in the moment, my mind splinters to another horrible truth—one that’s come about in the few short months I’ve been at Whitney Briggs University. I’ve done something to Owen, something horrible, and he doesn’t know it. Owen didn’t deserve any of it. If I could take it all back, I would in a heartbeat. I wonder how long I can keep this terrible secret? How long I can keep it to myself without exploding to bits and making Owen Vincent rue the day he ever laid eyes on me.


      “Oh, wow.” I swallow hard at the sight. “That looks painful.”


      His brows arch with amusement. “For you or for me?”


      “Both.”


      “That’s not what I expected you to say.” His chest trembles with a laugh as he takes a bite out of my neck.


      “Should I try again? Tie me up and ride me hard? Is that more your speed?”


      A dark laugh rumbles from his chest to mine. “Anyone ever tell you that you talk too much?” He takes a hard bite out of my ear as his spare appendage stabs at my thigh, hot and hard to the touch, like flesh-covered steel.


      “Nobody dares tell me anything like that.”


      “That’s because everyone is too damn afraid of you.” He slips a kiss directly into my ear. Sometimes I think I’m afraid of me most. “You’re a mouthy little girl.” His brows arch with the dig.


      I look deep into his soulful eyes, and our sordid past—and all the ways I’ve effectively used him—come back to haunt me. I’m sorry, Owen. I’m really sorry for what I’ve done. I might be mouthy, but that’s one thing I don’t have the guts to say out loud.


      I wonder if I ever will.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Wild Child

        


        Piper

      

    

    
      There are only three goals I have for my time here at Whitney Briggs University: graduate with honors from the business program so I can work for and eventually conduct a hostile takeover of my father’s investment firm, join a sorority to form lifelong bonds and social connections that span the entire PanHellenic structure which will ensure Greek-based nepotism for decades to come—and last, but not least, fall madly in love with a man of blue-blood standing, who has a brief yet meticulous list of overachieving yet underhanded if-need-be goals in life. I’m strong-willed, strongly opinionated, and I say what I want when I want.


      Those are the exact thoughts I rehearse over and over as I make my way down the middle of Founder’s Square to the long row of sororities seated at banquet tables with their perky painted-on smiles, their matching clothes and hairstyles. It’s all a bit Stepford Wives for me at the moment, but this has been something I’ve wanted for so long that I’m not going to let their silly little mix-and-match clothes and bodies, and their blood red lipstick grimaces frighten me from getting the prize.


      Actually, there’s one more thing that they should probably know about me—I have a temper—a damn ugly one, too. But I’m pretty sure informing someone that, should they cross me, hellfire shall spew from my mouth isn’t going to foster the positive experience I’m looking for. There are some things best saved for later, and, for now, my warpath hatchet-wielding aggression remains on a need-to-know basis.


      “There are only three goals I have for my—” I whisper under my breath as I rehearse for the bazillionth time. My father says you only get one opportunity to impress people, and I plan on doing just that, impressing the hell out of every sorority captain here and her persnickety crews that are handing out pamphlets while sizing up the fresh meat—i.e., potential new members.


      My feet carry me that much closer to my destiny here at Whitney Briggs, and my heart starts in on a defibrillating pattern that has the power to land me in an operating room with my chest spilt wide. God, I need to calm the hell down. The last thing I need is for these sorority skanks to see my forehead beading with sweat.


      I do a quick sweep of the vicinity for Cassidy, my new roommate. She’s about as country bumpkin as you can get—super sweet, and I love listening to her thick-as-potato soup Tennessee accent that, on occasion, I seriously wish came with a translation guide. Cassidy is as calming as they come, and right about now both my jangled nerves and I can use a calming face in the crowd. I’ve never felt so comfortable around anyone before as I do Cassidy. Well, with the exception of my brothers, but as far as non-relatives go, it’s odd how quickly I’ve taken to her. Not that she’s particularly interested in how I feel. She was pretty bummed to find out that I was assigned to her dorm and not her old best friend, Scarlett, whom she went to junior high with. But then, Scarlett moved, and they became good old-fashioned pen pals—and that’s about the time I tuned out the conversation. I can only handle so much verbiage spewed at me before my ears beg to fall off, my eyes roll to the floor, and I voluntarily bite my own tongue off. It’s not that I strive to be cold and unfeeling; it’s just the way my cold and unfeeling parents happened to genetically engineer me.


      A pep rally breaks out in the grassy area just beyond the mayhem in Founder’s Square. The collective student body seems eager to kick off this school year right here in the thick of the club sign-ups extravaganza. The entire scene is quickly morphing into a spontaneous mixer as girls and guys alike size one another up for the pickings.


      I’m not going to lie—I’m pretty excited about doing some sizing up myself. This entire college experience is about exploration and self-discovery, and God knows I’ve yet to properly explore or discover what sits ahead on the horizon of this sexual terrain. I might have been known as a cock-tease in high school, but I’m ready to shed myself of that ill-deserved title. Just the thought of those dark days sends my chest constricting, my face scalding with embarrassment again. All those cruel taunts, the rumors that had me hiding beneath the covers—more days than not—flood to the surface, and I’m quick to submerge them. Thankfully, the Bentley Academy is an eternity away from the WB campus. I have a chance at rebuilding who I am, who I always knew I should be.


      My body moves swiftly through a tangle of limbs as I fast approach the endless row of sororities campaigning for my attention.


      Here I am, walking toward the most plastic group of girls I’ve seen since my Manhattan boarding school days, with their five hundred dollar designer jeans that beg the world to see them as casual and their three hundred dollar tissue-weight T-shirts complete with ragged edges that work hard to achieve that effortless worn look. And it happens to be the exact uniform I donned this morning. It’s always a good feeling to know I played it just right. But the biggest giveaway to their monetary good standing are those matching pearl necklaces that ring each of their necks like an oyster-inspired, shiny, white noose. I can tell by their blue-pink patinas they’ve been handed down generation after generation.


      Whitney Briggs is a magnet for children of the rich and infamous, but it wasn’t until I visited my brother, Wyatt, last spring that I knew this was where I was destined to feather my scholastic nest, even if I do fit nicely into the aforementioned child-of-the-rich-and-infamous category. Wyatt is technically my half-brother, but I couldn’t love him any more if he held every last bit of my DNA. We share the same father. Wyatt’s mother was Dad’s first wife, my mother being his third. Wife number two didn’t gift him any new heirs, and he’s been forever grateful to her for that. You might even say she was his favorite for just that very reason. Nevertheless, he’s content with just the three children. My parents seem to have a pretty solid deal, even if neither of them is around that much.


      I brush my parents out of my mind and sink them right down along with my shitty high school experience.


      A cleansing breath works through my lungs. It’s no secret the WB campus is crawling with trust fund babies amongst a smattering of scholarship recipients. I just can’t figure out which one these sorority snobs would like me to be. As horrid as it is for me to admit, it’s important for people to like me. I want to fit in. I’d do just about anything to land myself with the right people—shop couture or dumpster dive at a thrift shop. Take your pick; that’s about the only respect I’m easy.


      I do a quick assessment of the girls at the tables to determine social status and overall desirability, but they’re all flawless and beautiful as they smile and wave at the passersby with illegal amounts of enthusiasm.


      My feet quicken with each step, and my mind races with my well-scripted introduction. My mind fumbles for my father’s words about impressing people, and all I come up with is don’t fuck up.


      My fingers fly to my lips. God, I’m pretty sure my dad didn’t say that. Okay, he for sure didn’t infuse it with the expletive, but oh, my shit. My heart pummels my chest from the inside as I step up to the long, white, blanketed table with a trio of Greek symbols spread across the banner, and my mind turns to sludge the closer I get to these abnormally gorgeous girls.


      “Welcome to the Alpha Chi sorority chapter at Whitney Briggs!” An outrageously curvy blonde beams while stuffing a folder in my hand with hot pink letters printed across the front that spell out, Go Greek to be Great! She looks cartoonish, like a real-life Jessica Rabbit, and for some reason this pulls the reel I’ve been cementing in my brain for the last few days straight out of my head.


      She claps like a trained seal. “My name is Jules Flannery, and this is Lucille Hoffman!” She bounces when she points to her near identical blonde running mate. “We have the largest group of diverse sisters among the WB Greek system, campus wide, and we would be honored to have you attend our general interest mixer tonight at our match-up fraternity Sigma Theta Tau!” She segues into the next segment of her diatribe, denying me an opportunity to impress her with my own verbal onslaught. “Now, there will be eleven other sororities vying for your time tonight, but at Alpha Chi we strive to—” Her speech continues endlessly with not a moment to spare for breathing.


      If this goes on, she’ll pass out long before I ever get a chance to get a word in edgewise. Then, as if on cue, the words start to bubble their way up my throat like vomit.


      “There are only three goals I have for my time—” Oh, crap, here I go. Not that I mind. God knows if I don’t speak right over her squeaky, perky, pesky non-stop prattle, I’ll forget my fucking lines. “Whitney Briggs University, graduate with honors—oh, wait…” A hot bite of sweat erupts under my arms. “Um, that’s actually not how it goes.” But it doesn’t matter that I’ve flubbed my lines, because she’s still speaking, not missing a single beat, her lashes batting, her lips buzzing like a wind-up doll, and all I can think to do is shout right over this Energizer bunny with a ponytail.


      “There are only three goals I have for my time here at Whitney Briggs University! Graduate with honors from the business program so I can work for and eventually conduct a hostile takeover of my father’s investment firm—did you catch that?” I lean in, ready to shake the crap out of her and those frenetically moving lips. “I’m actually going to conduct a hostile takeover of my own father’s investment firm!” My voice shrills so loud I can taste blood in the back of my throat, but the bodies bustling around us—the overzealous cheer-bots shouting into their megaphones nearby have this conversation, this moment, quickly spiraling into nightmare territory. This is not how I envisioned this to be. It wasn’t supposed to—


      The spinning nose of a brown leather ball launches toward Founder’s Square, and the next thing I know I’m on my back, a venti-sized cup of raspberry iced-tea baptizing me from my head to my tissue-weight, newly see-through, newly annoyingly pink T-shirt. A towering, very much weighted body clamps down over me. His panting chest rides over mine, hot and heavy.


      “Hi,” he whispers just a breath above my mouth.


      “Shit!” I gasp and blink my way back to reality as I try hard to process who the hell just tackled me, and why the fuck they have my limbs pinned to the concrete like some sexual crime is about to take place.


      Stellar smile, bright blue eyes, hair as black as night—it’s some idiot, irritatingly handsome as he may be, licking his lips as if he were readying to take a bite out of me. He’s good-looking, and he knows it. I hate his type. That cocky smile jerking up his lips only confirms this theory.


      “That was close.” His eyes ride down my features, lower still to my now fuchsia T-shirt with my lace bra newly visible underneath. “You okay?” He sweeps back the hair from my face as if he had the right to, and I slap at his chest until he manages to scuttle off my body.


      A series of primal cries escape me as I assess exactly how affronted I should be on a scale of one to never-getting-into-a-fucking-sorority.


      “You ruined everything!” I shake the excess tea off my hands as if it were blood. “You have no idea how hard I worked to perfect that stupid speech!” I shriek so loud my hair vibrates, but it doesn’t make a damn of a difference. The band has cued up and happily belts out the WB fight song. If I hear Go Mustangs! in that ultra cheery welcome-to-Barbie-land falsetto one more time, I might reach out and strangle my dark-haired teetotaling, very unwanted suitor.


      “Excuse me?” He inches back as if I just dished out a slap, and, believe me, the idea is still very much on the table. “I saved you from a lobotomy by way of a football. How about you try that again, sweetheart? This time with a thank you.” His brows furrow like a pair of caterpillars struggling to escape his facial carnage—and something about his self-righteous indignation (the exact amount that matches my own) makes my stomach squeeze tight with lust. Stupid, stupid hormonal need to procreate. ARRGGH! I will not find him attractive. I will not fucking have this! If there’s one thing I won’t do, it’s let my ovaries determine whom I fall for. Income potential be damned.


      I kick him in his shredded Levi’s, naturally worn-out, of course. He’s about as far away from blue blood as one can get—as evidenced by the jeans that look as if they haven’t left his body in the last five years.


      I pluck at my trashed shirt, and it suctions away from my skin like the giant slurp of a tongue. “Looks like you’ve already met the lobotomy quota for both of us!”


      “What?” He blinks back in disbelief.


      “Piper?” a familiar voice penetrates the crowd as Marley, Wyatt’s girlfriend, pops up with horror stamped across her face. “Oh my shit!” She plucks me off the ground and away from the smattering of Greek isles that have cropped up for Welcome Week. Thankfully, I still have that Go Greek or Die folder clutched in my tight little claw. Hopefully, the perky ponytail brigade won’t remember me, and I can successfully give my well-crafted, heavily honed, and admittedly, slightly borrowed speech to them later. It was my brother Cade who spouted most of that off as a quasi-putdown on the plane ride here. He thought it was quite comical that I was penning a biography that branded me in a less than favorable light. He was shocked how easily I had relegated myself to asshole standing, which he pointed out I actually earned, but Cade loves me too much to mean it. I think.


      “I’m fine.” I shudder toward Marley. “The crowd was pressing in, and I must’ve tripped.” I glare momentarily at the bonehead with the boat feet who escorted me to the ground via his rock hard chest.


      Marley scoffs. She’s beautiful and sweet, and actually pretty fun to be around, with the tiny exception she has a habit of turning into the warden when it comes to my whereabouts. She seems to care for my well-being in that same sweet way Wyatt does—too damn much. It’s no secret that Wyatt has been a more prominent father figure in my life than the sperm donor we have in common. Wyatt is exactly a decade older than Cade. And Cade is just three years older than me. He recently transferred here from NYU just to keep vaginal tabs on yours truly. I don’t buy that, it’s-a-great-school-with-a-great-business-program bullshit, or that I-want-to-get-to-know-Wyatt-better crock. Cade can go to business school on Mars, and he’d still manage to make his first billion before he peaks thirty. He’s that brilliant. And trust me, we both know Wyatt plenty, so that excuse doesn’t hold water either. In fact, we know Wyatt’s half-brother Blake and his baby Ben plenty, too. Cade has long tried to perfect the role of annoying big brother in my life, and the fact he’s stalked me all the way to North Carolina only goes to show his devotion to making my life miserable knows no end.


      “The crowd was pressing in?” That deep annoying rumble stems from behind once again. “Oh, sweetie, you wish. Your head was about to do its best imitation of a wide end receiver. But not to worry—had you caught the ball with your teeth, I doubt you would have remembered any of it.”


      I turn to find the jerk that just landed a touchdown while using my body as a goal post smugly smiling to himself. His dark wavy hair gleams with a bluish cast under the late August sun. His eyes shine electric blue as if someone plugged them in and turned on the lights in his barren, hollow skull. A long string of tattoos runs up and down his beefy arms, inching their way past his sleeves in monochromatic tones of navy and gray. For a moment, their delicate curves and intricacies mesmerize me.


      I step into him, fists on my hips. “If that ball was smart, it was headed for your teeth. In fact, I suggest you duck and cover. I hear pegging dolts is an all new American pastime.” I wring out my T-shirt, and a river flows down my jeans looking as if I’m one tampon shy of flooding the world with the Red Sea. Just freaking great. As if having a public tealeaf facial wasn’t enough, there’s nothing like a faux Tampax moment to demonstrate to all my prospective sorority sisters my nifty hygienic practices, or lack thereof.


      Marley scoops me in like a child about to wander onto an L.A. freeway. “You’ll have to excuse my friend. She must be a bit confused after hitting her head.” Marley’s eyes widen as if mortified by my words, despite the fact I seem to have morphed into a magenta maven. While I usually appreciate her sage advice and motherly doting, I’m not too into the fact she’s siding with Dr. Destructo at the moment.


      “She didn’t hit her head.” The raspberry beret folds his arms over his enormous chest while pouring out his disappointment in my direction. I don’t know what the hell this guy has to be disappointed with other than the fact he’s wasting our time. “I shielded her with my arms.”


      Marley melts in a choir of Aw! as if a puppy just leaped from his mouth. “Piper, apologize so we can get going.” She gives my elbow a firm tug without taking her eyes off him.


      My mouth falls open as words, although plentiful and not altogether pleasant, stifle in my throat. The band ratchets up again, and the crowd screams with delight or torment—uncannily, they both sound the same right about now.


      I give a quick glance behind me and note the Greek girls have disbanded, leaving their tables barren. I spot their ponytails swinging in the distance as they gather around the football team that parades through campus like deities.


      As much as I detest the idea of thanking the takedown teetotaler for christening me crimson, I don’t want to disappoint Marley either. Reluctantly, I turn to the moron who has decreed himself my hero.


      “Thank you.” I do my best to quell my temper, but I can feel it biting around the edges of my sanity, threatening a takedown of its own. My lips twitch at the caped-crusader who might have just swiped my entire sorority-based future right off the map.


      His brows rise as if he were amused with the gesture.


      Marley takes me by the hand and begins to navigate through the crowd.


      I glance over my shoulder. He’s still watching with those brooding eyes. That disapproving look sears me to the bone. Why would I care what that ’roided-out douchebag thinks of me?


      He offers a meager smile in my direction, and I grunt as we fly through the crowd on the way to my dorm—anger emanating off me like a vapor. The pot is boiling; the lid is rattling. There is only one thing that can stifle this dull ache in me from turning into an all-out rage, so I do the only thing I can to make myself feel better.


      I stick my tongue out at him.

      


      It takes an hour to convince Marley that I’m more than okay after what she’s labeled “the incident.” I’ve showered and changed and blown out my unruly mane while Marley chats it up with Cassidy as if she understands every word that comes out of that girl’s mouth. Bless her heart. Actually, that little country idiom is the one thing I do understand—especially when the barb that precedes it is aimed at me. If it’s one thing country girls do best, it’s put just about everyone else on the planet in their place.


      Wyatt calls, and Marley happily trots off to join him for dinner.


      “I thought she’d never leave.” I fall onto my bed and make snow angels over the comforter as I bask in the freedom. Marley and Wyatt are as close to parental controls as it gets in North Carolina for me. Cade will simply have to learn to let me be myself. The last thing I want is my big brother’s shadow falling over me everywhere I turn.


      “She’s nice.” Cassidy breaks the word nice into two pieces.


      “I’m nice, too.” I roll over onto my side. “Mostly.” I wince. “Honestly, I don’t know what gets into me sometimes. It’s like I’m ready to tear apart the world for no good reason. You’re nice,” I point out, using her same inflection before it occurs to me that I probably just came across as a sarcastic bitch. “Sorry,” I mouth.


      “Oh, hon, not a problem. You just have too much of that stuffy old boarding school still on the brain. You need to let loose a little bit.”


      “You’re right.” I pluck the white folder with its glaring pink lettering off my desk. “There’s a general interest mixer tonight at Sigma Theta Tau. You want in on this?”


      She snatches the folder from me, and the corners of her lips depress. Cassidy is gorgeous, flawless even, with the exception of a scar that runs from her eye to her left cheek. It fragments around her lips into a million little tendrils like the roots of a tree. At first, when we met, I thought she was her mother. If you see Cassidy from the left, she looks much older than she is—like way older, Dorian Gray older. I feel bad for her, but she is totally beautiful. For the short time we’ve been hanging out, I’ve noticed the way people stare at her. Some of them don’t even hide the fact, but it’s always the same when we meet someone new, the big eyes, the quickly lowered gaze. It’s sad that the first thing people do when they see her is wipe the smile from their faces. I know it hasn’t been easy on her. She does cover it up expertly with makeup, so you can’t even see it, unless you’re right on her. But the scar still holds a silver tint to it, like lightning streaking down her face when she turns her head just right. I think it adds a sort of a badass quality to her, and I admire the way she carries herself. Cassidy wears her scar right there on her face. Albeit not by choice, it still lets the world know you can’t mess with her. She’s a survivor—she’s already survived something pretty awful. She hasn’t brought it up, though, and I’ve never asked about it in the event it’s a touchy subject, thus leaving my mind to fill in the gruesome blanks.


      “Sorority, huh?” It comes from her singsong, and I swing my legs to the rhythm.


      “That’s right. And I hear Sigma Theta Tau is loaded with the best-looking guys on campus.” This may or may not be a rumor that I’m currently constructing and perpetuating from this very dorm room, but let’s call a spade a spade. The chicks from Alpha Chi were hot; therefore, one can only deduce their matchups are their superficial equals.


      “Cute boys? Sorority shenanigans?” Her dimples dip approvingly as Cassidy exemplifies every country cliché this side of the Mason-Dixon line. Cassidy is beautiful. It’s a fact whether or not her scar-haters agree. She’s as blonde as I am raven-haired. Our eyes are the same shade of denim, and our skin the same shade of bisque that we’ll forever curse our ancestors for. “I’m in like sin, sweetheart. Let’s get this Friday night rollin’!” She lets out a whoop and high-fives me before diving into the closet.


      Two hours, sixteen wardrobe changes, and three lattes later, we show up at Sigma Theta Tau, each sporting a tiny black dress and heels, and more than a slight caffeine buzz. Scarlett and her friend Daisy have joined us, both of whom are already onboard to finding the nearest sorority to strap ourselves to.


      “Alpha Chi has the biggest house on the row,” Daisy informs while slicking her lips with a roller ball gloss that I haven’t seen sold in stores since I was in elementary school. The bubble gum scent permeates our small circle. Daisy seems nice enough. She’s a matching blonde to Cassidy. Scarlett and I are the two brunette bookends of the bunch—with the exception her hair has a strong auburn tint to it.


      The Row, as in Greek Row, is where all the sorority and frat houses are lined up. Boys on one side of the street, and girls on the other as if some great gender standoff were about to take place. I bet the early risers make a sport out of watching those participating in the walk of shame. Knowing today’s hyper-sexualized collegiate climate, it probably looks a lot like a parade.


      I glance over my shoulder at the large, boxy mansion nestled in the middle of the street surrounded by smaller brownstones and brick homes. Alpha Chi offers all of the glitz and glamour the other structures wish they had the masonry to provide.


      “Tonight is about mingling with all of the sororities.” Scarlett doesn’t take her eyes off the gaping double doors of Sigma Theta Tau with the constant rush of people threading in and out. It’s so impacted with bodies, I’m positive it’s breaking at least twelve different fire codes. “We need to find the one that fits us best. Just because Alpha Chi seems to be running this peepshow doesn’t mean they’re the one for us.”


      “Who invited this voice of reason?” Cassidy gives one of Scarlett’s curls a tug as we make our way up the walk. “Time to weed the horses from the dogs, girls—may the best sorority bitches win!”


      We head inside, and the backbeat of some obnoxious rap song thumps through my chest. It’s riotously loud, perilously crowded, and far too difficult to assess if people are having a good time or running from the authorities with the way the exit is teeming with bodies struggling to get out. But since just as many are streaming their way inside, I suspect it’s a typical Friday night. In hindsight, the high school party scene was pretty tame compared to the overpopulation, or more to the point, overcopulation of the student body at Whitney Briggs. My senior year nicks through my mind like a rusted knife, and I squeeze my eyes shut tight for a moment evicting it from my brain.


      “Girls!” a high-pitched voice squeals, and I recognize the ponytail bopping, red lipstick wearing, pearl clutching cartoon-like beauty skipping our way as Jules Flannery from the embarrassment at Founder’s Square Flannerys. “Come, come!” She takes me by the hand and walks us to where her doppelgangers matriculate freely with the crowd, with the boys to be exact—hell, these are men. Each one is so shockingly handsome that it actually hurts to look directly at them. They’re all sporting that after prom look with their business casual attire, neatly trimmed hair, loosened ties, dress shirts rolled up to the elbows, and it gives me a bit of a yuppie-gasm. Each one is a little preppier than the next. One of them in particular, tall, requisite handsome with hard chiseled features winks over at me, and I inwardly cringe.


      Who winks? Is this a thing? If I somehow manage to procure a preppy handbook, will I find that winking is totally acceptable under line item thirteen hundred? Pity. He was pretty much perfect up until that point. People don’t really wink, do they? Creepers wink. My grandfather winks, but he doesn’t know any better. Hell, it’s downright adorable when he does it. But I think this poor guy just winked himself off my vagina’s hit list.


      My mother’s effigy stains my brain, and my heart thumps just once reminding me that it’s not my vagina that gets to “choose the gentleman I’ll invite to take a seat inside my body.” According to her, it’s my heart. It’s the one piece of advice she has given me. My mother touts that four-letter L word—love, as if it actually means something. She’s tattooed it on my skull until I believed it will magically appear before me when I least expect it, like the cystic acne I get after woofing down a tub of fried chicken or that elbow wart that bloomed the night before prom.


      “Welcome to the Alpha Chi sorority mixer!” a lookalike blonde chimes while popping up next to Jules. A trio of sorority sisters passes between us handing out red Solo cups brimming with beer as if we were readying to partake in a shared barley-based communion. “My name is Lucille Hoffman, and everyone here wearing the signature Alpha Chi look is one of your potential sisters!” She waves her hand over at the plethora of pony dwellers. “At Alpha Chi, we rush for just three weeks. We have a strict no hazing policy—and should it be broken, we will spare the jury of any PanHellenic trial and hang ourselves!” They break out into cackles, and I catch Scarlett rolling her eyes.


      I do a quick sweep of the vicinity for Marley or Annie, Blake’s fiancée. I didn’t exactly run my sorority dreams past any of them in the event they disapproved, and, judging by the matching ponytails and perhaps brain cells of these PanHellenic propagators, that might just be the case.


      “Who here is a junior?” Jules calls out, and a few prospects raise their hands. “Sophomore?” Daisy uncurls her hesitant fingers. She and Scarlett are both from North Carolina, having known one another in some way prior to WB. “Freshman?” Jules says freshman with a grimace as if it were the bane of society to bear that first year cross. Scarlett, Cassidy, and I each raise our hands with pride, as do several other girls.


      “Very good!” Lucille claps up a storm as if we’ve just given the performance of a lifetime. “Unfortunately, freshmen are not eligible to live at Alpha House until sophomore year, but should you be tapped to be a sister, you will very much be a valuable and cherished member of the Alpha Chi legacy. Participation in all chapter meetings, mixers, and philanthropic endeavors are strictly required to hold your bed until move-in day next fall.”


      “Not to fret!” Jules bellows over the deep bass that’s shaking down the room. “I myself was a freshman plebe who endured an entire year at Cutler Tower before transitioning to Alpha House the summer of my sophomore year—best summer ever.” She gives a side eye to her ponytail-wielding consorts.


      Cutler Tower is the exact dormitory Cassidy and I are in. Scarlett and Daisy, too, but they’re on the fifth level, which is a bit more exciting since it’s one of the many coed floors in the building. Much like my life in boarding school, I’ve managed to score an unwanted estrogen buffer when it comes to my sleeping arrangements. I’m betting one of my many self-appointed vaginal protectors, i.e., Wyatt, Blake, or Cade, guaranteed a penis-free environment with a simple monetary exchange down at the registration office.


      Cassidy leans in and whispers, “A whole year?” She breaks the last two words into separate syllables until it sounds like yee-are, and it takes a minute for me to decode it.


      “I know it sucks”—I whisper back—“but trust me, if there’s anything I’ve learned from my dad, it’s that the rules only apply to some people.” I give her a hard wink and cringe. The tall, abnormally chiseled-faced winker catches my eye, and once again indulges in my grandfather’s favorite pastime. Apparently, it’s as catching as a yawn.


      Cassidy knocks me in the ribs. “Are you going to pad this with some green and land us both a bed in that princess ponytail wearing palace?” Her eyes light up as if the prospect were alluring enough to consider, especially since it’s not her green I’ll be padding it with.


      “No.” I wince. I have no intention on actually becoming my father. “Maybe.” I cringe again because on some level it feels inevitable. It’s not my fault his DNA is the questionable matrix holding me together.


      The Alpha Chi bots continue to intermingle with the girls in the crowd, doing their best to dig their talons into our young, juicy, non-sorority flesh. They’re just waiting to anoint us with their red lipstick and oyster pellets. You can see it in their eyes.


      “Of course, we have strict rules to abide by at Alpha Chi!” Jules and Lucille linger in front. Cassidy and I are all ears, but I can’t help but note that Daisy and Scarlett are quickly becoming the dissidents. I can tell they’re just a hair from rolling their eyes, their mouths smacking with disapproval at whatever springs forth from our future fearless leader’s pouty little lips. “No casual drug use. No throwing yourself at undesirable men for the fun of it. We at Alpha Chi are big believers in monogamy. In fact, Lucille and I have a magnificent track record when it comes to matchmaking!” Jules’ lips widen as if this stupid cupid move were about to erect itself. “I think you’ll find that in life there is nothing as important as who you surround yourselves with and who you fall in love with.”


      Lucille nods like an obedient child. “It’s telling of so many things. Good friends and good lovers are next to godliness!” She chortles at the ridiculously contorted cliché, as does the growing crowd of potential new members—PNMs as per the handbook I was given.


      “It’s time for a little getting to know you game!” Jules claps, and the masses flock to her like refugees begging for Greek asylum, me being one of them.


      Here it is. My chance to verbally vomit that speech I hand hewn with a little help from my big bro. Speaking of Cade, I’m so thankful he’s nowhere to be seen. He’s already warned me to stay away from the Greeks, citing it’s a faulty system that churns out nothing but frat brats and sorority sluts—which I pointed out, made him sound like a narcissistic ass who didn’t mind painting society with the broad stroke of his egotistical brush. Besides, the last thing I want is Cade lumping me in with people he looks unfavorably on. Once I make it into Alpha Chi, I’ll introduce him to the Greek system my way. He’ll see he was wrong about labeling the ponytail swinging masses without getting to know them first. God knows we hate it when people do it to us. Having unimaginable wealth sort of puts an inadvertent target on your back, especially when it comes to people assuming the worst in you.


      The room grows increasingly congested, and we’re encouraged to break off into groups of ten or so. We stand in a tight circle, and Jules gets the games going for our small crowd.


      “Okay, ladies, how about we start with something simple? A drinking game?” She lifts her red Solo as if saluting us. She introduces herself, and we go around in a circle spouting off our names and where we’re from with a firm shout to edge over the music, which gives this whole getting-to-know-you process an intense military feel.


      Lucille downs the rest of her Solo contents and gives a happily sloshed grin. “Let’s kick this mixer up a notch and get down and dirty! Stay with the theme! Never have I ever…in my parents’ house.”


      The crowd titters as most of us are spared from sipping from our watered down beers.


      Jules goes next. “Never have I ever been walked in on by my parents!”


      The circle explodes into a fit of laughter at the coital implications.


      My face fills with heat as the girls each regale us with their slightly veiled innuendos as my turn quickly approaches.


      The truth is, never have I ever done anything to qualify me to even make up an innuendo, so I quickly excuse myself from the sexual shenanigans. For whatever reason, I have an inability to lie, and also quite thankfully, I have a bladder the size of a thimble so my bathroom excuse is always valid. And really, never have I ever? What’s next, pillow fights and make-out sessions?


      I thread through the darkened room as the music pulsates right along with my blooming headache. I ditch my beer on a nearby table as I maneuver through the wall of human limbs. Is this really what I want? Endless Friday and Saturday nights playing slumber party games while sipping from Solo cups? And what exactly did I think the sorority was going to be about anyway? Study groups? One big day spa where we sit around painting each other’s toenails?


      A brick wall of a body slams into me. I jump back just as a generous amount of beer heaves over the side of his cup and splatters onto the floor.


      “You missed,” I say, looking up and gasping at the familiar shock of black hair, those blue light bulbs he calls eyes that siren out at me. It’s the unwanted superhero from Founder’s Square. “It’s you!” Gah! He’s like a curse that’s fallen on me—literally—and now, we’ll be inadvertently doing the bump and grind at the most inopportune moments for the next four years. “My God, were you aiming at me?” My hands clutch over my chest in the event he decides he likes me better with the wet T-shirt look.


      He’s cuttingly handsome even in this dim light. He has that evil villain thing happening with his eyebrows as they waggle over those demanding eyes. A smile ticks on his lips as if his sole purpose in life were to gain pleasure by annoying me with liquids.


      He smirks as if I would be so lucky to have him dunk his skunk juice over my head twice in one day. “Never have I ever fooled around in a frat house.” He bleeds a devilish smile. “Care to change that?”


      “Oh my God.” I try to sidestep around him, but he’s quick to block my path with that sheet of flint he calls a chest. My eyes graze down to his tattoos, but they look blurred and as dirty as his soul in this strained light. “Go away!”


      I try a zigzag maneuver, but he’s zigging and zagging right alongside me.


      An exasperated cry escapes my throat. “Shouldn’t you be scouting for someone to sit on your dude piston?” I try to make a break for it, but he’s right there with me.


      “My what?” His forehead creases, and it’s unsettling how aggressively cute he is with his doltish confusion.


      “Your whoopee stick. Your slut hammer.”


      His mouth rounds out before he gives a dark laugh. “You up for filling any of those positions?” He relaxes his hand against the wall just over my head, effectively pinning me in. “Of course, I’m open to all kinds of positions. I’m flexible, if you know what I mean.”


      My eyes round out in horror. “Are you stalking me? Should I be alerting the authorities? You’re a pig, by the way, if you think that lame never have I ever in a frat house pick-up line is actually going to work.”


      “Relax, princess, I was just teasing. I happen to be an expert at fooling around in a frat house.” Alpha Chi continues with their never have I ever sexual misconduct stories that elicit a riotous laugh every ten seconds as if on cue, and he nods in their direction. “Never have I ever seen such a group of fake people. You sure you want to dive into that silicone swimming pool?”


      I suck in a sharp breath at the audacity. “Never have I ever met such a dick!” I try to sidestep him once again, but he’s right there with me, entrapping me with his refrigerator build, holding me hostage with those ever-lucent sky-blue eyes.


      “I’m sorry.” He winces as if it pained him to say the words. “In fact, I’m sorry about everything. I don’t like getting off on the wrong foot with anyone. You’re sweet”—he makes a face—“okay, maybe that’s laying it on a little thick, but, nevertheless, there’s something about you that reminds me of my little sister, and I don’t want to see you get mixed up with those girls.”


      A breath gets caught in my throat. “Let me get this straight. First, you ask to get it on with me to fulfill your frat house fantasies, and now you’re likening me to your little sister? Do you even realize how perverted that leap is?” I retch a little at the thought. “Look, I’m not making your twisted wet dreams come true anytime soon, and I just so happen to have enough big brothers to look out for my best interests, thank you very much. By the way, you’re still holding strong in the biggest dick department.”


      His grin widens.


      “Ugh. Not like that. You’re sick.” I try to push him out of the way, but he proves immovable as a boulder.


      He grabs ahold of my hand and pulls it gently to his chest. His features soften, and there’s an earnestness in his face that feels genuine. “My name is Owen, and if you never want to speak with me again, I’m okay with it.” He lands my hand carefully by my side. “Just know that those girls are serious trouble. I should know. My older sister used to be their ringleader. She was dangerous, and so are they. They’re nothing but a bunch of manipulative lowlifes. Consider yourself warned.” His eyes burn into mine a moment too long, and my insides sear with heat.


      He stalks off, and I can’t help but follow him with my gaze. Who calls their own sister dangerous? What is she, a viper?


      As soon as he hits the other side of the room, an entire harem amasses around him. I make a face at the sight. Typical. He’s just your run-of-the-mill dick jockey looking for fresh meat to sink his lap rocket into. And judging by the way those girls are pawing all over him, nibbling on him as if he were a decadent dessert, you can tell his lap rocket will have plenty of places to land later this evening. My stomach explodes into a ball of acid at the thought.


      “Here you are!” Jules pops up with her glued-on smile, her eyes sparkling potent as dynamite. “I have someone I think you should meet.” She pulls forth a body, and I’m met with the chiseled-faced winker who looks much more sculpted to perfection up close than he did from far away.


      “Why don’t you two introduce yourselves?” Jules rounds her eyes out at me, and even though I’m sure she’s just being encouraging, there seems to be a veiled threat layered just beneath.


      “I’m Piper James. So nice to meet you.” I extend my hand, and he takes it.


      “Winston Stanford of the New York Stanfords.” He gives a baritone laugh as if he were in on the joke.


      “I’m from New York, too. Manhattan,” I offer, a little too giddy, bouncing when I say it, and I hate myself for it because I know my eagerness to please is aimed straight for Jules and not so much Winston Stanford of the New York Stanfords.


      “See there?” Jules gives a little hop and sends her ponytail counterclockwise full swing. “You two have oodles in common already!” She leans in and whispers hot into my ear, “I’m batting a thousand. Don’t you ruin my streak!” She leans back and gives a deadly serious wink that both creeps me out and sends my blood running cold. Something tells me my grandfather would really like this place.


      She starts to walk away, and I pull her back by the elbow. Her eyes drift to my bodily malfeasance, and I’m quick to let go.


      “I just want to let you know that I’d do anything to get my friends and me into Alpha Chi,” I assure.


      She sizes me up a moment before inserting that perky grin right back onto her face, Potato Head style. “It’s every girl for herself, but”—she tilts toward Winston a moment—“I think this is something we can discuss.” She offers me another wink before dissolving into the crowd.


      I glance up at Winston whose name and heavily chiseled features hold a soap opera appeal.


      “So, tell me about yourself.” I take a step into him, and his heavy cologne walls me in like a membrane. Hopefully, both Jules and Lucille have their eyes peeled in this direction. Jules made it clear she’d like nothing more than for her matchmaking batting average to maintain its status quo.


      Winston leans in and leers at me with an open look of lust. Something tells me I’d better get used to it. I’d better get used to the paint thinner he’s doused himself with. I’d better get used to his daytime-ready name and features, because if I want to play nice with the Alpha Chi drones, I might just be staring at my very first college boyfriend.


      Winston starts in on a long and tedious speech that begins with his goals to work in finance with his father. He talks of his days in boarding school (a crosstown rival to my own scholastic home), and then proceeds to tell me that his sister also roams the WB campus, and, despite the fact our lives seem to be traveling parallel to one another, my eyes can’t seem to stop flitting to the annoying moron who had the nerve to warn me about anything this evening. My stomach still feels the searing heat that bit through it when Owen and I touched, and yet, I shook hands with Winston here, my own social doppelganger—a blue blood no less, and felt absolutely nothing.


      I catch a glimpse of a tall blonde wrapping herself around Owen, the dispenser of harbingers. She whispers into his ear and elicits a lewd grin from him.


      My stomach churns without warning.


      He glances my way, and our eyes snag a moment too long. He says something to the leggy blonde, and she simply walks away. Owen nods over at me before heading to the door. His body passes right next to mine, and it feels electric as a swell of invisible waves pulsates through me in quick thrusting jags.


      Owen ducks out into the thick of night, and my eyes watch the mouth of the door long after it swallows him whole.


      I bet his big ego thinks I’ll be following him. A silent laugh ripples through my chest. He wishes.


      I turn my full attention back to Winston as he prattles on about finance and politics—the national trade deficit even manages to make a debut in our first conversation.


      And suddenly an aching part of me wishes I had followed Owen right out that door.
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      The sun is covered with a whitewash of clouds as if summer knows its sweltering days are numbered. For all practical purposes, it’s already fall as classes gear up to start next week. But at the moment, I’m seated in a cushy leather chair in the offices of Capwell, Edwards, and James Media Services, listening to Bryson Edwards give a pep talk to the dozens of new hires as the company treads toward the end of its first financial quarter.


      Ryder, my first cousin once removed, if that’s still a thing, was kind enough to offer me this internship. I called him last spring when I got the acceptance to WB. I was pretty amped up to get right into the business program, and I was hoping to score an internship at Capwell, Inc., the company owned by his father, but he generously offered me one at his start-up instead. I would have asked my own father to help me get in at Capwell, but at the moment he’s all about tough love. There will be no nepotism coming from either of my parents—not now, and not in the foreseeable future.


      I try to glance up at Bryson every now and again, but my eyes hang heavy at the sight of him. I know I shouldn’t feel guilty for the sins of my sister, but it’s as if all the terrible things she’s done were somehow stitched to my forehead. I bear her shame. I do. And perhaps the real reason is because I still love her. She’ll always be Aubree, my big sister. Unfortunately, now she also bears a few more titles, such as murderer, and attempted murderer as well. It’s a known fact she’s got more than one screw loose, and I wish I could hate her like the rest of the world. Sometimes I think that would be easiest, perhaps even best, but I can’t. In fact, her major fuck ups in life are exactly what have turned me into a big brother nightmare for my seventeen-year-old sister, Ava.


      That girl from the party Saturday night, the one I happened to dump my drink on that afternoon, flies through my mind. She was a nightmare—that’s for sure—but there was something about her that reminded me of Ava, and that was the reason I was looking at her when that ball nearly nailed her in the head. It was headed straight for her temple whether or not she’s willing to admit it. A temple shot like that would have been fatal. I shake my head at the thought.


      “You don’t think so?” Bryson looks affronted as I come to.


      “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that last part.” Shit. The last thing I need is for anyone to think I’m a slacker. Ryder started this company with his good buddies, Wyatt and Bryson. Bryson’s girlfriend Baya was one of Aubree’s victims—she was the lucky one. She survived. I still thank God Aubree didn’t kill her. Wyatt James rounds out the trio with his familiar brooding face—that last name that I’ve been trying to place for the last hour.


      Bryson continues, “I was thinking we should send out teams to speak with department heads of the corporations we’re hoping to pull in. Instead of cold calling, we’ll be cold contacting—in person. It’s not a fun job, but it could be since we’ve decided to throw in a thousand dollar bonus for each company we sign a contract with.”


      The room lights up with a warm round of gratitude.


      A thousand dollars. I swallow hard. I can use a thousand dollars. Hell, I can use many thousands of dollars. I didn’t score any big scholarships, and I’m hoofing most of my student loans myself. A part of my father’s don’t-be-a-murdering-fuck-up-like-your-sister campaign involved cutting me off financially and booting me out of the house once I turned eighteen. Another reason I’m keeping a watchful eye on Ava. She’s just nine months away from that legal extradition. I don’t know what the hell my parents are thinking. I’m barely able to make it on my own, and if they knew what lengths I was going through to keep my lights on, they might have second thoughts over their campaign to let life teach me a lesson or two the hard way. Not that I want a handout, but a little mercy would be nice. I’ll be the first to admit I grew up with a silver spoon in my mouth, a never-ending supply of cash and credit cards lining my wallet. There was a brand new sports car to drive the second I turned sixteen, which was repossessed by my parents the day I moved out, and instead, I rode my trusty Schwinn to the nearest youth hostel. Life is a bitch, but I wasn’t as angry at the universe as I was with my parents. They figured they screwed up with Aubree and didn’t want to chance any more litigation in their future. But it’s water under the bridge. I hustled, got work where I could, and ended up with an apartment, an old beat-up pickup, and even managed to get two years of community college under my belt. Now I’m at Briggs, with just two years left until I get the golden ticket.


