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            Two-Timing Twosome

          

          Harper

        

      

    

    
      Knox Toberman is a philistine.

      “Say that again. I dare you.” I glare at his muscular frame as if it offended me, and believe me, on some intrinsic level, everything about Knox offends me. He’s your typical smug jock with a body that makes all the girls’ heads spin exorcist style, but for some reason the only visceral reaction he invokes in me is the urge to spew green vomit at a high-speed trajectory.

      His dark brows pinch in a hard V as if he were having the very same thoughts about me. “I said, I think it’s a little much to have to look up and see a couple fucking while eating your breakfast cereal.”

      A heavy groan works up my throat. “First of all, they are not fucking as you so indelicately put it. They’re making love—a concept that is apparently foreign to you—hence the name of the piece.” I point up at the plaque beneath the gorgeous oil painting in question that now sits prominently in the dining room of Kappa Gamma Gamma, the sorority my friends and I have just finished moving into. It’s the night of the Kappa G, Beta Kappa Phi’s official first summer mixer, thus the presence of the vulgar barbarian standing before me. It’s also the night of the charity auction set to help the Greeks who live on The Row put in a new green belt along the sidewalks in lieu of the asparagus plant thistles that bloomed and had to be weeded. I for one am thrilled they’re gone after having my ankles gnawed on by their thorny claws while trying to cross the street. The boys are gunning for ivy to fill those dirt runs that the snow left in its wake, but the girls are looking to put in something less vermin friendly like bushels of Queen Anne’s lace. Why would anyone in their right mind willingly plant ivy? Everyone knows it’s a hovel for rats and nocturnal marsupials. The next time I go on my morning run, if a raccoon wraps itself around my ankle and hitches a ride on the Harper Express, I’ll happily walk it right over to the first frat house I see. But that won’t happen. Judging by the turnout tonight, the girls will be the first to raise the funds needed to solve our landscaping dilemma.

      Knox grunts up at the portrait comprised mostly of pastel shades of peaches and nudes. “Nope. They’re fucking. The artist is just trying to pass off the perversion in order to make a quick buck.”

      “Ha!” I bark in his perfectly chiseled face. Ever since Knox arrived at Whitney Briggs University, his name has been whispered throughout the halls, more important, throughout the sororities, namely this one, so much so that it sounds like the constant clacking of castanets. “That’s where you’re wrong. I can happily tell you that the artist in question would never stoop to the use of crude and rude expletives, because the artist in question is a true lady who doesn’t give a damn about the almighty dollar.”

      His features smooth out. His arms cross over his ginormous chest as he stands there judging me with those slits of blue trapped behind his lids. Knox has the Toberman family good looks, but, as comely as the entire lot may be, they’re all a little too matchy-matchy for my liking. Swear to God, they are an entire family of look-alikes—and I’m including Lawson in that equation even though they’re technically steps. From what I’ve seen, his brother, Rex, looks like a slightly older version of him. It’s unnerving having a replica on campus. Just last week, the two of them were in the Black Bear, a bar across from campus, and I swear it felt like an alien invasion—smoking hot aliens, but nevertheless.

      “Are you the artist in question?” There it is again, that know-it-all tone, that sarcastic edge, and just hearing it makes me wonder what it is I ever did to deserve to have this walking jockstrap follow me around all night, indiscriminately accusing brilliant works of art of public coitus. There might be a hint of truth in there, but still, nobody deserves to be subjected to this high concentration of Knox’s dim wit for long.

      “I’m not the artist. My mother is.” I pull out my phone and snap a picture of my mother’s latest and greatest creation. She’s a socialite by trade—and yes, she has very much made a career of flaunting pricey handbags—but she has also fostered her artistic abilities for as long as I can remember. Of course, North Carolina isn’t large enough to contain my mother. She’s working on a gallery showing in New York as well as within our own great state. And thanks to the fact my father has practically eaten all of New York real estate for breakfast, her odds of scoring that coveted showing are pretty damn good. My parents might be exes, but they’ve somehow remained amicable through all the years. “She’s currently showing at a gallery in Jepson.” I leave out the part about her actually owning the gallery. “Her exhibit will be open all summer, so in between knocking your head around on the field, and knocking it against the headboard at home, you should trek down there some time and enlighten yourself to the cultural side of life. There’s a whole world outside that perverted locker room. You should peer out from beneath the cheerleaders’ skirts sometime and see for yourself.” I scoot along into the commons room, hoping to find a glimpse of my boyfriend, Justin. He said he’d be here by eight, but it’s close to nine thirty and still no sign. Justin and I finally landed on solid ground again after a bumpy last two years. It feels good to have someone in my life I can depend on, someone who’s interested in me for who I am, not my face or my trust fund. It’s hard to believe wonderful men like Justin still exist. Not that I’ve had the best examples of loving relationships in my own life. My parents once had a traditional marriage until my father integrated a bevy of other women into the mix, thus turning the traditional institution on its fornicating ear. Since my parents’ divorce, I’ve always felt a bit of nostalgia toward monogamy, and I was more than glad to find it with Justin. He’s my forever, and I’m his. We’re a done deal. Lifers in this world of interchangeable partners.

      “Your mother?” Knox follows me deep into the heart of the great room of Kappa Gamma Gamma, my new home for the next three years. Last year, I lived in the dorms with a roommate who heated up obnoxiously smelly fish dishes in our shared microwave and chewed on her toenails as a means to save on pedicures. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The true horror of last year was having a room on the third level. I’m not simply afraid of heights—I’m petrified of them. On those few occasions that I was forced to take the stairs, my head pounded with its own heartbeat. And forget looking at the view from my balcony. I had seen it once and swore that the ground was calling me to it like a magnet. There is no greater fear than to know that your body has an undeniable urge to jump no matter how frightened or unwilling you are to meet the ground. Honestly, I can’t trust myself on anything taller than a set of heels.