      The meeting comes to an end, and I’m slow to collect my notes, my laptop still staring blankly at me.


      “Piper!” Wyatt stands, and I swivel my head to the door. “You’re late.”


      “Better late than ever!” she chimes, and my heart decides to quit on me.


      “Better never late.” He pulls her into an embrace, and a dark curtain of hair falls over his shoulder.


      Shit.


      Here she is. The raven-haired goddess that cursed and vexed me long into my wet dreams stands less than six feet away. She jumps back with her thigh-high boots, her long blanket-like jacket, and glossy straight hair. She’s beautiful. She’s spoiled. I can tell. Entitled, too. You don’t get an attitude like that without a little help from your trust fund. On second thought, maybe my parents are onto something with this tough love bullshit.


      She shakes Bryson and Ryder’s hands as Wyatt does the introductions. Her eyes pan over the otherwise empty boardroom, and I slip down in my seat a notch.


      The smile glides right off her face at the sight of me. “What’s he doing here?” She bites the air with her words.


      “Whoa.” Wyatt inches back. “Remove the fangs. He’s an intern like you. This is Owen. He’s harmless, I promise. Owen, this is my sister, Piper, from Manhattan. She’s an entering freshman. Maybe you can show her around campus?”


      “No thanks.” Piper holds up a hand like she might be sick. Obviously, the fangs stay. “I’m pretty keyed-in right now.”


      A dry laugh pumps through my chest. I saw exactly who was trying to insert his key into her hole the other night. Winston Stanford. A quick background check yielded nothing in particular. He’s just your standard finance jockey following in daddy’s footsteps. As far as my sources can tell, he’s not a womanizer. Still don’t like him. Not that I like her either. She’s a piece of work I want nothing to do with—all bark and fang-worthy bite. Hell on heels if I’ve ever seen it. No thank you. Not for me.


      Her mouth twists up as if she were about to spit out a lemon as her eyes, those piercing blue high beams of hers, knife me with hatred.


      Ryder collects his printed materials from the table. “Since you’re the only two interns at the moment, I’d appreciate it if you can team up. I have a list of potential corporations you can talk to, and, if you manage to land us any of the accounts, the bonus is yours to keep. Normally, it’s not something we’d extend to the interns, but we’re more than happy to put the dollar signs out there for you to chase. Let’s make some money.” He tweaks his brows as he heads for the door. “I’ll be right back.”


      Bryson checks his phone. “I’d better get going. I have a meeting across town, and then I have to deal with an army of plumbers at the Ice Bar.”


      Bryson and his siblings own a few bars that they bought out from their father—the most popular being the Black Bear, which is just a stone’s throw from Briggs.


      “Hey.” I jump up and meet him partway to the exit. “I wanted to thank you again for letting me do this.” I search his face for a hint of hatred, a touch of displeasure with my presence, but there isn’t any. “It means everything. I need all the experience I can get. This might be the edge that gets me where I need to be post-graduation, so I’m really thankful for that.”


      “Not a problem.” He taps my arm with his fist. “Hey, I’m not holding anything against you. In fact, swing by the Black Bear if you get a chance. I want you to meet Baya. She’s more than okay with you working here. She wants to reassure you herself; she made it a point to tell me so.”


      “I’d like that.” A swell of relief pushes through me. “I’m still”—I pause from the impromptu confession working its way up my throat—“I’m still in touch with my sister.”


      “You do whatever you need to do. If it were my sister, I’d still be in touch with her, too. Look, I know that Aubree is sick, and I hope she’s getting the help she needs. I’m not making excuses for her, but I’m not wishing anything bad upon her either.” His phone buzzes, and he winces as if he needs to take it.


      “I’ll catch you later. Thanks again.” I turn to scoop up my things and note Wyatt isn’t in the room. It’s just the partying princess and me.


      “You can’t deny you’re stalking me now.” Her lips invert at the tips, and it’s a cute look on her.


      She’s pouty, irate, wanting to claw my eyes out, and that’s what’s getting my dick’s attention? Maybe I should get my head checked out as well. Clearly, insanity runs in my family. My eyes glide down her body. It’s the first time she’s not gesticulating while wearing my favorite iced drink or glaring at me in a dimly lit room. Piper is beautiful, with a body that has the power to reduce the male population to marshmallows. She’s what most of the boys I work for would beg me to land in their beds. Of course, for someone like her, the fee would be exorbitant. The hotter they are, the harder they fall onto the mattress of my manipulation. But one look at her at that rally, that desperate look in her eyes to get the girls from Alpha Chi to like her, and I saw my own sister. Both of them, actually. Aubree when she first landed at Briggs. She did any and everything to get into that twisted organization, and eventually it was her downfall. And I saw Ava in them, too, with her burgeoning beauty and outward need for the world to like her, her hunger and thirst to be accepted.


      “You caught me. I’m a stalker.” I hold up my hands as if surrendering to this bizarre fantasy of hers. “And now I’ve got you right where I want you, working alongside me for the next two years.”


      She gives a cute as hell smirk. “Sounds like a prison sentence.”


      Aubree swims through my mind, but I let her swim right back out. I don’t want Piper to become some transference issue I might be having with my ex-con of a sibling.


      “It won’t be. I’m not here to watch your every move or make you fall in love with me. I’m here to glean what I can so that when I’m thrown out into the real business world, I stick the landing. I’m knee-deep in a shithole. I need this internship. I’m not here to ruin your good time. Try not to ruin mine.”


      A moment of silence clots up the air.


      “Wow.” Her eyes widen as she blinks back her disdain for me.


      I can’t remember the last time I spoke to a girl that way, and a seam of remorse rips through me. I’m not sure why, but something about her brings out the worst in me. I don’t like that either. On second thought, this just might pan out to be a prison sentence.


      She scoffs. “You’re really full of yourself, aren’t you?”


      “I’m learning from the master.” I harden my gaze into hers, and a dull ache churns in my balls. Down, boy, this isn’t the girl that’s going to alleviate any pressure you might build up, so don’t even go there.


      “So, what’s the deal?” She folds her arms over her ample chest and shudders. My eyes demand to dip to her bust line. She’s curvy. I’m guessing a full C-cup. I can’t help but admire it a moment. I’m a hopeless pervert at heart, and I happen to be a tit man. Nothing wrong with that, except, of course, when you’re standing in a boardroom decrying the fact you need to maintain professionalism to save your neck upon graduation.


      I clear my throat, returning my gaze to its proper upright position. “The deal is, we need to hustle this start-up to anyone who will listen. For every company we bring them, we get a bonus of a thousand dollars.”


      “A thousand dollars?” Her forehead wrinkles as if questioning the paltry sum.


      “Yes, a thousand dollars. I get it. That’s one lousy pair of shoes for you, but for me that’s rent, dinner, and a movie—maybe a new lube job.”


      “Lube job?” Her gaze dips to my crotch, and a laugh struggles to break free, but I won’t let it.


      “Don’t worry. I’m not giving you one.”


      Her mouth falls open.


      “So, did you get in?” I pull a seat out for her, and she reluctantly takes it.


      “No. Rush hasn’t even started yet. It starts Friday. But I’m a shoo-in.” She hitches her hair behind her ear with a smug grin.


      “What makes you think so?”


      “The girls in charge think they’re the world’s greatest matchmakers, and as long as I appear interested in their hand-selected side of beef, that should stroke their ego into gifting me a bed.”


      “What?” I squint into her, trying to figure out if this is simply a devious side of her or if she truly does belong with the mindfucks that run that twisted organization.


      She bites hard over her bottom lip, letting it out slow as January. I watch as the white imprint of her teeth ripens a cherry red, and my dick ticks at the sight.


      “I saw you with that girl.” Her head twitches to the side. “She took off, and then you left. You had quite the estrogen-based beehive surrounding you all night. Looks like you chose a lemon.” A smug look of satisfaction crests over her, and I’d like nothing better than to wipe it off by crushing my lips to hers.


      What the hell am I thinking? She’s young. Too young in fact. And she’s essentially my boss’s little sister. This girl is an illegal catch, and I’m staying the hell away from her, at least in that capacity. My dick twitches again in protest.


      “She wasn’t a lemon.” I close my laptop and scoot into her, our eyes locking with heat. “Anja never is. She’s a Russian beauty.” My lids hood over as she lets out a breath. “She’s sweet.” I lean in. “Tastes like sugar.”


      “Gross.” Piper sticks her finger down her throat. “I don’t need a road map to figure out you’re the king of spilling your questionable and possibly STD-riddled bodily fluids all over campus. I’m just counting my lucky stars all I was met with was your Starbucks discards and a cheap beer.” She leans in with a mixture of disdain and disgust brewing on her face. “God forbid you should come at me with something sinister squirting from your body.” She lowers her gaze to my crotch before riding back up.


      “You’re the one who’s gross.” Now it’s my turn to give a smug smile, but that only has her snarling. “All right, truce.” I hold up my hands.


      “No truce. I’m never letting down my defenses with you. I know your type.” She takes out her laptop and pulls up the Capwell, Edwards, and James Media Services website.


      “What type is that?” I pull up the same website on my own laptop and wonder how in the hell we’re ever going to work together.


      Piper glances over. Her dark hair catches the light and shines like a mirror. There’s pain in her eyes, something hidden underneath that I’d like to think is the reason she’s holding up this hardened front. Something or someone has hurt this little girl, and now she’s contorted herself into a ball of piss and vinegar just to make it through the livelong day. God knows I understand that feeling. Sometimes putting up a front is the only way to survive.


      She nails me with those day-glow eyes. Her hatred for me ramps up to unnatural levels, and I brace myself for the onslaught.


      “You’re nothing but a heartless player who makes a game of landing girls in your bed, only to laugh at them later at their expense.” Her expression dims as if she’s checking out and heading to some faraway place. “And then you tell your buddies about it, and before you know it, the entire school pegs her as a cock-tease.”


      “Is that what happened?” I’m no mathematical genius, but I sure as hell know one plus one equals the cock-tease in question.


      Her lashes flutter in a series of rapid-fire blinks as she slams her laptop shut. “You know what? I completely forgot I have an appointment.” She swallows hard, stuffing her laptop back into her pricey leather bag, the color of butter. “If Wyatt asks, just tell him to call me.” She zips out the door as quick as she came. The scent of wildflowers straggles behind in her wake.


      I was right. Something or someone smashed her heart to pieces, and now Piper is a spitfire ready to set the world in flames over one crooked look. And as much as it breaks my heart, she’s not my problem.


      That dull ache in my gut says maybe she is.


      Maybe I want her to be.

      


      Piper doesn’t show up for the next three days, and since it’s just a four-day a week internship, she’s free to float through with an Owen-free weekend.


      “A part of me wants to tell her brother, hell, tell Ryder or Bryson,” I say over a beer at the Black Bear Saloon. We’re seated far enough away from the bar for me to feel free to have this conversation with Jet and Rex. Jet’s a brilliant tattoo artist. He’s been tatting me up for the last few years. As soon as I hit a few extra dollars in my pocket, I made a beeline to his shop downtown. I didn’t do it for me. I did it for the women in my life, particularly the ones that pay to see me. Rex, I met through him. They grew up together, which strikes me as odd since Jet comes from the dicey side of the tracks and Rex has led as pampered a life as I had once. Rex is the quarterback on the football team here at Briggs. He’s the golden boy, and a part of me envies how easily it all seems to come for him.


      “Dude,”—Rex pinches at his eyes—“it’s probably not you she’s running from. Look, you need that internship. Don’t rock the boat. If she doesn’t come back, that’s on her. You haven’t done a thing wrong.”


      “You saved her ass.” Jet tips his beer to make the point. “She was ungrateful.”


      “True.” Rex nods with a bounce. “Don’t think about her. She’s too much to deal with right now. You’ve got upper division classes coming up and, believe me, they are geared to kick your ass in the right way. This isn’t going to be easy. This is hardcore shit. You going to be okay working late nights?”


      “I can swing it. Community college wasn’t a walk in the park either, but I somehow managed both.” Only Jet and Rex know what I truly do. The rest of the population knows me as a myriad of things related to my side business as the wingman of love, the matchmaker, the hook-up artist, and the breakupanator. I happen to take a likening to that last moniker since breakups are my specialty. If a guy approaches me with a couple hundred green dollars, I can make just about anything happen for him, with the exception of closing the deal. That’s up to him and his dick. I can lead a beautiful filly to water, but I can’t make her drink. I’ve done it all—landed the school nerd on a date with a cheerleader, wrote a hundred breakup texts, emails, scripts. You name the media, I’ve used its powers to stage a heart-wrenching goodbye, leaving the other party wishing she could keep her man for just another day. I specialize in letting them down easy, thus avoiding the usual catastrophe that follows. And most of those who utilize my services become repeat customers.


      “Take a look around, boys. Point and click. I’ll make sure the choicest queen is yours for the night. Don’t worry about showing me the money. This one is on the house.” I lean back and soak in the estrogen-based scene as the tiny bar floods with beautiful women. One thing that has Hollow Brook Community College pegged to the wall is WB’s plethora of the hottest girls on the planet.


      Jet and Rex are right. I need to reset my focus. Let Piper worry about Piper. My stomach churns as the thought bounces through my mind.


      “Dude,”—Jet gives a light sock to my arm—“I’m not desperate to get laid. I’ve got girls lining up outside my shop paying to lie on my bed.”


      “That’s because they’re getting tattoos,” I’m quick to point out.


      “That might be, but that’s not the bed I’m talking about.”


      “All right.” I click my bottle to the one Rex is holding. “How about you?”


      “I’ve got a dozen cheerleaders from both our team and next week’s opponent sending me their seductive selfies.” He pulls out his phone and scrolls through an amusing amount of provocative pictures.


      “I didn’t know WB sold school-licensed lingerie.” I nod approvingly. “Very educational.”


      A large group of people file in, mostly girls, and the three of us look up like hungry dogs.


      Almost every single one of them, scratch that, every single one of them has their hair up in a ponytail, bright red lipstick smeared over their mouths, and a string of signature pearls that can only mean one thing—Aubree’s girls. That’s what they’ll always be to me. She lived and breathed that sorority—still does, even though they’ve clearly turned their back on her. Not one person has ever called or visited her, but then, I can’t say I blame them. Aubree used to be their queen, with hundreds of girls bowing down to kiss her proverbial shoes, and now she’s a pariah, more alone than she could have ever imagined. My heart breaks for her, and yet it sickens me that she took someone’s life. Her name was Stephanie Jones. She was Bryson’s best friend. I shake my head because it was Bryson’s now-wife that Aubree targeted last. She had a sick obsession with the guy. But he wasn’t interested, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer.


      A gorgeous brunette catches my eye, and my stomach does a revolution. Piper. Her hair is up in the requisite ponytail. Her lips shine a delicious shade of cherry. No pearls, though. I suppose that’s the goal. She’s already talking to the douchebag that’s probably going to swallow my father’s hedge fund one day before he does time for the crime, and I scowl at him. Winston. What the hell kind of name is that? It makes me sick to watch Piper throwing herself at the idiot just to get the approval of that fucked-up sorority.


      “What’s got your panties in a twist, sweetheart?” Jet struggles to follow my gaze.


      “That’s her, three o’clock. That’s the dick she’s supposed to bag and tag as her own if she wants a bed in that insane asylum.”


      “Oh, shit.” Rex shakes his head, laughing to himself.


      “You know him?” I lean in, suddenly interested in where this might lead. I knew this guy was an asshole from the get-go.


      “It’s you that I know, Owen. I wondered why you went on and on about her like some thirteen-year-old love-struck girl. She’s beautiful. Your dick is leading the way.” He offers a conciliatory pat on the back. “Face it. You’re too far gone to come back now.”


      “No, no, no—not true. She’s the boss’s sister. Boss’s sisters are a hell no. Plus, she has an attitude. I’m all for a good time, but not with someone like that. I like them sweet, mewling in my ear like a kitten. That girl is all bark, and trust me—she’s got the fangs to back it up. Her brother was the first to admit it. There’s no way in hell I want a piece of that action.”


      “No way in hell, huh?” Jet plunks down his beer. “I think what we have here is a classic case of duck-and-evade to save face.”


      “Meaning?” I’m not amused with the mutiny the boys are providing. These two fools had my back when my own family kicked me to the curb, and tonight they’re relishing in the misgiving that I want that little girl running around in high heels pretending to be a vixen so she can land herself the valedictorian of the accounting department.


      “Meaning you’re into her, but you’re afraid she’s not into you. This might just be the first girl to hand you your walking papers, and we get it. It sucks hairy balls. I know it. Rex knows it. Unlike you, we’ve both suffered rejection on occasion.”


      “Speak for yourself.” Rex gives a shit-eating grin.


      “It’s true.” Jet flips off Rex. “Face it, Owen. This girl is in the process of delivering a blow to your ego, and once you realize what’s happened, it’s going to feel like a nuke just melted your balls together. Just deal with it now. You’re into her. She’s not into you. It’s easy math with a shitty outcome. Welcome to the Lonely Hearts Club, my man.” He lands his meaty paw over my shoulder, and I bump him right off.


      “It’s not true. I’m not into her,” I’m quick to refute, but there’s a hot stab in my gut that contests my words.


      “Okay, here’s the deal.” Jet plucks out that thick wad of green he keeps handy. Most of his clients pay in cash, which allows him the illegal privilege to report half of his income to Uncle Sam and literally pocket the rest. “You land Miss Priss in your bed tonight, and I’ll give you a thousand bucks. How’s that for a company bonus?” He muses. Both he and Rex were pretty impressed that Ryder’s start-up was willing to pony up so much for each new corporate account.


      My gut cinches at the thought of thrusting into that gorgeous body, and I squeeze my eyes shut tight to flush out the image. “No way.”


      Rex leans back, displeased. “That just proves my point. The Owen we know and love would have jumped at landing both a beautiful woman in his bed, and a beautiful grand in his wallet. If you don’t want to bang her on night one, you’re thinking too highly of her because you care.”


      “Two thousand.” Jet leans in as the three of us inspect her.


      “No.” This entire conversation is starting to irritate me. “Not for one, not for two. There’s no number high enough. And, trust me, I’m not upholding her virtue. She’s a fucking shrew. She’d chew my balls up and spit them out before I knew what happened. And I happen to be emotionally and physically attached my hairy ball sack, so the answer will always be no.”


      “Okay, then I’m fucking her.” Rex knuckle bumps Jet. “Five hundred bucks says I’m pumping into her by midnight.”


      “Would you stop?” I smack the shit out of their joyous high fives. “Nobody is pumping into her by midnight.”


      Rex tilts his head with that disbelieving look again. “Admit that you have a thing for her, and I’ll lay off the Ice Princess for now.”


      “You’ll lay off the Ice Princess forever. She’s off limits. I’m claiming her—and not to bed her. I’m protecting her from assholes like you.”


      Jet groans as Winston wraps an arm around her waist like he owns her. “What about that asshole?”


      I take in a mean breath. I’ll admit, it yanks my dick to see him touching her so intimately, especially knowing what I do regarding why she’s letting him.


      “Okay, I’ll make this easy.” Jet pushes his wad of spare change closer to me. “If you can steal Little Miss Priss away from the frat brat—to protect her”—he and Rex exchange amused yet goofy grins—“I’ll give you the five grand anyway. Make her yours.”


      “To protect her from that idiot?” Every muscle in my tired body jumps at the thought of having five grand to my name. I have a great job with even greater pay, but there used to be a line of what I’m willing to do for money, and somewhere along the way I’ve clearly crossed it.


      “You can be the hero and score some cash.” Jet thumps his fistful of dollars onto the table. “Hell, you can even run around with a cape if you like.”


      I glance to Piper. She has a nervous look in her eyes as Winston edges his body close to hers. Something in me desperately wants to protect her, wants to make sure that neither the demonic sorority she’s trying to score a bed in nor that idiot who’s just plain trying to score can hurt her.


      “She won’t go for someone like me.” It stings to admit it. “She comes from money, and she wants her man to come from money, too.” I can read people, especially when it comes to what they think they want in someone else. It’s a gift I’ve been profiting from for the last few years. “I know her type. It used to be me.”


      Rex slaps his paw over my shoulder. “You’re right, dude. And that’s where the challenge comes in. You’re good enough for her. Both you and I know that. But she’s a tough nut. You can’t crack ’em all.”


      I scowl at him a moment. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


      “You think you can do it?” Jet’s brows rise. “Five K is on the line.” He shakes his head as if I should consider this lunacy.


      “You’re going to give me five K if I make that chick mine. Really?”


      “Really.” Jet’s smile slides right off his face. He’s been closer than a brother. They both have—through all of my formidable bullshit, and now he’s willing to gift me five K to do what the two of them feel is impossible. “Make her your girlfriend.”


      “I’m up for a challenge.” I knock back the rest of my beer and shake his catcher’s mitt of a hand. “I’m in. She’ll be mine in no time, and that tree trunk she’s trying to climb will be long gone by homecoming.”


      Rex blinks back with disbelief. “That’s in a month.”


      I cinch my cheek high and pin it as I observe the two of them across the room. They do look friendly. A little too friendly for my taste. “I’ll do it in half the time.”


      Rex holds back a laugh. “There goes that ego again. All right, you have until homecoming. I’m being generous.”


      “You think I’ll need the extra time, but I won’t. We’re dealing with an expert here, remember?”


      “Okay, I’ll even up the ante. Six grand in a couple of weeks, a solid five in a month—either way, you’re about to get lucky.”


      Rex shakes his head ever so slightly while studying Piper and that gasbag she’s attached herself to. “No, he’s not. Owen is right. She’s doing the sorority thing. She comes from money.” He looks to me. “She’s looking for a social climb, and you, my friend, were recently demoted. I know her type, too. We’re cut from the same cloth.”


      My eyes can’t look away from Piper and those skintight jeans. “She can look past all that social bullshit.” My stomach wrenches because I’m not too sure she can.


      A brisk knock erupts over the table. “What’s going on?”


      We glance up to find Bryson delivering three fresh beers with a smile.


      “On the house.” He nods to me. “You got a second? I’d love for you to meet Baya.”


      “Yes.” I’m on my feet as the guys thank Bryson for the kind gesture. I follow him to the bar where a trio of girls stands laughing amongst themselves, one of which is my cousin Roxy, Ryder’s sister. She offers up a knuckle bump, and I meet her there. Roxy is a big sweetheart hiding under a tough exterior. She’s easy to spot, with her bright red hair and big bright eyes. She has a successful baking business that she runs from her apartment, Sprinkles Cupcakes. I’ve been meaning to stop by and down a few dozen, especially now that we’re in the same building.


      “Get over here!” Roxy pulls me in tight. “Damn, I missed you.”


      “Missed you, too.” I pull back and look to Bryson.


      “Owen, you know Laney, Ryder’s wife.”


      Oh, shit. I went to their wedding, and here I hardly recognized her in the low-lit bar with the all the noise and bodies pumping around us.


      “Yes, of course. You were a beautiful bride by the way, as were you.” I recognize Baya. Ryder and Bryson had a double wedding. I was pretty choked up watching Baya walk down the aisle, especially since my sister almost made sure it didn’t happen. I still can’t fathom how she can have so little disregard for human life. Baya is a person who deserves to breathe every single breath God gives her, just like Stephanie did. My heart aches for the entire Jones family.


      “Thank you.” Baya’s face contorts to a gripping sadness. “Can I give you a hug?”


      “Yes.” I can barely get the word out through the brick lodged in my throat. Baya wraps her arms around me, and I hold her tight for a moment, probably too tight, but I can’t help it. I’m sorry for all the pain, all the heartache Aubree has caused. I wish there was some way to wipe it all away.


      She pulls back with fresh tears in her eyes. “You are a sweetheart. I don’t have anything against you. In fact, I wish you all the success in the world.”


      Roxy step in and wraps her arms around my shoulder. “I told them about the bullshit your family is putting you through. You know that your dad is just taking a cue from my old man. Only mine was kind enough to get Ryder and me through school before cutting us off. Are you doing okay? I’ve tried calling and texting, but you’re doing the I’m-not-getting-your-messages thing.”


      That’s my favorite part about Roxy—she’s a no-bullshit zone. And she’s right. I’ve been avoiding any and all extended family for years, partly because I’ve got too much pride to take a handout and partly because I’m damn ashamed of what my branch of the family has done. My mother and Roxy’s father are siblings, but it’s no secret my father has been paying attention to how they raise their children. I’ve heard a million times how the Capwells have managed to raise decent kids who aren’t panning out to be a burden on taxpayers for the rest of their lives. As soon as he said that, I knew I didn’t want any government handout to help me along the way. I know the dig was meant for Aubree and the lifelong prison sentence under her belt, but I felt the sting and disappointment more than she ever could.


      “I’m sorry.” It’s all I can manage. “How about we hang out sometime? I’m at Briggs now—just landed in your building, in fact, and I’ll be here more than you’ll ever care to see me.”


      “Done. We’ll catch up.”


      “Cool.” Our little group disbands.


      I glance around the room for Piper, and my eyes snag on an unwelcome sight. Winston’s hands keep gravitating to her hips, and she keeps rerouting him to her waist, but he’s enjoying the slip. Too bad he’s playing it all wrong. That’s one thing I tell my boys when they’re desperate to get laid—act like you don’t really need it. Act like you’re the one doing them a favor. And for fuck’s sake, don’t accost the girl. I speed over with my cock on fire, ready and willing to beat this asshole’s head in if he touches her any lower and, shit—his hands glide right over her curves in an aggressive revolution. I snatch a half-full glass off an abandoned table, ready to initiate what’s quickly becoming my signature move. Only this time I don’t bother doing the traditional bump and dump. This time I fling it all in his face.


      He jumps back, wheezing, inspecting the damage to his silk suit and tie. And who the hell wears an Italian suit to a bar? Another reason she shouldn’t be hanging out with this idiot. He’s suspicious in every capacity.


      “Oh my God! Are your parents siblings?” Piper slices my throat with a mean look before making a lame attempt to mop him up with his already saturated tie. “Are you okay?”


      “I’m fine.” Winston nods to me. “I advise that next time you be more careful. Excuse me.” He ducks into the crowd and heads for the bathroom.


      Piper spins into me. Her hair fans out like dark flames, her eyes already lit with fire. She lets out a riotous roar right in my face, and I stand steady, unflinching because I know for a fact Jet and Rex are watching the entire exchange.


      Pay attention, boys—I’m about to show you how it’s done.


      “I knew that was your stupid shtick!” She slaps at my chest a few times. “Who in the hell do you think you are?” Her jaw pops as she shouts the words, her pretty cherry-stained lips round out in a pout, and I’m dying to land my mouth over them—to impress the boys, of course. I nod at this misnomer I’m begging myself to buy into because the alternative, the very thought of me wanting this temperamental hellion makes my balls want to shrivel up in fear.


      “That was me doing you a favor.”


      She strikes her hand across my face so hard half the bar pauses in awe of her backhanded expertise. I’ll admit, it takes a talent to smack like that. The entire left side of my face is on fire.


      Piper gets in close, nose-to-nose, her anger so ripe it’s thermal. “That was me doing you a favor. Get over yourself, Owen. Find another coed to manipulate into your bed!” She takes off to the hearty applause of the ponytail republic.


      I turn back and spot both Jet and Rex shaking their heads like a couple of mournful motherfuckers.


      I’ll prove them wrong, or in a Shakespearean turn of events I’ll prove myself wrong. Nope, that’s not going to happen. I need Little Miss Priss’s body to conform to mine, willingly, of course, and that blissful union will lead to a hefty boost to my bank account. My stomach goes rancid at the thought. Hell, I’d tame that shrew for nothing.


      It’s getting late so I leave straight for work, and all I see, all I think about is Piper.


      Hot damn, if Jet and Rex weren’t right about this one. And they were wrong about one thing. I’m not as infallible as I might have led them to believe—I’ve hit a wall or two of stinging rejection.


      But my entire body begs for it not to come from Piper. I’ve seen where rejection landed my sister, and because of it I have no intention on ever chasing the ever-elusive tail of love. Not going to happen. I’m not interested in the insanity, the madness that fairy tales can lead to. No thank you. I have no problem landing girls in my bed and kicking them right back out once we’re through. I’ve never heard a complaint, and I’m a strong subscriber of the old adage, if it’s not broke, don’t fix it.


      Piper James has stained my brain, and I can’t seem to evict her. The thought of that firecracker committing—submitting to a relationship with me does seem a bit farfetched.


      I give my truck a quick slap before hopping inside.


      It’s game on. Piper James is landing in my bed sooner than her wild self can ever imagine.


      This isn’t about the money.


      This is personal.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          This is a Test
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      This is personal.


      Owen Vincent has crossed one serious line, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why.


      “Hello?” Cassidy waves a hand while breaking the simple greeting into six different syllables—a world record, I think. “What’s going on in that brain of yours? I said I’m headed into the English building. Which way are you going?”


      “I’ve got Sexual Politics in Western Society down in Union Hall.” I point in the opposite direction.


      “All right. Don’t think too much about that boy’ah.” She gives a knowing look.


      “On the what?” Honestly, I’m not trying to be rude, but half the time I let the things I don’t understand slide because it feels as though all I do is ask her to repeat herself.


      “That boy’ah! You know, the dude you slapped silly last Saturday. You keep mumbling about him. Hell, girl—you mumble about him in your sleep. ‘I hate you, Owen. Just like that, Owen. I hate you! Faster! Faster!’ It’s like he’s invaded your drawers without you even knowing it.” She snickers into this obscene idea, and we share a laugh.


      “He did not nor will he ever invade anything of mine. And you’re a damn liar. I haven’t had one nightmare about the moron.” I wave her off.


      “Me thinks you protest too much!”


      I flip her the bird, and she cackles twice as loud. Cassidy is a breath of fresh air compared to all the society snobs I was forced to room with at the Bentley Academy. I really like her. I like Scarlett and Daisy, too. It feels good having friends again. Not that I consider any of the catty girls I went to boarding school friends at this point. It’s funny how everyone is willing to turn on you once they think their own reputations are on the line. I shake the thought out of my head as a familiar dark-haired boy who happens to wear my features—dimples, blue eyes, and all—heads in my direction.


      “Baby girl.” Cade pulls me into a firm hug, and it feels good. I linger a moment longer than I need to take in his familiar scent. As much as I hate to admit it, I miss my big brother. I miss a lot of things lately. It’s as if all I want to do is curl up in a ball and cry. Who knew college would turn me into the wuss I always knew I could be?


      “You avoiding me?” He lands a quick kiss on my head, and I frown as we pull away.


      “No—maybe.” I shrug, falling back into his strong embrace a moment. “Do you think I’m ugly?”


      “What?” He takes a step away, and we head toward Union Hall together. “I’m your brother. I don’t have to answer that, but, for the record, you could be my fraternal twin, so no, I think you’re damn good-looking. How’s that?”


      “Sounds like you have an ego.”


      “What’s the problem? The cute boy in class not giving you the time of day?” He smirks as if he wants to slaughter said cute boy.


      “I don’t know. Classes haven’t officially begun yet, smart ass, and, well, sort of.” Winston really does seem to like me, not that I’m too interested in him. And after a few beers, it leads to some seriously unwanted octopussy action. Owen crosses my mind again. “What does it mean when a guy is really rude to you?”


      “Like pulling your proverbial pigtails to get your attention rude or saying mean shit?” Cade’s brows narrow because he’s more than ready and willing to knock some teeth out if he has to.


      “I guess proverbial pigtails.” I shrug, trying to classify Owen’s bizarre behavior. It’s like he keeps trying to rescue me, and yet there isn’t anything remotely that I need rescuing from. He’s just being an ass. Too bad he’s one ass I can’t seem to get out of my mind. And as much as I’m ashamed to admit it, Cassidy is right. That idiot has somehow managed to infiltrate my dreams. Look out, Freddy. There’s a new nightmare in town.


      Cade wraps an arm around my shoulders and pauses at the steps of Union Hall. “That means he’s really into you. Go easy on him when you let him down.”


      “What makes you so sure I’m going to let him down?” I give my brother a sly look because I can instinctually feel what he’s going to say right down to my creaky bones.


      “Because if you don’t, I’ll have to hunt him down and kill him.” He takes a few steps backward. “Feel free to introduce me anytime. I’m up for a quick meet and greet.” He socks his hand into his palm over and over, and I laugh all the way to class. It warms my black little heart that Cade is so willing to injure anyone who even tries to hurt me.


      Wish he were there for me last year. But he didn’t know the whole story, the real one.


      I didn’t breathe a word.


      Nor will I ever.

      


      “My classes are freaking great!” I slurp down the rest of my iced latte as Scarlett and Cassidy scowl. They’ve both landed tough professors with a workload that’s going to have them in the library more than it will a sorority mixer.


      Daisy offers up a high five, and I accept. “Here’s to a breezy fall semester, and the cute TA in my biology lab.”


      “Hear, hear!” I may not have a cute TA, but I definitely don’t have five hundred papers due by December.


      “I can’t believe this is my life,” Cassidy bleats, sounding a lot more East Coast than Southern Belle at the moment. Turns out, depression is the key to defusing her accent. Go figure.


      Scarlett checks her phone for the zillionth time. “If my mother calls with one more dating crisis, I just might drop everything including my classes and go help her manage her love life. God knows with my schedule I won’t have one.”


      “No way.” I take another quick swig of the delicious mocha lusciousness. This is my first cup of coffee from the Hallowed Grounds café, and I’m betting it won’t be my last. “You need a good education to get you where you want to be in life.”


      “Not everyone needs it.” She stabs her straw into her drink again and again.


      “Yes, but you’re already here, and you were more than willing to do this yesterday. What’s changed?”


      “The fact my French class is going to eat six hours of my day. Not to mention I suck at writing papers, and I have to come up with twenty brilliant manifestos that I couldn’t pen if all the shoes at Neiman Marcus were at stake.”


      “Drop French, and I’ll help you out with a few papers. It’s no sweat. I’m pretty good at it, actually.” Who knew the hard driving teachers at the esteemed Bentley Academy of the Eastern Seaboard would actually have prepared me for this juncture in my life? I have half a mind to text my mother and thank her for the eighteen-year lockdown.


      “Drop French?” Scarlett looks affronted as if I just asked her to flash her boobs to the mob of frat boys that just sauntered in, and, no, not one of them is Winston, thankfully.


      “Yes, take it in the spring. This isn’t a sprint. It’s a four-year marathon. You’ll get there. This is the first day of the rest of your life. I think you’re just overloaded right now. Your schedule sounds impossible. I don’t blame you for wanting to cry in your coffee.”


      “I’m not crying in my coffee.” She makes a face. Scarlett has those bee-stung lips that girls are throwing fistfuls of dollars at aestheticians armed with big needles to achieve. “Okay, I may have been tempted for a moment.” She laughs. “Fine, I’ll drop French! This is crazy. It feels as if a serious weight has been lifted off my shoulders. Plus, now I’ll have more time to devote to archery. It’s the only thing that keeps me grounded.”


      “Cool.” I shrug. “I knew you were a badass.”


      Both Cassidy and Daisy offer up a round of high fives.


      “Hey, I know—” Cassidy blinks those baby blues at us. “Why don’t we all go out and do something wild to commemorate this first day of the rest of our lives?”


      “Like?” I’m not so sure I like that gleam in Cassidy’s eyes. I’ve long suspected she has a wild streak in her.


      She leans in hard. Her eyes widen the size of golf balls. “Like get ourselves some tatties!”


      “Titties?” I wince. Good God, maybe I don’t want to understand her.


      “Tats!” she squawks. “Tattoos!”


      “I’m in.” Scarlett doesn’t hesitate. For as feminine and gorgeous as she is, she’s right there shooting arrows and willing to get tatted up with the best of them.


      “I can’t. I don’t have any tattoos,” I’m quick to offer up the totally lame excuse. Hell, I don’t even know anyone with tattoos, with the exception of Owen, and I refuse to count him as any one of my acquaintances.


      “I don’t either.” Daisy physically squirms at the idea. “Plus, I’m scared to death of blood and needles.”


      “There won’t be any blood.” Cassidy jumps to her feet and flips up the back of her shirt, revealing the words fly away home scrolled in neat penmanship running down her spine.


      “Pretty,” I muse. “What’s it mean?” I know for a fact every tattoo should have a meaning. At least, I think that’s what they say. The Bentley Academy wasn’t exactly rife with ink, at least not the flesh-inscribed variety.


      “Just something my daddy used to tell me.” She bites down on her lip, and that lightning jag of a scar ignites in silver. “Anyway, if it’s on your back, you won’t see the needle. Are you in?” She purses her lips, doing her best impression of an adorably irresistible puppy in the process.


      “I’m in,” Daisy reluctantly agrees.


      “I don’t have any tattoos,” Scarlett assures me. “But I’m dying to do something wild to kick off this season of my life. I’m just going to get something small, nothing showy. Come on, Piper. If you can talk me into dropping French, I can talk you into a tiny tattoo on a part of your body hardly anyone will notice. You up for getting a little wild?”


      “Oh, crap.” I roll my eyes as a smile floats to my face. “I’m in!” I land my palm flat over the table, and they pile their hands on top.


      “Let’s get wild, girls!” Cassidy lets out a yelp, and we howl in concert.


      “Wow!” A foreign voice comes from behind, and I turn to find Marley standing there with Annie. Annie is a total doll. She’s spent a majority of her life completely deaf, until recently when she underwent surgery of some sort, and now you would never know that she couldn’t hear a whisper let alone a scream. “Looks like college life agrees with you.” Marley gives a tiny wave to the girls, so I do a quick round of introductions.


      “You two need a table?” I stand, as do the rest of my newly minted wild girls.


      “Please don’t leave on our account!” Annie looks horrified that she’s ejected us from our seats.


      “We have a study group we need to get to,” I say it so fast that I don’t have time to process the lie, and the thought of spilling a non-truth makes me gasp. I abhor lying. I want to slap myself silly for the malfeasance, but, since it slipped out without my permission, I’m willing to let it slide just this once.


      “Wyatt wants us all to get together, maybe this weekend, next weekend?” Marley shouts as we’re halfway out the door.


      “You bet!” Dear God, I hope that wasn’t another lie. I’ve always prided myself on the fact I’m stealth not to let even the little infraction slip from my lips. Besides, I love getting together with my brothers, and for sure I consider Blake a brother, too, so I know this will be fun.


      “Oh, hon, a weekend with family?” Cassidy wraps her arm through mine as we head toward the parking lot. “Have you seen that roster of events that Alpha Chi sent out this morning?”


      It’s true. They’ve claimed every waking hour that we’re not in school as their own. I’ll barely have time to squeeze in the things that I need to do, like my internship.


      “I don’t know how any of those girls hold down a job.” Scarlett unlocks her Jeep, and we all pile inside.


      “Please,” Daisy moans. “Those rich bitches? Excuse my French.” Her eyes flit to Scarlett a moment. “They don’t have to work.” She gives her hair a disgruntled fluff in the mirror. “They’re all flying through life on Daddy’s money.” She glosses her lips. “Where’s my sugar daddy? That’s what the hell I want to know.”


      “You said it, sister.” Cassidy and Daisy high-five. They both happen to be at Briggs on scholarship. It’s funny how at Bentley I never really hung out with the girls who were there on scholarship. Mostly, I attributed it to the fact they were so cliquey amongst themselves, but mainly it was because the idiots I hung out with would never have dreamed to invite them over to our table. I sink in my seat a little at the thought of shutting out anyone as nice as Cassidy or Daisy simply because they didn’t come from money—i.e., their fathers weren’t crooks who robbed other people blind in the name of finance. Most of the kids at Bentley were conceived at the altar of Wall Street.


      I think about this all the way to the tattoo parlor, and like a feral ghost, Owen keeps weaving himself in my mind as if he belonged there, as if he were stalking that most sacred part of me.


      Maybe he’s not the moron.


      Maybe it’s me.

      


      Think Ink is definitely on the wrong side of Jepson, with its bordered-up neighbors and throngs of derelicts freely urinating along the front of the establishment.


      Scarlett pinches her nose as she leads the way inside, and surprisingly, for what looks like an opium den from the outside is quite bright and cheery—dare I say, a touch on the sanitary side on the inside.


      A scrawny looking girl with brilliantly colorful tattoo sleeves waves a clipboard at us. One of her tattoos, an owl depicted over the entire length of her forearm, mesmerizes me with its big spooky eyes.


      I smack Cassidy on the arm and whisper, “I don’t think I could commit to a creature with freaky eyes gazing at me all day long.” I glance around at the ornate artwork all over the walls. “Heck, I don’t think I can commit to any of this. If I want to see art, I’ll go to a museum. What the hell do I need it engraved in my flesh for? Besides, there’s no way I’ll be able to decide on any one thing. I’m the queen of indecision and regret. And if I do get something carved in my flesh—have I mentioned my affinity for regret?”


      “You’re being ridiculous.”


      “Sign in if you’re here to get inked,” the girl calls out. “Pick out your tat, and fill out the paperwork.” She hands a clipboard full of waivers to each of us, and we quickly check and sign our way through it. I get up and take in the miles and miles of designs sprawled over the walls. A few fat photo albums lie split open in the middle, filled to the brim with yet more pictures to add to the mental chaos.


      “Okay—you’re rubbing off on me, James. I’ll never decide what to get.” Daisy hems and haws as she takes in the designs beside me.


      We look for what feels like hours. A book marked Hidden Treasures arouses our interests, and we open it up fearlessly, not expecting the onslaught of male and female genitalia to be shamelessly staring back at us. It’s all here—nipples, cocks, and that tender spot I can’t bear to look at on myself, let alone others, all decked out with floral designs surrounding it, piercings, and a few things I don’t even know how to classify. We close the treasure trove of dirty little secrets and continue undaunted on our quest for clip art that will most likely outlast most of our marriages. That’s not me being cynical—those are just raw statistics.


      Then, in a rare fleeting moment, my indecisiveness up and disappears once I spot something so elegant and tiny I suddenly must have this very design imprinted forever somewhere on my body.


      “I want this one.” It’s a simple design—a heart split in two, with one half purple and the other half pink. It’s small, no bigger than a thumbprint, so it shouldn’t give my mother too big of a heart attack should she see it. Speaking of which, she’s called me twice today wondering how classes have gone, so I pull out my phone and shoot her a quick generic text in the event she morphs into stalker mode and tracks me down while I’m getting myself “inked” of all things. It’s kind of nice, though. My mother doesn’t reach out often, but when she does, I really appreciate it.


      College won’t change me! I chimed as she was pulling away from the airport. I’ll always be your sweet little girl! But I knew even then that was already stretching the truth to the max. I brush the past out of my head with a simple toss of my hair.


      “I’m getting this one.” Cassidy points to a raving mad clown with knives in place of teeth.


      “Nobody that I have to live with for the next solid year is going to have that stamped onto their body.”


      The three of them break out in a spasm of laughter.


      Scarlett bumps me with her shoulder. “Are you always this intense?”


      “I am when I’m about to be impaled with a needle.”


      “Now that you put it that way…” Daisy holds her stomach as if she might be sick.


      Scarlett picks out a raven and decides to have it put on the back of her neck. The three of us file into a tiny room while some beefy, hot guy named Jet effortlessly drills it into her skin. Jet is covered with a bevy of interesting tattoos, so much so that he’s practically a walking billboard for the place. But his tats only make me think of Owen. He has dark hair like Owen, too, and eyes that glow just like— I cringe at the thought of that idiot weaseling into my every thought. He’s like one of those brain-eating amoebas, that once they bore into your gray matter you’re pretty much screwed.


      Scarlett lets out a few moans and whimpers, but, for the most part, she pulls through with a smile.


      Jet puts a giant white strip of gauze over his work of art and lays his hand over her gingerly.


      “Don’t wash it for a good week or two.”


      “What?” She squeals for the first time in twenty minutes. “I’m a germaphobe. I live in the shower. I’m practically amphibious!” That man had a needle plunged into her for twenty minutes straight, and over this she has a freak out? Now I know that if you really want to mess with Scarlett’s world, you simply take away her bar of soap.


      “Relax.” He gives her knee a quick tap. “I’m kidding. Go easy on it. You did great, by the way.” He spins around on his doctor’s chair and takes the three of us in with his cellophane green eyes. “Who’s next?”


      “Piper?” Scarlett nudges me.


      Jet does a double take as if he knows me.


      “Excuse me just a second.” He hops up. “I have to make a quick phone call.” He ditches out the door for less than ten seconds while Cassidy and I engage in a quick game of rock-paper-scissors. Rock smashes scissors, so Cassidy is up at bat.


      “You girls figure it out?” He gloves up once again.


      “Oh, hon,”—Cassidy fans herself, playing the part of a country fried damsel in distress to a T—“I’m next, but you’re going to have to go extra gentle on me.” She bites down on her lip flirtatiously. “I’ve got a little thing about pain.”


      He winces. “Sweetheart, this isn’t for the faint at heart. You sure you want to do this?”


      “You didn’t let me finish.” She does that thing where the words break apart in the most seductive way possible. “I do have a little thing about pain”—she melts into the makeshift bed that Scarlett just abandoned—“I happen to like it a lot.” She raises her shirt and points to the spot just above her navel. “Make it hurt, baby.” She gives a disarming wink. Honest to God, Cassidy is the only person in the world who can get away with that facial infraction.


      Jet inks her up, turning her entire bellybutton into a spinning crimson rose. It’s beautiful. I was actually back to questioning her sanity when she chose that floral motif, but the way her belly opens to the dark cave of the rose, it looks magical, soothing even. God Almighty, help me if I spend the next two semesters navel gazing, literally, at the belly of my roommate.


      “All right, ladies.” Jet cleans and sanitizes until he’s ready for another victim. “Let’s see what you’ve got. Who’s up next in the hot seat?”


      Daisy goes pale and begins to dry heave.


      “Shee-it!” Cassidy helps her to the door. “I think we need some air. I’ll pony up at the counter and wait with her in the car.”


      “Oh, no, you don’t. No puking in my car!” Scarlett calls after them. “I’m going to take you home.”


      “Wait! What about me? I need my tat!” Suddenly, I’m an advocate for purple-pink hearts everywhere.


      “We can come back tomorrow?” Scarlett shrugs at the idea.


      As much as I thought I really didn’t want it, I sort of kind of do. What’s a first day of college without a little wild side peeking through? Especially in the form of an indelible ink stain.


      “A part of the thrill is looking back on this one day when I’m stuck in a nursing home and saying, ‘See this, sonny? I did that there thing on the very first day of the rest of my life.’” I sound like a drunken toddler as I try to plead my case.


      Scarlett frowns at my lackluster performance. “I’ll be back.” She looks to Jet. “And she’s the sane one of the bunch.”


      He raises his brows, and I try not to piss him off by making a smart-ass remark. The bell at the front of the shop chimes, and I’m truly alone with this madman and his den full of needles. Needles! Gah! What the hell am I thinking? Since when have I ever thought it was a good idea to become a human coloring book? And by way of freaking needles! Shit! Clearly, I am not the sane one of the freaking bunch. Teaches me to follow Cassidy like some lemming off the blank-canvased cliff. She probably just wanted to drag the rest of us in on what she’s already deemed a regrettable error in her life.


      “Tell me what and where.” He gives a peaceable smile. Jet isn’t at all greasy or smarmy, and I’m thankful for that since I happen to have an aversion to those kinds of men, and, oddly, Winston sort of fits well in both categories.


      I show him the heart and dot my finger over my ankle, inciting a frown from him. “I really don’t want it to be that noticeable. But I don’t want it hidden, hidden either.” Like on my vagina.


      He gives a sober nod. “I’m going to be honest with you. This is going to hurt. You want to pick another spot? Like somewhere with more cushioning? There are lots of places that the sun don’t shine.”


      There he goes, pushing that va-jay-jay agenda on me. I’m thinking he’s eager to add another page to that book of Hidden Treasures he flaunts up front.


      “You wish.” I shoot him a look that says my white fluffy ass shall neither see the sun nor that halogen megawatt bulb he has pointed down from the ceiling. I’m starting to wonder if Mr. Happy Needle is also a pervert whose job just so happens to afford him the luxury of getting his jollies off while on the clock.


      I take off my shoe and pull up my jeans to my knee. “Make it hurt, sweetheart,” I bleat out Cassidy’s battle cry, but it comes out weak, pathetic. I think we both know tears will be joining us soon, probably both mine and his. I’m about as good with pain as I am in dealing with my temper.


      “It’s all on you, sweetheart.”


      He starts in, and I let out a throat-burning scream.


      Jet pulls back, turns off his drill, and glances to the ceiling. “You realize I haven’t touched you yet.”


      “Oh, right.” I bite down hard on my lip. “I was—um, practicing.”


      He grimaces. “I have an idea. Why don’t you think of someone you hate? Maybe someone who annoys the living shit out of you, and pretend it’s happening to him?” He looks away a moment and gives a private chuckle as if it’s some inside joke. I bet he tells all his clients the very same thing. He starts in again without warning, and oh my shit!


      It burns! I’m on fire! FIRE!


      I let out a series of hearty groans, imagining all this vexing torment is actually happening to Owen, in far more delicate places than his foot, but that doesn’t help worth a flying shit. Soon, my howls are traded for tears, and I’m boohooing at the top of my lungs like a baby.


      “Enough!” a male voice booms from the door, and both Jet and I stop our whining, me with my voice and him with that devil’s claw he’s using to dissolve my flesh.


      A dark shadow of a man stains the door with his extraordinary muscular build, his hotter-than-hell face that makes my thighs quiver at the sight of it, and then it registers who this freak of nature is.


      It’s Owen. Of course, it is. Honestly, I would have thought he was slacking off in the stalker department if he didn’t make his routine appearance in my life. I give a few good blinks just to be sure that I didn’t conjure him from my imagination. It was, after all, him I was envisioning with a needle in his eye. I was getting tired of picturing him with his pants down, his boxers pulled low, and his junk in one hand and Jet’s needle in the other. Okay, so I wasn’t getting tired as much as I was hot and bothered, but I’d die before I admit it.


      “What the hell are you doing here?” Jet and I blurt out at the same time, leaving poor Jet to do a cartoon-like shake of the head.


      “I asked first!” We manage the second verse same as the first, and now it’s me doing a jowl jiggling shake of the head.


      “I heard the screaming all the way from Briggs.” Owen pumps out a quick shit-eating grin.


      “Liar.” That’s one truth I don’t mind pointing out.


      “At least you’re quiet now,” he muses. “You know what they say—silence is golden; duct tape is silver.”


      “Ugh.” I might actually vomit.


      “Screaming is a good look on you.”


      “You’re a pig. If I were you, I’d see if there was a vaccine for that.”


      Owen ignores my sage advice and treads closer to my foot. “Let’s see it, sweetie.” He glances down and winces as if the mere sight of the purple welt hurts to look at. “Now you’ve done it.” His brows notch like fishhooks, and my stomach pinches with heat. He’s unfairly gorgeous. I’ve already determined that, but with his face in deep concern for me, it adds another dimension to his comeliness. Stupid, stupid hormones.


      “I’ll bite—now I’ve done what?”


      “You chose the most painful part of the body to put one of those damn things.”


      Jet holds up his hands. “I swear, I warned her, dude.”


      “What are you doing here?” I glance to the partial purple heart on my ankle that looks like nothing more than a bad run-in with a Sharpie. Just great. Can’t wait to tell my grandkids about this fiasco.


      He glances to Jet. “I came in scouting for a new tat. Jet here does all my ink.” He tugs at the sleeves of his flannel and gives a depleted smile. “You need someone to hold your hand, sweetheart?”


      It comes out sarcastic, but I’m pretty sure that’s as close as he gets to anything genuine anyway.


      “Ha!” I bark so loud that half the patrons out front stop to ogle into the tiny room. “In your dreams, Vincent.” I nod to Jet. “Get moving. I’m ready to have this over with.” I lean back and bite down on my lower lip so hard my taste buds run metallic.


      Jet switches out that forked devil’s tongue in his hand for a new one, and the drill starts up again. My entire body wills for me to stop this madness. The needle touches down, and a shrill cry rips from my throat. I will never fucking have children! If this is how bad an assumingly innocent ankle can kill, how much more pain can that delicate vaginal part of me inflict when it’s time to push out a watermelon-sized human?


      The drill hits a nerve, and my entire body bucks as I scream at the top of my lungs. I bat Jet and his demonic machinery away until that beast in his hand ceases to moan.


      “Swear to God, come near me with that dental drill, and you will be down one colorful limb, my friend.”


      “I’m not done.” He inverts a smile, holding up the damning instrument of terror in his hand as if there were no other way out of this mess.


      “Oh, you’re done. Dress it up like a turkey on Thanksgiving. I’ll pay you for the whole thing. I’m out of here.”


      It takes less than thirty seconds for Jet to apply ointment, dress it with gauze, and for me to hit the receptionist’s desk already flashing my wallet.


      Owen pops up and shakes his head at the emaciated girl. “Put this one on my tab.”


      “You have a tab?” I snort at the idea. “Wow, you are really trying too hard to impress me.”


      “He has a tab,” the spinal cord says with an eerie grin that shows off too many teeth. “You need anything else?”


      “Yes, the bill. The sign said it was fifty bucks.” I pluck out a fifty, and she snarls at it.


      “Sorry. I don’t have change.”


      “You don’t need it.”


      Jet walks up, and I stuff the money into his hand.


      I head out into the crisp evening air, and the stench of urine and sour milk fills my nostrils. Some men look up from across the street, and I pull my jacket over me tight, feeling vulnerable and very much alone.


      Owen pops up beside me, and as much as I hate to admit it, I’m glad about it.


      “You need a ride?”


      “You offering?” My eyes drag over his tight rippling abs, ashamed for whatever reason to meet up with his gaze.


      “You taking?”


      “Maybe.”


      “Then, yes, I am offering.” He leads me to a beat-up red pickup that looks as if it’s circled the circumference of the earth both land and sea, twice. “What did you get?”


      “Half a heart.”


      “Sounds about right.” He starts up the engine, and we pull away from Think Ink with a heave.


      “Please.” I scoff at the dig. “You don’t know me.”


      “I know you about as much as you know me.”


      “I know you’re a player.” My brows lift as he straightens with pride at the sexual badge I’ve just slapped him with. “Yup. I hear you’re pretty good in the sack, too. You should consider trying it with a partner sometime.”


      His head ticks back as the smile slips from his face. “You’re not funny. But I take it you’re signing up to be my partner, so I guess you’ll know firsthand just how good I can be.” I open my mouth to say something, but he cuts me right off. “That screaming you did back there was just a vocal warm-up, princess. They’re going to hear you all the way back in your hometown. Manhattan, is it?” His dimples dig in as he grins.


      “Someone will be screaming all right.” I shoot Scarlett a quick text and let her know she won’t have to make a trip back, that I scored a ride with one of the locals. His urine penmanship is staggeringly amazing.


      She texts right back. Sounds like bar boy found you again. Cassidy says don’t do anything she wouldn’t do.


      I can just imagine the three of them dying in a fit of giggles, and I drop my phone to the bottom of my purse. I definitely won’t be doing anything Cassidy’s coital mind would dream up, not with Owen Vincent, of all people.


      “I still say you were stalking me.” I sink into my seat.


      “Maybe I was.”


      This might be the one exception when I’m glad about it.


      “Hey, can I ask you something?” Not that I have a million questions for my self-appointed superhero, but there is one thing that’s kind of been gnawing at me.


      “Shoot—it’s proverbial, by the way, in the event you’re packing.”


      “Not packing.” I glower at him a moment. “What happened to your sister? You mentioned she was dangerous the other night, and then I heard Bryson say he hoped she was getting the help she needed.”


      He winces as if I had sucker-punched him. “I don’t talk about her.” The air grows stale around us. His Adam’s apple rises and falls. “Aubree—she’s in prison for murder. She tried to kill Baya, too. Don’t bring her up again.”


      We drive all the way to Whitney Briggs in silence.

      


      At nine o’clock on the button, while Cassidy is busy bopping around in her pajama shorts with her headphones securely on, my phone buzzes as does hers as we each receive a rather ominous text from Jules Flannery.


      Alpha Chi in fifteen minutes. Those who can’t make it won’t make it.


      Cassidy and I scramble our way downstairs. We each have a bicycle parked out front, and at least thirty other girls from our dorm are fiddling with their locks.


      “I’ll drive!” Scarlett shouts as she and Daisy beat us to her Jeep.


      Alpha Chi is lit up like a Christmas tree with a million sparkling twinkle lights. It’s clear something very special is about to happen as dozens of girls file in wearing an odd assortment of robes and ratty old sweatshirts. It sort of reminds me of the “kidnappings” that would take place in high school, where your friends would take you to Denny’s at five a.m. for a pancake breakfast and then force you to go to all of your classes still wrapped in your bathrobe, face covered in pimple cream. Thankfully, I was never “kidnapped,” but a part of me wishes I had the friends that did those kinds of crazy things. A part of me wishes I had real friends.


      Cassidy tugs me by the arm while staring up at the glittering house. “If their point was to catch us off guard, they did a hell of a job. We look like the walking dead.”


      Scarlett moans, holding the back of her neck where she had her first tat carved into her flesh. “More like the walking wounded. I’m not really feeling this. I just want to crawl back into bed.”


      “Me, too.” Daisy cowers at the sight of Scarlett’s newfound flesh wound.


      The Alpha Chi bots greet us with their ultra perky ponytails in full swing. Their glittering teeth pop white under the duress of their blood red smiles. They are all pep and pearls as they lead us into a sitting area that looks as if it could hold fifty of my dorm rooms in the least. To say the living room is gargantuan, mausoleum-like is a gross underestimate. There’s an air of Gothic appeal with its Victorian décor and navy velvet sofas.


      Lucille clears her throat into a wireless microphone, and the feedback wakes those of us half asleep and even those of us stoned off one too many ibuprofen. I happen to fall into that latter category.


      “Welcome to the first official candle lighting ceremony at Alpha Chi!” she bleats. “This is the commitment phase of our relationship. Those of you who were tapped are lucky enough to have been chosen as official PNMs! And, should you accept to participate in tonight’s ceremony, you will officially begin rushing for the Alpha Chi Whitney Briggs chapter!”


      The room breaks out into ear-piercing cheers with my whoop and holler right up there with Cassidy’s. This, right here, has the power to wipe off the horrible memory of what will forever be known as the tattoo travesty we endured this evening. I’m pretty sure I’ll spend the rest of my life explaining to people that I had a run-in with a magic marker. It just never goes away! I must be allergic. Now, thanks to my inability to listen to my better judgment, I’ll be spewing lies for the rest of my natural days.


      I’ve gone from dreading the whitest of lies to manufacturing an entire dictionary’s worth of misgivings. This little temporary intuition glitch is sure to haunt me straight into the business world. But I’ll be damned if I let this tiny purple faux pas take down my impending financial career.


      I’ve already eyed Cassidy’s makeup, the one she uses on her scar. I looked it up on the Internet, and it’s medical grade—the stuff they give to burn victims so they can resume a normal existence. I have no idea what’s under that cover-up of hers. For all I know, she could have a rainbow-colored gash, and I’d never be the wiser. Although, a rainbow slash running down your face in the shape of a lightning bolt would be a little too kick ass for me to ever want to cover up.


      Anyway, I digress. I’m totally committed to getting my hands on that insane miracle-working foundation and slathering it on my purple broken heart each and every day in the event I have to don a pair of heels on Wall Street. I want to be taken seriously, and I’m pretty sure looking like a toddler attacked me with a melted crayon isn’t the proper way to go about it, not to mention there’s my mother to contend with. Nope, modern-day cosmetics are the only hope I have. God knows there’s no way in hell I’m going back to that torture chamber to finish the job.


      “Ladies, look around at the beauty and splendor of Alpha House!” Jules belts it out as if she’s about to break into song. The entire night is starting to feel like some Broadway musical we’ve been pulled into as a part of some spontaneous ensemble casts. “If you feel as if Alpha Chi is not the right place for you, please feel free to leave the building. You will not be judged. We strive to create a loving community of sisters, and we pass judgment on no one who feels this isn’t the right time in their lives to pursue a sorority commitment.”


      A few girls trickle out the sides, and don’t think I didn’t notice the sisters fully taking into account who they were. I’ll bet good money they won’t be matriculating with the likes of Sigma Theta Tau any time soon. But thanks to some good-natured hard ass looks from Cassidy and me, both Scarlett and Daisy decide to stick around.


      Cassidy and I are pretty psyched to be here, so as soon as it’s our turn to light the candles in tonight’s PNM opening ceremony, we give a giddy running high five to all the sisters as we bop down the aisle and back to our place in the lineup.


      In all, over sixty girls are gunning for forty-two seats, twenty-seven beds since the rest of us are freshmen who wouldn’t be able to enjoy a good night’s rest in this overgrown museum for another year entirely, nor will we get to enjoy the home-cooked meals by the five-star iron chef they hold hostage in the kitchen. But a year should totally fly by, and I’m betting that by the time we’re seniors, we’ll be running this circus. It’ll probably be Cassidy in charge, and, knowing her, there will be one hell of a line down at Think Ink on that special day—sans me, of course. I’ll cheer everyone from the sidelines while fanning Daisy so she doesn’t barf on a perfectly good pair of shoes.


      The ceremony ends, and each of us receives a tiny pearl pin to wear with pride throughout our three weeks of rush—which we were ensured several thousand times would be easy peasy and fun to boot! Their words, not mine, but I kind of like them, especially the easy and fun part. Also, there was an entire lecture on wearing ponytails and red lipstick—and if you value your standing, not with an orange undertone!—lest we be disqualified for failing to perform a simple task that will one day become perfunctory.


      Just as the four of us are leaving, Jules pokes her head out the door.


      “Piper James?”


      I turn around.


      “Can you come back in?” Her crimson lips expand to reveal an entire picket fence of perfect white teeth. “I think you left your sweater in the commons room,” she says through a smile, and I can’t help but feel a sisterly warmth about her.


      “Sure!”


      Scarlett pulls me in. “You didn’t bring a sweater. You and I both know it feels like a dragon is breathing down our necks, it’s so hot out. Don’t go back there. This is the classic start to a horror movie.” Scarlett is clearly feeling a bit stabby about this whole sorority thing, but I’m not too worried about her psychoanalysis, emphasis on the psycho, since she’s just had her necked sawed on in the last few hours. Jet and his flesh hungry needle can make anyone a little psychotic.


      “Relax, would you?” I attempt to calm her by petting her forearm. “I’ll be right there!” I call to Jules, and she dips back into the house. “The only fire on anyone’s neck is yours, remember? And I might have brought a sweater,” I say coyly, knowing full well I didn’t. Everyone knows that a callback to the popular kids table is the inevitable Midas touch waiting to fall upon you, and I am very much ready for my world to start turning a lot less Owen and a lot more Alpha Chi gold.


      I make a beeline for the house.


      “We’ll wait for you!” Cassidy sings the words into the night like a country song as I practically skip my way back inside.


      In the foyer, Jules and Lucille stand off to the side with their arms folded across their chests, a white sweater in hand that clearly isn’t mine, and my heart drops. There is literally a cardigan at the bottom of this clandestine callback, and here I was gearing up to have a little fun. Isn’t rush supposed to be filled with covert meetings robed in secret? Spending the night in flocked white caskets? And eating grasshoppers for dinner for a solid week straight? In truth, that portion of sorority life took up a large fraction of my fantasy life. Not that I could stomach anything with eight tiny legs, but still, some traditions are not mine to break.


      “This wouldn’t be yours, would it?” Jules holds up the tiny cotton shell, and I reluctantly shake my head, wondering if I gave the right answer. Should I lay claim to the sweater? Is it code for something? Is the girl who claims it as her own going to land herself an automatic spot in the house without having to degrade herself in twenty different ways for the next three weeks? I hate trying to decode people. But mostly, I just hate people.


      “Sorry about that.” Jules and Lucille exchange devious grins. “We actually have something to give you.” They lead me to an office and shut the door while Jules hands me a sealed white envelope. “We like you, Piper.” Her eyes narrow in on me as if liking me were a grievance. “We like you a lot.”


      My heart thumps unnaturally. Swear to God, if things get sexual, I’ll be forced to throw shit and run. There are a lot of things I would do to get in, but making out with Jules and Lucille isn’t near the top of the list. Maybe, just maybe I would flash them my boobs, but for sure I’m not going to allow them to bark out sexual orders at me.


      “What’s this?” I start to unseal the envelope, and Lucille places her hand over mine.


      “We’ll leave you alone to look at it.”


      Jules gives a single nod as that manufactured smile of hers abandons her features. “Just know that you can never show that envelope to anyone. And if we learn that you’ve photographed it, copied it, or shared it with a friend, you will be forever disqualified from being a member at Alpha House.”


      She’s serious as a heart attack, and now I’m about to have one.


      “Not even my friends that are rushing alongside me?”


      “Especially not them. We get wind of that, and none of you get in.” Lucille leans in so far I’m afraid she might tip over. “What’s in your hands is the key to landing yourself a bed in Alpha Chi—this semester.”


      My mouth falls open.


      “That’s right.” That eerie grimace returns to Jules’ face. “You can score a bed in this house as soon as you knock off every item on that list. Just be sure to follow the instructions to a T.” She gives a solemn nod as if the security of our great nation were riding on my shoulders.


      “What if I finish before rush ends?”


      “Then know you have a bed, no matter what happens, but you’ll still be expected to go through the motions. There are only a handful of freshmen that received that letter. And remember—you can’t tell anyone, or we’ll know.”


      Lucille gives a curt look that sears my tits right off. “We will know if you try to deceive us.” She points two fingers at her eyes then mine, and I struggle not to avert my gaze, or laugh, which is really what I want to do.


      I wait until the click of the door before I tear open the seal and pull out the letter.


      Congratulations! You are among the freshman select that we have chosen to participate as a Super Pledge—an elite group of less than five girls we feel would make an exceptional addition to our team. We wanted to reach out and make it clear that you are a shoo-in at Alpha Chi, so pat yourself on the back because you already have a bed with your name on it!


      I pause a moment to blink back tears. I hate that I want something so bad it has the power to reduce me to a ball of emotions, but I’m so freaking happy right now I don’t give a damn. Let the happy tears fall where they may—and a big fat tear does just that by splatting onto the letter in my hands.


      Simply check off all five things on this list, and be sure to follow instructions! As soon as you finish, you will become an official member. Team leaders will contact you to participate in a private candle lighting ceremony where you will receive a house-issued necklace.


      House-issued necklace? They told us tonight we have to provide our own pearls. This must be big.


      I scan down to the list.


      Hate Monday? Wear a clown wig! This is a MUST. The wig needs to be worn to all classes and activities. At Alpha Chi, we believe in bringing cheer wherever we go, no matter what day of the week. You will be sure to put a smile on everyone’s face, and you will also have the pleasure of knowing you are well on your way to achieving your goal! Upload a picture of yourself at the beginning and end of every class to all of your social media sites and send us the links. (Don’t worry, we’ll make this easy and friend you!)


      Find a homeless man (residentially-challenged for the PC crowd!) and bring him to Whitney Briggs, Founder’s Square. Be sure to take a picture of the two of you and upload to all of your social media sites! Remember to say cheese! And maybe give him a piece, too. Charity and the milk of human kindness are the cornerstones of our great organization.


      Pay a visit to Gamma Gamma Gamma and recite the alphabet to each of their three chapter leaders backward. (Becky and Laura are real bitches. If they accuse you of being affiliated with Alpha Chi in any way, deny, deny, deny!) (BTW, you can totally use a script if you need to. No points will be docked for your inadequacy to memorize 26 lousy letters!)


      Find a lowlife “player” and make your way into his proverbial bed. Tame that bad boy for a week and send us the provocative pictures. (Feel free to get coital or not!) Do NOT upload to social media sites. Here at Alpha Chi, we pride ourselves in landing gentlemen of a certain caliber. Consider this your final fling with the bad boys of WB. You’re welcome.


      Do, and we repeat, DO the deed with Winston Stanford. We’ll use our sources at Sigma Theta Tau to verify this task was completed in its entirety. (Obvs this one was hand-tailored just for you! Again, you’re welcome!)


      Please note that forgoing this assignment will cost you a spot on the Alpha Chi roster. Now that you are a Super Pledge, you no longer are afforded the rights that are inherently granted to PNMs. Without completing this list, you are officially and permanently disqualified from becoming a member.


      “What?” I stagger for a moment before stuffing the stupid letter into my purse. “This is ridiculous. I’m not sleeping with Winston.” Am I? A sick feeling coats me like lead from the inside as I head out into the cool night air and find my friends waiting for me.


      Cassidy comes at me, wide-eyed. “You look like they chopped off your left tit and pan fried it for you. You didn’t eat a little pink tit, did you?”


      “Gross—no.” I can’t even muster the right amount of annoyance toward her at the moment.


      We pile into Scarlett’s Jeep as Alpha Chi and all of its happy-go-lucky twinkle lights melt behind us like a bad dream. And, as if entering an entirely new nightmare, I somehow resign to do it. The first three things on the list aren’t going to kill me. Number four is easy. Owen is the only lowlife player I know, well, maybe lowlife is pretty harsh, but the player condom certainly fits. I’m sure I’ll have no problem landing him in a week’s worth of compromising positions. But number five? I swill this around in my mind for a moment. Winston and I do make a lot of sense together. Jules and Lucille made it clear that they’ve masterminded this relationship, and they are batting a thousand! He’s not hard on the eyes. We’re both into finance. We’re practically the same person on paper. I have to lose my virginity sometime. Don’t I? He’s practically my boyfriend anyway. I’m sure by the time I whittle my list down to five, I’ll be more than ready to take that vaginal plunge, and if I’m not, I’ll just blow off the sorority.


      But something in me knows I won’t.


      I’m not blowing off this opportunity simply because I’m too chicken to sleep with my new boyfriend. A part of me is excited over the idea—not really, but if I say it long enough, I might start to believe it.


      I try to envision Winston grunting on top of me, but he keeps morphing into Owen, and that tender spot between my thighs goes off like a riot.


      Oh, hell. What have I gotten myself into?


      Owen will never know what hit him, and then once he’s crossed off my list, neither will I.
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      I’m not a psychologist, but I’m more than acutely aware of the fact there are different levels of crazy. You have happy insane, the relatively harmless people who like to skydive wearing nothing but a giant grin. I’d like to think I fall into that magical category, although I prefer to do all of my naked diving in the bedroom, but I digress. Then you have insane like my sister Aubree who saw nothing wrong with killing one girl and attempting to kill another in order to make her way into Bryson Edwards’ bed. I agree with the fact she needs many, many years of psychiatric rehabilitation, and even at that she needs to pay for her heartbreaking and heinous crimes. Then you have the gray middle.


      I squint hard in the direction of Founder’s Square, trying to make out the bizarre scenario playing out in front of me.


      “Fuck,” I mutter, trying to keep pace with a girl whose face looks suspiciously like gorgeous Piper James with the exception she’s planted a clown wig on top of her head.


      People crane their necks and point as she walks toward Union Hall with her backpack secured over both shoulders, her clothes very unassuming as if this were simply any other nutty day. She ducks into Carlson Lecture Hall, and I casually pass the door before peering back to see if it is indeed Piper.


      “Shit,” I whisper at first glance.


      There she is, pulling out her books, adjusting her laptop in front of her as if this was any ordinary multi-colored haired day.


      Rex comes stalking down the corridor as if he’s about to tackle me to the ground. “What’s up?”


      I take a step back out of view. “Are you in this class?”


      “Yup. Do you need something? You want to sit in?”


      “No—no. Piper’s in there. She’s got a fucking clown wig on.”


      He peers in and backs up with a look that says it all.


      “Is she rushing?”


      “She must be.” A flood of relief takes over. I hadn’t even considered that. Of course, she’s rushing. She’s rushing for that same batshit sorority that Aubree used to run with an iron fist. It makes perfect sense. “I bet we’ll see hundreds of those polyester snow cones all day long. Looking forward to it, man. It’s going to be a riot.”


      Rex shakes his head. “They’re going to take heat for that. That falls under humiliation, and that, my friend, falls under hazing.” He shoots at me with his finger before hustling inside.


      I take another quick look at poor Piper who has everyone seated behind her giggling in secrecy, and everyone seated in front of her twisting to get a better look.


      Why would she ever agree to that?


      All the livelong day, I spot her around campus bopping from one class to the other, in line at Hallowed Grounds looking like a rainbow took a crap on her head. Piper is happily out and about with her new look, and I don’t spot another single soul with that ridiculous wig on.


      I watch as her multi-colored self ducks into the library, and I follow her inside.


      “Hey.” I drop my backpack to the floor and take a seat in front of her.


      Piper looks up. A dull smile comes and goes. She looks tired, downright exhausted, and dare I say, more than a touch humiliated. My stomach wrenches for her. I wish she didn’t feel the need to humiliate herself for the sake of getting ahead in that fucked-up organization. It’s like the mob, only with lipstick instead of guns.


      “Go ahead.” She cracks a book and glances down. “Take your best shot.” Her voice wavers like she’s about to cry, and I can’t say I blame her.


      A lone strand of glossy black hair peeks through, and I lean over and give it a quick tug.


      “What’s this about? You have beautiful hair. No need to hide it from the world. Your new hair sucks.”


      She grunts. That hurt look she was wearing a second ago morphs into disgust. “Have you considered a career in the greeting card industry?” She pretends to gag. “You don’t have to be nice. Give it another go.” She slinks down in her seat and pulls the book to her nose.


      “Okay.” I pluck the book from her hands and close it. “You look ridiculous. I don’t need a road map to tell me who talked you into this. But you know what I can’t figure out?” I wince, trying to read her face, but she’s not giving away any of her secrets. “Why just you? Are they doling out the humiliation incrementally this year?”


      Piper shudders as she stretches out in her seat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      A group of girls walks by giggling shamelessly.


      “Deny it all you want.” My body shifts toward hers. “I refuse to believe you’re a sandwich short of a picnic.”


      A laugh bubbles from her, first genuine one since we’ve met.


      Piper is softening, lowering her defenses, and I want that for her. Not for the stupid bet, but for her wellbeing in general. She’s so pent up, so stuck on angry all the time, it’s painful to watch.


      An idea comes to me. “You want to blow off this place? We can grab a bite and work on trying to pin down a few corporations to contact. We can start a master list of potential hits. Ryder gave us a few leads.” I can really use a grand right about now. Last night wasn’t my best, and ninety percent of my income is based on tips. I couldn’t help the lousy performance, though. I kept thinking of Piper. I didn’t want anyone else touching me. For some sadistic reason, I just want her. That dull ache in my belly was hungry for her. It took me down a notch, and I hate to admit it.


      “I am starved.” She gives a nervous glance around. “But I’m sort of committed.” She touches her kinky manufactured curls and makes a face. “Hey, I know! We can go to your place. Do you live far?”


      An unexpected jolt blasts through me. As much as she stunned me with that slap the other night, she’s managed to do it again with her eagerness to land so close to my bed.


      “Yes—no. I mean, yes, we can go to my place. No, I don’t live far. I’m across the street at the Briggs Apartments.”


      She blinks with relief. “Nice.” She scoops up her things like the building were on fire and heads for the door.


      Piper and I walk across the street amid the sneers and jeers of the population at large.


      We head into the cool building and step into the elevator, just the two of us. I wait until the doors whoosh shut before I say anything.


      “I can’t imagine what kind of a shit day you’ve had. Did your professors ask about this?”


      Tears come to her eyes, turning them a watery shade of turquoise, and she’s quick to wipe them away. “Dr. Rosenthal asked if I was bipolar.”


      “I bet you had a brilliant comeback.”


      Her eyes widen as she looks right at me, serious as shit. “I lied and said yes.”


      My heart breaks just hearing her say it.


      The elevator yawns to life once again, and I lead her over to the door tucked in the corner. “This is my apartment. Try not to show fear, or it’ll bite.”


      It’s true. The place is a wreck, with clothes dumped in piles, the living room strewn with a week’s worth of fast-food wrappers. I’m too damn tired after work to do anything about it, and I’m too busy studying when I get out of class to care.


      “Nice.” Her voice cuts through with a sarcastic edge, and I’m glad about it. The last thing I want is for Piper to be upset. We head inside, and Piper is quick to shut and bolt the door.


      I’m more than amused. “Am I going to want to escape after the things you do to me?” It was either that, or Expecting angry villagers? But I went with the innuendo. Always go with the innuendo, I tell my boys, and the condom business is brisk because of it.


      “You wish.” She makes a face, pulling off her wig with one smooth motion, and her hair spills over her shoulders like black water. “Besides, I have it on good authority that you never initiate an escape once you have a female within a ten-foot radius of your bed.”


      “Touché.”


      Without thinking, my fingers glide over her back, riding her slick glossy hair like a wave. “You know there are less extreme ways to get guys not to hit on you.” I reach down and flick her wig. Piper is beautiful. It would shock me if every guy at Briggs weren’t into her.


      “Yeah, well, it didn’t scare you off, so I’ll have to try harder next time.” She walks over to the sofa and kicks off her shoes before taking a seat. A tiny smile begs to break through, but I hold back. I’m digging the fact she’s not afraid to make herself comfortable. I shouldn’t be laughing, though. A girl like Piper is hardwired to take over. It’s in her blood. That’s how our parents managed to amass so much gan-green in the bank. They weren’t afraid to take charge. If Piper takes charge of my balls, I might be left begging for mercy.


      I pull out a couple of sodas and bring a bag of chips to the party before plopping down next to her.


      “So let’s do this.” I pluck out my laptop and start begging the search engine gods to give us corporate gold.


      Piper leans over and closes my laptop. Her eyes meet with mine, large with a hint of fear in them. “How about we do something else?”


      Crap. Am I going to score six grand tonight? Because as much as my dick is begging for just that outcome, there’s no way in hell I’m buying it. Not that I’d take the money. It’s tainted at this point. I wouldn’t reduce Piper to that.


      “Like?” I lean back and extend my arms over the rim of the couch, wrapping an arm around her shoulders by proxy, ready and willing to call her bluff.


      That dark demeanor returns in an instant. Piper has the ability to go from zero to pissed in less than three seconds. And I’m pretty damn proud to elicit that response in her.


      “Like call an ambulance after I rip your balls off. Are you coming on to me?” She spits it out in a rage before her eyes round out as if she’s just had an epiphany. “Um, actually”—she scoots in close and pulls my arm off the sofa and onto her soft as silk hair—“maybe we should get to know each other. You know, the ins and outs of who we are. After all, we will be working together for quite some time.”


      “You run hot and cold. That’s pretty much all I need to know.”


      She twists into me, apparently affronted by the truth. “Wow, it’s a wonder you ever get laid. Are you always this rude to your guests, or is this something special just for me?”


      Laid? I mouth the word. “Is that what this is about?” Hell, I’m starting to wonder if Jet paid her six grand just to fuck with my head.


      “No.” Her eyes pinwheel for a second. “I just wanted to see if there was a beating heart in that tin chest of yours, and I guess there isn’t.” She yanks her wig off the coffee table and smashes it onto her head before spastically collecting her belongings.


      “Whoa.” I cuff her by the wrists a moment before plucking off her wig and tossing it across the room right into the trashcan. “He shoots—he scores. And don’t tell me it doesn’t belong there.” I place her hands back onto her lap. “Okay, I’m in. Tell me something about you that I don’t know.”


      Piper cuts me a mean look before conforming to the sofa once again. “Contrary to public opinion, I’m not certifiably insane.” Those ice blue eyes flash my way, and my dick ticks like a bomb. “Tell me something about you.” She scowls a moment as if whatever were about to spew from my lips was a bald-faced lie.


      “Contrary to public opinion, I happen to have a beating heart in this tin chest of mine.” I pound my fist over my heart with a little too much vigor and nearly stop it in the process. “Are you always such a—”


      “Bitch?” Her brows peak, amused.


      “I was going to say princess.” Truth.


      Her lips purse with disbelief. She gives me the side eye and looks cute as hell. Piper doesn’t need to try to get my attention. She simply has it.


      “Are you always such a—”


      “Dick?” There’s no need to propagate any other fantasy.


      “I was going to say dick.” She laughs into the admission, and her hip lands next to mine in the process. “Sorry.” She bats that forest of lashes up at me, and my balls wonder why she hasn’t landed in my mattress by now. If Piper were any other girl, I’d swear on my life I could seal this deal in less than a half hour. But she’s not any other girl. She’s simply Piper. Not too sweet, not too spicy—just right. I give a hard blink at the idea of Piper being just right. Right for whom or what, I have no idea.


      “No need to apologize, sweetheart.” I knock back half of my soda before returning the can to the floor. “It’s a wonder you’re still single. What happened to the last guy you dated? You reduce him to ashes after blowing him a kiss?”


      “Very funny.” She pulls her knees up to her chest and wraps her arms around her legs. “There is no guy I dated.” Her cheeks burn bright, and as much as I don’t want to believe her, I can tell she’s telling the truth. “What about you?”


      “Nope. No relationships. Don’t do them. Thought about them—decided they were pretty much a shitty idea.”


      “People are full of shitty ideas,” she adds quickly as if we were ganging up on the world.


      “And some of them are certifiably insane.” It comes out a little too serious without meaning to. “So, why no guys? You waiting for Mister Right?”


      “Something like that. How about you? Oh, wait.” She rocks back and forth a second, and her tits ripple right up over the heavy V of her T-shirt. “You’re the love ’em and leave ’em type. Or am I being generous? It’s more fuck ’em and leave ’em, isn’t it?”


      “So crude for such a proper young lady.” My lips twist, struggling to keep that dirty grin from breaking loose. “I don’t kiss and tell.” I cock my head to the side. “So, if you’re up for kissing, just know I’m not planning on telling.”


      Her cheeks glow brighter than my taillights, and I can’t gauge whether or not it’s a good thing.


      “I’m teasing.” I scoot back a few inches to put some distance between us. The last thing I want is Piper feeling like she’s about to get sexually accosted.


      “No, it’s okay. I like kissing.” Her eyes stay fixed at the picture window in front of us. “Is that all guys ever thing about?” Piper rearranges herself until she’s sitting on her knees. “Don’t answer that. I know that’s all guys ever think about. I just wondered if they ever think about other things, too. You know, like having a relationship, falling for someone.”


      “Not any guys that I know.” God’s honest truth right there. “But there are guys who trip and fall in love. They’re called married dudes. Bryson and Ryder are two of them. And isn’t Wyatt practically married to his girlfriend?”


      She gives a reluctant nod. “I guess I see your point. The funny thing is that you framed it as tripping. Tripping is something you do accidentally—it’s a horrible state to be in. Girls actually want to fall in love. For some, it’s even a goal.” She averts her eyes.


      “Is it your goal? I saw you with that guy the other night. The suit?” It’s hard not to laugh when I think about that asshole. “Who the hell wears a suit to a frat party?”


      “I know, right?” She leans in and gives a quiet laugh.


      “It’s nice like this,” I offer. “Especially since we’re both in agreement that the douche you were with the other night is more or less a laughing matter.”


      “That douche is actually my boyfriend.” She wrinkles her nose. “I think?”


      “You think?” My gut sinks at the prospect. “How can you not be sure? You waiting for his letterman jacket, sweetie?” I’m sick at the thought he might actually be sinking his meaty hooks into her.


      “Not really. Jules and Lucille sort of implied it. They’re the captains at Alpha Chi. They thought we’d be a good fit, and they sort of made it a point to let me know they’re batting a thousand with their mad ‘matchmaking’ skills.” She says matchmaking with air quotes.


      Crap. “That’s right. And you don’t want to burn any bridges by ruining their winning streak.”


      “More or less.” Piper shrugs as that dark look shrouds her features again. “Anyway, I don’t want to talk about him.” Her eyes brighten as if someone just flipped a switch. “I want to talk about you. Take off your shirt. I want to see your tats.” She plunges forward and helps evict my T-shirt without giving me much of a say in the matter. Not that I’d protest. This is what I wanted. Isn’t it?


      “God!” She marvels, raking her eyes up and down my body like it is a fine work of art. It is, but I like the admiration she’s pouring over me as that perky little mouth of hers rounds out into a perfect O. “I can’t believe you actually sat there while having all this done.” Her fingers touch down over my abs, and I flinch. “Sorry.” She retracts her hand like pulling it out of a fire.