      “Yup, dear old Mom.” My God, why is this idiot stalking me? Is this some kind of bad karma for ignoring those Girl Scouts at the supermarket last week? I scan the room for any signs of Ava or Lucky. I know for a fact they’re both here. I also know for a fact they’re connected at the crotch with their respective boy toys as of late. Ava is hot and heavy with Grant, the boy whose sister murdered her own sister—and yet their love is both real and thriving. And Lucky has found love in the strong arms of Lawson Kent, my unofficial big brother as assigned through the Greek system. I really do like Lawson. He’s a totally cool guy who’s given me a few effective pointers on the track and in life. I just so happen to be addicted to running. It’s my singular passion. The thing I’m not addicted to is this nitwit who seems to have attached himself to my hip for the evening.

      I step back in annoyance to get a better look at him. My God, he’s like a stray I can’t shake. A hot one, but nonetheless. “You’re not lost, are you? Look, I’m not available, and I’m not a jersey chaser. Two unlucky strikes for you. Now, scoot before the hookup hos all pair off for the evening and you’re left with Rosy Palm again.” Again. I snicker to myself at the perfectly timed dig. Oh, wait…Isn’t there some blonde ditz who’s been known to drool at his feet now and then? That’s right. Knox very much has a plus one floating around somewhere. They were at the Black Bear last week when my friends and I were all discussing our summer internships. Poor thing is probably tied up in his closet, seeing that he’s determined to get what he wants when he wants it, and honest to God, right now, that feels like me.

      His lips purse a moment, those lucent sea glass eyes glare at me as if I’m the one who’s done something offensive. “No, I’m not lost.” The muscles in his jaw pop as he stuffs his hands into the pockets of his perfectly worn-in-all-the-right-places jeans. His face is contorting as if he’s struggling with something, and I can’t help but wonder what in the hell it is.

      “Look, if you’re constipated, the bathroom line at the base of the foyer is a killer. I’ll give you a free pass and let you go upstairs.” Traveling beyond the third step is a no-fly zone in this house as far as male guests are concerned, so if he happens to get himself banned for the night for violating house rules, it’s on his obnoxious head, not mine. “Now, go on. Go get yourself some relief.” I try to shake him by threading through the crowd at a decent clip, but he’s right there with me.

      “Trust me, I don’t need to take a dump.” He gives a nervous look to the tables set out advertising their wares in hopes to garner a fair amount for the silent auction at play—and, judging by the number of names running down those lists, we’re off to a stellar start. “How about we head over and bid on a few things? I’ll let you pick them out for me.”

      “ARRGHH!” I give a hard gasp and nearly voluntarily baptize myself with the contents of my Solo cup—ginger ale for inquiring minds. “We shall not commit commerce together!”

      His frown grows pronounced, and for some reason his features morph into something far more attractive than they were to begin with. Figures. Both his mind and his looks are fueled with anger.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” he gruffs.

      “I’m not looking at you like anything.” The crowd blossoms around us as I rise on my tiptoes and spot Ava and Lucky in the rear of the room. Thank God. I give a wild wave. The social Titanic next to me is about to suck me under, and I’m in desperate need of their life raft.

      “Yes, you are.” There’s a marked baritone in his voice that penetrates right through my solar plexus the way my father’s voice is known to do. It’s funny, but I’ve always associated that deep, dark talent with a man, and now I have this rocks for brain jock contesting the idea.

      He steps in front of me, effectively blocking my path. “You’re looking at me like I should be arrested.”

      “My God, that’s the best idea you’ve had all night! Wait here. I’ll get the boys from the Hollow Brook PD to toss you into the back of their paddy wagon.”

      “What?” He jumps back as if I just electrocuted him with my words as Ava and Lucky swarm us with their other halves.

      “Finally.” I pull my two best friends into a much-needed human shield—I mean, embrace. “A girl can only handle so much from a quarterback with a room temperature IQ.”

      Ava pulls back with a curious expression. Ava is beautiful in a sweet girl next door way, a complete contrast to Lucky who is more the vixen next door with a knack to get naughty with a set of sharp knives. I’ve never met anyone with a mischievous streak so wide and dangerous.

      “What’s up, sis?” Lawson gives me a quick high five. He’s a b-ball boy, thus the general increase in brain cells in comparison to his pig-headed, pigskin prone stepbrother, Knox. Ava’s boyfriend, Grant, is the king of the court as well, and both Lawson and Grant have that frat boy smile, those laughing eyes. As handsome as they are, I’ve only got eyes for my man. I give the crowd a quick look-see for the man in question and come up empty once again. Where the hell is Justin? Just as I’m about to whip out my phone and solve this mystery, Knox steps into view and sheds a devil-may-care grin my way.

      I crouch into Lawson as if needing protection and Knox scowls. “The Mustangs lost their quarterback, and he can’t seem to find his way home.”

      Knox steps in. “I’m a linebacker, sweetie.”

      “Whatever. This link licker just asked to buy me dinner!”

      “What?” His eyes grow double in size, and he actually looks affronted by the idea. “I did no such thing,” he growls as if feeding me were the last thing on his perverted list.

      Lucky and Ava get waylaid a moment by Gwen, our house mother—read upcoming senior who wields a mean riding crop when the doors to this madhouse are closed to the public. And likewise, both Lawson and Grant get swallowed by the crowd a moment, leaving me with my new spare appendage and his never-ending pursuit to ruin my evening.

      My phone goes off, and I’m filled with relief. Finally! I glance down, and just as fast as my adrenaline surged with glee, it dissipates. It’s just a text from my sweet little sister, Harley. Harley is about to start her senior year of high school, and I adore her to little pink heart-shaped pieces even if she is a pistol. She’s hanging out with Henry, our older brother for the summer, and I can’t help but smile when I think of the two of them.

      How’s this? What’s a moth’s best quality? (Wait for it.) It can’t help but look on the bright side!

      I text right back. Cute. Tell Henry I said hi.