      “Don’t apologize.” I take her by the fingers and bring her right back to where she was on that bed of designs Jet layered over me. “The guy that worked on yours did all of these. He’s a true artist—as gifted as they come.”


      Her fingers stiffen over me. “I have a broken heart that might contest that.”


      “That’s because you didn’t let him finish.”


      Her fingers ride up over my skin, cool and silky, enlivening my muscles as she bumps across me.


      “And what in God’s name is this?” She giggles like a schoolgirl as she touches over my nipple ring.


      “It’s a bit to keep girls like you quiet.” I’m only half-kidding. It’s been gnawed on a time or two, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say it felt insane.


      “I didn’t think boys like you appreciated a moment of silence.” Her playful gaze meets up with mine. “I’m more of a pad-the-walls-because-there’s-going-to-be-rabid-screaming kind of a girl myself.”


      “Let me guess—you’re not the one screaming.”


      “Bingo.” She lands her finger over my lips, and hot damn, I do believe Piper James is trying to seduce me. And yet I’m still not buying it.


      “Okay.” I pluck her finger from my lips, and dot it with a kiss before holding it hostage. “What’s turned you into a roving vixen?”


      Piper pulls her finger free. “I’m starting to think it’s a wonder you get laid at all.”


      “Are we back to that? I’m confused. Are you trying to land me horizontal or Winston?”


      “You know him?” She looks miserably hopeful.


      “Apparently not as well as you do.”


      “I’m pretty sure I know him less than you think.”


      “Back to the question.” This time I’m not letting her off the hook so easy. “What’s this sudden fascination with me?” Ironic, since I should be eating up this free gift like Halloween candy.


      “Trust me”—she backs up, her cutthroat features returning to their proper upright, uptight, positions—“there is no fascination. You guys are all the same with non-stop sex on the brain. Hell, I bet you even named your peeper. Let’s have it. What’s your special name for your Johnson?” Her eyes slit to nothing as if it were the vilest offense. “So what is it? Little Jack Horny?”


      “No, it’s The Big Bad Beast.”


      Now it’s Piper’s turn to flinch.


      I scoot back another few inches, putting some distance between us. “Why all the raunchy conversation?”


      “I’m just being nice,” she snipes.


      “You have a funny way of being nice. You’re a little tease.”


      Piper sucks in a breath so hard, for a second I’m convinced she’s choking. “What did you call me?”


      “A tease.” I stand strong with the accusation, but a part of me knows I shouldn’t. That conversation we had at work last week comes crashing back to me—the one in which she recanted some vague experience under the guise of third person and ended with the words the entire school pegged her a cock-tease. Shit.


      “I can’t fucking believe this.” She scoops up her things and bolts for the door before retracting and digging that wig out of the trash.


      “Piper”—I jump up and block the exit with my body—“I was kidding. Look, you’re sending me mixed signals. One minute, you act like you want to rip my clothes off, which you sort of did by the way.” I touch my bare chest for emphasis. “And the next, you’re biting my head off. Which is it? Are you into me, or are you pissed?”


      She takes a bold step forward as her nostrils flare into my chest. “Out of my way.”


      “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.” I brush the hair off her shoulder, smoothing my fingers over her velvet soft waves. “You’re not a tease. I think whatever this is, it’s starting to snowball, and neither of us knows what direction to take it.”


      Her watery eyes meet up with mine. Piper’s tears shine like cut glass, the red veining in her eyes translate her grief.


      “I’m sorry if I was acting like a tease.” She looks down, and a fiery hot tear falls over my chest. “The truth is, I don’t know how to act around guys. There, I said it. I’ve never had a normal anything with anyone. So, if I’m coming across too strong, just let me know.” Her voice is small and meek.


      I find it impossible to believe that a beautiful girl like Piper doesn’t know her way around a guy or two, not to say she’s slept with any of them. I get the idea of wanting to keep her virtue intact, and I respect it. But just seeing her like this makes me feel bad for her.


      “You’re fine.” I lift her hair off her shoulder, lean in, and take in her vanilla smooth scent. “I guess the reason I went off like that is, I don’t know what you’re doing with me if you’ve got a boyfriend. That’s all.”


      She shudders and cringes as if struggling to keep her anger in check.


      “He’s not my anything, officially.”


      A dull smile rises low on my cheek. “I guess that leaves you free to explore your options.”


      Her lips curve to match mine. Our eyes lock, powerful as steel. “I guess that does.” Her lips press white a moment. “I’d better get going.” She smashes that bad Halloween wig over her head and makes her way out the door.


      It feels as if a hurricane just whipped through here.


      I’m pretty good at reading people, filling in the blanks, and giving them what they need. That’s what makes my little fling-ring so successful.


      But Piper?


      Hell. I don’t know how to begin to read that girl.

      


      Wednesday after working elbow to elbow with Piper for two hours straight at Ryder’s downtown office, she yawns and stretches just as we’re about to call it a day.


      Piper hasn’t tried to claw my eyes out yet, so I’d say everything has gone exceedingly well today. For starters, she’s ditched the bozo look and psychotic come-ons and has reverted to a relatively neutral version of herself. I’d like to think this is the real Piper James, the one I’d get to know should I stick around long enough. And everything in me wants to stick around long enough.


      “You up for dinner? I’m buying.” I toss it out there casually as I slip on my flannel. The temperatures have taken a dip as September gets underway.


      “Dinner?” She looks mildly confused by the concept as she finishes jotting something down.


      I peer over and note she’s brushing up on her…ABCs? “Pop quiz in English?” I’m back to worrying for her just a bit.


      “Very funny.” She wrinkles her nose, but it’s not until those paper blue eyes make contact with mine that my boxers start to twitch. Piper has the power to move me in the most obscene ways with the most innocent gestures. “It’s just something I need to do. It’s stupid really.” She shoves her stuff into her book bag. “But dinner?” Her eyes widen as wheels begin to churn. I’m not sure I like this. Why do I not like this? “Yeah, I’ll do dinner. You mind if I bring a guest?”


      “Not at all.” We head on out, and I can’t help but feel like I’m about to mind in a very big way.


      Piper rode in with Wyatt, so she hops into my truck.


      “Where to, sweetie?” I head down the murky streets of Jepson as the remnants of the sun turns the world to pewter.


      “Think Ink.”


      “Think Ink?” My chest rattles with nerves. “Jet’s not the guest, is he?” Shit. What if she’s into him? That would explain her reluctance with me, but not a whole lot else.


      “Not Jet. Him, I couldn’t care less if I ever see again. My ankle is still pretty pissed at him.”


      As much as I shouldn’t be, I’m elated to hear it. Jet might be like a brother to me, but I’d much rather he find his own girl and keep his ham hocks off mine.


      A sharp heat bites through me. Did I just say that? Piper’s not my girl. She’s not my anything.


      I pull up to the less than desirable neighborhood and park in front of the infernal establishment responsible for turning my flesh into a walking work of art. We get out, and Piper starts walking up and down, observing the winos and the homeless men down and out on their luck. She’s got a strange look on her face, the same strange, deranged look she was sporting while wearing that nightmare on her head.


      “You lose something?” I ask, trying to pull her away from the row of dirty men, half of them ogling her at this point, and I bet they’re wondering what she charges.


      “Not yet.” She shoots a look to my truck as if whatever endeavor she’s about to embark on is about to happen unwillingly. “Excuse me, sir?” she says a little too loud to an older gentleman with a knit cap and an old tweed suit. He looks grungy, troubled, but I can’t smell the liquor coming off him, so I’m okay with the exchange for now. I’d interrupt and ask what this is about, but, knowing Piper, I’m sure she’d rather I find out the hard way.


      “Can I help you?” He pecks his head from me to Piper, slightly stunned with that I-just-woke-up daze about him.


      Piper offers a quivering smile. “My boyfriend and I would love to take you to dinner. How about it? You up for a nice juicy steak?”


      “What the hell?” I pull her to the side by the elbow. “Have you lost your freaking mind?”


      She hikes up on her tiptoes. “Relax!” She snipes, nearly biting my nose off. Her eyes are wild and squirrely. “I’m simply telling him you’re my boyfriend, so he feels more comfortable with the situation.”


      “What situation?” Shit. Do I need to have the sheriff’s department on speed dial? This chick is panning out to be certifiable. I swear, if this turns out to be some kinky shit she’s hoping the three of us can engage in, all bets are off. I want nothing to do with the six grand. Hell—I want nothing to do with Piper. I’ll drive her straight to Wyatt’s ranch, and he can cage her up like the rest of the animals for all I care. This chick is a loon.


      “Dinner!” she hisses. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, sweetheart.” She says that last word with a touch too much sarcasm. Great. Now she’s mocking me. Just what I’ve always wanted, a batshit “girlfriend” who likes to toss my balls in the air and catch them with her teeth just for the hell of it.


      “What?” I try my best to whisper. “Where is your head? He could be a fucking psycho.”


      “My head is right where it needs to be,” she hisses. “I’m taking some good advice and being my nice self!”


      “Next time someone gives you the advice to be yourself, don’t take it.”


      She swats me across the chest. “This is my treat. If you play nice, you can have a steak, too.” Her voice bounces over the deserted street so loud it comes back as an echo.


      The old guy stands, wild-eyed, as he collects his bloated pillowcase. “I’m in. I haven’t had a steak in six years. Do they still use cow?”


      Great. Just great.


      I drive “Pete” and Piper over to the Steak Shack, where upon her request we hit the drive-through.


      “We’ll be eating at a second location,” Piper says loud and staggeringly slow to the poor guy we’ve just hijacked off the mean streets of Jepson.


      “Oh, boy!” Pete rubs his fingerless gloved hands together as if warming himself by a fire. “Am I ever hungry for a nice-and-juicy!”


      A dull laugh rumbles through my chest. “You know what they say”—I whisper just loud enough for Piper to hear—“never let them take you to a second location.”


      We get our food, and I listen as Piper barks out orders—left, right, like a drill sergeant until we end up at familiar looking terrain.


      Good old Pete sits in the backseat mumbling, Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers, over and over in an attempt to remember Piper’s name. She just might come out of this with a stalker yet.


      “Piper?” I sit a little straighter once I get a good look at our surroundings. “We’re at Briggs.”


      “Isn’t that cool? We’re going to eat in Founder’s Square!” she wails with a false sense of enthusiasm, and, in truth, I’m getting a little more than freaked out by her sudden need to perform a charitable act so publicly.


      I park, and we get out, and no matter how hard I try to wrap my mind around this, I can’t seem to grasp how “cool” this really is.


      She ushers Pete over toward the center of campus, to the exact locale where I saved her from getting pinned in the head by Rex’s long pass, and now I’m wondering if that was simply the universe trying to right a misstep it made about eighteen years ago.


      We find our seats on a bench, and half of the girls lying on the lawn take off once they get a whiff and look at good old hungry for a nice-and-juicy Pete. I was wrong. Pete stinks like shit—literally.


      Piper doles our meals before plucking out her phone and taking a few quick selfies with the poor dude. I was mildly amused and even a touch impressed with her desire to treat this man to dinner, but something about the selfie splurge doesn’t sit well with me.


      Just as I’m about to ask, a couple strolls by and stops abruptly, doing a double take.


      “Piper?”


      I glance up to find Wyatt and his fiancée, Marley.


      “Oh, hey.” Piper shoots me a nervous glance that screams get me out of this.


      “What’s going on?” Wyatt does a quick assessment of the situation. He’s a smart guy. I’ll bet he’ll get to the bottom of this in ten seconds flat.


      “This is Owen’s friend, Pete. We thought we’d treat him to dinner. I was going to see if there were any openings on the janitorial staff here at Briggs. He’s sort of in serious need of employment.”


      “Really?” Pete perks up with a mouthful of cheesesteak. It’s not top sirloin, but nobody is complaining.


      “Yes, really.” Piper scoots to the edge of the bench and nearly falls off. “So, what are you two up to?”


      “Just taking an after dinner stroll.” Marley shoots me a dirty look as if I’m the offensive one around here. “Hey—you’re not the same guy that dared her to wear that crazy wig the other day, are you?”


      Shit. I shoot a look to Piper. “Am I?”


      “He’s slow to admit to things,” she sings. “So, dinner next Saturday right?”


      “That’s right.” Now it’s Wyatt giving me the stink eye. Great. Piper’s shenanigans are about to cost me an internship, and, at the rate we’re snatching vagrants off the streets, most likely my life.


      After some brief circular small talk, Wyatt and Marley take off. We finish up our meals, and Piper and I drive Pete back to the place we found him.


      “What about that job? I’m real good with a mop. A broom fits pretty good in my hand, too.” The whites of his eyes glow from the backseat with hope.


      Piper bites down over her lip nervously. “I’ll see about it.” She lowers her gaze to her lap. “I know where to find you.”


      He thanks us profusely before getting out, and I speed us the hell away from this bizarre nightmare we seem locked in.


      I drive back to Briggs and park in front of Cutler Tower before killing the engine.


      “So, are you really going to help Pete find a job?” It comes out more pissed than impressed.


      Piper lets out a heavy sigh that spans the width and girth of this miserable day. “I’ll help him apply. I can’t make any promises.”


      “I’ll go with you.” I shrug. “Keep you safe. That can be a pretty rough neighborhood.”


      “Thanks.” Her voice is soft, which only leads to me believe she’s winding up for a blowup. “I’d appreciate that. If there’s anything I can do to thank you, just let me know.” It comes from her sad, defeated.


      “Can I ask what tonight was about?” I gently lift her chin with my finger, and her watery Husky blue eyes melt me. Piper shakes her head. For a girl with such a strong bite, so headstrong and beautiful, she sure spends a lot of time anguished.


      “Okay—how about this—you and I have a real dinner together. Somewhere nice. A sit-down meal. Your choice. My treat.”


      She opens her mouth for a moment, her face smoothing out with promise before she closes it again, the promise sliding right off her features. “Do you run?”


      “Why? You have a bank heist in mind?”


      “No.” She pushes out a tiny laugh. “I just miss doing the things I used to do. There was a track at my old school, and I ran every single day. I guess I miss it.”


      “Okay. Dinner and a run. That sounds like a digestional issue, but I think we can make it work.”


      She shakes her head, just barely. “Just the run.”


      My heart sinks like a stone. I get it. She’s got Winston for those pricey sit-down dinners. It’s me she’s trying to get away from, thus the sprint.


      “Just a run it is.”


      Piper gets out. “Thanks again.”


      She disappears into the building, and I stay out in that parking lot a lot longer than I need to, trying to figure out the inner working of Piper James’ mind. Nope, can’t do it. I’m not sure anyone can make their way through that labyrinth.


      I start up the truck and slowly make my way to work.


      Piper might have her secrets, but I’ve got a few of my own.
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      “P O N M L K J I H G F E D C B A!” I finish the bizarre chant to the third and final captain of Gamma Gamma Gamma, but to my chagrin and infinite horror, the rest of the chapter has decided to come out to the front lawn and ogle as well.


      Two of the three girls act as if I’ve just pulled down my pants and taken a giant shit on their well-manicured lawn. Jules was right. Becky and Laura are a couple of bitches. I turn to leave, and the cute one with a bob who aggressively masticated her gum like a cow chewing its cud throughout my entire alphabetically-inspired rap steps in front of me.


      “You do realize that at Gamma we would never ask you to do something so foolish.” She reaches over and gives my hair a gentle tug. “And really¸ Piper? A ponytail every single day for the next four years? It’s a good look on you, but don’t you want to express a little individuality? As soon as you figure out Alpha Chi is the clone capital of this little Greek village, feel free to mosey on over here where real women pursue real goals, unlike that hook-up station you’re chaining yourself to.”


      I don’t say a word, just quickstep my way off their lawn and head back toward Whitney Briggs.


      That stupid letter. I wish I had never laid eyes on the damn thing. On an up note, the first three things have officially been crossed off the list. I sent Jules a text and told her I was down the street, so I know for a fact she and Lucille watched the whole alphabetically embarrassing episode that just transpired. This entire week has been one mortifying event after another. My classes seem okay, but I do need to study and write my own fair share of papers.


      Owen and I finally sat down yesterday and wrote an entire master list of corporations we can hit up to try to garner Wyatt’s company a few more clients. But on this Friday night, Owen and I are finally taking that run we talked about. I’ve been dying to get out into the hillsides and onto some of these evergreen-lined trails.


      That euphoric feeling that I get when I’m gliding through the air infiltrates me—the sharp bite of nature filling my nostrils, the way my muscles feel so heavy I can hardly lift them after a few good hours. My entire body begs for me to get feet-to-asphalt, or in this case, dirt.


      My phone buzzes, and it’s a mass text from Jules.


      Mixer tonight at Alpha House! Our matchups will be there, so no excessive drinking. Even though other Greeks and GPSs will be joining us, we will award points to those who engage with our matchups! See the makeup and style guide posted on our website. This is not a free dress event! We spent a lot of time putting those looks together for you guys. Use them! Party starts at 8 and ends at midnight. All PNMs are required to stay the entire length of the evening. Remember to participate! You will be watched. Sparkling conversations with cute boys are a must! Toodles!


      Shit. I stare at the text an inordinate amount of time. Just when I was actually looking forward to seeing Owen. Wait a minute… GPS—that’s general population students. If they’re invited, then Owen is invited, too.


      I shoot a quick text letting him know the change of plans.


      He shoots one right back. Cool. See you there.


      My insides roll with nausea when I see his response. I completely forgot that I’m supposed to be with Winston tonight. Owen is going to see me all right—fake drooling over some other guy. Well, that sucks. Not that I want Owen in any capacity. A visual of me drooling right onto that rock hard chest of his bounces through my mind, and I brush the thought away.


      The stupid list comes back to me. I still need to get a few provocative pictures of me with my favorite bad boy. I figure I’ll need at least five to seven since our faux relationship is supposed to span a week. I feel close enough to him now that I can shoot off a few pictures of the two of us, but the letter specifically stated they needed to be provocative. If he was a better friend, I could let him in on this debauchery, and he’d simply pose for a few risqué shots with me, but I don’t want him to think I’m simply using him—which I’m totally not. I actually kind of like hanging out with Owen. So what if he’s a big, bad manwhore who houses a supposed “Big Bad Beast” in his boxers? It’s not like I’m jumping into bed with him. He’s smart, and funny, and he’s not hard to stare at for hours on end, so it’s sort of a win all the way around.


      It takes fifteen minutes before I make it back to my dorm. I’m dead tired, not really in the mood to delve into my wardrobe in search of any Alpha Chi approved “looks,” but I still want this. If my mother has drilled anything in my brain about college, it was that a sorority is a must. She did talk my ears off once about her days as a Beta girl. All I’ve ever heard was my sisters this and my sisters that. They were rebel rousers, a wild bunch of future republicans, second and third wives in training, and they enjoyed every conservative minute of it, damn it. For some reason, I can’t imagine my polished cosmopolitan mother donning a polyester wig in any color, nor can I see her hauling a homeless man onto campus—sweet as he was—or reciting the alphabet forward to a rival house let alone backward. And taking provocative pictures? Well, maybe on that one. She is a spitfire, and my dad has always touted what a lovely trophy wife she’s been. My mother knows her way around a provocative gown or two—after all, that’s how she seduced him away from wife number two.


      But the last thing on my list—that’s the kicker. Would she sleep with someone she was only mildly interested in? Would I?


      I twist the knob to my room, and thankfully it’s unlocked. I’m just about to plop myself onto the bed when Cassidy steps in front of me with her eyes squinted. Her lips pruned white with anger.


      “What the hail is this?” She waves a wrinkled white envelope in my face, and I freeze.


      Shit!


      I snatch it out of her grasp. “Where did you find that?”


      “Underneath my desk.” Her head twitches side to side with every other word.


      Crap. I had tucked it under my Abnormal Psych book.


      I glance up and find the particularly bloated volume missing. The letter must have sailed to the floor when she picked up the book. I knew I should have chosen something far less interesting to plant it under like that calculus doorstop the size of a phone book. Not even I want to pick that thing up, and I happen to like numbers.


      “That’s why you’ve been acting like a loon all week!” She squats and points her finger at me like she’s got me—and she does.


      “Look, I’m sorry you didn’t get one, but you can’t say anything.”


      “Are you kiddin’ me?” Kidding sounds like kitten. “Oh, hon, I don’t want anything to do with one of those love letters. Bless your heart.”


      My eyes widen at her peculiar country dig. “Are you saying the letter is a bad thing?”


      “Sweetheart, can you read?” She leans in sweetly like only Cassidy can do. “That nasty-gram has I’m going to make a cheap hooker out of you written all over it—pun intended. You didn’t get to five yet, did you?”


      “No.” I toss my hands over my ears. “God, no. I’m still trying to make number four happen.”


      Cassidy comes up alongside me, and we stare at ourselves in the mirror above the dresser as if seeing our despondent faces for the very first time.


      “Hon, I think both you and I know where you need to stall for a while. You get to number five, and you’ll lose all respect for yourself. These people aren’t worth it.”


      I sniff back a rush of anger at Jules and Lucille for putting me in this crappy situation. “I still want in.”


      She tosses up a hand. “Okay. Let’s get dressed, girl. We’ve got some lipstick to put on.”


      Cassidy and I don our matching little black dresses, our ponies, and our garish red lips and meet up with Scarlett and Daisy in front of Alpha Chi.


      I made Cassidy swear on her life that she’d take all knowledge of that ridiculous letter to the grave. I didn’t court Homeless Pete with the best cheesesteak in Hollow Brook! just to call it quits now. Besides, I’ve taken measures in speaking with the faculty and even obtained a link to an online application to help him fill out. So already something good is coming out of this. Alpha Chi is already spilling forth their milk of human kindness.


      I want in on a sorority, and I want in on the best. Alpha Chi is the best at Whitney Briggs, and I won’t settle for less.


      After shoving a series of outlandish pep talks down my throat, we storm into the building as if conducting a stiletto invasion. Alpha House is packed with bodies. I do a quick scan of the room for Owen but come up empty.


      “Piper?” A familiar male voice strums from behind, and I pivot on my heels.


      “Cade!” I shriek, but thankfully the music is so loud my nervous squeak was drowned out.


      Oh my shit! Cade is not supposed to be here. It’s like my worse nightmare to have my big brother see me trying to juggle a guy let alone two.


      His brows furrow as he inspects me head to foot. “I’d ask what you were doing here, but the hair and the vampire lips give it away. Really, Pipe? A sorority?”


      “Oh, stop.” I give him a quick slap to the chest while pushing him to the entry. Cassidy and the girls have already melted into the crowd. I know for a fact they went to say hello to Jules and Lucille because that’s standard requirement for all PNMs as soon as we arrive at a mixer—checking in. “Mom was in a sorority, and it did her a lot of good.”


      “Says no one.” He frowns, taking in my too short, too low cut dress. “Shit.” He winces. “I’m going to take off. I don’t think my stomach is strong enough to witness the spectacle. You sure this is what you want?”


      “Yes.” I dip on my knees a bit when I say it. “I promise you it is. I really would like nothing more than a bed in this house. Have I mentioned the five-star chef? That means no more barfeteria. Be happy for me. All of my culinary dreams are about to come true. You know how nice I am after a good Crème Brulee.”


      “If you say so.” Cade pulls his shoulders back a moment with a look that says I’ll kick every guys ass in this room. “Be careful. I know what these idiots are thinking.”


      “I will be, I promise!” I give him a quick peck to the cheek. “Now scoot, so I can do my thing!”


      “Don’t do anything stupid.” He glowers at me a second before backtracking. “Is this why you wore that silly wig last week?”


      “Shh!” I press my finger to my lips.


      “I follow you on Insta-Chat. Who was that guy you were eating dinner with the other night?”


      “My new friend, Pete. He’s sort of having a tough time right now.” I help usher my brother out into the cool night air. “So, where is it you think you’ll be going?”


      He scowls. “Are you trying to avoid another run-in?”


      “Exactly.” I’m embarrassed at how well Cade knows me.


      “The Black Bear.” He starts to take off. “If you get into trouble, don’t hesitate to call. I’ll be here in five seconds, ready to kill and dismember. Pull down that skirt, would you?”


      I give a brief wave before turning around and smacking into a wall of flesh covered granite.


      I glance up. I know those pale eyes, that lewd dimpled grin. “Owen!” I brighten at the sight of him.


      “Pull down your skirt?” He squints into the night, trying to get a better look at Cade. “You attract all kinds of weirdos.”


      “That’s my brother. You think I’m bad—he’s lethal.”


      “Ah, yes, the kill and dismember type of lethal. I’ll try to remember to stay away from him. Speaking of stay away—I take it I’m on the no-fly list.” His lips twist with amusement.


      “Sorry.” I wince. “I sort of forgot about that when I sent out the invite.”


      “No, it’s fine. There are plenty of girls out there willing to risk life and limb—maybe even a spot in this hotbed of depravity just to have a conversation with me.” He nods toward the fireplace. “There’s your man. I’ll see you later.” Owen takes off, and a horrible sinking feeling takes over.


      Winston gives a little wave and holds up a red Solo cup as if making the offer.


      “Here you are!” Jules comes at me from the side and speeds me through the crowd toward Winston and his cheesy soap star grin. “Your matchup has been hunting for you all night. How’s that little list coming along?” A devious twinkle lights up her eye.


      “On number four.” I do my best impression of a ventriloquist when I say it.


      “Four is a fan favorite!” she coos into my ear. Her syrupy perfume coats my lungs with its sugary scent, and I fight the urge to sneeze. “But remember, Winston is your golden ticket.” She clutches onto my arm a little tighter. “God, you’re so lucky. Do you know how many sisters would die to sleep with that man? He’s got a line out the back door, and all that boy sees is you. No need to thank me, of course, just make me a bridesmaid, and we’ll call it even!” She gives one final shove until I land square in front of my future faux groom and his block of white teeth.


      “There she is.” He drinks me down with those stoned eyes, and a shiver runs down my spine. “You need a drink?”


      “I’m good.”


      “A good Alpha Chi girl always nurses a beer.” He steps over to the refreshment table, and a sister hands him a Solo heaving with piss. “You’re a good girl, right?”


      “Right.” I take the cup from him obediently and listen for the next two hours as he drones on and on about his classes, his summer spent helping orphans in the rainforest of the Amazon, the racehorse his father bought him for last Christmas. The Mad Stallion has already placed in three different competitions. “You ride?”


      “I do, but—”


      “Then it’s a date.” He raises his cup as if to solidify this. “I’ve got a thing this weekend, but I’m good the next. We’ll drive up to Virginia. It’s eight hours, but who doesn’t like a road trip?”


      “That’s a sixteen-hour driving day. My brother actually—”


      “Your bother doesn’t have to know.” He waggles his brows, and I like him less by the minute.


      I was going to say my brother owns a horse ranch less than twenty minutes away, but Winston here doesn’t seem interested in anything I might have to add to the conversation.


      “We’ll spend the night at the guesthouse.” His head tucks back a notch as he slides his hand over mine. “It’ll be our first overnight getaway. I’ll make sure it’s special.” He gives that greasy wink, and I try not to look as though I might vomit. Next weekend? That puts us exactly at the end of rush—the deadline for my overnight date with Winston in many ways. I guess that would be it. That one overnight date will land me in this Victorian hellhole, and I can get on with my ridiculous goals and the rest of my life.


      I pan the room for Cassidy and the girls and spot them talking to a group of boys in the corner. They’re all laughing and having a great time, and I wish I could somehow teleport myself to that part of the room. I take it all in—Alpha Chi with all its glitz and glamour—and wonder what I ever saw in this place to begin with.


      “Um, I think that sounds great,” I lie because apparently that’s what I do now. I’m so disgusted in myself I can vomit. “I’d better hit the ladies’ room. Can you excuse me?” I glide past him, not waiting for a response. The audacity! Who the hell sets up an overnight date when you hardly know someone? Perverts! That’s who.


      A couple by the door catches my eye. She’s running her hands through his hair, snaking her body over his with passion. Now that’s the way it should be. That couple looks as if they deserve an overnight getaway in Virginia. The guy turns his head and glances around the room. I recognize those godly features, those glowing eyes, that body of a warrior—Owen. I jump behind the doorway and lean in just in time to see her take a generous bite out of his neck. He whispers something into her ear, and they take off, out the door, and most likely straight to his bed.


      There you have it, folks. I guess you don’t need to know anyone too long in this world before you jump into bed with them. My heart burns a hole through my chest as if Owen just dumped acid onto it. A boiling rage fills me. Why in the hell do I care who that douchebag sleeps with? I need to focus on whom I’ll be sleeping with at the end of next weekend. I glance back at Winston speaking with Jules and Lucille and shoot death rays at the three of them. He’s just a means to an end.


      They all are.

      


      Saturday at Wyatt’s ranch sounded like a lovely idea in theory, horses, my brothers, baby Ben—but Wyatt has a rather extended invitation list that happens to include his partners from the advertising firm, their wives, and my fellow intern, Owen, the player.


      “Are you giving me the cold shoulder?” His brows furrow into a perfect V, and my insides burn with heat. I can’t wait until I’m an old hag, and I can hate people properly without my hormones getting in the way.


      I glare at him for a moment as I help myself to another serving of Annie’s famed potato salad. “Why would I care enough to do that?” Thankfully, we’re far enough from the picnic tables that Marley and Wyatt have set out across their sprawling yard. Rows and rows of apple trees are laden with the ornamental fruit just beyond us. It’s a perfect fall afternoon, and Owen Vincent is ruining it for me, much like he’s taken to ruining just about everything else for me.


      “Okay, we’re back to this,” he says it mostly to himself. “Would you give me a hint? Did I bring this upon myself, or are those robots you’re auditioning for controlling your emotions?”


      “You wish.” Speaking of auditioning, that’s exactly why Cassidy couldn’t make it today. She’s gravitating toward theater and has decided to try out for a role in 10 Things I Hate about You. I openly glare at Owen again. Yeah, I’m feeling like I might be able to score a role in that one myself.


      “So, how was she? You know, the blonde? Not that I care.” I give an exaggerated shrug, still unwilling to make eye contact with the bastard. After all, I’m gearing up for an overnight getaway with the man who will most likely put an obnoxiously large ring on my finger one day in the near future. The sad part is, this is most likely a very real possibility. It’s scary how much Winston and I actually have in common, but I’m still a far cry from doodling Mrs. Stanford on any of my notebooks.


      “What are you talking about? What blonde? And by the way, I like you with your hair down. And your lips look like they appreciate the red reprieve. You don’t need any of that, Piper. You don’t need them.”


      “What’s going on?” Cade comes over and offers Owen up a high five.


      What’s going on indeed.


      “Thanks for the heads-up, man.” Cade gives him a playful sock to the arm.


      What’s this? Since when are Cade and Owen best buddies?


      I clear my throat. “I didn’t realize you two knew each other.”


      “We didn’t until last night,” Cade offers while taking twice as much of the potato salad as I did. “Let’s just say he introduced me to a few friends. One of them was very, very good to me.”


      “Gross.” I drop my plate onto the table.


      “The blonde.” Owen tips his head back and closes his eyes as if having an epiphany. “Yes, Jeanie Waters. She’s sort of a legend at Whitney Briggs.”


      Cade lifts his fork. “I believe the words you used were ‘a tradition.’”


      “A graduation requirement,” Owen counters.


      Cade went home with her instead? A swell of relief fills me. “You’re both disgusting. I’m leaving now.”


      Cade steps in front of me. “How’d it go at the Barbie Ball?”


      I avert my gaze. “Is there no one on this planet who appreciates the Greeks for what they really are?”


      “Assholes?” Owen offers without missing a beat, and Cade high-fives him once again.


      “No, a public service—i.e., networking at its finest. And there are tons of nice people there.” Albeit most of them are rushing right alongside me. The thought of any other girls getting that same letter I did makes me cringe. I’m positive they tailored the misery per its victim. I’m not an idiot. They’re using the fact I’m greedy for a bed—hell, greedy for a strand of those luscious pearls to clutch for the next four years to haze the living shit out of me. That’s right, I said it. The hell hazing doesn’t exist at Alpha Chi. Once I get in, I’ll turn this crazy train around. They need someone like me with balls of steel, who happens to care about incoming freshman and other pledges in general, to set them straight. As far as I see it, the fate of other girls’ virginity rests on my shoulders. My overeagerness probably made me a prime target. Teaches me to get excited about anything.


      I glare over at Owen. “So, that blonde, Jeanie Waters? Did she have a friend for you, too?” I’m calling him out. Cade couldn’t care less if Owen’s manwhore ways are exposed, and I’m not entirely sure I should either.


      Cade nods to Owen as if to ask the question himself.


      “Nope.” Owen gives a shit-eating grin. “Went home all by my lonesome.”


      Laney and Baya come over along with Annie and Marley.


      “I’ll take this as my cue to leave.” Cade takes off toward the mass huddle of testosterone, and just as Owen is about to make his escape, Baya points a slender finger at him.


      “You know when I first saw you, way before Bryson introduced us—I couldn’t help but think you looked so familiar.”


      Owen’s face goes white. “I’ve been hanging around the Black Bear for a few months. I bet we’ve run into one another a time or two.”


      She shakes out her waves as if protesting the idea. “It’s not that. I feel like I’ve seen you somewhere—somewhere big—oddly enough, like a girls’ night out. You’re not a model, are you?”


      I blush for him. It’s true. Owen is that gorgeous—not cheesy gorgeous like Winston, but rugged, manly, tan, athletic, drop-your-wet-panties-for-him gorgeous. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if I saw him on a billboard sporting nothing but his underwear. The thought makes me heat up ten times hotter, and my panties beg to drop for him.


      What the hell am I saying? I’m not dropping my panties for anyone, except maybe my potential first husband, Winston Stanford. A dull roll of nausea pushes through me. I glance over at Cade while Owen does his best to deflect the conversation. My own brother all but copped to having a one-night stand. Why am I making this some big deal?


      Owen takes off to hang out with the guys.


      Laney leans in toward me. “Are you okay? You looked a little rattled when we came over.”


      “Oh.” I wave it off. “Just a little Jeanie Waters’ scare. I thought one thing, and it was another. Not a big deal.”


      Baya lets out a howl of a laugh. “Jeanie Waters used to be my old roommate when I was living in the dorms.”


      Laney laughs alongside her as if she too were in on the joke. “To put it mildly, she made Baya’s fall semester as a freshman quite educational.”


      “Let’s be blunt.” Baya leans in. “That girl has seen more cock than a men’s urinal.”


      They break out into cackles once again, and I politely laugh along, but my mind is wondering if Cade now runs the risk of having his cock fall off. Not that I ever want to think about my brother’s junk, like ever, but someone has to tell that boy not to stick it in every hole he finds. He might end up with a hole himself without meaning to.


      Baya and Laney chat me up about everything under the sun, and I listen as they gush about married life. They’re beyond ecstatic to be linked at the legal hip for life with Bryson and Ryder. Annie bounces baby Ben over in her arms and plants a kiss on the top of his head. It’s clear she’s more than happy with Blake. I don’t blame her. Blake is a pretty great guy. I can’t imagine being that happy with Winston. A vision of an entire row of little boys with cheesy block-toothed grins swirls through my mind, and I’m quick to blink them away. God, I’m only one broken condom from making my worst dental nightmares come true.


      The party wraps up, and Owen offers me a ride back to campus. Cade doesn’t blink at the idea because he has a rental house a few blocks from Briggs. He hauled our ten-year-old German Shepherd, Buddy, down all the way from the city. Buddy is literally Cade’s best friend. I feel bad that I haven’t been able to stop by and see him. He’s the smartest dog in the world. It doesn’t surprise me a bit that Cade’s forgone the frat experience for a chance to shack up with Bud. Not that Cade is frat material. He has sort of an Owen-esque quality about him. And according to what happened last night, they have more in common than I could have ever imagined.


      My phone buzzes, and a sickening feeling spears through my belly.


      Knew it. It’s Jules.


      It’s Saturday night! The big game is at 7. Alpha girls always walk in together, so we meet at the house at 6:30 sharp! Mixer at Sigma Theta Tau to follow. Toodles!


      “Where to?” Owen asks as we come to the light, and a part of me wants to say head north and keep driving.


      “You know where I live.” It comes from me depleted. I knew my weekends would be tied to the house, but I had no idea how quickly they’d be dominated. “You going to the game tonight?” There’s a tiny bit of hope percolating in me.


      “Can’t miss it. Rex Toberman is a good friend of mine. He’s the quarterback and the entire reason we’ll be winning this game.”


      “Go Mustangs,” I say, lackluster. “But I’m glad you’ll be there. I’ll be there, of course. And then there’s a mixer at Sigma Theta Tau.”


      “Nice. It looks like I’ll be treated to another episode of the Winston Stanford Show.”


      “Since when do you care what Winston Stanford does?” I bite down over my lip, trying to hide a smile.


      “Since he’s doing it with you.”


      Owen doesn’t make the left to take us to Whitney Briggs; instead, he takes a right and drives us up the side of a steep mountain. He pulls off about ten miles next to a large wooden sign that reads, The Witch’s Cauldron.


      “Sounds spooky,” I say, newly invigorated by our detour. It’s like a weight has been lifted off me, and the further we are from campus, the better I feel.


      I get out and take in the fresh pine air. God, this is good. This is the exact reason I was clawing to get several states away from Manhattan, from the gritty city air that leaves a film over your tongue, from the lies that still swirl in my head each time I think about what happened last year. A mean shudder rides through me.


      “Are you cold?” Owen takes off his shirt without explanation.


      “Yes, but I can see that you’re not.”


      “I’m going in.” He nods to a bubbling pot of water buried in between the boulders, the words hot springs tacked onto a tiny sign right next to it. Steam rises from the inky water, and I watch as Owen drops his jeans to his ankles—his eyes still pinned on mine. He kicks off his shoes and steps out of his Levi’s. But my eyes snag on his skintight skivvies, the way they hug that ridiculously exaggerated bulge in the front.


      “How many socks do you have in your boxers, Vincent?” I laugh because I can’t believe the words as they sail from my lips.


      “You wish.” He lowers himself in gingerly, sucking a breath between his teeth. “Honey, what I have in my boxers is more reptilian in nature than it ever is cotton. Anytime you want a piece of this, you just say the word. I’m open to a friendly gesture now and again.” He leans his head back and closes his eyes so casually it breaks my heart. He spewed the words as if they meant nothing, just sound and air floating from his mouth to my ears. I guess love is a ridiculous notion that simply doesn’t exist in the world. Too bad. It was the life goal I was looking forward to most.


      Owen sinks all the way into the heated water until just his shoulders are exposed. A roar emanates from him, but I’m still stuck on the reptilian nature of his genitalia.


      “You coming in, princess?” He doesn’t bother opening his eyes. It’s clear he’s good with it either way.


      I whip off my sweater and peel off my jeans, letting the icy fall air baptize me with its splendor. I traipse over and lower myself into the water, and Owen gives a few quick blinks in my direction.


      A dull aching moan escapes me as the scalding water seals over my skin like a heated glove.


      “Down, boy. I’m not looking for any friendly favors.” I glance at my bra, and without thinking I work it off and toss it to the side.


      Owen straightens, stiff as a board. His eyes zero in on the girls, more slap-shocked than excited.


      “We’re just friends, right? Friends don’t let friends ruin their best bra.” I bob up and down as my feet skim the bottom, and my body ignites in a blanket of incredible warmth. This feeling, right here is the same feeling Owen ignites in me whenever we’re together. I wade over to him on my tiptoes. I’m thankful I don’t have to tread water to enjoy this. I let out another series of desperately aching groans. “This is the best damn feeling in the world.”


      “Come here.” That lewd smile twitches on his lips. He locks eyes with mine, and it feels magical, otherworldly.


      Owen finds my fingers and pulls me in close until that bulge of his accidently brushes against my hip. I back away, but he reels me in, his eyes growing heavy as he spears into me with his gaze.


      My stomach sizzles with a heat of its own. My body inches toward him, begging to feel his flesh pressed against mine.


      “You’re beautiful.” He winces as if it hurt to say it. He shakes his head as if instantly denying it. “I don’t want that to be the best damn feeling you’ve ever had.”


      “Oh?” I try to think of a million smart-aleck remarks that are strictly tied to his lap rocket, but every one of them escapes me.


      He pulls me in closer, closer still until our lips are less than an inch apart. My chest heaves as I struggle to catch my breath.


      “I want this to be.” Owen brushes his mouth to mine, soft and lingering before hardening over me, and demanding entry. An aching sigh gets lost in my throat, and I hate how quickly he’s reduced me to a puddle. He’s kissing me. It’s happening, and I want this. I want him. Owen falls into my mouth with vigor, passion—with a hearty groan as if he means it, as if he’s wanted it all along—dreamed about it. His tongue mingles with mine before devouring me, leaving no stone unturned in its outright assault to have me. Owen pulls my body in until my chest adheres to his. A dull moan rides up my throat again and lands right into his mouth the way it should be. Owen should know how damn good this feels, how it’s the best feeling I’ve ever felt before.


      And it is.
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      There are very few moments in my life that I’ve bothered to commit to memory, but this moment right here with Piper James’ mouth fused to mine and her soft tits pressed against me is one of them.


      A moan vibrates from her mouth to mine, and I swallow it down. My chest rumbles with a dull laugh. And here I thought she was untouchable, a girl that no man should dare go near because his balls might be in peril. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say I wanted this. That I didn’t want this from the moment I saw her that first day. I may have shown up to watch Rex do his thing at the pep rally that afternoon, but as soon as my eyes snagged on Miss James, there was no one else to see. When that ball flew in her direction, I saw the opportunity and seized it. Most girls would have been grateful to a fault, but when Piper put me in my place, she piqued my interest in a whole new way.


      She leans back, nibbling on my lip before looking up at me with those pale doe eyes.


      “Perfect.” I moan.


      “The kiss?” She tilts her head, looking ever so innocent. The steam rising around us leaves a dewy impression on her skin.


      “No, you.” I lean in and steal another kiss off her pillow-soft lips. “The kiss was smoking hot. You do that often, or are you just glad to see me?”


      She gives a dark laugh, her knee grazing over my budding hard-on.


      “I believe that’s the question I should be asking you.” She bites over a smile, then quick as it came, it dissipates and she takes a full step back, my fingers barely clasping onto hers. Her tits take center stage, but I try my best not to stare at them. Fuck. They’re perfect.


      “Where are you going?” I clear my throat.


      “I don’t want to give you the wrong impression.” She’s going dark again. That isolative personality trait that hijacks her routinely is taking over.


      “Come here.” I tug her back, but she maintains a buffer of a few inches. “I’m not expecting this to go any further. I promise you.”


      Piper’s features soften a bit as she grazes her thigh over mine. “Sorry. I can get a little weird about that stuff. The last thing I want is to piss you off. I know how guys can be.”


      “And how is that?” I’m chipping down her defenses one pebble at a time, but I’ll take it. Piper is a decent person who’s obviously been hurt by whom or what I don’t know, but she’s ready to lash out like a viper if need be in a moment’s notice.


      “Never mind.” She takes a full breath, her nipples popping above the waterline as if to say hello, and my gaze dips. Shit. If I’ve gone over any one rule with my guys, it’s never, fucking never let them see you stealing a glimpse at their tits in the middle of a serious conversation.


      She ducks under until she’s submerged to her neck. “I probably should have kept them under wraps. Go ahead.” Her eyes narrow in on me with that insta-rage she’s honed to perfection. “Call me a tease.”


      “I don’t think you’re a tease.” I dip down to her level and scoot in until were nose-to-nose. “I want to get to know you, Piper—the real you. You’re beautiful. The entire planet can see that. I want to know that hidden part of you that you’re not showing the rest of the world.”


      “My vagina?” She doesn’t miss a beat. That bored look of apathy has returned to her face as the sarcasm queen that lives inside her stabs her way out.


      “I get it.” A dry smile pumps from me. “You need that edge, that control that comes with caustic words. But I don’t want you to feel like that around me.”


      Her lips twitch and tug as if she might cry. Piper is the only girl I know who runs a rainbow of emotions in less than three seconds.


      “Wow, you’re working overtime to get into my pants.”


      “I don’t want in your pants, your pretty pink panties, or your body. I’m telling you how I feel. You’re important, and you deserve good things. You don’t need to hold up this wall whenever you’re around me. Trust me, I know the wall. I do the same thing.”


      Her lips pull down and quiver as she squints into me. “Okay, you’re starting to be a real buzzkill.” She moves to get out, and I gently pull her back.


      “We’re the same person, Piper.” I struggle to keep her eyes nailed to mine. “You don’t need to hide anything from me.”


      She pants into me, her anger rising like flames as the steam plumes behind her.


      “What are you hiding?” She riots it in my face. Her hot breath stings like a sunburn as she shouts the words.


      “Shit,” I whisper, trying to get my ears to stop ringing. I clasp my fingers over her hands and gently steady myself against her. “Why are you screaming?”


      “I’m not the one who started this war.” She yanks her hands free, splashing me in the face in the process.


      “Why does everything have to be a war with you?”


      “Because that’s how life works!” she yells, stealing the serenity from the wilderness around us. “It takes a shit on you, and you have to deal. And after that? You don’t fucking assume the position waiting for it to happen again.”


      “Whatever they did—whoever they are—I’m not them! I’ll never be them. You don’t need this wall around me. You can let me in. I’m not the enemy. I’m not going to hurt you.”


      Piper stands frozen. Her watery gaze set on mine, her jaw still clenched in anger.


      “No judgment?” A tear slips down the curve of her cheek, but she doesn’t acknowledge it.


      My finger caresses that single tear right off her face, and I bring it to my lips to let her know I care.


      “No judgment.” I pull her body to mine, and, slow as honey, her skin sears over me once again. “Believe me when I say this. I’m in no position to judge a single soul.” There are no truer words.


      Her face inches to mine. Her lips part. Her chest heaves with each passing breath. Piper is gunning for that next kiss whether or not she knows it.


      “I have a confession to make,” she whispers right over my mouth, and my gut aches to have her.


      “Anything.”


      “I kind of like being a bitch.” A weak smile comes and goes. “I’ve played the part for so long, I don’t know anything else at this point.”


      My heart breaks to hear her say it. “Well then, I’ve got bad news for you. You’re not a bitch. You’re a good person with her defenses set on high alert. The whole world isn’t out to get you. I promise you that.”


      She tilts in, a thread of a seductive grin comes and goes like a ghost. “Are you out to get me?”


      I tick my head back and let out a breath I’ve been holding since that soul-melting kiss. “Confession,” I whisper, and her brows arch in amusement. That look right there is enough to make me come for weeks. Piper is the exact woman I’ve been waiting for, wanting for so long, and here she is, naked in all the right places with her body pressed to mine. “I have been out to get something from you—your attention—ever since that first day in Founder’s Square. You are too beautiful to ignore. I wanted to see you, hold you right then and there.”


      “You were pretty subtle.” She nods into me, her eyes squared over mine with that knowing look she wears so well. Piper always looks as if she’s in on some grand joke and makes you feel as if you’re along for the ride.


      “I try.”


      “Yeah?” She swallows hard. “Maybe you can give that kiss another try?”


      “Did I not impress you the first time, sweetheart?”


      “Are you kidding? I was so damned impressed I thought I might be dreaming.” She wrinkles her nose. “There’s no way you’re that good.”


      “Dreaming, huh?” My arms wrap around her tiny waist as she presses her firm belly over my dick, and I hold back a groan. Her soft chest presses to mine, and I suck in a short breath. “I’d better give you another dose of reality.”


      My eyes stay trained on hers a beat too long before I dive over her lips. Piper meets me right there with all of the passion, the primal ache that comes from the bottom of my hungry heart. Her hot tongue melts with mine as we lose ourselves in a wild kiss that seems to have no beginning and no end in sight. I never want to stop loving her like this, showering her with all of the affection she deserves until her walls, all of her defenses come tumbling down, one brick at a time.


      A fury builds in me at whoever or whatever hurt her so bad that she feels as if sarcasm and cutting words are her only true defenses. I want to show her that there are still some people worth trusting, and that I’m one of them. I want to show her that there aren’t a hell of a lot of people worth hauling a lifetime worth of anger around over. I should know. I’ve hauled enough aggression around for both of us these last few years.


      I was right. Piper and I are the same person. And I’m hoping we just might be the key to healing one another, too.

      


      The first game of the year is WB versus Thurston, a quasi-ivy-league school that should focus on boasting about its esteemed Fortune 500 graduates than it ever should football. The game is a shutout. Rex lives to be a hero on campus another day. I watch as the team rallies around him, lifting him up on their shoulders while the coach takes a Gatorade shower in the background.


      “Someone is getting laid tonight.” Jet slaps my leg hard as he lets out another howl for the team.


      “Yeah, and his name is Rex. You got any prospects I don’t know about?”


      “Since when do I need a prospect? I’m a last minute, come as you are—and they will come—kind of a guy.”


      “You’re a real prince.” I scan the lower quadrant of the student section once again, where my eyes have drifted for most of the last two hours, and spot Piper talking to her friends. It’s almost impossible to distinguish them from one another at this distance, with their ponytails and their fire engine red lips. Usually, I wouldn’t gravitate toward a sorority girl, but Piper has me breaking every single one of my rules.


      “Any progress with the Ice Princess?”


      I smack him in the gut. “Don’t call her that. Piper is a sweetheart.”


      “What? Where’s this coming from? Dude, check your boxers. I think she swiped your balls when you weren’t looking.”


      I’d say some smart-ass remark, but he might be right. “We kissed.” I’m not the type to kiss-and-tell, but I know it’ll set Jet straight and hopefully shut him up about this for a while.


      “You kissed her? There you go.” His meaty mitt lands over my back with a congratulatory pat. “She’ll be bouncing on your lap anytime now. I bet you can practically smell the money.”


      “Enough. We had a good time. She even took a picture of the two of us to commemorate the occasion. See? No harm, no foul. She was thrilled to be there.”


      “Pictures, huh?” He twists, trying to get a better look at her. “That seems a little quick.”


      “That’s because you put us on a timer, remember?” I’m teasing, because for one, I’m not racing Piper to my bed for money. Any other girl, any other day, not this one. “Worry about your own dick.” I say it disinterested at the moment as I watch Winston make his way over to her. Piper looks stunned for a second, and I’m hopeful she’ll yank his balls right off, too, but in a much more aggressive manner. But she doesn’t. He wraps an arm around her shoulder, and they melt into the crowd as they take off for the night.


      Shit.


      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” Jet leans in. “Theta House is still trying to gain a few suckers, so we can watch the show firsthand.”


      “Nice.” Not nice. “He’s just an obstacle she needs to hurdle. She knows she has to play nice until she gets herself into the house.” This is precisely why I’m not a Greek, and the precise reason I’m anti Alpha Chi. Aubree got into a house all right. The big house.


      We take off and follow the herd to Theta Tau like a bunch of cattle readying up for branding. Jared Latsco, a kid I helped land a smoking hot chick from Gamma Gamma Gamma during the summer, struts over with his chest puffed out, a swagger to his step. That’s the first thing I teach my guys. You want to get laid? Act like you fucking deserve it.


      “What’s up?” I slap him some skin as we scan the room together. Rule number two, always look disinterested in your surroundings when you’re with other dudes.


      “A friend of mine wants to cut loose his girlfriend.”


      “How long have they been dating?” For every month you date a girl, there is a different tactic that needs to be utilized.


      “Six months.”


      “Bad timing.” I shake my head. I’m just messing with him. Six months is the easiest. Chicks are smart. They pick up on an emotional cutoff long before the breakup ever happens. It’s the ones that want to end things three weeks in after they’ve banged the shit out of the poor girl that provides the biggest challenge. At that point, she’s still green, in love—correction, lust. They’re so blindsided. Half of them actually expect a ring at that point. The honeymoon zone is the most dangerous of all. I’m not sure I can pull anyone out of that hole. “Two hundred bucks.” That’s the going rate for a standard breakup, so I don’t feel too bad asking. “If he wants, I can cut him a deal. Two hundred for the breakup, and fifty to land a new skirt in his lap. That’s a savings of over a hundred dollars. If he’s smart, he’ll take it.”


      “He’ll take it. Pen that masterpiece by tomorrow afternoon, and he’ll be ready to hit a few parties with you by nightfall.”


      “It takes a week. I don’t do turnarounds. It’s bad taste. Tell him to visit his grandmother. Jack off in the shower for seven days straight. I don’t care what he does as long as he avoids the radar.”


      Jared gives a reluctant thumbs up and takes off.


      Rex comes over, and Jet and I offer up a round of high fives. “We’re not worthy.”


      “Shut up.” He’s wearing his signature ear-to-ear boy next-door dirty grin, eyeing the cheerleaders like they are candy. And to him they are. He can have a bite out of any one of those girls if he chooses, and on most nights he chooses. “What’s going on? Is Jet getting laid tonight? I know you’re not.”


      “I am getting laid.” Jet nods over at a group of long-legged heavily bronzed brunettes. They still have the kiss of summer on their faces, heavily tanned, glittering hair from all the chlorinated highlights. “I’m thinking the one with the bungee cords wrapped up to her thighs.”


      “Dude, they’re laces.” I inspect her further. “She’s hot. But she knows it. I’d wait until she downs a few more beers. You’ll look a hell of lot more like her type at that point.”


      “You wish. I’m going in sober, and so will she.” Jet heads over, flipping us the bird as he takes off. It takes less than ten seconds for him to separate his intended victim from her group with a drugged smile on her face. I may be good, but Jet has always been the master.


      “One down.” Rex looks ahead intensely, and I follow his gaze to a familiar group of ponytail wearing beauties, one of which is Piper. My stomach bites with heat with just one look. A few of the girls shift, and I spot the idiot she’s looking up at—Winston. His hand sits in the hollow of her back, definitely a comfortable move. Everyone knows you don’t initiate that kind of contact unless you feel as if you’ve long surpassed the friend zone.


      “Winston.” I shake my head at the surly sight.


      “You think she’ll bite his hand off?” Rex takes a quick swig of his drink. “That’s the exact reason I don’t date crazy chicks. There’s not enough insurance in the world to protect my limbs—my dick included, from that kind of insanity.”


      “Would you shut up? There’s nothing wrong with her. She’s been hurt.”


      “Defensive, are we? Things moving along for you two?”


      “Very well, thank you for asking. In fact, I had her lying on top of me naked this afternoon with her tongue down my throat.”


      “No shit?” He leans in as if inspecting her for horns and a tail. “Then why the hell are you letting that asshole get in on it? Go over there, and don’t let me see your face until you’ve scored a touchdown. Jet is serious as shit. You get six grand out of the deal. I don’t see him waving that wad of dollars in my direction.”


      “He’d take a loss to you.” I watch as Winston rides his hand up and down Piper’s back, making her laugh over whatever stupid shit is coming from his mouth. “He’ll take a loss to me, too.”


      “Yeah? When is that going to happen? After the preppy has his way with her? Ten bucks says he’s going to finger her before the night is over.”


      “Would you shut the hell up? He’s not touching her—like that anyway. She’s just being nice to him because she has to. She wants in on Alpha Chi so bad she doesn’t mind a conversation or two with that walking pop-up collar.”


      “It’s going to suck for him once he realizes it. He looks pretty convinced he’s got this one in the bag.”


      “He doesn’t.”


      Winston wraps his other hand around her back. It looks as if they’re slow dancing, having a moment, and she’s not fighting him off like he was an attacker.


      He doesn’t have this in the bag.


      Does he?

      


      The week starts off great with Piper coming over after our time at the office, and on Wednesday I cook us up a five-star feast of frozen waffles and bacon. I offered to take her to dinner, but she swears she’d rather eat at my place.


      “You mind if I turn the channel?” she asks.


      “Go ahead. I’m not watching anything. I just turned it on.”


      “Just making sure. It’s wrestling or some shit. You boys and your fascination of watching two grown men rubbing each other down with lube—I don’t get it.”


      I peer over at the screen. “That’s an MMA fight, sweetie. Those boys are out for blood and balls—” I look to her, and the spatula nearly drops from my hand. Piper never wanted my permission to turn the channel. She was merely trying to get me to acknowledge the fact she’s stripped off her T-shirt and sprawled over my sofa in a pair of skintight jeans and an emerald green bra.


      “Holy shit.” I switch off the stove and bring the plate of bacon over to her. “I may have forgotten to tell you, but I’m allergic to the color green.” I slide in next to her and pull her onto my lap.


      “Oh?” She flirts mercilessly with those iconic thick lashes that have been whipping me into submission from the get-go. “I’d hate to induce an allergy attack. Why don’t I just take this off?”


      “Nope.” I reach back and land my fingers over the clasp. “That’s my job.” My gut says take it slow with Piper, but I’ve been craving that body since she first held it against me. She’s been pretty free with the kisses and heavy on the flirting, so I don’t see why not.


      “Actually.” She plucks her phone from her jeans. “One quick parting shot?” She leans in and snaps away before I can protest the idea.


      “You working on a scrapbook?” I tease, taking a bite out of her lip, then pecking a soft string of kisses straight down her neck.


      “Scrapbook?” A girlish giggle bounces through her, and I eat it up. I love this soft, playful side of Piper. “Oh, honey, this is for the dartboard. Say cheese!” She leans in and licks a line up my face as she snaps away.


      I pluck the phone from her and toss it to the floor.


      “I’ve got a dartboard in my bedroom I don’t mind pinning you down to.” My lips press into that tender spot behind her ear, and I can feel her go rigid beneath me. Shit. “I’m sorry.” I lean back, my hands in the surrender position. “I promise we can take it slow. Nothing ever needs to happen. I just like having you near me, Piper.” God’s honest truth right there.


      “Liar.” It comes out curt, hurt. “I’m only half-teasing.” She tries to play it off with a quiet laugh. “I mean, I want this with you.” That hurt in her eyes returns on cue, and it breaks my heart to pieces to witness. “I think maybe we have something special.”


      “I know we do.” I say it serious, no smile. There is no way in hell I want Piper to think that I’m toying with her. “This is real. We’re growing something, and I know it’s going to be fantastic.”


      Her teeth graze over her lower lip. “I’ve never met anyone like you, Owen. You make me feel safe—even if I am pretty lousy at feeling that way.”


      “You can trust me.” I clasp my fingers over hers without taking my eyes off those stormy blue eyes.


      She takes my hands and leads them to the back of her bra. “Go ahead.” Her gaze presses into mine. “I want you to.”


      My mouth waters just thinking about it. It took more control than I thought I had the other day not to take a bite out of the girls. I want to land my mouth over them and suck her down, make her come just like that. For the first time in the history of my sexual escapades, it doesn’t all have to be about me, even if my dick protests the idea. I’d like nothing more than to give Piper pleasure, put a smile on her face any way I can. I want to see her lost in ecstasy. I want to be the one to get her there.


      I unhook her bra and hold on to the tension, examining her perfect lips, her heavily lidded eyes set dead on me. “Do you want this?” I’m not sure why, but everything in me screams baby steps.


      Her tongue does a swift revolution over her lips, wetting them down with an anticipatory shine. “Do you?”


      “Yes, hell yes, but if things are moving too fast, I want you to tell me.” I haven’t had a relationship—not a real one—in so long that I can’t tell if we’re moving at lightning speed or a snail’s pace. “We have forever.” My gut tightens because a part of me wonders if that was a lie. It wasn’t. Piper and I can take our time because I’m not going anywhere, and I hope she’s not either.


      “Forever?” She sighs through a smile as her finger touches over my features. “I like the sound of that.”


      I let go of her straps, and they snap to the front, pushing her bra up over her tits. There they are, perky and glad to see me. Piper takes the green silk contraption and sends it sailing across the room.


      My hands drift to her waist, higher still until I’m cupping the girls. “I’m going to kiss you right there.”


      She takes a breath as the apples of her cheeks light up a bright pink. I pull her mouth to mine and love her like that just enough to reassure her that I’m not here for some joy ride. I want this, all of it. My lips cascade down her cheek, her neck as she leans back for me to take the lead. I draw a line down her chest with my tongue until my mouth clamps over her left nipple. A deep groan works its way up from my gut. Just died and went to heaven. Piper is soft. Cotton candy sweet. My teeth graze over her, and I suck her down.


      Piper lets out a sharp cry as her hips grind over my lap. She’s already at the finish line, and I haven’t even gotten out of the gate.


      A series of hard thumps emit over the door. “Owen? It’s me! Open up!”


      “Shit.” I lean back and press down my cock to abort this mission.


      “Who’s that?” Piper hops off and tosses on her T-shirt.


      “I have a feeling I know who.”


      “Wow”—that jagged edge returns to her voice—“you must be really good to have them beating down your door.”


      “I am, but this one is knocking for another reason.” I swing open the door to see my kid sister Ava with her mascara smeared down to her cheeks, her hair sticking to her beet red face. “Jeez.” I pull her in and give her a hug. Ava sobs onto my shoulder before I can ask what’s wrong. Ava is a junior in high school. Up until last year, she was at Davenport, the same elite private school Aubree and I went to for years. As a part of my father’s tough-love campaign, he’s plucked her right out of that posh institute of learning and thrown her into the nearest public school. “Who do I have to kill?”


      “Nobody.” She pushes past me and hiccups her way to the couch. Ava stops short once she spots Piper. “On second thought, everybody—and you can start with the skank in the middle of your living room.” She kicks the sofa table before falling onto the couch.


      “Be nice,” I scold. “Piper, this my little sister, Ava. Ava, this is Piper, my—” Shit. Girlfriend feels natural, but I can’t seem to push the word out. It’s too soon. Giving someone that title before it’s time, before you’ve discussed it, only makes you look like a desperate ass.


      “Your skank,” Ava finishes the sentence for me.


      Piper balls her fists onto her hips and cocks her head while studying my not-so sweet little sister.


      “Oh, honey, I’m nobody’s skank.” Piper says it hard, and for a second I wonder how loud the explosion is going to be when these two powder kegs set one another on fire. But Piper softens and takes a seat on the table across from Ava. “Is that what’s happening to you? Are people accusing you of doing things you didn’t do?”


      Ava brings her knees up until she’s peering from between them at Piper.


      “It happened to me.” Piper shrugs, her voice so soft I hardly recognize it. “I had a pretty shitty time in high school.”


      Knew it.


      “How did you get through it?” Ava squeaks, her chest still heaving. Her face is blotched, her raccoon eyes elongating with every tear, and I hand her a paper towel from off the sink.


      “I just did. I stuck my nose to the wind and didn’t give a flying fuck about all that bullshit. Stupid people love to start rumors. And stupid people love to listen to them. It’s a pretty crappy scenario. Do you have any good friends you can hang out with?”


      Ava gives a sober nod. “Like three.”


      “Three is more than enough. Do you have lunch the same period?”


      Ava nods again. Something about the exchange taking place warms my heart. Ava has needed a big sister ever since Aubree disappeared from our lives. My father and mother take Ava out with them every other weekend to see her. In that respect, they haven’t cut anyone out entirely, at least not Aubree. And I fill in the odd weekends they’re not there, so that my big sister will have someone to look forward to each time Saturday rolls around. It’s been tough, but no matter how messed up she is, a part of me still insists on being there for her.


      Piper rubs her hand over Ava’s shoulder. “You’re going to be just fine.” She pulls her into a hearty embrace. “Don’t listen to those assholes.” She gets up and stands on her tiptoes to whisper into my ear, “That green 34C you’re allergic to is at ten o’clock.”


      “Got it.”


      “It was nice meeting you, Ava!” Piper heads to the door, and I meet her there with a kiss. “I’ve got an Alpha Chi thing.” She makes a face. “It’s back to the ponytail rodeo for me. I’ll talk to you soon.” She takes off, and I watch as her hips swivel all the way to the elevator.


      “She’s nice.” Ava picks up the remote and puts on a cooking show—a cupcake battle that I’m sure our cousin Roxy could win hands down.


      “Piper is nice.”


      I’m glad someone other than me thinks so.


      “You should consider keeping that one.” Ava smirks. “I’m glad I got to meet her.”


      “Duly noted.” My eyes drift back to the empty space in the hall—my mouth still hungry for more of Piper’s sweetness. I’m glad she had a chance to meet Ava. I’ve got another sister I think it’s time she meets—one who has a hell of a lot to say about that ponytail rodeo she’s so desperate to join.


      Aubree should know what a dangerous and shitty place Alpha Chi really is.


      After all, she invented the rules.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Feral Affection

        


        Piper

      

    

    
      The idea of falling in love was such a far off notion just a few weeks ago—something to aspire to, a dream for someday—and yet here I am smiling like a loon whenever I think about Owen. Owen Vincent of all people! All of those ridiculous clichés—walking on air, having my head caught in the clouds, every breath, every thought circles around that gorgeous smiling face of his.


      Love. Who knew it could hit so quickly like a blunt force trauma to the head, taking you down with a single beat of the heart?


      “Cassidy?”


      “Yup?” she shouts from the partially opened bathroom door while primping and preening for yet another Alpha Chi event.


      “Do you believe two people can fall in love after only knowing one another for a couple of months?”


      “Hell fucking no,” she bleats out, sugared as sweet tea. “I had this boyfriend back in high school, Justin Armstrong, real ladies’ man. He slept with half the cheer squad, all the while professing his love to me. Turns out, sex was his religion. Don’t you think for a second you’re in love with that frat boy they’ve stuck you with. He might be good-looking, tall, and is driving that Ferrari down the right side of the tracks, but he’s got devil horns peeping up from the sides of his head. You can’t see them. But I’m damn good at spotting them. It’s a gift. Plus, he’s got nothing but a teeny tiny weenie in his pants. I can just flat out tell. I don’t need a gift to know that.”


      Cassidy thinks it’s Winston I’m head over heels with. It looks like I’m better than I thought at hiding my budding feelings for Owen. Speaking of the devil—I can see his horns plain as day—I’ve sent a ton of suggestive pictures to Jules and Lucille, so I’ve more than aced that last test. I wince at the thought. I’m not sure if Owen would be pissed or honored to be my number four. And that leads me to the dreaded number five. I’ve got one more item to check off that stupid list, and it just so happens to concern Winston and his teeny tiny weenie. But I don’t want to think of Winston or his little dick right now. I want to focus on Owen.


      “Actually, it’s not the frat boy they’ve stuck me with that I’m talking about.” I bite down the goofy grin, trying to break free once again and slip the door open.


      Cassidy spins around with a teardrop-shaped makeup sponge in her hand, and we both gasp simultaneously. It’s not what’s in her hand that catches me off guard. It’s what’s on her face.


      “Oh my God,” I whisper. That scar. Those lines. Her entire face is bare, swollen, red, and irritated. It looks worse than a tear or a burn; it looks as if she were shredded. “What happened?”


      “Nothing.” She spins back to the mirror and bows her head.


      “Something happened.” I tilt in to get another look. It’s clear Cassidy never has any plans to share that scar with anyone. A bright red fissure runs from her eye clear to her cheek and fractures out in a spray of crimson over her lip. “You were torn to pieces. Who did this to you?”


      “It wasn’t a who.” She turns back around reluctantly and lifts her chin to me, exposing herself fully. “It was an it. I was chasing after someone, trying to say goodbye”—her voice grows incredibly small as if the real story lay hidden in that truth—“and I met up with some rabid mutt. I was just six at the time. I was playing in the yard, and the neighbor’s dog jumped me. Tried to eat my entire damn face for breakfast.”


      “Shit.”


      “Oh, hon, believe me, I know it was shit.” She looks back to her reflection and starts dabbing the sponge to her face, and the scar slowly bleaches away. “It’s still shit today.” She glares at the raw snakelike lines marring her complexion. “It ruined my fuckability factor.” Her eyes cut to mine. “Yeah, I said it.”


      “Cassidy!” I cover my mouth, unsure whether to laugh or cry. “You are totally fuckable, and we both know it.” True as God. I mean it.


      “Oh, hush. You’re just too damn nice to admit otherwise.” She pauses and looks to me with a silent pleading in her eyes. “I don’t show anybody this mess. I had a hell of a time in school until my mother started helping me cover the damn thing up.” She inverts her lips a moment as if holding back tears. “Can I ask you a favor? Please don’t tell anyone how bad it looks.”


      “No. God, of course, I wouldn’t say anything. You’re like the best friend I’ve ever had. I would never do that to you.”


      Her eyes pool with tears. “You mean that?”


      “Yes, I mean that. You’re one of the nicest people I know.”


      Cassidy pulls me into a deep embrace. “Thank you,” she whispers, pulling away. “I’ve put up with more than my fair share of mean girls. It just comes with the territory. It’s nice to have someone genuine around for a change.” She blots the tears from her eyes with a tissue. “So, who’s this boy that stole your heart?” Her mouth rounds out in an instant O. “It’s him!” She clutches at my arms like she’s about to save me from a fire. “Owen?” She breaks his name into two pieces, and it sounds adorable as hell.


      “Yes, Owen. He’s awesome and pretty amazing.”


      Cassidy sags. Her lips crimp with disapproval. “Buyer beware. People can be awesome and pretty amazing when you’ve only known them for less than a month. What does that boy do for work anyway?” She gets back to the business of expertly concealing her scar.


      “He’s a—” What the hell does he do? “He’s doing the internship with me.”


      “For free. Is Daddy bank rolling that apartment? How does he eat? Who the hell is paying for all those tats?”


      “Don’t forget the nipple ring.” I sigh at the thought. I’ve yet to clamp down on it with my teeth, but that, too, is on my naughty photo agenda. Although that picture will be for my private viewing pleasure. It makes me sick that Jules and Lucille are privy to all our intimate moments. On the flip side, I’ve spent hours each night just looking at those quasi-pornographic photos, and I don’t regret a single one. To say I’ve been salivating—that they’ve been making me wet all over, would be an underestimate. Owen has officially garnered the nickname, Panty Soaker.


      “Girl, you’ve got it bad.” She finishes applying her foundation and spins toward me. “How do I look?”


      “Beautiful as usual, but I’m not talking about your ability to cover up your scar. I’m talking about the real you inside and out.”


      She pulls me into another heartfelt hug. “You’re just all about making me cry tonight.”


      “You still haven’t answered my question. Love or not love?”


      She pulls back, her eyes steadying over mine. “You are so far gone over this boy, aren’t you?”


      My cheeks burn with heat, answering for me.


      “Well then, there’s only one thing it can be.” She hikes her shoulders, and her blonde curls bounce. “Must be love.”


      Must be.


      I thought so, too.

      


      The Black Bear is teeming with girls in short skirts, men dressed however the hell they felt, and then there are the girls rushing for Alpha Chi, with our signature ponytails, our ruby red lipstick we wear with pride, and soon to follow, our pearls once we gain admission to the most sought-after sorority at Whitney Briggs. The official candle lighting ceremony is next Monday night, even though all potential new member activities end this Friday. That gives Jules and Lucille the entire weekend to calculate points. The girls who participated the most get the prize, or pearls as it were, which seems fair until you pan out and see the bigger picture. God knows how many Super Pledges they have running around out there, desperately trying to tackle some sexual bucket list. All bullshit aside, that’s essentially what it is.


      “I see Scarlett and Daisy.” Cassidy points to the dance floor, but my eyes snag on a familiar hard body that I’d like to take a bite out of—Owen. I give a quick wave as he heads for the bar, but he doesn’t see me.


      “I’ll be right there. I sort of want to say hello to someone first.”


      She follows my gaze and gives an approving moan. “You really know how to pick ’em. Once you get in with that one, make sure you don’t forget about me in the event he has any cute friends.” She dives into the crowd, and just as I’m about to track down my favorite tatted up bad boy, a hand clamps over my shoulder.


      “Hey, Pipe. What are you doing here?” A deep voice rumbles into my ear.


      I look up to find my older very much handsome big brother, Wyatt.


      I give a few hard blinks, hoping to God it’s not really Wyatt, but this is me, and my luck dictates that it is. The last thing I want is Wyatt finding out about Owen and me—me and anyone for that matter.


      “Rushing. What are you doing here?”


      “Came to listen to Blake.” He nods to the stage where Blake and his band are setting up.


      “Cool. Love me some Sins.” I’ve been a fan of the 12 Deadly Sins long before their career took off. Blake mentioned they have music executives lined up around the block wanting in on the action.


      “Nice. Don’t commit any.”


      “Very funny. So I guess that means Marley and Roxy are here.” A slight frown takes over my lips.


      “Somewhere.” He looks over the top of my head into the crowd. “You want a drink? And I’m talking soda. I don’t want to see you doing any underage imbibing.”


      “Duly noted, but I’m not thirsty. Thanks anyway. I guess I’ll catch you later.” I hike up on my tiptoes and press a quick kiss to his cheek. “I need to mingle, or my ponytail runs the risk of getting chopped.”


      Wyatt’s dimples go off disapprovingly. “You sure this sorority thing is what you want?”


      “Of course, it is. Where else am I going to find a group of two hundred girls to get into some serious shenanigans with?”


      “Keep it legal.” He gives my pony a quick tug before taking off.


      Owen. My eyes scan the vicinity, frantic, as if looking for a missing child. I know for a fact in less than five minutes I’ll have Jules and Lucille all over my ass in an attempt to super glue Winston to my hip. Then the sea parts down the middle, and an entire choir of babies with wings breaks out in song and all that other bullshit because the best looking boy in the room just so happens to be grinning at me—Owen.


      I give a spastic wave as I make my way over—Wyatt be damned—just as a tall, suit wearing, block toothed, admittedly handsome barrier pops up between us.


      “I’ve been looking for you all night.” Winston pulls me into a strong embrace. He smells of thick cologne, something spicy and expensive. His suit feels scratchy against my skin, confirming that it’s made from the priciest wool. I glance over his shoulder, and Owen salutes me with a beer as his buddies stand on either side of him. Crap. “My mom is really excited to meet you.” Winston pulls back.


      “Your mom?” I blink up at him, suddenly so focused on him as if we were the only two people in the room. Winston is nice, intelligent, handsome to a fault, but he’s just not the one for me. And now his mother is somehow involved? Things just got a bit too out of hand for me.


      I give a quick glance around the room in hopes to find someone to pull me out of this mess, like Cassidy, but, instead, I’m met with a smiling Jules and Lucille. Dear God, are they ever not together? Maybe they’re the ones glued at the hips. Jules gives a thumbs up, and I turn away in hopes my hand won’t gesticulate how I’m really feeling and flip her the bird.


      “Yeah, my mom is great.” Winston steps in front of me. “She’s getting the guesthouse set up for us. She’ll be there Friday, but she’s leaving for a girls’ weekend, so we’ll have the ranch to ourselves. My dad is away on business in Europe. The horses are ready for us. I hope you like riding. I want to take you out about three miles to a river that butts against the mountainside. It’s really gorgeous. I know you’ll love it. But if you don’t want to ride, we can just hang out.” His eyes dip to my cleavage and take their time rising back to meet with mine. “You know, play it by ear.”


      I’m certain he means play it by penis. I get it. He’s a guy. He thinks we’re headed in that direction. I’ve given him no reason not to believe it. In fact, if it wasn’t for Owen and my newfound feelings for him, I might have happily gone along to meet Winston’s mother, think of him as my new boyfriend—play it by ear, penis, and vagina.


      The conversation goes on in that direction. More talk of the trip. The discovery of more things in common. We really do work on some level as a couple, but at the end of the day it, whatever it is, isn’t there.


      Blake jumps on stage and opens with a slow song. Ugh. I frown over at him, and he winks. Dear God, I think he’s done this just to embarrass me.


      “You in?” Winston holds out a hand. I glance back at the pack of ponytails and spot Jules and Lucille scooting me toward the dance floor with the shove of their hands.


      Perfect. I avert my gaze a moment.


      “I’m in,” I say a little less enthusiastically than I probably should have and take his hand as he wraps his arm around my waist. Winston is a total gentleman, and by that I mean he’s not grinding his crotch into my stomach, which I appreciate.


      I lean my head past his shoulder and spot Owen staring right at us. Crap. My stomach drops at the sight. He nods over, and my body heats to unnatural levels. Our eyes lock for a moment before I forcibly look away. He’s alone now. His friends have scattered, leaving him solo as he nurses his beer. I glance back, and Owen offers the sad curve of a smile, his lids hang low and heavy as if it were hard to watch. Everything in me wishes it were him holding me like this.


      Winston leans in and brushes his cheek against the top of my head. “You’re beautiful,” he whispers.


      “Um, thank you.”


      I pull back, my eyes still affixed on Owen’s scorching gaze, and I blink him away. I hate that this is happening. One more weekend of this bullshit then I can get on with the rest of my life.


      The song comes to an end, and Blake switches it up to raucous levels that I’m in no mood to gyrate to, so both Winston and I step off the dance floor.


      “You know what?” I carefully unwrap his arm from around my waist. “I think I see someone I know. I’ll catch you later!” I shout over the band.


      “Pack light for the weekend.” His lips do this strange wave of a smile, and for the first time it makes him look smarmy. “You won’t be needing a lot of clothes. There are plenty of things we can do without them.” He winks and takes off into the crowd.


      Subtle much?


      A mean shudder runs through me. Winston and I are hardly at that level. Hell, I’m hardly at that level with Owen, and he and I have logged some serious time swapping spit. In fact, I think I owe him both an apology and an explanation. I head to the bar and find the stool he’s been warming for the last hour empty.


      Crap.


      I do a quick look around and spot his friend Jet, aka Dr. Happy Needle, talking to two blondes in matching red dresses. That’s Gamma’s signature look. I hate that the girls all have a theme going on in each sorority, and yet the guys come as they are. I head over and sandwich myself between the Gamma girls.


      “Excuse me?” I give a little wave. “Have you seen Owen?”


      Jet gives me a curious look before his features smooth out. “He went to work. How’s the tat?” He makes a face because we both know the tat didn’t quite work out for me.


      “Craptastic.” One of the Gamma girls bumps me with her crimson swaying hip, and I land against his rock hard chest. “Sorry.” I pull back and smooth out his shirt. “So, where does he work?” I try to sound casual, tilting my head as if I were really indifferent about the whole thing. Ironic since the stalking shoe is now officially on the other foot. I’ve been dying to know where it is exactly that Owen punches a clock. Every time I bring it up, he changes the subject.


      “Here and there.” Jet takes each of the blondes by the hand and leads them to the dance floor, letting them shimmy up and down his body like a stripper pole. Sadly, in those skintight costumes, they don’t look too far off from the real deal.


      Here and there. I glance back at the blob of Alpha Chi PNMs, with their matching ponytails, their red lips opening and closing like a weeping wound. I’d rather be “there”— wherever that might be—with Owen than here.


      Maybe Alpha Chi isn’t what I want.


      Maybe it’s Owen.
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      Late Friday afternoon, the end of three grueling weeks of school, and I think it’s safe to determine that all of my classes pretty much suck, but that’s only because Piper isn’t in them. It’s true. She’s infiltrated, dug into the trenches of my mind, my heart, and has me scrounging for any little part of her. It’s her I long to see while walking from class to class. I need a Piper fix. Just one glimpse is enough to dull this ache twisting my belly up in knots.


      It killed me to see that douchebag holding her last night, whispering into her ear, making her smile. I’m not sure what she’s doing with me. I know that he’s the one that the Alpha dogs have determined she should be with, and maybe she should. Piper comes from a good family. She’s sweet, wholesome. For the most part, both my mother and father have rejected me, kicked me to the curb once Aubree exchanged her designer wardrobe for prison duds, and here I am struggling to survive the only way I know how. If Piper knew what I did to keep a roof over my head, she wouldn’t be too impressed. She sure as hell wouldn’t want her “boyfriend” doing this shit, and I know for a fact she wouldn’t be bragging about my skills to her parents. Her brothers might flat out kill me if they thought I was corrupting her in some way. I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t want Ava dating anyone like me.


      The sky cracks overhead as thunder drums across the expanse, and I duck into Hallowed Grounds for cover. The line isn’t too bad, so I hop over, and it’s not until a good five minutes drift by do I realize I’m standing directly behind the prick that had his greasy mitts locked around Piper’s waist.


      I’ll be honest—Winston doesn’t seem like a total asshole. Admittedly, I’d like him a hell of a lot more if he were interested in groping someone else.


      He’s talking to his buddy a mile a minute about his weekend plans at his parents’ ranch—something about his mother, and I want to laugh. Here I am worried he’s trying to land Piper in his bed, and he’s talking about spending some quality time with his mom. I almost feel like an ass.


      “So, are you going to fuck her?” The preppy dude next to him ribs him with his elbow.


      “That’s the plan.” Winston sniffs with pride.


      What the hell? Is fuck your mother preppy code for something? Hell, I’m not trying to eavesdrop, but that is one twisted concept.


      “She’s really opening up to me. I like her.” He shrugs, and I get the feeling we’re not talking about Mommy Dearest anymore. “Piper is sweet.” He cracks a wicked grin, and my stomach drops like lead to the floor. “And I’m betting she tastes that way, too.”


      His friend slaps him over the shoulder, and I consider slapping them both.


      “We’ll have the entire weekend,” Winston continues. “I’m not pushing it until Saturday night. I’ll pull out all the stops—dinner, wine, music. I can really see us together in the long run. I don’t remember feeling like this about anyone, ever. There’s something special about her. I don’t know, dude. Maybe she’s the one.”


      Shit.


      “The future Mrs. Stanford?” The idiot friend socks Winston in the arm. “Sounds serious, man.”


      “It is—at least for me. I knew that first night I saw her I had to have her. Good old Jules came through. Fucking Alpha Chi.”


      “Trafficking girls to Sigma Theta Tau—going on four decades. We should hold a mixer in their honor.”


      “You kidding?” Winston leans back on his heels. “Our dicks have been funding their mixers for decades. They should lick our balls on a regular basis.”


      “Sounds like your balls are getting licked this weekend.”


      They move to the front of the line, and I head out the door. I don’t need any coffee. I let the rain soak my clothes all the way back to my apartment, trying to wrap my head around the fact that Piper would agree to go anyplace with the Preppy Prince of Sigma Theta Tau.


      The thought of her licking him anywhere makes me want to vomit.

      


      A little after six there’s a knock at the door, and for a moment I contemplate hopping into the shower and pretending I didn’t hear it. But instead, I push aside my statistics homework and get my lazy ass off the couch.


      I’m hoping it’s Ava, but since I’m taking her to see Aubree tomorrow, I very much doubt she’s paying me a visit. She’s at that age where she doesn’t want too much to do with her big brother. Maybe it’s Ryder. I called in and told him I couldn’t make it to the internship today—although, I did find three local corporations that are willing to see a marketing package. If I can score at least one of those, my rent will be covered for almost two months. The less hours I have to pull at work, the more damn sleep I can manage to get.


      I look through the peephole and spot Piper’s beautiful, albeit pissed off face. She’s bouncing her gaze off the ceiling, flipping me the bird, and I can’t help but smile.


      “Hello, beautiful,” I say, swinging open the door.


      “Are you fucking with me?” She’s back to psycho bitch mode, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to liking it just a little.


      “I can easily ask you the same question.” But I won’t. We’re not dating. We’re not anything. She can take off for a weekend with the preppy prick any damn time she pleases.


      Piper’s eyes begin to water. Her face turns pink with the look of rage still very much alive on her face. I’ve never seen anyone spin so many emotions at the same time. She steps inside and slams the door shut so hard the walls tremble around us.


      Her mouth opens, presumably to scold me, but the words never quite make it. She’s struggling to hold back tears. Her lips involuntarily quiver. Piper openly glares at me as if I just ripped the heads off a dozen little kittens, and sadly I glare right back, because each time she blows me off for that fuckface in a suit, it feels as if she’s ripped my balls right off my body.


      Piper takes a bold step closer to me. Her dark hair frames her like a demonic halo, her eyes glow unnaturally like a cat caught in the headlights, and her mouth, those damn pouty lips, beg me to make them mine. The sweet scent of her perfume envelops me like a sugarcoated cloud, and a tiny smile can’t help but tug on my lips.


      Her anger grows like a wildfire, and, for a brief moment, I think she might make that ball-swiping scenario a reality. Instead, she crashes her lips to mine. Her tongue forces its way into my mouth as she rakes over me with a kiss bent on vengeance. My arms find their way around her beautiful body and pull her to me tight until her tits grind into my chest. A hard series of moans ride up our throats, first from her, then from me. I pull us backward onto the couch as her cool hands ride up my abs.


      “Owen.” She sighs, taking a sharp bite from my ear. She works my shirt off before ripping off her sweater. Piper lays her heated body over mine, and I close my eyes, soaking in the feel of skin over skin. My emotions flood me to the brim, and a part of me wants to shed a few of my own fucking tears. It feels so damn good like this with Piper.


      Her mouth lands over mine once again, hot and wild before she tracks her hot lips down my neck, down to my chest where she lands over my nipple ring.