      Henry is twenty-seven and suffers from cystic fibrosis. He announced to Harley and me last Christmas that his goal in life is to make people happy, thus his newfound mission to write a book full of corny jokes. Henry already does the rounds at the children’s hospital, trying to brighten the day of those poor ailing kids. He used to dress as a clown and pass out balloons, until clowns essentially became the bane of everyone’s existence and the hospital suggested he ditch the rainbow-colored wig or they’d have him arrested. His breathing is so bad he can’t hold down regular employment, so the fact Harley is spending every day with him warms me. Of course, I’ll visit when I can. Hollow Meadows is less than an hour away from Hollow Brook. Plus, Mom’s house is always stocked with the best food money can buy, and good food is something I’ve been short on during my time here at Whitney Briggs University.

      I spin around in hopes to secure an ounce of privacy in this crowded room and text the hell out of Justin.

      Knox jumps in front of me like a jack-in-the box, and I have a mild heart attack—although I don’t know why. Judging by his fervor to never leave my side, I should expect to find him popping up from the water when I lift the toilet seat. A vision of that dirty grin of his appearing between my legs makes me gasp.

      “That’s it. I’m calling the police!” I tap into my phone and hit Send on about a dozen spastic text messages to Justin.

      “If you’re really dragging the authorities into this, you’re nuts.” He grunts as if I’ve just fed his cat to the incinerator. I happen to know he has a cat because all of the girls melted last week when he mentioned his cat was the sole reason he chose off-campus housing.

      A huff of laughter gets caught in my throat as I plot my getaway. “You’re the one that’s nuts around here. And would you please stop flirting with me?” I vaguely remember meeting his steady girlfriend a few weeks back. If it’s one thing I cannot stand in this world, it’s a cheat.

      He chokes a moment as if my words actually had the power to kill him. “I’m not flirting, honey.”

      I hike up in his face. “And don’t call me honey!” I try to ditch past him, but he blocks my path.

      “Listen”—those dark brows of his narrow into a perfectly straight hedge over his eyes—“I haven’t exactly been hanging out with you all night for my health.”

      “God, if you’re going to give me some lame reason why I should follow you in the back and gift you a blowjob, you’re barking up the wrong vagina. I couldn’t care less about the fact you’re about to die of blue balls. I happen to have a boyfriend, and we are very much in love.” I shuck and he jives, and we end up coming this close to gifting one another a kiss. Holy hell. I freeze a moment and squeeze my eyes shut, and when I open them, my worst nightmare is still standing before me like a cinder block wall that encompasses all things obnoxious.

      “Your boyfriend is the exact reason I want to talk to you,” he says it deadpan as if it were the solid truth.

      My heart gives an audible thump as it works its way to my throat. I’m not a person who is easily caught off guard, but Knox and that flat dead stare, the seriousness of his tone makes me wonder how Justin could have possibly sponsored this sober moment—then it hits me.

      “Well, you can get lost. He’s not joining the team. He has better things to do all week than don a pair of cleats and chase pigskin across the field.”

      “Ha!” He barks out a loathsome laugh that runs my anxiety through it like a cheese grater. “Dude”—he winces—“nobody’s gonna tap him for the team. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      I give a spastic glance around for my favorite man in question. “Does this have something to do with the fact he’s rushing Beta house? All week I’ve begged him to sign up for the pre-rush festivities. More than I want Justin in Beta house, I want him to be friends with Lawson and Grant. Once the three of them become a chummy trio, Lucky, Ava, and I will turn our little friend-fest into a hexagon of love. One you’re not invited to.”

      “Hex sounds about right.” He averts his eyes a moment.

      “Would you stop accosting me and acting like you’re doing me a favor?” I try to push past him, but he catches me by the waist. The crowd doubles in size, and the rush of bodies forces our hips to conjoin. Knox Toberman is tall, viciously handsome, and the size of his chest alone is the girth of an automobile, but those eyes… They have a talent of pinning a girl down before any other perverted part of his body has the chance to penetrate the scene. My heart knocks against my chest like a prison riot, and my lips open on their own as if expecting something in return.

      Knox leans in slow as if he’s about to plant one on me, and everything in me freezes. Those eyes, that face—as perfect as he might be, he’s not the one for me, and God knows I won’t let him turn me into the one thing I abhor, a cheater.

      “I am doing you a favor, Harper.” His voice is low and strong, rattling through my chest and demanding my boobs to vibrate along with it.

      “What kind of a favor could you possibly be doing me?” I slide his hands off my waist, and they take the opportunity to drip down my hips like honey before he holds his guilty mitts in the air. Figures. I’m sure he enjoyed the ride. I still feel his warmth against my flesh like a ghost.

      “Look”—he winces as if whatever came next were painful for him. “I predict you and your boyfriend won’t be together too much longer.”

      A breath catches in my throat. “The audacity! You predict?” As incredulous as I am, I have half a mind to laugh. I’ve never heard a more ridiculous pick-up line. “So, you’re not only a cheat in cleats, but you’re a perverted prognosticator now too? And about as genuine as that rat they pull from the cage on Groundhog Day!”

      His mouth opens and closes. Knox glances to the side as if I’ve finally depleted him.

      “That’s right!” I poke my finger into his rock-solid chest. “I’m comparing you to vermin!” I give another quick dart to the heart. “No, I will not go out with you. No, I will not kneel in the closet and play seven minutes in hell with your penis. And no, I will not spend another minute subjecting myself to the twisted logic that spews from your mouth!” I spin on my heels and smack right into Lucky’s chest.

      “Are you good with a roommate?” She twitches her head toward Gwen standing behind her. Ava and Lucky were fortunate enough to score a room together in the house, and I was that much luckier to score a room of my very own.

      “Uh—I—I…” Oh, hell no. Can this night please get better?

      “She said yes!” Lucky barks over her shoulder.

      “I said yes? In what language—pirate-ease?” This entire night is turning out to be a mindfuck.

      She spins back into me with a panicked look in her eyes. “Sorry.” Her lips contort with the apology. “They threatened to separate Ava and me, and, well, she’s sort of like my security blanket at this point. It’s basically sorority Tetris, and you sort of ended up with another brick in your room—the new girl.”

      “Not a problem.” So much for having the room all to my lonesome. Easy come, easy go. I give a quick glance over my shoulder and find Knox Dumb as a Box of Rocks chatting it up with Lawson and Grant. I spot Rush there, Lucky’s big brother, and Eli Gates, his buddy too. The entire lot of them breaks out into a laugh, and Rush is quick to give Knox a friendly high five. “No, no, no,” I quietly moan. They’re caving. They’re accepting him into the fold, and soon he’ll be an unwanted accessory.

      “Oh, please don’t change your mind. I promise you’ll love her.” Lucky dips on her knees a moment.

      “Yes, to the roommate. No, to the fact Knox Toberman is infiltrating the ranks of my social circle and becoming an obnoxious regular fixture.”

      “What?” Her bubbling laughter explodes right in my face and feels like treason. “He’s Lawson’s stepbrother. That boy is a fixture. He’s not going anywhere. Besides, Knox is a sweetheart, and he’s not hard on the eyes. I don’t see the problem.”

      “The problem is, he’s harnessed the power of an entire infestation of gnats, and I can’t breathe without inhaling his bullshit.”

      Ava pops up with a look of worry. “What’s going on? If you really don’t want the new girl, I’ll be the last person to twist your arm.”

      Lucky gives an impish grin. “It’s not the girl. It’s the guy. Knox Toberman to be exact.”

      “He is a looker.” Ava shrugs as if stating the obvious. “But if memory serves correct, you’re both leashed to a plus one at the moment.” She bumps her shoulder to mine. “But, hey, if you’re looking for an upgrade.”

      “Upgrade?” I squawk so loud. Never in my life has my relationship come under more scrutiny in a single hellish night.

      Lawson steps between us a moment and offers Lucky a kiss to the lips. “Headed to the little boys’ room. Be back in a sec.”

      Lucky melts upon his departure. “Little boys’ room.” She giggles. Traditionally, Lucky isn’t a giggler, but Lawson has the power to reduce her to a puddle of hormones whenever he’s around.

      Ava waves her hands wildly, desperate to get my attention. “I’m teasing! I swear I am. Justin is—” She looks to Lucky for help.

      “Great,” Lucky finishes for her with all the enthusiasm of a dental drilling.

      “Look, I get it. The two of you just need to get to know him better. To know him is to love him. And he’s a looker too.” I frown over at Ava for even suggesting I might be gawking at the beefcake that is Knox Toberman. “Besides, Knox has a girlfriend. She’s usually dripping all over him. Figures. The one second she takes her eyes off him, he’s off trying to shuck someone else’s corn.” I scowl over at him a moment. “Hey? Did I just liken myself to a vegetable?”

      Lucky grunts at the thought. “You’re no vegetable, and Knox is no cheat. It’s that skank he’s leashed himself to that’s been hitting on Lawson.”

      Ava and I gasp so loud it sounds as if the universe just unzipped.

      “No,” I say as if I’ve just stumbled upon the juiciest bit of gossip. Then just as my giddiness hits its zenith, my heart plummets for the guy. I shake the thought away. “Anyway, I think they’re both cheats. It sounds like he was wrong. It’s not my relationship that’s coming to an end soon. It’s his.”

      Lawson struts by us on the way to the male centric version of our social circle, and soon the entire lot of them is headed this way. If my life were a musical, this is the part where I would lead the girls into a song of torment while tossing out criminal threats of violence toward Knox himself.

      Lawson grimaces at me a moment. “You guys better come along too.” He whispers something into Lucky’s ear and she sees red.

      “Holy shit.” She grips me by the arm, and our small crowd jostles an entire sea of red Solos until we come upon a dark corridor that leads behind the kitchen. Lawson shoves his finger to his lips before yanking Knox from the tangle of bodies. Lucky gives me a shove right along with him and the lights switch on.

      Then I see it.

      Holy shit is right.

      My heart stops. The world sways unnaturally beneath my feet as I struggle to catch my breath. A hard roll of nausea bounces through me as I try not to lose my dinner.

      Slow to break from their embrace are Justin and a blonde skinny bitch, both of their faces smeared with her bright red lipstick like a couple of demonic clowns.

      A Mack truck could run me over and I would never feel it.

      Here I am looking into the eyes of my new ex-boyfriend.

      Justin Cramer—my Justin—is a cheat.
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      “Janelle?” A sharp pain spears straight through my skull at the sight of this fucker with his arms still wrapped around my girlfriend, his face red with lipstick, but I’m about to turn it into blood for him.

      Without giving it another thought, I pluck the asshole off her and start pummeling his face in. A pair of arms comes up from behind and does their best to snatch me off him, but I’m not budging. I’ve never been so determined to kill anyone in my life.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are accosting my girlfriend like that?” I get a few good hits to his eye, and I can feel it swelling beneath my hand.

      “Knox!” Lawson barks in my ear as he struggles to get a grip on my arms. “Get the hell off him!”

      “Call the police!” I shout over my shoulder. “Get Jen to the side and make sure she’s okay!”

      The dude shoves his palm under my chin, and I nearly bite my tongue off. A burst of my own blood is disappointingly the first of the evening.

      A body launches me to the wall, and it takes a second for me to see that it’s Rush who has my face smashed against the wood paneling.

      “Shit.” He spins me around and gives me a solid shove to the chest. “You nearly killed that kid!”

      “That kid had Jen pinned in the closet against her will!” I bark back and the small crowd around me stills.

      “Justin?” Harper drops to her knees as the dude struggles to rise up on his elbows.

      “Justin?” I stagger forward enough to get a better look at the douchebag, and sure enough, I recognize that fucked-up look on his preppy face. “Shit.” My gaze drifts slowly to Janelle as the air grows thick and heavy like a bad dream.