      “Shit.” I grunt as she clamps her teeth over it and gives a little tug. It feels insane, electric, as if she plugged me in and tossed me into a body of water. My dick hardens to steel in an instant. It doesn’t take much when Piper is around, and her mouth doing these things to me only adds fuel to the fire.


      I want to fuck her. I want to be with her. I want to be in her, and if this were any other girl, I wouldn’t give it another thought. But it’s not any other girl. It’s Piper James—sweet and spicy, hot and cold, the girl I want to fully give myself to like I’ve never done before. I need to open myself up to her if we’re ever going to get where I’m hoping we’ll end up. I’ve given a shitload of advice to a crap ton of guys, and in this case I would have heavily encouraged them to be as open as possible about their lives to the girl they’re serious about. Don’t let any secrets come between you—I’ve said it a million times. Don’t give some damn skeleton a chance to rattle its bones and scare the shit out of the poor girl when she least expects it—I’ve said that just as much, and, here I am, a closet full of bones, ready and willing to take us down before we ever get off the ground.


      Piper moves down lower, her face rubbing hard over my abs as she works her way to my belly button, lower still. Her fingers fumble with my jeans, and I grab her by the wrist and reel her back up.


      “I won’t be able to stop.” I look into her drugged eyes, and we share a lazy grin. The lust inside her matches my own, and my adrenaline spikes knowing this to be true. “When we are together—and we will be—it’s going to be fucking spectacular.”


      Her chest bucks in lieu of a laugh. “Fucking spectacular?” She licks her ruby lips, glossing them with her spit. “I want that now. I want it with you.” She says that last half as if she had other options, and the preppy prick runs through my mind.


      My lips twitch, not knowing whether to smile or frown. “You up for hanging out this weekend?”


      Piper takes a breath and looks out the window as if I just knocked her off a stool she’s been perched on.


      “I’m not sure.” She sighs so heavily her minty breath blows over my features. “I—I have some stupid shit I need to finish up for Alpha Chi.” She shakes her head, and the tears turn her eyes to glossy shards once again. “What about you?”


      “Just work.” Crap. I was hoping to pull her out of that asshole’s grip. Hell, I was hoping that kiss we just shared convinced her to do so. “But I can always make time for you.” I swallow hard. In truth, I can’t afford to at this point, but for Piper I’d miss a week’s worth of hot meals just to have her here with me.


      Her milky teeth graze over those ripe cherry lips as her fingers continue to swirl over my chest. It feels erotic, strangely relaxing, and exciting at the same time. I can come just looking at her, just feeling her touching me this way. It won’t take much with Piper. She is single-handedly the most beautiful girl I have ever had the privilege to have on my lap.


      “So, what is it that you do for work?” She cocks her head to the side, and that curtain of black velvet hair falls seductively over one eye.


      “I work with you.” I lift her hand to my lips. I need to cover her mouth with mine before we both land in a pile of shit of my own making. There is so much about what I do that I don’t want to talk about. I’m not proud, but I’m not embarrassed. This is just too pure of a moment to ruin with all that extracurricular crap I have spinning in the background. “I work for you.” A dark laugh moves through my chest. “Tell me what you want me to do, and consider it done.” I bury my lips in her palm and lick a line up her wrist. Piper takes in a sharp, quivering breath, and that’s when I know the conversation regarding my employment status is pretty much over.


      “Shit,” she hisses, settling herself directly over that growing bulge in my pants. Piper closes her eyes, rolls her head back, and grinds her hips over me, dry fucking me into oblivion. I’m right there. So close. I need something to divert my attention, so I decide to return the favor instead. Carefully, I unbutton her jeans. Piper looks down, her sleepy eyes watching the show, doing nothing at all to stop it. Our eyes lock as I lower her zipper, slipping my hand over her smooth black panties until my fingers land right over that tender part of her.


      “You’re wet.” It takes all of my self-control not to crack a smile. “Do I make you wet, Piper?” My finger does a soft revolution over her folds through the fabric, and her back straightens as she takes a full breath. “I take it that’s a yes.” I work my magic over her, slow at first, enjoying the shit out of watching her writhe, watching her hair fall side to side as her breathing grows erratic. “I want to watch you come, Piper. Has anyone ever made you come before?”


      A dull sound chokes from her as she gives a slight shake of the head.


      “I didn’t think so.” I pause, hoping what I really want to say next won’t escape, but there’s no stopping it. “I want to keep it that way—just you for me. I want to have every part of you to myself.” My fingers pick up the pace as her head tips back, her lungs panting as if she’s running a marathon. “I want to claim this body as my own. I want to own you, Piper.” She’s soaking wet, right through her panties. “Next time I do this, it’s going to be with my tongue. Piper sucks in a sharp breath as she wraps her arms tight against my neck. She buries her face in my hair, her hot breath raining over me like a fire. She’s so close that her body is already trembling.


      “Fuck me,” she hisses into my ear.


      “No.” Not the answer I want to give. Not the answer I would have given to just about anyone else, but Piper. There are things I want her to know about me, that I want to know about her before we go there. I know the rules, and I want this thing, this relationship with Piper to last more than a few weeks. I want something that I’ve never wanted before with any other girl. I want a future with her, if she’ll let me.


      I apply a little more pressure over her wet slick as her body writhes rhythmically against me.


      “Please.” She moans slow and loud, and my dick screams for me to answer with it. “Owen.” The way she groans my name makes my balls ache with an intensity they’ve never felt before.


      Shit. I unleash all unholy hell on her, and she lets out a wild cry, gripping me so hard our bodies are compressed at the chest. Piper quakes over me with my hand drenched from the effort, and I hold it steady there until she pushes me off in one aggressive move.


      “Oh my God.” She gives a soft laugh into my ear. The sound of her panting deafens me for a moment. “I can’t believe that.” She slips her legs together, sitting on my lap, looking up at me with those crystal navy eyes. “Thank you, I think.” A smile comes and goes through her short staccato breaths. “That was sort of a first for me.”


      “I’m glad you liked it.” I press a heated kiss over her temple. “I’m glad I was your first,” I whisper into her ear. “I want to be your first for everything.” I rub my cheek against her soft skin as she continues to shiver against me.


      Piper pulls my chin down until she’s piercing me with those blue flames she calls eyes and gives a slight nod.


      “You will be.”


      An hour drifts by as we trade kisses, taking turns dipping our tongues into one another’s mouths, watching TV while hanging out. We both keep our shirts off, me bare chested while she plays with my nipple ring, outlines my tats with her tongue while I tell her the story behind each one. But I don’t dare take off her bra. Once I lose myself in her tits, I won’t be able to control the urge to speed up the seduction timeline. I need her in my bed. I need to be buried deep inside her to ever feel whole again, but that’s not where we’re at tonight.


      Tonight it’s about just being together. It’s easy like this with Piper, natural. I’ve never felt so comfortable with a girl before, never felt so relaxed about not having rolled on a condom by now. With Piper, I know it’s coming, and, when it does, I’m guaranteed it’s going to be earth-shattering.


      Eight-thirty rolls around, and work creeps up in the back of my mind. Just when I’m trying to figure out a way out of it, her phone goes off, and she’s off to another required Alpha Hell meeting.


      For once, I’m not too sorry.


      I slick off in the shower, the memory of her wetness still fresh in my mind. I come for weeks just thinking about that beautiful girl I’m about to make mine, and it’s at that moment I decide to stop with the secrets.


      Tomorrow, I tell Piper everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Get Lost Forever

        


        Piper

      

    

    
      Fall has hit hard over Hollow Brook, leaving this bustling Friday night alive and frantic with the rattle of leaves as the maples and oaks shed their fiery red coats. My thighs are still quivering from the heated exchange with Owen. I can still feel him touching me, getting me to where I needed to be, and I hate the fact Alpha Chi cut in on our good time. But, it’s the last official gathering before rush concludes, so it’s almost excusable. Almost.


      Cassidy and I do a quick change into our Alpha uniforms as we’ve grown to call the pretentious look. Tonight’s collective ensemble requirement is a short navy or black dress, black being the second choice as not to compete with all of the other little black dresses that will be in circulation this evening (per Jules). Luckily and oddly, both Cassidy and I happen to own a plain blue dress, hers being a bit more electric in nature, much like Cassidy herself. We head down to the Black Bear to meet up with Scarlett and Daisy first. Daisy has on a dark gray denim dress, which looks stunning on her, but I can already feel the hellfire both Jules and Lucille will rain down on her. I’ve witnessed a few brutal exchanges this past week.


      “Those bitches are going to hang that poor thing.” Cassidy takes a sip of her virgin daiquiri as she waves them over. I spot Marley and try to sink in my seat before she spots me, but it’s too late. She’s already waving and heading this way.


      “I’ll be right back.” I jump up to intercept her before she gets too far from the bar. Annie pops up out of nowhere, and I give both my brother’s girlfriends a quick hug. I really do consider Blake my brother just as much as Wyatt or Cade. “You two look great,” I say, taking them in. It’s true, both Annie and Marley are sporting their own renditions of the little black dress (much to the Jules’ point) and their hair is curled in gorgeous waves, their makeup freshly applied and thicker than either of them normally wears it.


      “It’s date night.” Annie touches her lips with a titter of excitement. “Roxy is watching baby Ben while the boys take Marley and me out for dinner and a movie.”


      “You’re looking good.” Marley eyes me up and down suspiciously, and my face heats ten shades of red. I can still feel Owen’s hand gliding between my legs, pulling me closer to the brink as I let go over him. A flaming current races through my veins at the memory. I can come all over again just thinking about it. “Where are you off to?”


      “Alpha Chi. It’s another required meeting.”


      “Oh?” Marley looks past my shoulder at Cassidy and the girls knitting their ponytails together as they cackle freely. Scarlett and Daisy are proving to be really fun to hang out with. I love that Scarlett is this badass who wields a bow and arrow for the hell of it, and Daisy is all into antiquing. We’re making plans to go as a group soon. I feel better knowing that we’ll all be in Alpha Chi together. “How about the weekend? Any big plans?”


      “Actually, yes.” Crap. Am I really going to drive up to Virginia with Winston? A sick swell of anticipation barrels through me. I want Alpha Chi, and yet I want Owen. “Some stupid rush stuff. The nightmare ends Monday,” I whisper through a nervous laugh. “Um, can I ask you two something?”


      They nod in tandem. “Anything.” Marley’s features smooth out as she anticipates what I’m about to ask.


      “A friend of mine was wondering about something—and I wasn’t quite sure how to answer.” I blush a million times deeper, because I think we all know I just unabashedly spilled a lie at their feet. I’m officially the queen of lies, and I hate that new part of me. “How did you know that what you felt for Wyatt and Blake was real? I mean, how does anyone know that what they’re feeling is real?”


      Marley raises her brows. “Your friend—does she think what she has with this guy is real?”


      I offer up a slow nod. It’s true. Every time I’m with Owen it feels damn real. It feels like we’re supposed to be together, like we belong, and yet a part of me detests how my brain insists on turning this into some fairy tale. I’m half-afraid I’m setting myself up for a major fall. No matter how real it feels with Owen, it also feels as if I’m tap dancing on the edge of a cliff.


      Annie leans in, her honeyed curls tipping over her shoulder. “Does this boy feel the same about your friend?”


      “I think so. They haven’t exactly shared their feelings yet.” The ghost of his fingers rides over my panties again, and says everything I need to know.


      Marley sighs as if I’ve just pulled a puppy out of my purse. “They should really think about doing just that.”


      “The sooner the better.” Annie shakes her head. “But only when the time is right. Have things gotten serious yet?”


      Both best friends lean in, wide-eyed. Marley looks slightly pissed like a good big sister. Annie is too sweet to ever be angry.


      “Nope, not yet. But I think maybe it’s time.”


      Cassidy and the girls come up, and I give both Marley and Annie a quick hug goodbye.


      “Thanks, guys. I really appreciate it.”


      Marley tugs me back just as I’m about to follow the girls out. “Do yourself a favor and move slow. Make sure you know one another inside and out, and that you trust each other before this goes any further. No secrets!”


      “I will.” I swallow hard at that fact she so easily saw right though me. “Do me a favor”—I wince—“don’t tell my brothers.”


      Both Annie and Marley break out in a soft laugh. “Oh, honey”—Marley pulls me in again—“there are some things a brother is just better off not knowing.”


      “Amen to that,” I whisper.


      Amen to that.

      


      Alpha Chi is brimming with girls in matching navy dresses, nary a single ponytail wielding, dragon-lipped princess dared to sport a raven-colored frock—well, with the exception of Daisy, of course.


      “What the hell is this shit?” Lucille runs her finger over Daisy’s gray denim waist—acid washed, no less. There are so many fashion crimes against humanity happening here I’m afraid for Daisy’s life. I’m positive they’re just trying to break us, letting us know that even though we’re going to be a part of the Alpha Chi family, they are still large and in charge. I’m pretty sure this entire last-minute bitch trip is exactly that, a last-ditch effort to turn up the cruelty before the final candle lighting ceremony next week. At least that’s what I’m hoping.


      “I’m so sorry!” Daisy yelps like an injured puppy. “I went to Rags to Riches, but they were sold out of navy dresses. Then I went to ten different stores in the mall, and it was the same story all over town. This was as close as I could get. I even bought a bottle of navy dye to get it as close as possible.” Daisy says her entire diatribe with her head pointed straight ahead, never daring to make eye contact with Lucille as if she were some psychotic drill sergeant. She is, but that’s beside the point.


      “Whatever.” Lucille smirks. “I’m docking ten points. It’s as if you never made it to the meeting tonight. What do you think of that?”


      Daisy glances toward Scarlett and me. “I think that’s pretty lame.”


      Good for her. I’m all for putting up with the necessary BS to get through rush, but I hate being talked down to. I’d stand up for myself, too, if I were Daisy.


      “Lame?” Lucille straightens as if someone just pushed that pool stick up her ass a little deeper. “Jules? Do you think anything I’ve said tonight is lame?”


      Daisy gives an audible swallow, and a few of the girls nearby break out in titters.


      “Yes, Lu—I always think you’re ‘lame.’”


      The circle of titters widens, and Jules breaks out in a relaxed grin. “Alpha Squad?” That’s the pet name for her downline chain of command. I imagine that’s the post I’ll hold one day soon. As soon as they let me into this quasi-misogynist organization, I plan to claw my way to the top and change plenty of rules along the way. Both Jules and Lucille are seniors, so I don’t really have too big of a problem with their bitchy behavior. They’ll be gone by the time I’m a sophomore, so each time they rag out about something, I brush it off with a grain of graduation salt.


      Jules clears her throat as she continues, “Jot down the names of those who think this is funny and dock them all ten points.” She smears a blood slit smile at Daisy. “Misery does love company, isn’t that right?”


      Daisy doesn’t dare move. I’m sure she feels like shit knowing that her dastardly wardrobe decision has cost a handful of girls a chance at the golden ring—or string of pearls as it were.


      “Well?” Lucille barks in her face. “Doesn’t it feel good knowing you’re not the only one being punished for your fashion faux pas?”


      “No. It doesn’t.” Daisy looks to Cassidy with a pleading expression.


      “Wrong answer,” Lucille howls, her scrunched-up nose pushes further into her face the more vindictive she gets. If she keeps this up, she’s going to turn into a pug before our very eyes. “Try again, and this time say it loud enough to make sure the girls in the back hear you!”


      Daisy remains silent a beat too long. You can hear a pearl drop with the thick silence that’s taken over this colossal haunted house.


      “I said now!” Lucille riots so loud, poor Daisy bucks in response.


      “It feels good!” she shouts, looking dismally straight ahead.


      “What feels good?” Lucille runs her hand over the middle of Daisy’s dress, her finger riding dangerously close to her crotch.


      Daisy swallows back her rage. “It feels good knowing that I fucked this up for everyone.”


      Jules gags on a silent laugh. Her mouth opens like a ruby-lined cave. “Are you saying you’re a fuck up?”


      “Yes!” Daisy shouts, her voice echoing throughout the house in a cold, icy manner.


      “Well then, say it!” Jules spurs her along as if she were her personal cheerleader, more like fear-leader. “Tell everyone what a fuck up you are!”


      “I am a fuck up!” Daisy shouts, tears glittering in her eyes.


      “With your name.” Lucille says it low, commanding, but I watch her hand to make sure she’s not going to lay another one of her perverted fingers over Daisy’s body again. I’m about to go rabid, and none of these Alpha bitches want any piece of that.


      “I, Daisy Pembrooke, am a fuck up!”


      The room grows quiet as a tomb. I don’t think any one of us was prepared to hear a fellow potential “sister” be forced to shout those words.


      I am going to cut a bitch. A boiling anger percolates through me, and just as I’m about to risk both my sorority and scholastic standing, Lucille gives me the slightest wink.


      “You’re in.” Jules says it so low, all heads and ears bend toward her in the event she repeats it. She’s so close to Daisy they’re practically nose-to-nose. “You heard me. You don’t need to wait until next Monday. You’re in.”


      “Excuse me?” Daisy’s face turns an entire rainbow of color as her lungs start taking in air again.


      Jules steps deeper into the room. “Everyone! I’d like for you to meet the very first new member of the Alpha Chi family! Let’s all give Daisy a round of applause for her excellence in sportsmanship. Congratulations, Daisy Pembrooke! Welcome to the Alpha Chi sisterhood!” Jules pulls a set of pearls from thin air as the room breaks out in a deafening applause. Daisy bursts into tears while Jules fastens the delicate beads around her neck. You’d think Miss America was accepting her crown, with all the tears, the cheers, the outright rioting of emotion, bizarre as the entire exchange just was.


      Lucille shuttles me to the side with a goofy grin on her face. “A little Sigma Theta Tau birdie whispered to me something about a long weekend getaway?” Her tiny coffee-colored eyes blink twice. “Do tell! Are things about to get serious?”


      I open my mouth, but for once I’m met with a shortage of words.


      Jules trots over on her cloven-hooved feet. “Don’t start this conversation without me!” she sings as if the malfeasance with Daisy never happened. “Do you need to borrow a teddy? I have a ton of lingerie upstairs. We Alpha girls have a chest full of naughty treasures that we keep for such occasions.”


      Gross. “No, I’m good actually.” Crap. If they smeared Daisy with shit over something as trivial as the fabric of her dress, what the hell are they about to do to me when I tell them I’m outright defying that stupid list they gave me? Hell if I care. “I’m not going on that trip with Winston.”


      The frozen grins slide right off their faces.


      “Why the hell not?” Jules asks with a sneer now embedded where the fake smile stood a moment ago.


      “Because we’re not at that level. He’s nice and everything, but—”


      Lucille threads her arm through mine. “But nothing. You’re not ready.” She gives a wink to Jules, so quick and sly, she’s dimwitted enough to think I didn’t see it. “Have you seen pictures of the Stanford horse ranch?”


      “My brother has a horse ranch.” One I plan to explore with Owen.


      “Her brother!” Jules cackles at her comrade in wicked arms. “Oh God! Is that what this is about? We know all about brothers. We promise we’ll cover for you. He will be none the wiser. Go have fun with Winston. Just go in with an open mind. It’s really not a big deal.”


      I scoff at the thought. It’s not my mind they’d like me to open. “If you recall line item number five—it’s sort of a very big deal.” Both my vagina and I agree.


      Lucille gives a nervous look to Jules before plastering that machine-forged grin back on her face. “Is that what you’re hung up on? Never mind it.” She flicks her wrist as if the idea of me hooking up with Winston was nothing more than a gnat in our conversation.


      Jules’ eyes grow ten times their size as if a conjugal blasphemy were just spoken.


      “Just go with the flow,” Lucille insists. “Make out with the guy.” She gives an exaggerated shrug of indifference. “Nobody really cares except maybe for Winston, but that’s just because he’s really into you. All that matters is that you spend a weekend together. I swear to you, we wrote that last one tongue-in-cheek. Most girls laugh right along with us, Piper, but you take everything so seriously.” She coaxes Jules into laughing with her. “Go—hang out. Ride a damn horse and loosen up, would you? I can think of a million things worse than hanging out with Winston Stanford for forty-eight hours.”


      “Right.” Jules nods to Lucille before flicking her dragon eyes in my direction. “Plus, this way you’re a shoo-in to be a sister. You get your own bed, remember? And since your friend Daisy is a sophomore, we’ll let you room with her if you like.”


      “Oh, um, wow.” I glance around at all the clone-like girls here tonight, all of them so eager to please. I’m so close I can taste it. It is just one weekend. What’s it going to hurt? Owen blinks through my mind. That gorgeous face, those deep ocean eyes, that thick hair my fingers knitted through as I came on his lap. “I’m not going.” I gird myself for the fallout. “I’m into someone else, and it’s not Winston.” For a second, I marvel at the size of my lady balls, the size of two very overgrown badass motherfucking pearls. Take that. I lean back and watch as they swap astonished glances.


      “Okay.” Jules nods frantically at Lucille. “It’s that playboy you were cuddling up with, wasn’t it?” she snaps, her eyes slicing through my own like a Samurai sword.


      “Owen? Yes, I… It’s him.” I almost said I love him, but I want the first time those words leave my lips—well, I want them directed at Owen himself.


      “Knew it,” Jules spits as she looks back to Lucille. “Whose fucking stupid idea was that?”


      “Never mind that now.” Lucille swoops in close, threading her arm in mine. “The night is young. You might change your mind yet.” She pats my hand as if this were all going to turn out fine—for them. Odd, since for me it’s already more than fine. I’m swimming with glee on the inside. I want nothing more than to kick off my heels and run all the way to Owen’s apartment to tell him the news. We can plan our weekend with me pinned underneath his body. My insides quake just thinking about it. I wonder what Uptight Lucille would think if she knew I was practically having an orgasm at her side. “All right, girls! Tonight, we’re headed out for a very special treat!” she shouts to the ceiling at the top of her lungs. “Get ready to let your hair down—proverbially speaking, of course. The girls of Alpha Chi are about to paint the town red!”


      She and Jules exchange a knowing look. “Operation Punisher?”


      Jules’ lips widen to a shit-eating smirk. “Operation Punisher.”

      


      Turns out, painting the night red means driving into the armpit of Jepson, right across the street from Think Ink, where not so long ago Cassidy, Scarlett, Daisy, and I attempted to bond by painfully discoloring ourselves with needles—very angry, angry needles.


      I sweep the street with a glance in search of Pete, whom I still owe a shot at some sort of employment opportunity. I might be busy, but I haven’t forgotten. If I owe someone something, I’m pretty tenacious about giving it to them. Something tells me that enough people have forgotten Pete in his life.


      Jules leads us to the front of a rickety-looking establishment with glowing letters above the doorframe that read, The Dungeon—and in less prominent lettering, An All Male Review.


      “Strip club!” Cassidy is the first to high-five the entire lot of us. The girls break out in a cackling storm over the prospect of seeing exposed male body parts. Personally, I’m relived. I’d rather gawk at a thousand dancing penises than be impaled by one that belongs to Winston Stanford. This is easy in comparison. Plus, at the end of the night, I still plan on heading over to see Owen. And who knows? I might see a dancing penis of my very own tonight. I do, in fact, think I should spend the entire weekend with a boy, just not the one that Jules and Lucille handpicked for me.


      We file into the lascivious establishment with Jules paying the cover for the entire giddy group.


      “What a freaking perk!” Scarlett bops alongside me, starry-eyed, as Lucille procures seats down near the front for us.


      “I have a feeling in just a few minutes you’ll be saying what a freaking pecker.” I smart just as Jules pulls me out of line and sits me along the edge. I’m not stupid. I realize I’ve just been seated in the “fun zone” for the evening, but I’m usually a pretty good sport about things like this. Besides, I’m forever getting called to go on stage at the ridiculous shows Cade has dragged me to over the years. Once I had to dance with an overgrown rabbit. I came this close to not forgiving my brother for that one. I had just turned thirteen, and the mortification still clings to my ego. Cade was always really good about making sure my childhood was well-rounded and fun, mostly because our parents didn’t do much outside of hatching us.


      I glance up at the stage with its spinning red and purple lights. I wonder what Cade would think of this little vulgar getaway? I’m sure explaining that it’s a well-rounded and fun experience wouldn’t really fly.


      Cassidy swipes the seat next to me. “This is flipping insane! Ten dollars says you’re going to have to touch one of them!”


      “I’m not touching anything or anyone.” I shudder at the thought of touching anybody’s spare parts—at least anyone that’s not Owen.


      She clucks her tongue as the room grows dark and the women around us begin a series of catcalls. “You’re gonna have to play along, or you’ll look like an uptight little city shit.”


      “Is that what you country girls think of us?” I like her more each minute.


      “Only when you’re not around to hear it.” She links arms with me and screams with glee right along with the rest of the crowd.


      A series of pink stage lights slowly flood the stage as a couple of girls saunter out, skimpily dressed in sequin dresses that barely cover their asses. They do a little dance before sticking their bare bottoms up at the crowd, and the noise level in the room rises as if that were the preferred gender of the evening. Finally, a bare chested, brawny emcee takes the mic and welcomes us to The Dungeon with the tip of his top hat.


      The room goes dark, so pitch-black you can’t see your hand in front of your face, and Cassidy grips me tighter as she howls in anticipation.


      A series of spotlights blink on and shine over eight men in suits who break out in dance, swinging their hips slow and melodic before the music changes up, and they start stripping off their clothes one layer at a time.


      The Alpha girls are going insane right along with the rest of the crowd, but I just can’t seem to lose my shit like everybody else. As much as I want to shout take it off and feed my beaver some wood right alongside Cassidy, I can’t seem to let those words or any other rattle from my throat. The only person I want to see take it off is Owen. The only person I want to feed my, well, you get the picture—is Owen.


      The number ends, and a few solos are mixed in with a couple more group numbers, and I seem to be the only one counting down the hours, mind-numbingly bored by all the glistening tan chests, the gyrating hips, the overstuffed banana hammocks being haphazardly thrust about.


      The emcee comes out again, wearing less than before, and the crowd comes undone. Seriously? He’s like fifty.


      “Rumor has it some of you out there have been very, very naughty.” The room explodes with a naughty-gasm. “Sit back, but don’t bother to relax. Because you are about to get punished!” The girls scream as if an entire busload of mass murderers were just set loose. “Ladies and gentlemen, the final review of the evening. The Punisher awaits!”


      Jules turns around and winks at me. “This one’s for you,” she mouths, and I nod with a hesitant smile in lieu of saying, Still not going with Winston, bitch.


      The lights spray in a dizzying array before dimming to nothing. The crack of a whip is met with a raucous round of approval by the crowd. The lights brighten, revealing a bed made of steel, a muscular man with his back to the crowd wielding a long thick rope. He’s wearing an opened shirt and a pair of trousers—a look that screams Wall Street meets kinky alleyway. The music starts up, and he sways his hips, cracks his whip, rolls, and grinds before turning around and greeting the room with a familiar as hell, lewd grin.


      The room spins. Can’t breathe.


      I recognize those artful tats, that nipple ring that catches the light like a fallen star. He strips off his clothes to the rhythm of the music before thrusting freely against the steel-framed bed—the crowd exalting him like a god newly revealed. But I know that body, that face, I’ve traced those muscles, those artful depictions etched into his skin with my tongue.


      “Owen,” I breathe his name, stunned as shit as he jumps offstage and continues his body swaying, his hip thrusting movements down the aisles.


      Jules waves a fistful of dollars, and he makes his way over. She jumps up and shouts something into his ear, and before I know it, that hard body I thought I loved, those hips I trembled against just earlier this evening are grinding in my face. Slowly, he lowers himself over me as he straddles my legs, his well-oiled chest mocking me as it glides up and down over my face as if we’ve never met. He swivels his hips against my chest before giving a few hearty thrusts my way just missing my face by inches. I can feel the humiliation pouring from me as Jules and Lucille snap picture after picture, laughing, pointing at my misery. They knew. This moment is the very reason they so gladly opened their wallets and treated us to the show of a lifetime.


      Owen sits gingerly on my lap, his chest flexing in and out spastically as he struggles to catch his breath with his arms still raised, his head bent back happily receiving the accolades from the crowd.


      He looks down, and our eyes lock. The room warps into a mumbling roar. In this horrific moment, it’s just Owen and I, the look of horror equally matched on both of our faces.


      “Piper.” The smile disappears, replaced with regret.


      I hock up all the phlegm-riddled saliva I can and missile it right into his eyes. I push him off me and run like hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Owen

        

      

    

    
      “Shit.” I pick myself up and try to weave through the crowd of women, all tugging at me, pulling me every which way. It’s the same every night, only I’m never trying to run out the door. But tonight, I didn’t end up on the lap of some random stranger, punishing her in some carnal manner in order to garner the tip of a lifetime. I ended up on the lap of the girl I love, and now I may never get a chance to tell her.


      “Damn it,” I hiss, doing my best to thread my way out. Piper made it to the exit, but I’m hoping she didn’t get far. Outside, the iced air hits my bare skin, and it feels as if I just stepped into a freezer, naked. Hell, I’d step into a wall of flames for Piper, to take back everything that just happened. I’d do it twice a day and ten times on Sunday.


      I spot her at the mouth of Jet’s place and bolt across the street as a truck screeches to a halt less than a foot away from me. “Piper, please!” I rush over so fast I have her pinned beneath me in less than two seconds. She struggles to get away with her body pressed to the wall so far away from mine, it’s as if she doesn’t want anything to do with me. I can’t blame her. I’m not sure I would.


      “I swear to you, I was going to tell you,” I pant over her in bursts.


      “Tell me what?” She lets out a harsh bite of a laugh, her eyes lighting up the dim corridor like twin flames. “That you punish women in your spare time for money? Not a big fucking deal.” She slips from beneath me and starts stalking down the street. “I don’t really give a shit what you do. You’re just some random stranger I was hooking up with.”


      Two of the Alpha Chi masters arrive and flank her on either side. A cab pulls up, and they flag it down, swinging open the door before I can think to stop it.


      “Piper, wait—let me take you home.”


      She sinks into the cab, still sandwiched between them. The redhead closes the door and rolls down the window as they begin to take off.


      “Don’t bother calling, loser! She has plans with her boyfriend this weekend!” That last word strings out like a roar as the cab takes the corner.


      I kick the trashcan in front of me so hard it explodes into the street in a fit of fast-food wrappers and old beer bottles.


      Piper has plans with her boyfriend this weekend. And that boyfriend isn’t me.


      And after tonight—it’s never going to be me.

      


      I storm back inside, angry, so fucking pissed all I see is red. Women try to stuff fistfuls of dollars down my briefs, but I carefully rebuff their efforts. A few sneak in a picture here and there, but I’m not interested in posing tonight. I spot Piper’s blonde roommate and make my way over.


      “Where did she go?” I pant over her, trying like hell not to grab ahold of her shoulders and force her to tell me everything she knows.


      “Oh, hon.” Her features break down in sorrow for me. “You broke that little girl’s heart.” Something about her country twang comforts me on some level. “What the hell are you doing swinging your thing for all to see? Why didn’t you tell her that you were here night after night doling out a whipping to the naughty girls of Jepson? Hell, knowing Piper, she might have been at the front of the line doing the tush push just waiting for a little wallop coming her way, but you never gave her the chance, did you?”


      A dull smile comes and goes. “I wouldn’t want that. I don’t want this for Piper. Hell, I don’t want it for me.”


      One of the leaders from the ponytail brigade barks at her, and the blonde shudders. “Look, I gotta get going. If you really care about Piper, just give her some time. She’s gonna need a hell of a lot of it, in my opinion.” She glances back at the club and frowns. “No offense, but Hallowed Grounds is hiring. I’m sure the pay isn’t as decent as this place—but in many ways, it is. I’ll catch you later.” I jump in front of her as she tries to leave, and ten girls scream with delight. An entire slew of flashes go off as if this were simply an extension of the show, me almost naked in the street, hustling for tips. It usually is. I know for a fact, a part-time job at Hallowed Grounds isn’t going to keep a roof over my head.


      “I know you don’t owe me anything, but can you do me a favor?” I’m not above begging. “Can you please make sure she doesn’t take off with that guy this weekend? I overheard him, and he’s planning on taking advantage of her. I don’t want to be the one who pushed her into his arms.”


      Her eyes ride up and down my body, not in the lustful way I’m used to, but in a scathing manner filled with disgust, a way that I’m very much not used to.


      “I know all about the things he and Piper have planned for this weekend. And if you know anything about Piper, you know she’s too headstrong for anyone to tell her what to do. If I tell her you said not to—it’ll just make her do it faster. Piper James is wired for anger and revenge. She can be pretty self-destructive if left to her own devices, and it looks like you drove her to do just that.” She starts walking down the street, and I stand there, helpless, watching my final lifeline to Piper disappear in a sea of bodies. “A little truth goes a long way, Owen!” she shouts above the noise in the crowd.


      Her words echo in my ears long after she’s gone.

      


      It doesn’t take long for me to get dressed, collect my shit, and hightail it back to Whitney Briggs. I speed into the lot just below Piper’s dorm and hustle on up, but there’s no answer, no lights. I try to call, text, email, but I already know she’s not picking up. I head to Alpha Chi, the house of horrors that Aubree built, or in the least, corrupted, and run up to the door with a pelting knock.


      A couple of girls open up and gawk at me. It’s obvious they recognize me from the show, but they deny even knowing who Piper James is.


      “Shit,” I mutter to myself as I get back in my truck. I need to track down Wyatt. I’ll call Ryder, and he can give me the number. I’ll tell him she’s off with some guy who’s planning on pulling her pants down first chance he gets, and we’ll both go after him with a shotgun.


      The thought of Piper strangling the shit out of me for siccing her brothers on her makes me think twice.


      Fuck it. I Google the shit out of Winston Stanford and find out exactly where his family owns a ranch—Virginia. Holy hell. He’s whisking her away to no man’s land to take advantage of her. She’ll be stranded out there with him. He can slip her a roofie right there in front of her face, and she’ll be helpless. I can’t let this happen. Shit. I squeeze my eyes shut tight, and all I see is that ridiculous slogan of the tourist society, Virginia is for Lovers.


      Not tonight. Not if I can help it.


      I drive one hundred miles through the thick of night, only to meet up with a wrought iron gate that doesn’t have any intention on letting me in. I get out and grab ahold of the frozen metal.


      “Piper!” My voice echoes back to me in the icy chill of a three a.m. morning. I send dozens of messages to her phone and get no response in return. Piper’s not coming out. I’ve lost her. Most likely forever.


      I make my way back to Hollow Brook. I don’t sleep that night. And I don’t go to work the next night.


      I don’t think I’ll ever go to work again.


      But right now, that little fantasy just isn’t an option.

      


      The weekend sucked for many reasons—most all of which were related to Piper, but it’s also the first time I actually blew off visiting Aubree. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t get my ass out of bed to save my life or hers. I have Piper on the brain, on my heart, on my dirty-stained soul. She’s all I can think about. She’s all I want to think about.


      But I do know one fact that will be my saving grace—Piper James has a nine o’clock class tomorrow morning, and she has yet to miss a single scholastic hour at Whitney Briggs University. I plan on being there if I can’t get to her sooner.


      I ran into Wyatt this afternoon at the Black Bear and casually asked how Piper was doing. He seemed oblivious to her cross state jaunt, and I wasn’t about to out her, no matter how badly I wanted to. I’m not going there. Things might be fucked-up, but there’s no reason to unravel her life any further. Piper is a big girl, a badass to boot. She can rip the balls off a grown man with the best of them. Unfortunately, it feels as if I’m the one she’s ripping them off of. Not that I don’t deserve it.


      Late Sunday, my anxiety level rises, and I decide to camp outside her dorm with my truck parked partially in the bushes, and about seven-thirty, Winston rolls in with his bright yellow Ferrari and kicks her to the curb, duffle bag and all. He speeds out of the lot like his dick is on fire, and I’m hoping it is from all the rejection she doled out this weekend.


      I don’t hesitate jumping out of my truck and heading over.


      As tempting as it is to shout her name, I’m terrified it’ll send her sailing in the opposite direction like a sparrow darting across the sky. I hurdle two sets of benches and cut her off at the pass before she can climb the stairs.


      “Hey.” My chest pounds as I pant into the murky darkness. Her raven hair lies flat and glossy, her bright eyes sing into the night like beacons. I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful. I’m so relieved she’s here in front of me I want to cry like a pussy.


      She gives a long blink and lets out a breath.


      “Look, I’ve had a long weekend. Would you mind just getting out of my way?” Her lids hang heavy. Her lips are swollen as if she’s had a good cry, or twenty.


      “Please, can we go somewhere and talk? I’m begging you to let me explain everything.”


      “There’s nothing to explain.” The heavy shrill in her voice lets me know she’s still closed off to listening to anything I might have to say. “I don’t really care what you do, Owen. It’s your life. If you want to fuck furniture for a living, be my guest. Right now, all I care about is hauling myself to bed. I have some serious sleep to catch up on.”


      The thought of Piper not getting much sleep this weekend begs me to do the sexual math. “Did he”—my voice jumps without my permission, and I swallow hard—“did he touch you?” My lip jerks, giving away my emotions, but Piper’s not looking. She’s staring at the ground, the stars, her overnight bag as she tries to maneuver her way around me.


      “Yes.” She says it too loud for my taste, and my stomach boils in its own acid. “Is that a satisfactory answer? I let him touch me, taste me, pull my ponytail from behind. Does that paint an image?”


      “Like a knife in the gut.”


      “Sort of how I felt the other night. Now, if you’re not going to move, make yourself useful and carry something.” She thrusts her duffle bag at me, and I happily toss it over my shoulder. “My legs are sore as shit.” She groans, taking the stairs two at a time.


      “You know there’s an elevator.” My heart sinks to my feet just thinking about why her legs might be sore. I think it’s clear how Piper and Winston chose to entertain themselves this weekend, and it makes me want to punch a preppy in the throat until he’s coughing up a bloody lung.


      “I like doing things the hard way.” She continues her thigh-busting climb until we hit the third floor. “Just leave it by the door.” She sticks her key into the lock and lets herself in.


      “Or I can take it inside for you.” I steel my gaze over hers and silently beg for that option.


      Piper glances into her dorm, and those sweet lips of hers twist. “Go ahead.”


      The room sits empty. It’s smaller than I imagined, with just two twin beds and two simple desks, a bathroom door sits opened with an arsenal of cosmetics on the counter.


      I head inside and land her things onto the mattress.


      “Wrong bed,” she says, taking off her shoes. “But then, you don’t really know me, do you? And, of course, vice versa.”


      “Then let’s fill in the blanks.”


      “I only play that game with people who know the rules.” She glares at me while taking off her shirt, and I blink into her a moment, startled.


      “Relax, Punisher. I’m hopping into the shower solo. You’ve already seen my boobs. It’s not like this is some big reveal for you.” She glances over her shoulder at me and smirks. “Besides, I’ve been rather free with the girls all weekend. They’re amassing quite the fan club.”


      An instant rage pumps through me. I’m going to kill Winston. I’m going to take a baseball bat to his yellow Big Bird mobile, and then I’m going to shove his head through the windshield. Nobody touches Piper James’ tits but me. My heart pumps through my ears for a few sad moments as the reality hits, because that’s just not true. They’re not mine, and neither is she.


      “They deserve a fan club,” I say it weak. “I’m sorry that I hurt you. I really care about you, Piper. I care about you so damn much I want to rearrange my world just to have you in it. I’m fucking losing it without you. I went insane all weekend, knowing you were with him, that he was fucking touching you.” I rake my fingers through my hair and give a solid tug because I can’t even stand the words as they speed through my lips. “I can’t take it. I want to start over. More than anything, I want you to give me a second chance.”


      Her body remains frozen a moment, her eyes still fixed on mine before she animates and peels off her jeans. I’ve never seen her do that before, never seen those long tan legs, those sculpted calves, thighs that curve up to her luscious hips. Piper James is a fucking woman, beautiful, built for speed, built for my body to master—more like masturbate to.


      “Crap,” I whimper, drooling over the obscene amount of flesh she’s willing to wield before me. “You don’t fight fair.”


      “I’m not fighting. I’m bathing—or at least I will be in a minute. You should go.” She shakes her hair out of her ponytail, and it expands around her like a dark exotic cloak.


      “You’re fucking beautiful,” I whisper, that dull ache in my belly churns ten times deeper. “Let me love you. Give us another chance, Piper.” I step in and land my palm over her cheek, so soft, so sweet it’s painful to the touch. Her lips call out to me, and as much as I want to crash my mouth over hers, I don’t dare risk this fragile moment.


      “Why didn’t you tell me?” A single tear slips down her cheek, and I catch it on the tip of my finger and suck it down before she can stop me.


      “I’m an asshole with too much pride and too little money. My parents cut me off, Piper. They’re wealthy. I’m not. I need to make my way through school. I need a job that doesn’t ask too much of me so I can study. I’m not able to cut this any other way. I wanted to tell you.” I pause for a moment because I can feel the entire Aubree aftermath inching its way up my throat. “After my sister was arrested, nothing was the same for me anymore. My parents didn’t want any part in their children self-destructing over what they believed was too much privilege, so they took it all away. As soon as I turned eighteen, they showed me the door. I needed to claw my way to survive, to eat, to keep a roof over my head. And I wish to God I told you these things ages ago.” Now it’s me with tears in my eyes as the world blurs around me. “The truth is, I was too ashamed. But I promise you, from the depths of my soul, if you give me another chance, there will never be so much of a half-truth between us. I will never lie to you. I will never hold back one more detail about my life.”


      Piper’s hardened expression crumbles as she presses her lips tight in an effort to hold it together. She nods her head in a loose circle.


      “’Kay,” she whispers. “I’d better get wet.” She nods toward the shower. “Alone if you don’t mind.”


      “Are you coming into work tomorrow?” I lean my head closer, as far as I’m willing to tread at the moment.


      Piper looks down and shakes her head, her lips still pursed together to keep from losing it.


      “Okay. I’ll hold down the fort. I have a few prospects we can hit. I can’t pull it off alone, but with you by my side, I know we can nail this.”


      Piper looks up, her eyes filling with that cutthroat vengeance she turns on and off like a faucet.


      “Like you nail all those girls nightly?”


      I suppose this isn’t the time to debate with her over the fact I don’t technically sleep with the girls I dance for, and if I’m being truthful, I’ve slept with far more than a handful over the years. I never said I was a saint.