      Her face is smeared with crimson as if someone shoved her head into a cherry pie. It looks horrifically violent, nothing anyone would voluntarily do to themselves, and it’s only then I notice her blouse is unbuttoned down the front, the outline of her bra underneath. And just as I’m about to comfort her from the horrors she’s just experienced, she glances to him with a look of genuine concern.

      “Dude”—Lawson does his best to pull me to the side, but I prove unmovable—“I tried to warn you.”

      My mind races with all the possibilities, but it’s when my eyes lock with hers that I know. Janelle backs up and gives a halfhearted effort to wipe the junk off her face. But she doesn’t say a word—she doesn’t say the only word I want to hear, sorry.

      It looks like the only sorry one around here is me.

      I shoot past the bodies and get as far as the stairwell before pausing.

      “Crap.” I pinch my eyes with my fingers as hard as I can before turning around and heading back. I hit the corridor in time to spot Jen helping Justin limp through the crowd and shake my head, stunned as shit.

      Lawson and Grant head over and I hold a hand up. I can’t even face the dudes. Instead, I delve deeper into the hall where the girls huddle around Harper.

      “Hey.” I latch onto her eyes and make her hold my gaze. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Her eyes are red as road maps, her lips and face bloated from the tears already soaking her cheeks. “Please. I bet you knew what they were up to the entire time. Why else would you have told me my relationship was doomed five minutes until touchdown?”

      I’m not quite sure I get the football reference she’s trying to invoke, but I get it. She feels like shit. I should know. So do I.

      “I did know he was cheating on you.” There. I should have probably told her exactly that an hour ago instead of bashing my head against the wall. “I just didn’t know with whom.” I turn around and head for the door.

      Lawson and Grant come up on either side of me, whispering something that sounds as grim as a eulogy, but I can’t make it out. I don’t have it in me to listen. The crowded room gives way to balmy night air as I walk at a steady pace down the street. It takes a good half a block for me to even notice that Rushford Knight is walking alongside me. I’ve known Rush a while now. He’s sort of a permanent fixture whenever Lawson is around. He doesn’t say anything, though, just keeps pace and his nose to the wind. And I can appreciate it. It’s about the only damn thing I can appreciate right about now.

      I hit the house and nod over to him before heading inside and bolting the door behind me.

      Fish comes up and circles around my feet, and I give him a quick scratch behind his feline ears before getting into bed.

      I don’t plan on climbing out any time soon.
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* * *

      All night I dream restless dreams, Jen and I at the beach, entwined in one another’s arms, slow dancing at prom. Her laughter haunts me in and out of one nightmare to the next, a horrible dense hellscape I can’t seem to rouse myself from.

      “Knox.” A cool hand swipes over my forehead. “Wake up. God, you didn’t OD, did you?” A couple of quick slaps ensue over my cheek. “Wake up!” The shrill cry of a female’s voice reverberates through my skull as I will my lids to unglue themselves. I pry an eye open, only to find Trix leaning over me with her brows curled up in worry.

      “Thank God,” I whisper, pulling my pillow over my head for a moment. Thank God it’s not Janelle. Outside of Trixie, Jen is the only person who has a key to this place. “I’d better change the locks,” I mutter as I pull myself up on my elbows.

      “What the hell happened? Lawson said you caught that whore cheating on you.”

      I groan as she says the word. “Don’t call her that.” It takes everything I’ve got to sit up and lean against the headboard.

      “I will call her a whore because she is one.” Trix has her hair pulled back into a ponytail, her face far too done up for this early in the morning, and it’s only then I note the sun has long since crested the dresser.

      “What time is it?” I reach for my phone. One forty-five. “Crap.” I wipe my face down with my palm. My screen is loaded with one text after another. My brother Rex, his girlfriend—my stepsister Scarlett, Lawson, Grant, Rush, Eli. I scroll down farther.

      “Not one from Jen. Just great.” I toss the phone across the bed and Trixie snatches it up. “Not sure why I needed to see her name there.”

      “You don’t!” The veins on the sides of her temples bulge with fury. “Swear to God, she had better switch schools while she can. There’s no telling what will happen if I run into that skank! What the hell happened last night—give it to me in slow-mo. I want to get all the rage juices going that I can.” Her nostrils flare, and with her hair back she looks a lot more like me than she ever should. Yes, we’re twins. I’m the older of the two, the calmer, cooler, far more collected. Trix is feisty and reckless and a soon-to-be felon if I don’t put a cap on her.

      “Don’t worry about Jen. Last night wasn’t as bad as it sounds.” The lie feels numb coming from my lips. “I went over to the Kappa house with Rush and Eli, and as soon as I saw Harper, I made a beeline for her.”

      “Harper?” Trix cocks her head as if asking if she heard right.

      “That’s right. Last night at the Black Bear, I overheard a group of girls talking about the douchebag that she’s seeing as he walked by. They said he’s been hitting on them, and”—I drop my head in my hand a moment and moan—“I felt bad for Harper. I talked to Jen about it, and she said she knew for a fact he was making out with some chick.”

      “I bet it was her! It was Janelle!” Trix shouts so loud as if it were the winning answer to some cheesy game show question. “She was shitting on you, and you didn’t even know it.”

      “That might be so. Anyway, last night when I saw Harper, I felt bad. Hell, I felt obligated to tell her something, anything. All I wanted to do was warn her.”

      Trix slides over next to me and wraps an arm around my shoulder. “The way you wish someone would warn you if the shoe were on the other foot?”

      “That’s exactly right.” My stomach turns as Lawson’s words come back to haunt me. He said he tried to warn me. My mind races with all the interactions we’ve had over the last few months, and I push them out of my head for now. “And that’s when Lawson tracked me down. He dragged me to a dark hall in the back, the lights went on, and I heard Harper make a horrible sound, something between a scream and a gasp.” The room around me evaporates a moment, and I’m right there with the lights blinking on, Justin’s meat hook wrapped around Jen’s tit, their mouths still conjoined as they looked over to us. “I just saw her face—some dude’s hands all over her and I lost it.” My voice breaks and Trix scoots in closer. “The next thing I remember is pulling him off her by the shirt and bashing his head in with my fist. Damn, it felt good.” I reach over and clasp her shoulder in a weak attempt to hold this other side of me. Trix and I have always viewed ourselves as extensions of one another, but right now I’m glad it’s not technically true. I’d never want her to feel this agonizing pain I’ve launched myself into. “She never apologized. She never said a word. I took off for a second before turning around, and I saw the unthinkable—Jen helping that asshole hobble out of there.”

      “What did you expect? You just caught her cheating on you. Her true colors were revealed. Once a snake sheds its skin, there’s no going back.”

      I glance over at my sister. “I’m not sure I get the reference, but my head’s sort of scrambled at the moment.”

      “No worries.” She pulls me into a hard embrace. “Hey, what are you going to do about the internship?”

      “Crap.” I bang my head against the wall a few good times. “I forgot all about that. I can’t do it.” Just the thought of showing up at So Shoe Me makes my stomach turn. As a business major, I was looking forward to a solid internship each summer while at Whitney Briggs, and the first was to be with Janelle’s father at his footwear superstore.

      “Fuck. I’m not doing it.”

      “But you need it to get into the program! Damn her to hell for ruining this for you too!”

      “Shit.” I sink my head into my hand, and swear to God, I see my entire future dissolve to nothing.

      “Okay, I’ve got it. You can take my place at Orville Realty.”

      “What? No way.” I pull back to examine her, and I’m stunned to find tears in her eyes. For as much rage as she’s fronting, she’s hurting for me, and that alone tears me apart even more than Janelle did.

      “Yes way.” She pounds her fist over my chest just enough to let me feel it. “I’m undeclared. I don’t even need an internship. It was Dad’s idea. He won’t care. Dad says Forest, the guy who owns the place, is some longtime family friend. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to have either one of us. The downside is you start tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow. Shit.

      “Fine. But only because you don’t really need it.” I give her foot a light kick. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it. I’ll just forget about the shoe store. I wasn’t looking forward to a summer of stinky feet anyway.”

      “And I want you to forget about her too. Don’t you even think of talking to that stinky skank ever again. You understand?”

      “I’ve got half her stuff here.”

      “I’ll take care of that. I’ve been thinking it’s about time for a bonfire. That’s the way we usually start off summer, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t burn it.” An acid bomb goes off in the pit of my stomach. “As horrible as it was to have her shit all over me last night—”

      “Stop!” She gives a half-hearted sock to my arm. “She’s an evil, evil person. Don’t you dare go soft on me.”

      “She’s not evil.”

      “She’s boning some other guy! The exact guy you tried to warn your friend about.”

      “She’s boning him?”

      “Yup. I bet she’s on her knees right now, kissing all his boo-boos, making sure his balls—”

      “Stop.” A viral rage percolates in me at the thought of Jen—who up until twelve hours ago I thought was my Jen—is out there doing some dude. Justin the asshat of all the frigging people.

      I’m going to kill him. Justin Asshat, whatever the hell his last name is, had better run if he sees me coming.

      An image of him grunting on top of Jen sears through my mind, and I dip my head in my hand once again.

      Trixie wraps her arms around me, and her tears soak my shoulder.

      Janelle and Justin hurt me, and they hurt my sister.

      Somebody is going to have to pay.
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* * *

      Orville Realty is located in sunny downtown Jepson surrounded by an upscale sushi bar and a gym that costs a mint to get into. I should know. I’ve been a member for the last three years. Thankfully, there’s no football practice for the next solid week, which hopefully will give me enough time to pull my head out of this fog bank I’ve been thrust into. I’ve been walking around like a corpse all morning, got lost on the way to the car and the damn thing was in the driveway. I can’t stand how fucked up I feel, especially after the fact she hasn’t bothered to call, and we’re staring down the barrel of forty-eight hours after the incident.

      I head into the polished building with its mirrored glass door and let the air conditioning breathe some life into me.

      A slender brunette about my age with hair teased out into the shape of a tumbleweed greets me with an overenthusiastic smile.

      “Welcome to Orville Realty where we make sure you come first.”

      My mouth opens and closes at the double entendre. I’m not even sure she’s aware she’s spouted it. I shake my head a moment. Get your head out of the gutter. This is the real world, not some college campus where every last person would have laughed at the sexual undertones of Orville’s dirty slogan.

      “I’m from Whitney Briggs University. I’m taking my sister’s place with the internship.”

      “Oh, right!” She gives a spastic jump in her seat, and it’s only then I see her nameplate, Happy Horton. That has to be a joke. Nobody can possibly be that happy and also go through life with it as their moniker. “Go on in. Forest is giving the other intern his usual spiel. You’ll have a great time here this summer.” She bites over her lip as her eyes take the elevator down my chest while checking out the goods. I’m used to it, though. I’ve never let it bother me, and since I’ve had Jen in my life I’ve never let it excite me either.

      “Thanks.” My stomach sinks as I head on past her. I didn’t for a minute consider I might not be doing this internship solo. A part of me is hoping to find Justin in there with his big swollen head, courtesy of my brass knuckles, and I’ll gladly finish him off. I know for a fact I could have gotten myself suspended—or worse, tossed off the team—for brawling on The Row last night, but off-campus, away from Greek life in general, the dude better pray I don’t find him in a parking lot somewhere.

      I give a light knock over the door before letting myself in and find an older man, although much younger than my father, sitting behind an oversized desk with an overdone tan and white block teeth like some cartoon version of himself.

      “Forest Orville.” He stands to greet me, and just as I lean in to shake his hand, I spot a girl sitting in the chair to my left, her hair slightly tousled, and I freeze.