      My eyes focus on the stack of books collecting dust on her desk. That’s what she should have been doing this weekend, and yet my indecisiveness to tell her the truth drove her to Virginia and perhaps to the bed of Winston Stanford, where I’m sure he greeted her roughly with his preppy prophylactic, most likely the patriotic edition. The thought makes me sick. I look up, and we sear our gazes over one another. I’ve never felt pain like this, not while looking into the eyes of a beautiful woman. That’s for sure. The tears demand to come, but I battle them, my lips contorting every which way, and I can’t control them.


      “Did you sleep with him?”


      “Yes.”


      Sucker punch.


      “Okay.” I clear my throat. “Let me rephrase that. Did you let him fuck you?”


      Piper looks to the floor and loses herself for a moment. Her entire body sags, dazed, as she tries to filter out the truth in her head.


      “Enjoy that shower, Piper.” I lean in and press a kiss to the top of her head before ditching out the door.


      The cold wind feels like a slap to the face.


      It should.


      I deserve it.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Rumor Has It
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      All night sleep fails to find me as I cower under the covers and study the pictures of Owen and me as we were a few weeks ago, happy, our bodies gliding over one another as I snapped away dozens of selfies for a rather selfish endeavor. Well, maybe I didn’t look so happy in them, but only because I didn’t want Jules and Lucille to know how much I was really enjoying myself. I made faces, mostly disgruntled looks that said I’d rather be anywhere but here. It was my cover, and now I wish I didn’t bother. I suppose my secret is as damning as his, but, in truth, I was so shocked, so horrified to see him, see his beautiful chiseled body moving that way on stage for all to see. Then the terminal horror to have him thrust away in my face, not realizing whom I was until that final unbearable moment when I wished that the ceiling had caved in on both of us.


      The pressing weight of the world at that moment was too much to bear. Taking off with Winston seemed the only logical answer As soon as Jules and Lucille relayed to him what happened, he promised to keep me safe, keep me far away from any more “embarrassing dancing stalkers”—his words not mine—for the entire weekend. It was just what I needed to hear. I needed the shelter of that iron fortress that surrounded the Stanford estate. I needed to be an entire state away from Owen Vincent if just for a moment. I needed to clear my head. Unfortunately, Winston had other plans.


      “Are you all right under there?” Cassidy plucks a corner of the covers away, letting in far too much natural light. Morning had come without my permission, much the way most things happen in my life. “You’re going to be late to class.”


      “I’m not going.” I pull the pillow over my head, trying to ignore the fact sleep never found me. “I’m taking the day off. I’m not going anywhere.” Most likely ever again.


      “You’re going to that candle lighting ceremony tonight if I have to drag you kicking and screaming. There’s a mixer at the Black Bear an hour before. Scarlett thinks they’re going to cut a bunch of girls at the eleventh hour. You don’t think they’d do that, do you?”


      “Those back alley sluts?”


      We share a quiet laugh. I think we both know we’re getting into bed with the mean girls. I’m not so sure why we’re bothering anymore. Hell, we should start our own sorority.


      “Don’t think for a minute that your luck ran out. Everything is going be okay.” She runs her finger over my cheek, soft as a rabbit’s foot.


      “I’m already okay. I just need to rest, let my body catch up with the concept.” I’m not lucky. Never was, never will be.


      “That’s that tough girl I know and love. I’ll see you tonight.” She takes off, and I go over those pictures of Owen and me one by one, focusing on something different each time—his strong hands on my belly, his lips adhered to the hollow of my neck, his face buried in my chest. After a while, I was just taking them, just so damn glad to be there I wanted to have every blessed second on record.


      At the end of the day, I wanted these pictures for me. A part of me already knew we were too good to be true. I wish he had come for me this weekend. I wish he had busted down that steel fortress surrounding the Stanford residence and carried me off like a princess. It’s a childish fantasy, I know, but still I clung to it like a candle that burned bright with false hope. But Owen didn’t come. Winston tried everything to land me in his bed, and everything he tried failed miserably. There was one brief moment when I said screw it and almost let him screw me. I’d have Alpha Chi in the bag, or the bed as it were, and I would have permanently denied Owen the chance to defile me with his already very much-defiled penis. But as much as I wanted to turn into a wildcat, ready and willing to claw everyone’s eyes out, I couldn’t do it.


      I spent the night in his sister’s old bedroom, with its pink walls and fluffy stuffed giraffe in the corner with a crooked neck. The entire room screamed little girl, and, ironically, that’s what I felt like, a lost, lonely, scared little girl. I read every single text message Owen sent. Cried as I listened to his impassioned pleas on my voicemail while he did his best to clog up my inbox. I read his emails until my eyes bled raw. I cried all weekend, no matter how fucking angry I was with everyone involved, myself mostly. In the end, I reasoned Jules and Lucille were just trying to do me a favor by demonstrating what a sleaze Owen really was, even if I never did see it that way.


      Owen Vincent. I hate that you still very much own me.

      


      The Black Bear is alive and electric as all of the sororities host their end of rush fall ball here tonight. It’s obviously a coed event, so Sigma Theta Tau is trolling the scene. Winston nods to me from across the room, and I give a little wave. I’m not sure what’s going to happen tonight. He was really nice about covering for me. He said he’d make sure I got my bed at Alpha Chi. He acted as if he didn’t care for their tactics when I told him about the list. He was quite the gentleman as we played Monopoly and watched old TV shows until we couldn’t keep our eyes open anymore. But the closer we drove to campus, I could tell he was pissed. He was expecting a payout, and he didn’t get it. When you’re used to having your every whim handed to you on a silver platter, it can be quite disconcerting to have your balls tossed at you on a paper plate.


      “So, girls—” Jules strides around us, stiffened with pride like a mother hen. “You have survived rush. Congratulations. This is the final night, the final hour before your fates are sealed, and you are either tapped to become an official part of the Alpha Chi legacy or permanently dismissed from the roster. But first, there’s just one more thing…”


      Scarlett looks to Cassidy and me.


      “Crap,” I hiss low enough for their ears only. “I knew the head games were far from over. What now? Walking in a pile of crap while they set it on fire? That about describes this entire damn experience.”


      Scarlett and Cassidy buck with a quiet laugh while Daisy sits clear across the room with the other Alpha Chi sisters. A part of me is jealous that all she had to go through was a little verbal humiliation. And here I had to falsely give away my virginity.


      “Now”—Lucille walks around, handing us each a moist towelette—“It’s time for the last dance before we head back to Alpha House to begin our candle lighting ceremony. If you haven’t been paired up with a match at Sigma Theta Tau, feel free to dance with any brother.”


      “What are the wet wipes for?” Scarlett shakes it out in front of her as if it were a pompom.


      “I want each of you to take off your makeup. All of it. False lashes off, those caterpillars you call eyebrows gone. The signature lips—take them down to nude. This is the final test of an Alpha girl, the ability to bear her real self to the world, because an Alpha girl never has anything to hide.”


      Most every single PNM gets straight to work, scraping off spackle as if they were readying for bed, but Cassidy freezes.


      “Don’t do it if you don’t want to,” I tell her.


      “What did you say?” Jules spits out as if I’ve just let a wet one rip.


      “I said she doesn’t have to do it.” I step in, trying to reason with her. “You see, she has this scar…”


      “And she should wear it proudly. You survived, didn’t you?” She barks that last part at Cassidy. “Nobody cares what your fucking face looks like. Take off that frosting and get on the dance floor. I’ve got a ceremony to run, and I don’t need a drama queen putting us behind.” She cuts into Cassidy just the way she did Daisy the other night.


      “Hell no,” I say loud enough to garner the stares of an entire circle of girls—their lips all rounding out into the same audacious red velvet O. “Cassidy, you don’t need to take it all off. Just take off your lipstick and go dance.” I shrug to Jules with a look that begs her to be reasonable. “She’s really self-conscious about this. It’s not some zit she’s trying to cover up. This is a bit bigger than that.”


      “Not interested.” Her eyes flare with rage. “Are you in charge now, Piper? Is that what’s going on? You’re in, and now you’re calling the shots?”


      “Piper, you’re in?” Cassidy tries to step between us, but I don’t take my eyes off Jules. “You slept with that guy?” she whispers.


      “Did you tell her about the list?” Jules’ face turns red as a pomegranate.


      “What list?” Cassidy suddenly deserves an Oscar nod.


      “Never mind,” Jules snarls. “Piper, go dance with your boyfriend. I’ll deal with you later.”


      I glance across the room at Winston, and my stomach turns at the thought of giving him such a self-indulgent title.


      “He’s not my boyfriend.” I rock on my feet, ready to propel myself across the room for that final act of deception.


      “He is your boyfriend, and he will be as long as you’re an Alpha.” Jules’ eyes bulge like twin moons. “He’s your matchup, and that’s what he’ll stay. Besides, you slept with him. The entire frat house knows you’re off limits. You don’t want to be known as a girl who puts out. You’ll stay with Winston until I say otherwise.” Jules transfers her hateful eyes toward Cassidy. “Makeup off. Nobody has ever fought us on something so ridiculous. We’ve had girls with acne, for fuck’s sake, not bat a fake lash.”


      “Wait”—I shake my head—“Let me get this straight. I wasn’t just supposed to sleep with Winston; I’m supposed to chain myself to him for the rest of my collegiate experience? How does that sit right with you?”


      “Would you please go dance with your boyfriend already?” Jules stomps her heel in annoyance. “I’ve got a ceremony to get to in less than thirty minutes. And if you want in on it, I suggest you take off the silly putty you’ve slathered all over your face!”


      I turn to look for Winston one more time, and my eyes snag on someone far more comely, far more easy on the eyes—a very gorgeous, smiling just for me, Owen Vincent.


      “Cass, leave your makeup on. You’ll need it later when you’re tearing up the dance floor.”


      Jules lets out an exasperated cry. “We won’t be tearing up any dance floors later, you moron! We’ll be doing the casket ritual!”


      “You’ll be lying in a casket, Jules!” I snap in her obnoxious little face. “Cassidy will be right here, tearing it up at the Black Bear, celebrating the fact she’s not headed for an early grave at Alpha Chi with the rest of you morons!”


      Both Jules and Lucille gag on their egos.


      “Excuse me, I believe I’m obligated to dance with my boyfriend.” My feet carry me across the room as if I were gliding on ice, on wheels as I speed my way over to Owen.


      “You want to dance, princess?” He gives that cocky grin he’s been wearing since day one.


      “No, I’d much rather do this.” I crush my lips to his, and his tongue explodes in my mouth like an atom bomb.


      It’s about time I showed everyone in this room who my boyfriend truly is, who he’s always been.

      


      Owen Vincent’s apartment is dark and cold, but right now I don’t mind either as we stumble inside with our tongues still fused at the mouths. He flips on the lights, and I flip them right back off again.


      “I want to see you,” he pants hard into my ear as he flips them on and twirls me strategically away from the switch. He pulls off my shirt, and I fumble with his jeans as our clothes come off in a train-like formation all the way to the couch. His fingers flick the back of my bra, and the girls spring out eager to see him. He gives my panties a few quick tugs, and they fall to the floor in quick obedience.


      “No fair,” I chide, plucking at his boxers. “Rumor has it, you have a rod in there that you’re real good at punishing people with.”


      He winces. “Low blow.” He pulls me in close and brushes a soft kiss over my lips. “You want this?” He bounces his forehead off mine a moment. “Are you okay with what we’re about to do?”


      I give a quick nod. “I have a confession,” I whisper. “I’ve never done this before.” I press my lips together, hard, before my emotions get the better of me.


      “You mean?” He nods out the door, and I shake my head. “Never?”


      “Nope. Nothing happened last weekend. It was all pretty chaste. I’m ashamed to admit, I was sort of hoping you would pull the white knight thing and ride me away in your truck.” I shrug. “I’d still be obligated to rip your dick off for making me angry, but I still wanted it.”


      He closes his eyes a moment too long. “I was there.”


      “You were where?”


      “At his parents’ estate. I ended up outside the gates. I shouted your name into the wind a few times before packing it in.” He winches again. “I guess I should have made a bigger effort.”


      Tears come, happy tears this time, and I blink them away. “I guess you should have.” I press his lips to mine. “I want to be with you. I lo—” He lands his finger over my lips.


      “I need to say it first. You deserve to hear it.” Owen pulls back, braces me with his strong as steel arms. “I’m in love with you, Piper James.” His eyes swell with tears. “I’ve been in love with you from the moment I saw you. I have a confession to make as well. That damn football—it might have been a mile from your head. I just needed to hold you at that moment and did whatever I needed to make that happen.”


      “Knew it!” A soft giggle strums through me. “I love you, too.” My fingers comb through his hair. “You’re an amazing person both inside and out, and I never want you to feel judged by me or anybody else.”


      He opens his mouth to say something, but I close it by way of a kiss.


      “Now strip, Vincent,” I say it stern like a command. “Make it worth my while.” I bite down over my lip, my cheeks burning with heat at the idea.


      Owen grinds his hips into mine in a circular motion, his eyes never leaving mine.


      “I’m not dancing for anybody else but you, Piper, ever again.”


      “Owen.” I shake my head, but he touches his finger to my lips to silence me before I can even protest the idea.


      “I want this between you and me to be special. We’re special, Piper. I want to keep it that way.” He rotates his hips into mine and glides up and down my body, peppering my torso, my arms, my neck with kisses. He grabs ahold of the back of my neck and gently pulls my face to his.


      “I’m already wet for you.” I run my finger over my sweet spot before landing it on his lips.


      Owen sucks my finger down while holding back a laugh. He dots a kiss over the tip and looks right at me. “I’ve been dreaming of the things I’m about to do to you.”


      “Sounds a bit too orchestrated for my taste.” Now it’s me holding back the laugh.


      “You ready to know how my tongue feels in places the sun doesn’t shine, princess?” His hand glides down, and his fingers gently graze me between my legs. I buck into him involuntary. “I’m so hopped up on you, on your gorgeous face, your smart-ass self, that it’s going to be the most aggressive tonguing session you’ll ever experience. You’ll come quickly. This I promise.”


      “Pity. I had such high hopes for holding you hostage between my thighs for at least an hour or two.”


      He barks out a laugh. “Oh, sweetie, you can come fast and hard, but that doesn’t mean I’m going anywhere.”


      “Okay. Now you’re just scaring me.”


      His features soften as he pulls me close by the hair. “Teasing. I’m all yours tonight and every night—whatever you need, however you need it.” He bounces a kiss off my lips. “Undress me.”


      I lean back, examining the bulge blooming in his boxers. Owen takes my hands and lands them on his waistband, forcing me to glide them down right along with him.


      “I want you to watch,” he whispers as his boxers glide over the mountain growing in the front, and, out he springs, hard, surprisingly thicker than I ever imagined.


      “Oh, wow.” I swallow hard. “That looks painful.”


      His brows arch with amusement. “For you or for me?”


      “Both.”


      “That’s not what I expected you to say.” His chest trembles with a laugh as he takes a bite out of my neck.


      “Should I try again? Tie me up and ride me hard? Is that more your speed?”


      A dark laugh rumbles from his chest to mine. “Anyone ever tell you that you talk too much?” He takes a hard bite out of my ear as his spare appendage stabs at my thigh, hot and hard to the touch, like flesh-covered steel.


      “Nobody dares tell me anything like that.”


      “That’s because everyone is too damn afraid of you.” He slips a kiss directly into my ear. Sometimes I think I’m afraid of me most. “You’re a mouthy little girl.” His brows arch with the dig.


      I look deep into his soulful eyes, and our sordid past—and all the ways I’ve effectively used him—come back to haunt me. I’m sorry, Owen. I’m really sorry for what I’ve done. I might be mouthy, but that’s one thing I don’t have the guts to say out loud.


      I wonder if I ever will.


      “Shut up and get inside me.” I pull him close as he lowers me to the sofa.


      “And that’s exactly why I love you.” Owen produces a rubber from thin air, and I marvel at this beautiful man turned magician as he pulls it over that rolling pin he’s about to impale me with. His fingers find me first as he works his way inside me. “You’re wet for me. You’re ready.”


      “I was ready for you that day you landed me on my back in Founder’s Square. I hated how wet you made me even then—pun intended.” That tender part of me clenches hard because it’s true. As much as I protested, as much as I screamed my head off at him, I secretly loved that it was happening. A gorgeous guy pinning me down right there in front of all of those sorority girls—I relished it.


      “You realize your temper tantrum turned on half the guys there.” He guides his oversized dick between my legs, and I brace myself for the onslaught. My legs tremble, my insides ache to have him as my chest heaves up a storm.


      “Were you one of them?” My voice quivers.


      “I’m always one of them.” He sinks his mouth over mine as his tongue swims into me. Owen carefully presses his body into mine, and I take the burn, the stretching, the tearing as he presses in deeper. I relax back into the couch and let him burrow in before pulling up over me on his elbows. Owen looks down with his eyes clear as marbles from this vantage point. “Are you okay?” he pants out the words with a slight look of regret on his face as if he’s afraid he’s hastened my death.


      “Is this the part where I yell at you and really turn you on?” My voice comes out fragile, not at all what I intended.


      He shakes his head.


      “I’m more than okay,” I pant, only partially lying. I’m okay in theory. I’m just not sure about the bodily trauma that may have ensued.


      “I wish we could always stay this way.” He gives a pained smile.


      “It would be awkward during classes and at family gatherings.”


      “But think of how amazing it would be the rest of the time.” His mouth covers my lips in a dizzying kiss as his hips move over mine, making me his in the most magical way.


      “I’m so glad I didn’t do this with Winston.”


      He pulls up and grimaces. “Did you just say another guy’s name while I’m buried deep inside you?”


      “What?” I heave, just trying to catch my breath. “Is there some law against it? Winston, Winston, Winston.” I giggle and duck behind my arm because I may have just pushed it too far.


      “All right. No law, just a common courtesy. Now you’ll have to give my name a few good shout-outs just to stroke my ego back to life.” He gives a couple good thrusts before pulling out and slipping off the couch. He pushes my legs back at the knees, and I gasp at what he’s about to do. “Time to let the good folks on the fifth floor here know who I am. Go ahead, Piper. Who’s your daddy?” He dives in, no warning, and I belt out a laugh because as amazing as it feels it also tickles a bit.


      “Owen!” I laugh as I thread my fingers through his hair.


      “That’s an okay start. But you can do better, sweetheart.” He lashes at me with his tongue dipping in and out of my body, licking a line up to that tender part of me until I’m gasping, screaming his name at the top of my lungs. He bites, chews, and licks up an ever-loving storm as I scream his name from sheer pleasure, maybe just a touch of pain, and then I lose it. “Owen!” My entire person seizes around him until I’m convinced I’m about to use my thighs to crack his head open like a walnut. “Owen!” I shrill his name out so loud it burns ripping from my throat.


      “That’s better.” He glides up and lands his lips over mine without my permission, and as much as I try to twist out of that kiss, he holds me there, making me beg for the one thing I never would have imagined, his tongue down my throat with my taste still coated over it. Owen spears himself back into my body and thrusts away time after time, making me quake on the inside with pleasure all over again. His fingers thread over mine as he pushes my hands high up over my head. His chest glides over my face as those monochromatic designs swirl by too fast for me to keep track of all those works of art he has engraved into his skin.


      Owen stops abruptly. It’s his turn to seize and shudder as he comes deep inside me.


      We may have started out wild, but it’s Owen who’s tamed me.


      And from that first day he pinned me to the ground, I’ve always suspected he could.
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      The morning light rips through my lids as I turn over and bury my face in Piper’s hair. We finally made it to the bed, but only after I bent her over the kitchen table, and then had her against the wall in the hallway. For a virgin, Piper was pretty wild and up for anything. I just hope she doesn’t have major regret this morning. As gentle as I tried being, I hope to God I didn’t hurt her. It was hard to contain my emotions. Our bodies were at war last night, making love like it was a battlefield. It felt good. Scratch that. It felt fucking great.


      My lips find her temple, and I drag a kiss all the way down to her lips. “You okay?”


      Piper moans as she rolls her body next to mine. “Of course, I’m okay.” Her groggy, heavy lids crack to slits. The blue of her eyes illuminate like flames as the morning sun brands itself over her face. “I’m with you, aren’t I?” She gives my ribs a quick pinch. “Winston.”


      “Stop.” I buck as I cuff her wrists with my hands. “All mention of him is forever banished from this bedroom—hell, this apartment.” I press a kiss to her lips. “Did you have a good time?”


      “Are you nuts?” Her arms pull me in tight just as my phone starts buzzing. It’s just a text, so I let it go. “I had the best time. I vote we skip classes, and you can continue to impress me with your body.”


      “What time is your first class?”


      “Ten.”


      As tempting as it is to keep Piper hostage in my bed, I don’t want to be a party to her scholastic downfall.


      “We’ll catch up after. We’ve got the internship, and I’ll take you to dinner. You’re more than welcome to stay the night anytime you want.”


      “Thank you.” Her legs rope around my back. “I may never leave.”


      “That’s the answer I was hoping for.” I land a heated kiss over her mouth and feel the steam rising from her body to mine.


      Piper’s phone rings from somewhere in the living room just as mine starts buzzing again.


      “What the hell?” I reach over in frustration as she gets up and heads out of the room buck-naked and not hiding it—not that she has anything to hide. Piper is the work of a master sculptor. Most girls rally up all the sheets they can or use their arms to hide their parts. Piper simply isn’t ashamed; she’s damn proud and flaunting it the way she should be.


      I give a hard blink before looking at my phone. Six texts from Jet, three from Rex.


      The most recent one from Jet reads, Dude, call me ASAP. Let’s grab breakfast if you’ve gotta minute. Sorry. This sucks.


      “What sucks?” I whisper. Scrolling through a plethora of vague texts from both of my friends.


      “Shit.” Piper comes in, halfway dressed. “I have to go.” She bolts back to the living room, and I follow her out, hopping into a pair of sweats on the way.


      “What’s up?”


      Piper is pissed, distressed, and why do I suddenly sense a big brother and a shotgun at the other end of this abrupt departure?


      “It’s a stupid lie.” Tears burst from the sides of her eyes, and she wipes them away with an aggressive move of her arm. “I’m not fucking with you.” She points her finger hard at me. Her face is ground down to nothing but pure fury. “This is not what it looks like.” She snatches her purse off the floor. “I’ve got some asses to kick.” She speeds to the door, and I jump over the sofa and slam my body against it.


      “You’re not going anywhere, sweetie, until you explain what the hell has gotten you so upset.” Now it’s me who’s pissed. I want to know who or what has her so riled up. Who the hell dared to rip her from my bed after the best night of our lives and follow it up with a shit morning?


      Piper drops her face in her hands a moment. “I love you, Owen.” Her watery eyes blink up at me. “I’m not a cock-tease. I didn’t do any of those things to use you—I mean, it might have started out that way, but this”—she points hard at the apartment she helped trash last night with our bodies—“this was real.” Her voice breaks, and I wrap my arms around her.


      “I know this is real. What are you talking about using me?”


      “It’s ridiculous. It was never my idea.” She maneuvers past me and ducks out the door. “I’ll talk to you later!” She bolts down the stairwell before I can get a chance to stop her.

      


      I text both Rex and Jet and ask to meet up with them. Rex is in class for the next hour, but Jet offers to meet me at the Black Bear at eleven. I shower, dress, and run out the door. I don’t have any classes today, with the exception of some online assignments that I need to turn in, but I can’t focus until I get to the bottom of this. My mind is racing with the possibilities. Piper’s cryptic words have had me on edge ever since she left.


      The Black Bear is only a few blocks away, so I decide to hoof it, and that’s when I inadvertently become a spectacle. It’s not that I’ve never noticed girls checking me out before; it’s that I’ve never noticed so many turning their heads with the utter look of pity. The only thing I can think of is, that I did have the entire rushing class of Alpha Chi come down and watch me do my thing—fucking a bed no less with my bare ass. But usually, I’m not met with sympathy after women witness the scene—quite the opposite. I’m met with fistfuls of dollars and a smile, a proposition or two.


      The Black Bear pops up on the horizon, and I’ve never been so glad to see that giant stuffed bear outside of the establishment. It looks real as shit, scary when you get up close, but for right now it spells out relief. Whatever the hell is going on, Jet is about to end this mystery for me.


      I walk inside to find the lunch crowd already clogging up their arteries. Jet is in the back at our usual table perusing the menu.


      “Hey, you!” Roxy comes up with a forlorn look on her face.


      “Hey, beautiful.” I pull her into a strong, quick hug. “What are you doing here?”


      “My man works here, Cole.” She nods to the bartender, and he offers a quick wave. “He’s Baya’s brother. She says she met you.”


      “She did. She’s great.” I grimace, looking at Cole. He looks like he could do some serious damage to me if he wanted. I’m glad he doesn’t want to.


      “How’s Aubree?” Roxy searches my features for any trace of pain. Roxy has been a rock since this entire nightmare began. She’s even gone with me once to see Aubree, but that ended badly with a shouting match between the two of them. Roxy isn’t one to mix words. If you piss her off, you’re going to know about it real quick. Piper and Roxy actually have a lot in common.


      “She’s—I don’t know. I missed my visit for the first time ever last Saturday.”


      She shakes her head knowingly. “Look, I’m really sorry what that little bitch did to you. Don’t think I’m going to let her get away with this. Nobody messes with my family like that.”


      The room stills for a moment.


      “What are you talking about? Aubree didn’t do anything to me. Has she?” Why does it feel like I’m in a time warp? I went to sleep with Piper, and in the morning the world changed.


      “That chick that used you—Piper. I know she’s related to Wyatt and Blake, but still, that doesn’t mean I’m letting her get away with treating you like trash. You’re a nice guy, Owen. Just because your sister did some really fucked-up things, doesn’t mean you need to spend the rest of your days paying for them.”


      Shit. I swallow hard because the pieces are loosely starting to fall together.


      “Thank you.” I bob my head absently. “But do me a favor, and don’t say a word to Piper. I’ve got this. And I promise, she’s a nice girl. Whatever it may look like to you—it’s not as bad as it seems. We’ll do coffee soon.” I give her another quick hug and make a beeline for Jet.


      “What the hell is going on?” I land hard on the seat opposite of him. “Give it to me straight, no sugar, no lube. What’s going on with Piper that has people volunteering to kick her ass for me?”


      “Where’ve you been?” Jet winces. He tips his head to the side, examining me for a minute. “You haven’t heard?” His forearm is covered with gauze, a surefire sign he’s added another tat to his ever-growing collection. Usually, that alone would be the topic of conversation—only to be followed up by the girls he’s tapped.


      “No. I was with Piper.” I shrug. “We were together.”


      “Oh, I know you were.” He gives a smug grin. “She’s in by the way. You were her ticket—but I don’t think it matters. Those chicks are raining a shitstorm down on her right now. Why the hell would she want to suffer that humiliation?”


      I pounce over the table and grip him by the shirt. “What chicks? What shitstorm?” I release him with a marked hostility. “Start over. Speak slowly. Lose the shit-eating grin.”


      “Why don’t I just let my phone do the talking?” He hands it over, and I scroll through, reading a series of texts that Rex sent with links leading to about a dozen social media sites, the WB student page, Alpha Chi’s home base—their entire feed on Insta-Chat.


      My body goes numb, my mind feels as if it’s been dunked into the deep fryer.


      “So, Piper’s been using me?” My thumb continues to scroll up and down over dozens of pictures of the two of us in compromising positions, but it’s the captions that break my heart over and over again. The douchebag and me! The Punisher is about to get punished! I didn’t win cock-tease of my senior class for nothing!


      There’s one picture of the two of us naked from the chest up at The Witch’s Cauldron. Piper took the shot from behind my back, her face saying she’d rather be anywhere but there. Taking one for the team. This one goes out to all the girls he’s played before!


      “What’s this about?” My voice is hoarse. As much as I want to look at the pictures of the two of us seemingly enjoying one another’s company, the captions and her facial expressions in most of them suggest otherwise. My heart sinks to my gut and swims in battery acid. “What’s she using me for?” It comes out lackluster because I’m not really buying this bullshit.


      “Dude.” Jet winces. “It was all a part of some sorority rush. She needed in, and taming a player was the key. I guess whatever happened last night cinched the deal.”


      My eyes lift heavy from the table to meet with his. “What do mean ‘last night’?” Last night was sacred, special. Nothing about that is anyone’s business other than Piper’s and mine.


      He fiddles with his phone once again and pushes it across the table, slow as shit, as if it were a loaded gun.


      I pull it over and look at a split screen shot of the two of us in a lip lock last night right here at this very same location. The next shot is a picture of Piper leaving my building, holding her shoes, her hair wild as a lion’s mane, looking hotter than hell, but nevertheless a little like hell. Underneath it reads, Made the claim = walk of shame. Let’s welcome Alpha Chi’s newest captain to the team!


      “She made captain.” I flick the phone, and it spins. “Good to know I’m good for something.” I get up and take off.


      “Where are you going?”


      “Find a hole to jump into,” I say mostly to myself.


      Just as I’m about to hit the door, I hit a barricade much stronger than steel. It’s family. Roxy and Ryder stand stoic, side-by-side, just as Ryder’s wife, Laney, pops up.


      “Do you have class?” Ryder looks good and pissed for me, and it breaks my heart, because no matter what happened, I don’t want anyone pissed at Piper.


      “I’m off today. Look, I don’t think I’m coming in tonight. I’ve got shit on my brain. I think I’ll go out for a run. Get lost for a while.”


      “No way in hell.” Roxy comes and links arms, leading me to the back, into an employee room sparsely furnished with a table and chairs. Ryder and Laney sit across from me as Roxy presses me down into a seat.


      “She’s banished from this bar.” Roxy’s eyes flare with the same kind of insta-rage that Piper is prone to, and, sadly, it makes me miss her—the old her, the one I thought I knew—I’m pretty sure I do.


      “I don’t want you to banish her.” Alpha Chi hosts most of its mixers here. I’d hate to ruin anyone’s good time—especially not their new captain’s.


      Laney leans in and picks up my hand. “I don’t know this girl too well, Owen. But, in the short time I’ve come to know you, I realize that you are one of the good guys. If she’s willing to treat someone so vindictively, she isn’t worth your time. I know that both of her brothers are great people—Marley and Annie, they’re all insanely nice. I think you of all people know you can’t judge someone based on their family.”


      “She’s a rotten apple!” Roxy pounds her fists onto the table. “And she just fucked with the wrong person.”


      “Relax,” Ryder pleads with his hothead of a sister. “Piper is just a kid. She got caught up in something stupid. Rush makes people insane. Obviously, someone told her to do these things.” He glances to me. “I guess you were the playboy she was to tame from what Laney tells me. There was some hit list they gave her if she wanted to become captain, and to get that title I guess she needed to hustle you. That’s the end of the story. She fell for it, and unfortunately, so did you. We all know that Alpha Chi is poison. Aubree and her obsession with Bryson, coupled with the fact she led that sorority house straight to hell, doesn’t help the situation.”


      “So, you’re saying Aubree is somehow responsible for this?” It pisses me off a bit more than it should. My sister is a killer. Having sympathy for her is like having sympathy for the devil, but it doesn’t seem to change the fact she’s my sister, and I love her.


      “No.” Ryder closes his eyes with deep regret. “But, yes, I’m saying she’s set a precedent for those girls, and something like this—where they sic a fucking freshman on someone like you—no offense, but you’ve been with a few girls—to tame you, to sleep with you? It’s just wrong. Piper shouldn’t have felt pressured to seek out some playboy and make him bow down to her. I’m sorry you were caught up in this, but I’m sorry she was, too.”


      “She was stupid.” Roxy thumps her foot against the floor, rattling the table, bouncing her body as she strums with anger. “But I also think they need to shut down the entire damn Greek system if that’s the shit they let them get away with.”


      Laney shakes her head. “This is an Alpha Chi problem. Ryder is right. Piper may have just gotten caught up in it all. She’s young—impressionable. I’m willing to bet good money that she had no clue these pictures would be made public.”


      “She didn’t.” She looked shocked as shit this morning. “I don’t get it. Why would the girls who run Alpha Chi insist she sleep with me when they were so hard up for her to be with one of their preppy friends?”


      The three of them shake their heads with blank expressions.


      We rise together, and Ryder pulls me in by the hand. “Hard questions with no answers. Don’t worry about the internship. I’m meeting with Wyatt this afternoon, and we’re going to figure this out. Can I ask you something?”


      “Anything.”


      “These posts I’m seeing from this strip joint called The Dungeon—does that have to do with you? Are you the Punisher?” He huffs a quiet laugh, but his eyes are filled with sorrow for me.


      “That’s me, dude. Someone has to keep the lights on.”


      “I hear you, man. No judgment.”


      Roxy pulls me into a deep embrace. “I’ll do a bitch slap down if I have to.”


      “You don’t have to. Don’t touch a hair on Piper James’ head.” I’m in love with her.


      Always will be.

      


      I wait until three to pick up Ava from West Haven High. She slips into the passenger seat, happy to see me, yet, with the patina of discontent left over from her day at school. I take her out for ice cream, and she details how much she dislikes that place.


      “You think Mom and Dad will ever get me back to Davenport so I can finish out with my friends?”


      “The old Mom and Dad would have. The new ones? Not so much.”


      “I hate my life.”


      “Don’t say that.” I pull her in and breathe her sugary perfume a moment. Ava’s so sweet, so innocent. I’d hate for her to lose that—for her to have to toughen up in order to survive like I had to. I’d do anything to stop that from happening. “You need to stay strong. Stay focused in your classes. You’ll meet new friends.”


      She slumps as she stirs the remnants in her cup into a vanilla chocolate swirl. “You think Piper and I can hang out sometime? She really knew where I was coming from. You didn’t scare her off yet, did you?”


      “I don’t know.” It’s all I say about that as we hop back into the truck and drive down to the North Carolina Woman’s Correctional Facility—Camp Cupcake, as it’s known in these parts. Cupcake, my ass. I’ve seen more heartache and grief at that shithole than I have in front of Think Ink, or The Dungeon for that matter.


      We head inside and go through the rigorous constraints of the pat downs, the metal detectors. It’s not visiting day, but Aubree has a few passes she can use throughout the year that she received as tokens for good behavior. Once she heard Ava and I were here, she had no problem parting with one.


      Ava and I sit in the empty visitors’ lounge, smell the stale coffee, and wait. This is low security, so we’ve never had to visit behind glass walls. As much as society hates Aubree, I still enjoy a nice hug from my big sis. As I see it, Aubree is simply sick. Her disease lives in her brain, so it’s easy for people to dismiss it. It’s too bad it wasn’t caught in time, because her obsessive disorder to have what she wants and whom she wants has cost somebody their life—it almost cost Baya her life as well. But in here, behind these heavily patrolled walls, she can’t hurt anybody. Hopefully, they can make her better to some degree.


      “Here they are!” she shouts with glee as the security guard escorts her in. Aubree is beautiful, not the polished beauty she once was pre-prison, but a much more down-to-earth, minimal makeup, hair in a bun, demure beauty. I’ve asked her a million times if she’s okay in here, if anyone has given her shit or tried to touch her inappropriately, but she denies it all and insists there isn’t anyone getting raped twenty-four seven.


      Aubree has managed to amass a close-knit group of friends. She teaches a yoga class each morning and knows who to stay away from. They decorate like mad during the holidays and have baking contests once in a blue moon. In the end, Aubree gets to rule the sorority she’s always wanted. And now she can do so for life.


      “I thought you abandoned me.” Her smile dips into a frown for a moment. “You know how bad I need those weekend visits. I live for them.” She pulls Ava into a strong hug, then me. “When you get your license”— she points a red painted fingernail to Ava as we take a seat at the table—“you don’t need to wait for this clown to see me.” Aubree sags for a moment. Her lids grow heavy. “Unless you both move away. I guess we can write. Thank God for the Internet. Most of these girls don’t have any weekend visitors at all. They have to settle for Skype.” She sniffs away the tears. “Anyway, you’re here. What earth-shattering thing happened that kept you away?”


      “I was dumped.” I nod into my admission. “She went away with someone else for the weekend. It sucked.”


      Ava’s mouth drops open. “I liked her!” She takes a moment to swat my arm.


      “I liked her, too—that’s why I got her back.” I offer a short-lived grin. “But then, things sort of went south this morning. Anyway, this isn’t about me. Ava is having a rough time in school. You have any sisterly advice you want to dispense?” I sit back and chill out while they prattle on about boys and noise and handbags they can no longer afford. My mind keeps drifting back to Piper on a loop. Piper and me on that bed last night. The way her tongue took control of my body. The way she felt lying naked underneath me—how fucking soft her tits are, and that’s when I close my eyes to stop the tears.


      Ava excuses herself to the restroom for a moment.


      “All right, wake the hell up.” Aubree gives three sharp knocks on the table to get my attention. “Who is this little bitch, and what did she do to you? You have less than five minutes to spill.”


      And I do. I tell Aubree everything from the moment I swept Piper off her feet—literally—to the moment she frantically apologized and everything in between. I leave no stone unturned. If anyone understands the twisted female mind, it’s Aubree, the champion of twisted female minds.


      “Wow.” Her brows rise straight into her forehead, and my stomach clenches because it looks as if I’ve just stumped the master of head games. “You really have a piece of work on your hands.” She looks to the ceiling as if inspecting it for details. “Wait, back up the train. Did you say she was forced to date some guy? Did the Alpha girls have her do that?”


      “Yeah, I think so. Two of the leaders were sort of pushing it.”


      “Really,” she says softly, her eyes still lost in some faraway place. “He wouldn’t belong to Sigma Theta Tau, would he?”


      “I think so. He’s a frat brat. I know that for sure. They go to mixers and shit together.”


      “Oh”—her chest collapses over the table as she chuckles—“he’s her matchup.” She flicks her wrist as if it all makes sense. “So, if she was tapped for captain, it wasn’t you she had to sleep with—no offense, but that wouldn’t make any sense. You were there for two reasons, and two reasons only—to humiliate and blackmail if necessary. Nope, it was her Theta matchup she needed to sleep with if she wanted to get a bed—especially as a freshman. No freshman gets a bed unless a Theta boy ponies up for it. And about that captain stuff—” she winces. “I think that’s bullshit. They’re using the title as a cover-up.”


      Ava comes back, and I ask her to give us a minute, so she heads to another table and happily glues herself to her phone.


      “What do you mean, she doesn’t get a bed unless a Theta boy ponies up for it?”


      “He paid for her. God—the price of an Alpha Chi PNM is a mint. He must be really loaded.” Her eyes sparkle as if she were impressed.


      “Money? How much, and who gets it?” My blood boils, as this shitty mess is further uncovered one wicked layer at a time.


      “It can be anywhere upwards of twenty thousand dollars. Usually, it’s five or ten grand. Hustling girls is big business, but only the captains know about this. Trust me, it’s not as bad as it sounds. The boys we match them up with at Theta are hot, intelligent—they’re the leaders of tomorrow. Most of those girls go willingly, and if they don’t, they don’t get in, and, of course, we don’t get the money.”


      “When you say we, you mean the sorority?”


      “God, no. The treasurer would have our asses. The captains split the take. Two years in a row, I made close to fifteen grand. That was just my share. And before you accuse me of prostituting my girls out, three of the seven are happily engaged to their matchups. It’s not a perfect system, but it works.”


      “Shit.” I lean in hard. “That’s fucking human trafficking, Aubree.”


      She barks out a laugh. “Don’t be so dramatic.”


      “You’re telling me that those idiots at Theta—all they have to do is inspect the potential new members and cut a deal? The girls have to sleep with them, or they’re not in your sorority? None of that sounds wrong to you?”


      “They don’t have to sleep with them. God, no! And it only happens with a handful of girls—maybe three or four a year.” She closes her eyes, exasperated. “We just highly encourage it because it’s a part of the bonus deal. Look, this happens at more sororities than you think. Matchups have been around as long as the Greek system. It’s just that a few years ago guys were fighting over girls—and we knew there had to be a better way.”


      “So, you found it by lining your pockets.”


      “Bingo.” She bites down over a smile. “Hey, don’t get pissed at me. I didn’t invent the salacious wheel. I was just spinning it. And if this girl, Piper, chose to sleep with her matchup, then that’s why she’s in Alpha. I’m sorry.” Her eyes glitter with tears for me. “It looks like you might have gotten caught in the crosshairs.”


      “I think she did, too. Would you mind if I brought Piper here to speak with you?”


      “No, not at all. I don’t mind pulling up the skirt of Alpha House and showing everyone their dirty laundry.” She crosses her arms, slow and deliberate. “I have nothing to lose, Owen.”


      “And, here, I’ve already lost it all.”


      The irony is killing me.

      


      After dropping Ava off at home, I head to The Dungeon and ask for some time off. Turns out, I don’t have the balls to quit. I figure two weeks is enough time for me to apply for a couple of loans. I’m already maxed out on scholarships and grants. I’m not too sure I want to be the Punisher anymore. As good as the money is, and it is damn good, I don’t want to be that person. I’m secretly hoping that Piper and I can iron out this mess we’ve landed in. And if I’m still thrusting my junk in women’s faces after hours, it’s going to put a damper on things. I head across the street into Jet’s well-lit shop and nod at the receptionist who sits blinged-out with piercings and enough tattoos to qualify for the Japanese mafia.


      “Where’s the big man? Busy?”


      “He’s hurting Rex.” She smirks without looking up. I head back and find Rex lying down while Jet executes a mustang on fire over his shoulder.


      “Dude, you got a donkey breathing fire from his ass. Keep making good choices.” I pull up a stool and take a seat.


      Rex looks up in a wild panic. “Shit. There had better not be fire shooting out of its ass. And it’s a mustang, not a donkey!”


      “Relax.” Jet puts down his drill. “Let’s take a break. The only one breathing fire out of his ass is Owen. You okay, man?”


      “I’m good.” Lie. “I think I’m hanging up the whip for a while.” I nod across the street. “Hopefully, I can find a different way to make ends meet.”


      “In that case, I think I owe you something.” Jet pulls his jacket off a side table and stuffs a roll of bills into my hand. “Eight grand. I tossed in a little extra because you ate shit. It doesn’t taste so good. You don’t have to pretend like it does.”


      I stall with that fat wad in my palm a moment. It feels good to hold it. I need it, but I don’t want it.


      “I’m not taking it.”


      His features smooth out as both he and Rex hold back a laugh. “You’re not giving it back either.”


      “That’s because I’m borrowing it.”


      “Customers!” the receptionist barks from out front.


      “Gimme a second!” Jet barks right back. “Keep it. Don’t worry about it. I’m making too much damn money anyway. I’d much rather give it to you than Uncle Sam.”


      “I’m still paying you back.”


      “Besides, you won the bet.” Rex kicks my foot. “You slept with that girl. She thinks she was using you? Dude, you’re the master of disaster on the relationship scene. She’d be pissed if she knew you hooked up with her on a fucking bet.”


      Jet growls out a laugh. “What did you call her? The Ice Princess?”


      “Yeah, Owen.” A female voice chimes from behind, and we turn to find Piper and three of her girlfriends holding up the rear, each of their faces stunned and pissed as hell.


      “Piper.” I jump up and wrap my arms around her, but she’s quick to push me right back off.


      “No, I really want to know.” She gives a nervous laugh. “Was I the Ice Princess? Because that’s pretty cliché as far as bitches go. You’re a smart guy. You could have done a lot better.”


      Jet pulls me back. “Just like you called him the Playboy?” He nods for me to back up.


      “It was Player, you idiot—and those weren’t my words.” Piper presses her lips together. Her eyes sparkle with tears, but she successfully blinks them away. “So, I was nothing but a bet?” She swallows so hard it echoes throughout the room. “That looks like quite some wad.” Her eyes sink to the cash in my hand. “How much was I worth?”


      “Five grand—initially. He got a bonus for sealing the deal before homecoming,” Jet offers, and I have the sudden urge to shove my fist down his throat. “But that was me being generous because my buddy needed the money. You’re not worth that much, Princess, so get over yourself.”


      I slam Jet up against the wall and land us nose-to-nose. “Apologize,” I grit the word through my teeth.


      “Enough.” Rex pulls me off. “We get it—you and this chick used each other. It’s a fucking draw.”


      Jet looks to me with a hint of disappointment, but underneath that lies the sympathy of a guy who’s had his heart put through the meat grinder before. Jet’s taken a shit ride with a couple of girls himself. He looks to Piper and closes his eyes a moment.


      “I take it back. You’re worth a lot more. My friend thinks so, and, if he does, I know it’s true.” He lands his giant paw on my back. “Too bad you never bothered to get to know the real Owen—not the playboy—player— you think he is. I’ve never met anyone with a heart of gold before like his. There’s no one who’s more loyal as a friend.” He kicks Rex. “Hell, I might have two.” He nods to Piper on his way out of the room. “You ever want to finish that tat, I’ll do it for free.”


      Rex hops up and tosses on his flannel. I’d better get going. He pats me on the shoulder. “Use your heart and your brain. Don’t jump into a fire just because you think it’s right. We all know what happens there.” He takes off just as quickly.


      Piper’s friends drift to the front of the establishment, and it’s just she and I, the hurt in her eyes as ripe as mine. How in the hell did we land here?


      “My feelings for you are real.” My voice cracks like a pussy. The tears beg to come, but I fight them like holding up a granite mountain.


      “I guess they are.” Her mouth stays open as she eyes the wad of money balled up in my fist. “You’ve got the Benjamins to prove it.” Piper flies out the door and into the night with her friends following close behind like an iron fortress.


      As final as this feels, as bad as it seems—this isn’t the end.


      And until it ends well, it will never be over.


      If Piper and I can make it through this, we’ll make it through anything.


      Too bad we’ve already been thrown into the fire—burned beyond recognition.


      I wonder if we can come back from the ashes?


      I don’t see why I shouldn’t die trying.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Done With You

        


        Piper

      

    

    
      I hate people. I hate people with balls in particular. I hate people with balls who wield whips while dancing at strip clubs the most.


      We enter the Black Bear, and Cassidy speeds us to a table. There is no way in hell I want to be here, but I’m too freaking pissed to sit at Hallowed Grounds, and my dorm room is simply too small to hold the four of us.


      Scarlett and Daisy came along for support while I went down to Think Ink to try to straighten this out. First, we went to The Dungeon, but his boss said we had just missed him and to try the place across the street because it’s usually his next stop. He was right. Boy did we ever have perfect timing. I’m not sure if it was perfect or imperfect, but had I not heard it with my own two ears, I’m not sure I would have believed it. All I ever was to Owen was a means to an end. Ironic because that’s sort of what he started out as for me. I hate the irony. I hate everything that’s transpired.


      “I guess what comes around goes around.” I push the menu away from me. The last thing I want is food. “Karma is a real butt-biting bitch today.”


      “Oh, hon!” Cassidy scoots her chair in close to me. “What you need is a steady order of grilled cheese sandwiches.” She flags down Baya.


      “Hey.” Baya looks genuinely sorry for me. “I don’t know what the heck is going on, but just know that I’m here to listen anytime you need me. You know I had my own bout of insanity when I tried to get into Alpha Chi. I have no doubt they set you up.” She grimaces. “Although, they really did a bang-up job. It looks pretty bad.”


      Cassidy sucks in a quick breath. “Look, sweetie, you’re not helping. Get us all a round of grilled cheeses with a side of mac—and keep them coming. We’re going to need comfort food, and lots of it.”


      “Got it.” Baya takes off.


      “I’m fine.” I groan. “I’m also a liar at the moment, but all I really want is to crawl into bed. My insides are still sore from Owen loving me last night—or more to the point—earning his rent money. The thought makes me sick to my stomach.”


      Scarlett and Daisy moan in tandem.


      “Guys are assholes,” Scarlett is eager to point out. “And, if it makes you feel better, both Daisy and I rejected Jules’ and Lucille’s bids to join the sorority. We’re out.”


      “Me, too.” Cassidy shrugs. “Even though I didn’t make the cut.” She rolls her eyes. “I didn’t get the part in the play either. But, hey, that’s just more time to spend with my new besties.” Her gaze lowers to the table for a moment. I can tell she’s pretty down about not getting the part.


      Daisy leans in. “We should swear off guys forever.”


      Laney comes by and plunks down four red fruity drinks. “Virgins, on the house.” She offers a despairing look. “I’m hoping there’s a very good explanation. Owen is a really good guy. He doesn’t deserve to be treated this way.”


      “Oh, really?” Scarlett isn’t amused. “Did you know this ‘good guy’ bet his buddies he could sleep with Piper for five grand—plus, some stupid bonus? Turns out, he needed some quick cash, and her squeezebox was the road to riches.”


      I cringe when she says it. The words sting just hearing them out loud.


      “What?” Laney takes a step back, clearly as blown away as I was. “Says who?”


      “Says the ass himself,” Cassidy offers. “We caught the money changing hands.”


      Daisy smirks. “Looks like he won’t have to hit the dirty dance floor for a while. Bedding Piper was worth a pretty penny.”


      “I can’t believe this.” Laney staggers away, and good riddance. I don’t want to be around anyone tonight. It’s as if all the humiliation I’ve ever felt has grown, metastasized like a cancer and has eaten everything I thought was good in my life. Owen and I have been regurgitated, vomited up all over Whitney Briggs for the entire student body to gawk at while holding their noses. I don’t want to be here anymore. A part of me wants to run all the way back to New York. Not that I did any better there. Face it. I’m a walking disaster. Taking down cities, entire schools, and reputations wherever I go. I should take up residence in the barn with Wyatt’s horses. That’s all I should ever do. Shovel horse shit for the next eighty years. That’s about what my life has amounted to.


      We head into three solid rounds of grilled cheeses and mac—shockingly, I can eat through this trauma after all. And good thing. How else would I have ever found my freshman fifteen? Make it fifty. I don’t really care if I go up twelve jean sizes. Without Owen—old Owen—it all feels like crap to me.


      Wyatt, Blake, Ryder, some dude that’s holding Roxy, and Bryson head over, and along with them, Baya, Laney, Annie, and Marley. There’s a bartender behind the counter who looks eerily similar to Bryson, and I know for a fact it’s his twin, Holt. I’ve seen all these people at Wyatt’s home many times. Now that Annie and Blake are practically married, living together with a baby, it’s as if we’re all one big giant family. Normally, I’d appreciate it, but, right now, I don’t want some extended faux family meddling in my business. Especially now that the world knows my virginity was lost at an exorbitant price tag.


      “Not without me.” I look up to find Cade making his way over, good and pissed. I stand up and leap into his arms. As close as I am to Wyatt and Blake, it’s Cade that feels like my other half. It takes everything in me to hold back the urge to cry. Cade is the only person in the room who knows what happened to me last year—well, very, very minute parts of it.


      “It’s okay,” he whispers into my ear. “Be strong, baby girl. I’ve got you.” He presses his lips against my cheek and sits me back down. “Start from the beginning.”


      I try to, I really do, but as much as I want to spill the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, I can’t seem to tell them about that letter Jules and Lucille handed me—the real one, not the falsified piece of fiction they’re propagating. So I leave a few little dirty details out. But I tell them about needing to spend some provocative time with Owen and the fact I did take those pictures and sent them to Jules.


      “Privately. I never posted any of them. And those captions were bogus. I didn’t pen them.” God, I would never. But once you matched them up to my ridiculous expressions in those photos, the captions read totally believable. I can’t believe how well I was set up.


      Cade shakes his head, pissed, and it’s like looking at myself in the mirror. We look so much alike it’s frightening, as does Wyatt. Our black hair and sapphire eyes have always garnered us attention, and tonight I wish there wasn’t a thread of scrutiny cast my way.


      “Anyway, I cared about him.” I glance to Ryder. “I fell for him—hard.” I try to shrug it off. “I thought we had something real, and then tonight…” I choke up, and Scarlett generously steps in and tells everyone about the bet, how we found Owen with a handful of disgusting dollars.


      “I’m going to kill him.” Cade nods calmly into this admission.


      “Don’t even joke like that.” Ryder closes his eyes. “Look, I think we should confront him.”


      “Well, speak of the devil,” Cassidy strums it out in her singsong voice as all eyes shift to the front of the establishment.


      “Hang tight,” I say, rising to my feet. “I get the first shot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Owen

        

      

    

    
      I knew that coming to the Black Bear might spell trouble, but I had no idea there would be an entire mob ready to lynch me.


      Piper strides over with her hair flowing behind her like a black flame. No ponytail, just a beautiful raven-haired mane with a few wild curls, and my dick twitches approvingly. It’s true. I haven’t broken the news to my dick yet. Neither he nor I will ever taste Piper James again. My heart aches over this, and I want to rip it out of my chest. I don’t have a need for a beating heart if I can’t give it to Piper.


      Just as Piper is about to confront me—Winston, the ever-present preppy prick makes himself known.


      “You don’t need his bullshit.” Winston tries to coax her away, standing steadfast in his expensive Italian shoes, his silk tie loosened just enough as if he’s had a rough day on Wall Street. I’d like to give him a rough day right about now with my fist.


      “You like to think for the ladies, don’t you?” I’m looking for a fight, and Winston’s jaw looks like it needs a good cracking. My knuckles have been craving to hear that pop ever since I laid eyes on him.


      “I don’t play games with girls. That’s your job, literally.” He goes to pull her away, but Piper resists. Our eyes remain locked, glassy and stoned from a day full of mindfucks that neither of us saw coming.


      “You hurt me.” Piper stabs the words into my chest before biting down hard over her lip.


      “I’m sorry.” I shake my head, my body aching to hold her.


      Winston steps between us. “Why don’t you get the hell out of here? It’s over. She was never that into you. It was a game. You lost. Someone like you will never win a girl like her.”


      Piper looks to him, and her mouth falls open. Before she can say anything, her brothers, along with Bryson and Ryder, surround her and give me the evil eye. It’s clear where everyone stands—with Piper. That’s okay. I want it that way.


      Ryder steps in. “Owen.” He shakes his head. “You made a fucking bet?” His voice reeks with disappointment.


      “I’m going to kick your ass,” her brother Cade says it so matter-of-fact, it’s hard not to believe. “Prepare to be punished. The irony is going to be a real ballbreaker.”


      Shit. I’d do the same if anyone bet to bed Ava. What the hell was I thinking? It was Jet’s way of helping me out, but I should never have entertained the idea. Never let it manifest into this nightmare unfolding before me—this nightmare I dragged the girl I love into.


      “Piper.” My body shakes, just having her so close and not being able to hold her, knowing that very thing might never happen again. “Can we just—can we talk? Just you and me?”


      Cade jumps over and knots up my shirt, bearing his teeth as he shakes the shit out of me. “You want to talk to my sister? So you can fucking feed her more lies?”


      “Stop!” Piper tugs us apart until Cade relents and shoves me back a good foot. “I’m not so innocent here,” she barks at her brother. “But”—she looks to me with knives jetting from those pearly blue eyes—“there was nothing about sleeping with you to get me into Alpha Chi. They made that all up.” She swallows hard. I can see her emotions running strong just below the surface. “I slept with you because I wanted to.”


      A collective groan comes from her brothers. The three of them look as if they want to vomit, right after they kill me.


      I raise my hands in surrender. “I swear to God, that bet was not my doing. I wanted no part in it. It was never real. Jet knew I was in a financial hole, and he just wanted to throw some money my way. He thought he was being clever. Ask Rex. I didn’t think of it, nor did I agree to it.”


      “You sure took the money,” she shoots back.


      “It’s sitting in that same room down at Think Ink. I don’t want a dime from that dirty stack of dollars. I never set out to hurt you, Piper. This was never about me landing you in my bed for a minute. In fact, I made you off limits to the droves of guys that begged me to introduce you to them because I wanted to protect you—just like that day in Founder’s Square. Something in me has wanted to protect you from the beginning. Never to harm you. Never to sleep with you in an effort to make a dollar.”


      The crowd around us stills.


      Piper takes a bold step forward. “Okay.” Her lips tug down as she fights the tears. “I’ll go somewhere. We can talk.”


      “No way.” Cade steps up next to her. The hate in his eyes is palpable.


      Wyatt pulls him back. “Owen is a good guy. I believe him.” He looks to his sister. “Do not let him touch you. You need to clear your head. Just talking.”


      She growls at him a moment, but I realize the brunt of her anger is geared toward me. Piper and I walk right out of the Black Bear and into the ice-cold night. Her fingers find mine, and we walk hand in hand all the way to my apartment building in thick silence. We hit the elevator, and as soon as those doors entomb us, I wrap my arms around her. Her body clings to mine, and my chest bucks as I beg my emotions to keep themselves in check. Piper buries her face in my neck, never once letting go. We get off on my floor, and I let us into my apartment, bolting the door shut behind us. The place is still happily trashed from last night’s sexual rumble, and I’m glad. I want to remind her of the magic we shared. There was no way in hell either of us faked that. It was real, and so are we.


      Piper doesn’t say anything. Her fingers find their way to my cheek, and I dip a kiss into her hand. Her ruby lips quiver, and she shrugs.


      “You didn’t really bet you could sleep with me?” Tears fill her eyes, but she doesn’t let them fall.


      I shake my head, ignoring the hot tears rolling down my cheeks. “It was Jet’s ridiculous idea. I never wanted a dime.”


      “Too bad,” she whispers. “I was a sure thing.”


      I shake my head and pull her close until the heat off her body sears through my clothes. “I’m sorry to put you through that.”


      She nods, glancing down—her scalding tears burning through my T-shirt. “I’m sorry about what happened.” She pulls a letter from her purse, and I stare at it a good few minutes.


      “I’m number four, huh? And for the record, I hate number five.” A volatile anger burns through me seeing this pig vomit in writing. “They wanted you to sleep with him, and then, when you didn’t, they turned it all around to ruin us.”


      “Yeah, well”—she takes the letter and buries it back into her purse—“you had them pegged right from the beginning. They were nothing but a bunch of manipulative lowlifes.”


      “Those girls have been up to something else behind your back, Piper. There’s someone I think you need to talk to.”


      She closes her eyes as if girding herself for the news.


      “There’s someone else who can explain it a hell of a lot better than I ever can. What time is your last class tomorrow?”


      “Two.”


      “Are you up for a drive through the countryside?”


      “What’s in the country?”


      “The correctional facility housing my sister. Aubree needs to tell you something, and you won’t like what you hear.”


      She gives a reluctant nod. “I’m in.”


      I pull her in, so tight, her heartbeat echoes through my chest. I’m not making a move unless she wants it, and if she does, I’m ready to unleash all of my grief, all of my relief upon her body.


      Piper looks up with those blue butterfly eyes and touches her lips to mine. I don’t kiss her back right away. I don’t want her to think I dragged her up here just to take advantage of her. Her mouth works over mine. Her tongue pierces on in, and I fold. I clutch her face gently with my palms and kiss her like my life depended on it—more importantly, our lives, our relationship, as if every second of our shared future rides on this single special kiss.


      She works my pants off, and I don’t fight her. I pull off her shirt and bite down on the grin begging to burst forth.


      That lump in my throat builds, but I swallow it down in agony. “Do you want this with me?”


      “I want everything with you.” Her lips quiver involuntarily. “Do you want this with me?”


      “I want it for as long as you’ll have me. I’m hoping forever.” I press my mouth to hers, hard, and push her tiny, soft body against mine. Her cool hands cup my balls, and I moan directly into her mouth. I help peel her clothes off until we’re standing there just the way we should be, naked. I fall to my knees and make her come hard right there in the living room before carrying her off to bed. We make love all night.


      I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure Piper feels safe, loved the way she deserves to be.


      Despite the fact her brothers demand my dick on a chopping block, we’re going to make this work.


      We have to.


      I can’t live a day without her.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          A Tameless Kind of Love

        


        Piper

      

    

    
      Seventeen calls and texts—and those are just the ones from my brothers. Cassidy, Scarlett, and Daisy also tried to get in touch with me all night, so I spent the majority of the day assuring those who care about me that I’m still very much alive—that “the bastard” as Cade refers to Owen, did not kidnap me to “God knows where.” As much as I appreciate everyone’s concern, I also wish I could’ve had that moment with Owen last night without feeling as if I had caused them all to lose some sleep.


      I spend the morning talking each of my brothers down off a sword-wielding cliff. Even Blake said he’d risk prison to teach Owen a lesson for me, despite the fact he’s a father now. I don’t need anyone altering the course of their lives for me. Wyatt was the most understanding of the bunch, but that’s because he’s had a chance to really get to know Owen. Cade still thinks he’s an ass.


      My last class just finished up, so I head over to Hallowed Grounds, where Cassidy holds up my pumpkin spiced latte, already hot and waiting for me. Scarlett and Daisy wave me over to an empty seat at their table.


      Scarlett looks up at me from under her lashes. “Rumor has it, your bed was never slept in last night.”


      Cassidy pushes out a laugh “She slept in someone’s bed, all right.”


      “I didn’t sleep,” I’m quick to correct.


      Daisy raises her iced coffee with a puzzled look. “Cheers to that, I think?”


      “Yes,” I say matter-of-factly. “Owen and I are back together.” The three of them exchange nervous glances. “What?”


      “I don’t know.” Cassidy shrugs so hard her blonde curls spill into her cleavage. “You sort of quickly forgave him for betting on you. We’re just afraid you’re going off emotion. You know, going too fast. We don’t want to see you crash again.”


      “I don’t think we’ll be crashing again anytime soon.” I say it emphatically, but I suppose I see their point. “Owen’s buddy put him up to it, and he never took the money. Look, I know there’s no real way to convince you of how genuine I believe he is, but I know with everything in me that he is genuine.”


      “How?” Daisy is unconvinced. “Trust me, I thought I knew once, too, and I was completely wrong. I hope to God you’re not, because I know how it feels to have the floor drop out from under you.”


      “I’m sorry.” I feel bad that Daisy had her heart severed in two. I just don’t feel like that’s something Owen is about to do to me. “I guess the only thing that can assure you guys of anything is time, and I’m hoping Owen and I will be together for a very long while—actually, I’m rooting for forever.”


      “Spoken like a girl in love.” Cassidy raises her cup, and this time the girls do a round of cheers, to love.


      “I couldn’t think of anything better to toast. Salute.” I take a quick sip of my latte just as the most handsome boy at Whitney Briggs walks in.


      Owen makes his way over, and I stand, greeting him openly with a kiss.


      “You ready?”


      “Whoa.” Cassidy pulls me back. “You can’t go hogging my best friend. You need to understand that Piper isn’t a commodity. We want to spend a little time with her, too.”


      “We’re going out for a ride,” I say, blushing from the show of affection Cassidy piled on me. I’ve never had a group of close friends like this before, and I feel lucky to have it when I need it most here at WB. I know for a fact Jules and Lucille aren’t through making my life miserable.


      “Where are you going?” Scarlett asks, sounding a little less caustic than Cassidy.


      Owen wraps his arm around my waist and gives a mournful smile. “Prison.”

      


      The women’s correctional facility that houses Owen’s sister is surprisingly less than an hour away. We make it through security, and I fill out an extensive visitor’s form before they lead us to an unassuming room in the back that looks like a cafeteria.


      Owen explained that his sister is using a visitor’s pass she earned through good behavior, and I feel bad about it, but he assured me this would be well worth it for everyone involved. He’s built up so much secrecy around this that the suspense is killing me. The only thing I know about his sister is that she killed some poor girl and almost killed Baya. This girl is batshit, so it will be interesting to see what advice Owen thinks she can give me. I do feel bad for Owen, though. It has to be tough to have a family member behind bars.


      “Hey, ho! Two days in a row!” A strawberry blonde bounces out in a plain brown uniform. Her face is made up as if she were going out for the night, and her hair neatly curled. She’s pretty, as in an obvious beauty. And for the most part, she seems totally normal.


      “You pulled out all the stops.” Owen gives his sister a hug. “You look great.”


      “I want to impress this girl you keep bragging about.” She pulls me forward with her cool fingers twining around mine. “Let me look at you. Oh, my, wow.” She glances to Owen. “You are a lucky bastard.”


      “That’s me.” He gives a giant grin.


      We take a seat at a small round table, and she doesn’t let go of my hands. I’m not sure if I should be flattered or afraid.


      She clears her throat. “I don’t know if my brother mentioned it, but I used to be a captain at Alpha Chi.”


      My blood runs cold, and I instinctively pluck my fingers from her grasp. “Sorry.”


      “No, it’s okay.” She waves it off. “I take it my reign of terror at Alpha never came up.”


      “He mentioned something. I didn’t realize you were a captain.” I glance to Owen.


      “I knew you wanted to get in that place, and I was the last person who was going to cloud your judgment about it. I did try to warn you.”


      I clear my throat. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you, I guess—although, in this case, it was pretty much a disaster I walked into and had to learn the hard way.” Much like every other disaster in my life.


      She looks to her brother. “Did you tell her about Theta buying girls?”


      “What?” A ripe anger shakes through me. I don’t know what the hell they’re talking about, but I don’t like the sound of it.


      Owen scoots in close. “Do you have that letter?”


      I pull it out and hand it to Aubree. A smile flirts on her lips as she studies it, and it unnerves me on some level. After closer inspection, there is a definite creepy factor to her.


      “I don’t know where they came up with number four.” She shakes her head, disapproving. “I usually had them do something nice for someone, like tell their tackiest friend she was dressing like a skank. You know, pay it forward and stuff like that.” She hands the letter back. “That boy, Winston? He bought you with cold hard cash.” Her brows rise in the same way Owen’s do. “Now, before you go exploding into a million pieces, just know that’s the way it’s been long before he ever set foot on campus. If a Theta boy is interested in an Alpha PNM, then he best shred some serious cheddar.”


      Both Owen and I lean in a little to try to understand.


      Aubree titters into her fingers. “That’s what they say on the inside.” She points to the floor. “It means cough up some serious bank—pay the ponytailed piper. No pun intended.” She nods, and it becomes clear as crystal what the Theta boys are doing. She folds her hands over the table. “The Theta with the most dollars at the end of the hard-on war—wins.” She shrugs. “Simple as that.”


      “You mean he paid Jules and Lucille? They’re the ones that gave me the letter.”


      She nods. “And they split the cash. Any Alpha who’s told to date a matchup has pretty much greased a captain’s hands. In the old days, the boys would get aggressive, and so this little bit of capitalism was born. It’s really an enterprising system when you think about it.”


      “Does it work both ways?” My blood surges through me, toxic as lead.


      “When someone expresses interest in a matchup, the captain suggests a retrieval fee.”


      “That sounds like what I do.” Owen looks just as stumped by his admission as his sister and me.


      He winces. “Guys pay me all the time for my wingman services. They need a makeup or a breakup? I’m their guy. I’ve got dozens of scripts I work from, and, with a little help from the Internet, I’ve yet to have an unsatisfied customer.”


      “You let guys pay you for girlfriends?” I’m not sure exactly how pissed I should be.


      “No.” He looks at me with that serious yet playful gleam in his eye that I’ve grown to love. “I work for the greater good of the people, offering advice, never bodies. If say, Jet likes a girl—he can procure my services to try to land himself a date. Nothing more. If he wants to exit the relationship, I’ll offer some very firm yet practical advice. A hundred bucks in or out. It’s pretty black and white.”


      “Oh, I just remembered something!” Aubree holds up a hand. “At Alpha, the captains have to pay back up to fifty percent if a breakup occurs in the first two months. Those boys want to assure they get laid. And trust me, with the captains on their side, they usually do.” She looks rather smug as she says it. “Did you sleep with him?”


      “No.”


      “Then he has to be pissed—not to mention gunning for a refund.”


      “I’m the one who’s pissed.” I openly glare at the dark mouth of the door. “I’m ready to leave now, Owen.”

      


      After the long drive back from the correctional facility, I have Owen drop me off at my dorm. It’s time to get my girls together. There’s a certain sorority we need to confront.


      Cassidy, Scarlett, Daisy, and I storm over to Alpha House and glare at it as if it were a living-breathing monster. It might as well be; it houses two of them at least.


      I shared the notorious letter with Scarlett and Daisy, and neither was too shocked to see it.


      “You ladies ready?” Daisy links arms with Cassidy and me as we step onto the lawn.


      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” We stomp onto the property, walking right through the unlocked doors, and head for the common room as if we belonged there.


      A smattering of girls sits around studying, and it takes less than three seconds for Jules and Lucille to manifest themselves.


      “I didn’t think it’d take long for the two of you to show up.” I step forward, ready to face them with every ounce of loathing I can muster. “God knows you have this place covered with cameras. I used to think it was for security purposes, but now I realize it’s for ammo in the event you need to blackmail a fellow member of the ponytail society.” I glance around at all of the curious faces. “I came mostly for your benefit. It’s about time you realize who you’re dealing with. These two captains promised me a bed in the house, as a freshman, if I slept with Winston Stanford.”


      The room grows strangely silent as the girls exchange glances.


      “I didn’t sleep with Winston, and all that bullshit you read on social media was a load of crock, too.” I pull out the letter and proceed to read it. I get halfway through, and Jules snatches it out of my hand. “That’s okay. You can rip it up if you want. It’s just a copy. I’ve photographed it and sent it to all the school officials I’ve deemed necessary to take down your reign of terror.” I glance back at the blooming crowd. “And don’t worry, girls! I’ll be sending a copy to each of your inboxes, including a letter of my own, relaying what I learned about Alpha’s policy on selling its members to Theta Sigma Tau. You’ll find that part particularly interesting—especially you, Landry, and you, Kiley. You’re both still dating those matchups, right? It’s going to blow your mind, and perhaps your relationships, when you find out how they came to be.”


      Jules gives me a stiff shove in the chest. “Don’t listen to her!” she shouts so loud my face ripples. “It’s lies, all lies! I’ll have our attorneys look into the matter. It looks as if we’ve got a defamation suit on our hands. This is just sour grapes from two girls who weren’t good enough to get in.”


      “Oh, I believe I did get in.” I blink a quiet smile.


      Lucille smirks as she looks from Cassidy to me. “Why don’t you take your backwoods cousin humping BFF and get the hell out of here? Nobody has time for whiners who don’t know how to gracefully accept the fact they didn’t get in—and FYI, you didn’t. Neither of you was Alpha material. We knew it from the get-go.”


      “That’s right.” Jules gets in my face again. “So take your come-burping gutter slut self the hell off our property!”


      My hand rises to slap her, and Scarlett catches me by the wrist. “That’s what she wants. She’s dying to have you booked on assault. You’ve said your peace. Let’s get out of here.”


      We take off, and even though my body is still shaking, still craving one serious smackdown, I feel light as a feather. For the first time, I actually feel free from all the bullshit Alpha Chi has embroiled us in from the beginning.


      Sometimes a peaceful ending is exactly what’s needed.


      Or at least it will be once the end arrives—and when it does, Alpha Chi won’t know what hit them.
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      A week goes by, and Piper helps shut down Alpha Chi on the eve of homecoming.


      “Remind me to never piss you off,” I say as we sit across the street in my truck, watching as dozens of girls move out of the overgrown house. The school has frozen its status until further notice.


      “Too late for that, but you’re one of the lucky ones. You managed to survive.” She wraps her arms around me as we watch the endless parade of furniture shuffled to the street.


      “Piper, can I ask what happened in high school?”


      She takes a huge breath that sounds as if it might never end. “I had a couple of friends just like Jules and Lucille who tried to get me to play a revenge prank on their boyfriends.” She sniffs back tears, that faraway look in her eyes lets me know she’s right back there, reopening the wound and soaking in all the pain. “Things backfired badly, and I ended up as the one most likely to succeed at teasing. People pretty much forgot my name was Piper, and once the entire football team started calling me Cock-Tease, that nickname never left. I hated high school.” She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “Anyway, it’s over. And I’m glad I had a hand in shutting down the mean girls for once.”


      “I always knew you could.” I press a kiss onto the top of her head. “But I’m sorry about that little bit of history repeating itself. If anyone calls you that again, they’ll have to answer to me.”


      “That’s very nice of you.” We watch as Jules and Lucille evict themselves from Alpha House one last time, dragging their mattresses behind them. “But I’d like to think I can take care of myself.”


      I start up the truck with a grin on my face. “That’s why I love you, babe.”


      We head out to our internship in Jepson together. I’ve got a little surprise for Piper that I’m hoping she’ll appreciate.


      I know I sure as hell do.

      


      Piper and I duck into the revolving glass doors of the Jepson Towers, and, instead of leading her to the elevator, I take her down the barren landscape of the back hallways until we spot a man in a gray uniform mopping the floor.


      “Here she is,” I say, getting his attention. He turns around with a look of outright joy on his face.


      “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers! Glad to see you again!”


      “Pete?” She leans back in disbelief at the clean-shaven, cologne-doused, hair-combed version of the man we once plucked off a Jepson sidewalk. “Wow, you clean up nice!”


      “Thanks! I’m happy to do it. I can’t thank you enough for the kind words in helping me get a position here. I’ve even worked up the courage to contact my daughter. We haven’t seen each other in sixteen years, and she’s flying out to see me next weekend.” Tears come to his eyes. “Sometimes, the smallest act of kindness is all it takes to make a big difference in someone else’s life. I’m living proof.”


      I pat him on the back. “I got my old boss at The Dungeon to rent him a room above the place. It’s just an old office that hasn’t been used in years with a bathroom. Nothing special.”


      “But it works.” Peter doesn’t miss a beat with his never-ending gratitude.


      Piper and I say goodbye and head upstairs.


      “Thank you.” Piper pulls me in and squeezes me tight. “Once the dust settled, I was going to do just that—track him down and help him fill out a few apps, but you went the extra mile.” She presses a kiss to my lips and lingers. “You deserve all that kindness to come back to you times a million.”


      “Times a million.” I shake my head as we get off on the right floor. “I need it,” I whisper mostly to myself.


      Ryder calls us into his office, and we find both Wyatt and Bryson front and present.


      Wyatt looks to his sister. “You want to tell him, or should I?”


      Shit. I try to swallow down my nerves. I need this internship. Not only do I want to spend as much time with Piper as possible, but also my bread and butter depends on finding new prospects for the company. I put in an application for a couple of new student loans. As much as Jet tried to lend me the money, as much as I needed it, I couldn’t take it. It’s tainted, and I would never want to bring that grief to Piper again.


      “You know that master list of corporations we planned on hitting?”


      Crap. “Is this the part when I discover that our competition beat us out?” I suppose it’s only fair that the actual employees benefit, but Piper and I were willing to hustle just as hard.


      “Not quite. I put on my best power suit and went solo.”


      “What? Why?” I can’t wrap my head around the fact she’d go it alone. “I would have gladly gone with you.”


      “I wanted to surprise you. Once I was through, I pretty much figured that I took a gamble and lost. I mean, if you were with me, maybe it would have been a shoo-in.”


      Piper looks up at me from under her lashes, and despite the fact I’m still walking on broken glass with her big brother, I pull her in.


      “Not a big deal. It’s the thought that counts.”


      “Right. So I hope you appreciate the thought—and all six accounts.”


      “What?” I step back, examining her. I must have misheard. “Oh, right. Thank you for hitting all six. You really didn’t have to do that. Next time, we’ll go in like a team and come out with the contracts.”


      “Like I did?” She takes a step back herself and reaches for an envelope sitting on Wyatt’s desk. “Here’s your share. I already cashed mine.”


      I pull out the contents and stare at a three thousand dollar check in silence for a solid minute. I pull Piper in and spin her.


      “Thank you.” I brush a kiss over her ear. “I knew you could kick some ass.”


      “Be grateful it’s not yours,” Wyatt flatlines. “Go on, get back to work. Find another set of victims, and make some magic happen.”


      Piper pulls me out of the office with our fingers threaded tight.


      I lean in and steal a kiss. “We are magic.”


      She takes a quick bite out of my bottom lip. “I know.”

      


      Ryder, Wyatt, and Bryson invite everyone down to the Black Bear for a celebratory round of drinks. In all, the company scored a total of forty new accounts that almost had them rethinking their hefty bonus policy, but, since the revenue and retainer fee is ten times that, they have no problem keeping the incentive alive.


      The 12 Deadly Sins rage up onstage, and the coeds kicking off their heels on the dance floor seem to appreciate them most.


      “Looks like you got your dancing partner back.” Cassidy swings her hip into Piper.


      Piper reaches over and tugs Cassidy by a curl. “We need to get you a dancing partner.”


      Her friend with the red hair, Scarlett, raises a hand. “I’ve got a brother.”


      “I’ve got a brother, too.” Piper waggles her brows. “Have you officially met Cade?”


      “Oh, hon”—Cassidy waves them both away—“I don’t need a man.” She takes off just as the brother in question pops up.


      “I think I owe you an apology.” He reaches out and shakes my hand, although his features say, Don’t fuck up. I’m watching you. I don’t blame him. I know for a fact when Ava starts dating, I’ll be psychotic as shit.


      “It’s all good,” I assure him. “It was just one unfortunate event after another, but they led to a good place.”


      “Nice save.” Piper wraps her arms around me as the music changes tempo. “Hey.” She points her brother over to the bar with a nod. “Go find that hot blonde I was just talking to and dance with her.”


      He makes a face. It’s unsettling how much he and Piper look alike. No matter how hard I try, I can’t hate the guy.


      “No thanks.” He eyes a passing brunette and starts after her. “I’m doing pretty good on my own.”


      Jet and Rex come by.


      “Hey.” Scarlett gives Rex an unenthusiastic reception.


      Piper leans in as if a juicy bit of gossip just went off in our faces. “You two know each other?”


      Scarlett leans her head back, her mouth contorts as if she’s unsure of the answer. “My dad is dating his mom. It’s something new.” She brushes it off as if it was no big deal, and the smile glides right off Piper’s face.


      “You do realize I have a very single brother.”


      We share a laugh while Rex and Scarlett repel into opposite ends of the room.


      Jet leans in toward Piper. “I meant what I said. I’ll finish that tat for free if you want. Anytime, I’m ready and willing.”


      “Really?” Piper wrinkles her nose at me. “How about tonight?”


      “You sure?” I’m a bit surprised she’s going for it. I was there when she had the first half done, and it sounded like a bag of cats on fire.


      “Only if you’ll hold my hand.”


      “Done. How about we sneak in one dance before you’re forced to hobble?” Ryder catches my attention and waves me over before she can answer. “Hang tight, I’ll be right back. Don’t get too close, Jet. The girl bites.” I dot her cheek with a kiss before taking off.


      “What’s up?”


      Ryder leads me to the game room, and I spot Wyatt and Bryson each holding a pool stick.


      “Nice. This must be the part where I get the shit beaten out of me. Do I get to defend myself, or are we instating prison rules?”


      “No.” Ryder lands a warm hand over my shoulder. “This is the part where you get a job proposal. You pick up a few extra hours, and we turn your internship into a paying position. We’ve only got one part-time slot to fill, and we’d be happy to give it to you.”


      A rush of adrenaline barrels through me. “No shit?”


      “No shit.”


      I take in a lungful of air as if it were my first. “Thank you.” I shake each of their hands in turn. “I can’t thank you guys enough.”


      I head back to the bar, my feet hardly hitting the floor. It feels amazing that not only do I have Piper back in my life, but also I have a means to pay the rent, and maybe even take her out to dinner now and again.


      Piper picks up my hand and waves to Jet. “Don’t go too far! This is happening in just a few minutes!”


      Piper threads us through the crowd until we’re lost in a thicket of bodies. She wraps herself around me and sways her hips into mine.


      “Careful.” I moan as she burrows her body against mine, and my dick perks to attention. “You’re about to start a war.”


      A dark laugh rumbles from her. “It’s a war I plan on finishing.” She runs her finger over my lips. “Anyone ever tell you that mouth can work magic?”


      “Only on days that end in Y.”


      She laughs it off with a shrug. “I have a very short memory. You’ll have to prove yourself night after night.”


      “I plan to. I just hope I can live up to all the hype.”


      “If you don’t, I might have to punish you.” She bites down on her lip so hard it illuminates white. “You still have that whip?”


      “Under my bed.”


      “Good to know.” Her thigh rubs hard against my own. “Maybe later you can show me a few of those moves you specialize in.”


      “Are you looking for a private show?”


      “Are you offering to give it?”


      “For you? Only on days that end in Y.”


      My lips find hers, and our bodies stand still as we indulge in a kiss that drowns out the music, makes the crowd disappear, makes us believe we’re the only two people in the room, in the world. Her tongue glides over mine, hungry, excited with a passion that I hope she never loses. I know I won’t.


      Sometimes, when you have something good in your life, the best thing you can do is hang on and enjoy the ride.


      I plan on making it a long one.

      


      “Shit, shit, shit!” Two hours and one visit to Think Ink later, Piper hobbles into my apartment, and I help her onto the couch.


      “I’ll get the ice.”


      “No, I just need you.” She pulls me over and slides onto my lap. “I can’t believe you talked me into that.”


      “I believe it was you who asked Jet to carve into you tonight.”


      “True, but you’re such an instigator.” She takes a bite out of my neck. “Okay, you inspired me.” She tugs off my shirt and runs her hand over my tattoos. “I figured if you could do a million—I could do one that was less than an inch.”


      “Piper, I don’t have a single tattoo on my ankle.”


      “Why’s that?” She leans her head on my chest and looks up at me from underneath those long black butterfly wings.


      “It would hurt too damn bad. You were brave.”


      “I cried.”


      “They were brave tears.”


      “Nice save.” She gives me a light sock in the gut. “You make me brave. Thank you for that.”


      “You make me brave. I quit my job at The Dungeon—and before you say anything, I applied for enough student loans to keep me in Ramen noodles for the next two years.”


      “Loans?” Piper buries her face in my chest a moment. “I never wanted to make you feel bad. I would have never asked you to quit your job. What are you going to do now?”


      “Ryder and his partners offered me a paying position. They asked me to up my hours, but they mentioned the fact they only had room for one part-time employee. Are you upset?”


      “Heck no.” Piper pulls me in hard by the neck. “I’m so happy for you, Owen. You deserve all the happiness in the world.”


      “I’ve got all the happiness in the world sitting right here on my lap.”


      “Aw, you know just what to say in order to get laid, don’t you?” She pulls her knees up and winces.


      “Let’s see it.” I pull back the gauze over her ankle and reveal a slightly swollen purple and pink heart with the ornate initials O + P nestled in it. “You know I’m going to have to one-up you. I’m going to have your name written across my chest.”


      “Are you really?” She bounces over my lap and gets a rise out of my boxers.


      “Yes, really. But only if you hold my hand.”


      “Will you cry brave tears?” she teases, slipping her cool fingers down my waist.


      “No, I’ll cry happy tears because you chose to be with me.”


      “Technically, it was you choosing me with a takedown in Founder’s Square that could have easily left me with a concussion.”


      “I would never hurt you.”


      “You will tonight. Unless, of course, you choose to disobey.”


      A smile swims on my lips. Damn, I love it when she plays dirty. “What happens if I disobey?”


      Her gaze needles into mine. “I know where you keep the whip.”


      “Point taken.”


      “Now, get up and dance, boy.” She slips off my lap and yanks me to my feet.


      I cue up the music on my phone, and slowly, ever so slowly unbutton my jeans.


      “I want in on this.” Piper joins me as we move our hips in tandem. Her dress kicks up from side to side like a fan spreading wide.


      “Anyone ever tell you, you’ve got a wild side?” I slip my thumbs in her panties and send them to the floor.


      “Only on days that end in Y.” She gets on her knees and tugs down my jeans. She takes a bite out of my boxers with her teeth, and I drop to my knees and meet her right there.


      “You’re ruining my plan.” She glides her hand along the length of me. “I was going to introduce the Punisher to my uvula. Cassidy says I’m still partially a virgin until I’ve gagged on your—”


      “I get it.” I wince. “I just wanted to do this.” I give her lips a tender kiss. “And this.” I take a gentle bite out of her neck. “And this.” I track my tongue to her ear and whisper, “Thank you for loving me, Piper James. Thank you for being a light and leading me out of that tunnel of darkness I was in for so long.”


      She takes a hard sniff, pulls back to get a better look at me, and nods. “And thank you for showing me that I was someone worth loving.” She blinks away the tears that come so easily for her. “I’m actually having something added to the tattoo as soon as I can.”


      “What’s that?”


      “The word forever.” She shrugs. “I’m sort of an all-or-nothing kind of a girl.”


      “Then that’s what I’ll do. Piper forever. It has a nice ring to it.”


      She leans forward and grazes her teeth over my lips. “It does.”


      Forever with Piper—now there’s something I’m going to fight like hell for.


      Piper took the pain, the agony from the last couple of years, and somehow managed to make it all disappear.


      She slaps me over the thigh and instructs me to sit on the edge of the couch, and I gladly obey. Her lips find me, and I arch my head back, sucking a slow breath through my teeth.


      I’m not the magic one around here. Piper is.


      I’ve always known that—always will—forever.
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