      I recognize those pouty lips, those dark brows that flex like caterpillars with her every emotion, and right about now she seems to be having a dozen all at once. She dons a pair of dark sunglasses, and she keeps her nose straight ahead so I have no clue if she sees me.

      “Harper?”

      She slumps in her chair, and a dull groan expels from her as if she’s about to vomit.

      “She’s not having such a great day.” Forest grimaces at her.

      “Join the party.” I fall into the seat next to her and glare at the talking orange spray tan.

      “Geez.” He leans in and inspects me with a discriminatory gaze. “What the heck went on over at Briggs this weekend?”

      “Frat mixer,” I offer. “I guess you can say things went a little too far.” I cut a quick glance to Harper and half-expect her to give me the finger, but her frown redefines itself instead.

      “Ah!” He rocks back in his enormous leather chair and locks his hands behind his neck. “I went to school at Briggs. I know all about the keggers on The Row. And those girls. Nothing like some Whitney Briggs coeds to get a guy going.” He haws out a laugh, and I don’t know whether or not to feel bad for the guy because he just made himself sound like an ass in front of Harper. “Don’t worry”—he offers a quick wink her way—“you’re hot too, sweetie.”

      Did he just? I give a few hard blinks as if struggling to wake up from a bad dream. There’s no way Agent Orange here just set himself up for a sexual harassment lawsuit.

      Once Forest manages to break his perverted gaze, he gets straight to the business of introducing us to a few of the real estate basics. “Travel as a team. Learn as much as you can about the area before you show a home, and in the event the home has history, brush up on that as well. Forget all the bad crap, though. Nobody wants to hear that some lunatic dismembered someone in the master bedroom.”

      A brief yet satisfying image of Justin’s dismembered body flits through my mind. I can’t stand the fucking thought of his mouth on my girlfriend. His hands were practically digging into her tits. I close my eyes hard, just begging for the visual to do a disappearing act.

      “I’ve offered you a young couple just starting out.” He holds a blue file, and I take it. “A Mr. and Mrs. Capwell. They currently live in a penthouse suite here in Jepson, and they’re looking to add a home to their portfolio.”

      Harper and I share a quick glance, and something in me cinches when I see the outline of those dark bags under her eyes from underneath her sunglasses. I know she’s hurting—hell, I’m hurting too.

      Forest garbles on about God knows what before he gets a call and decides to take it outside. I wait for the door to shut behind him before I even look in her direction.

      Harper is beautiful. I wish I could say sweet, but she is hot. Why in the hell would Justin leave her to bang some other chick? It doesn’t make sense. But then again, I’m probably jumping the gun. We caught them getting as far as second base, and thankfully that was all.

      I turn my seat in toward hers and do my best to catch her gaze. “I’d ask if you were okay, but I think I know how you’re feeling.”

      “You think you know how I feel?” She snaps off her sunglasses in one angry burst, exposing me to cherry-stained eyes. “How could you possibly know how I feel after my boyfriend of two years decided he’d rather hide his joystick in Sabrina the Teenage Bitch!”

      “They’re not fucking. Do not even imply that again, or I will smash windows until I track down that douchebag.”

      “Oh, but they are fucking.” She leans in with a wildfire in her eyes that only the truth can bring, and my stomach sinks past my feet, straight down through the floorboards. “And it’s all your hussy idiot of a girlfriend’s fault!”

      “Don’t call her that.” My insides grind, just trying to get my head around the fact Jen might be wrapping her legs around some other dude. “And it’s not her fault. Everyone knows that douche canoe you’re dating was trying to bone anything that moved. He probably got her drunk.”

      “Ha!” she balks so loud it comes back as an echo. “Wouldn’t you like to think so! That disgusting cum guzzling skank has been tracking my man as far back as last semester! I have at least three sorority sisters who can attest to this. Not to mention the fact she’s already sprayed both her social media feeds and his with enough couple shots you’d think they were engaged. They’re Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram official. So, you can just pack up all your hopes and dreams regarding Little Miss Not-So Innocent and shove them off a cliff right along with your so-called relationship. She screwed you, Knox. Just like she’s screwing my boyfriend!”

      “Crap.” I lean back in my seat, stunned, but mostly gutted—eviscerated. “The thought of Jen hiding something so huge, boning some dude behind my back. God, she was double-dipping.” I look to Harper for no good reason. “Oh hell.” I drop my head between my knees a moment. “I’m going to have to hurt somebody—starting with Justin.” I force myself to sit up and take a deep breath before I pass out.

      “I’m definitely going to hurt somebody—starting with that vapid twat.”

      “I’m going to kill him.” I stare out at the wall in front of me, lost in thought.

      “I’m going to kill her,” Harper parrots with an equally disparaging tone.

      “Whitney Briggs University is about to experience its first double homicide.” It comes out as more of a sad fact than a verbal threat.

      “And we will be Whitney Briggs’ first dual felons.”

      “Probably not the first,” I offer. I’ve seen firsthand what those Greeks are capable of.

      Harper gives a smug grin as if agreeing. “Definitely not when you have loose and easy girls out there doing everything they can to steal someone else’s man.”

      I scowl at the thought. “We both know it’s Justin’s greedy dick’s fault.”

      “That might be a tiny bit true.” She lets out a huff of a laugh, and I can’t help but wonder if that tiny bit comment was a dig at his tiny little dick. “Maybe we should rethink the felony. I really don’t look good in orange.”

      Our eyes lock a moment, pain searing over pain, our hearts ripped open, still bleeding from the wounds given to us the other night.

      I lean in. “You’re not going to invoke any of that don’t get mad, get even bullshit, are you?”

      “Don’t get mad, get even.” Her lips twitch with the idea of a smile. “I kind of like where you’re going with that.”

      “You can’t get even. I haven’t taken the homicide off the table just yet.”

      “How could we possibly get even?” She scoffs at the ceiling. It seems like more of a rhetorical question at this point. “I mean, how could we ever drive the stake deep enough to evoke an ounce of the pain they’ve caused us?”

      “I don’t know.” She pats her hands together with that faraway look in her eyes. “I thought about wrecking his car—wrecking her car. Dousing a bunch of pads with red nail polish and sticking them all over their windshields.”

      “Shit.” I’m genuinely stunned by the grotesque revelation. “Okay, that’s just disturbing. Maybe forgo that last stunt. Heck, forgo them all. I’d hate to see you with an arrest record over this. They’re not worthy.” I kick the wastebasket over, and a week’s worth of crumpled papers tumble across the floor like snowballs. “Let’s narrow this down. What’s driving you insane?”

      Harper lets out a heavy sigh, her lips swell twice their size as if she’s about to cry. “What’s driving me insane is the fact he’s touching her the way he used to touch me. The fact he’s found something with someone else that he should have had with me.”

      I nod my head with a steady beat because I’m feeling every word she just set before me. “I’m right there with you. I can’t fucking stand the fact he’s manhandling my girl.” My fist punches the steel desk like a reflex, and my knuckles feel as if they’ve all snapped like candy canes.

      “Don’t go breaking your hand.” She leans forward, her gaze still set on some invisible horizon. “Let’s break some hearts instead.”

      “They don’t have hearts. Case in point, they’ve moved on in a day without so much as the middle finger.”

      “Oh, they gave us the middle finger, all right.” She gives an incredulous huff. “I say we give them the finger right back.”

      “How’s that?”

      “It’s enchilada night down at the Black Bear. Justin might be willing to give me up, but he’s not giving up his persistence to shoot up his cholesterol. He likes his food hot and heavy just the way he likes his skanks. Meet me there at six. I’m buying—all the enchiladas you can handle.” She stabs the sunglasses back onto her face as she gets up to leave, and for the first time since we’ve been here, there’s a smile blooming on her face. “Things are about to get a hell of a lot hotter.”
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      According to the Kübler-Ross model, there are five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. I’m pretty sure I barreled past denial once I saw Justin pawing that blonde little witch with my own two eyes, and I breezed happily right into anger. And don’t think for a rotten cheating minute that I will at all entertain bargaining, depression, or acceptance. I’m quite content now that I have rage pulsing through my veins. This hate-filled fury is all I will ever need to get me through this life. But first and foremost, I plan on fostering this incessant need for revenge. And in the name of my new vengeance-filled retribution, I plan on looking extra delicious tonight for my first foray in recouping my pride while at the Black Bear.

      Harley sends me a text. What do you say to your masseuse boyfriend before you break up? (Ready???) You rub me the wrong way! (Ha-ha!)

      I text right back. Try again. Tell Henry hello and to stop being so corny. Love you both!

      Kappa G is buzzing tonight as sophomore and seniors alike prep for a night out on the town. There are six bathrooms in the McMansion known as Kappa G, and no matter what time of day I decide to trek to the toilet, each one of them is always full with a line three deep. Since it’s the beginning of a long, hot summer, essentially turning every night into a Friday night, and most of the girls have decided to stay put until fall, it’s going to be hell just trying to empty my bladder, not to mention keeping up with my hygiene. Speaking of hygiene, somewhere in the deep, dark bowels of a drunken high school slumber party, my girlfriends and I each named our kitten, and the moniker I chose for mine just so happened to be Sylvia. Not only has Sylvia been magnificently sexually neglected as of late, but she is craving a sit-down in a nice, long, hot bath. If the lines at Kappa G are any indication, I’m afraid the only sit-down she’ll get is back home in Hollow Meadows in the luxury tub I abandoned in the name of higher education.

      Gwen, the hippy housemother who loves weed and orthopedic-looking suede sandals like nobody’s business, meets me in the hall with those smudged raccoon eyes, a look she very much strives to achieve, and greets me with a lazy grin. “Your new roommate is coming in an hour.”

      “Cool.” I wave to Ava and Lucky as they come up the stairs. “Tell her to make herself at home. I’ll be back a little later.”

      Gwen flashes us the peace sign as she does a disappearing act, and Ava is quick to yank me into their room.

      “How are you?” Ava pulls me into a quick embrace before spinning me into her bed.

      “I’m great.” It takes everything in me to push the words out, but surprisingly, I believe them.

      Lucky narrows her suspicious gaze onto me. “Great? Nobody’s great, Harper. Choose another adjective to sell your lies.”

      “No lies.” I inspect my hair in the mirror and fluff out my curls with my fingers. “I’m over Justin Cramer and his filthy lies.”

      “Have you had the talk?” If Ava keeps taking in air and forgetting to exhale, she’ll pass out and I think we all know at this point that Justin isn’t worth fainting over.

      The talk. Yes, after I saw Justin sucking face with that blonde bimbo, I thought for sure he’d have something to say to me. He texted me about an hour later and let me know we’d speak soon, but nothing ever came of it. It’s been two days and not a word from the cheating snake—just a very real broken heart and far too many tears to number on my end.

      “Not yet.” A part of me wishes I had some witty comeback, but that dark place is pulling me in again, sucking me under, and my throat is constricting with pain.

      Ava takes up my hand, pushes the hair off my face as if she were my mother, and I love that about her. “If you let too much time go by, there won’t be any room for words.”

      “She doesn’t need words.” Lucky looks as if she’s about to grab a hatchet and chop off his dick—not that I would stop her. “She needs a shotgun.”

      “Whoa.” Ava holds up a hand to her bestie. Lucky is a wild card, and I’ve always appreciated that about her. And Ava, well, she’s the voice of reason, even if I’m not too interested in reason at the moment. I’ve got plenty of reason for revenge, and that’s all I need to focus on right now. “Don’t listen to her. Heal your heart. Take all the time you need. The last thing you want to do is jump into another relationship. There’s nothing worse than a rebound.”

      “God forbid the rebound!” Lucky high-fives her partner-in-anti-rebound-arms.

      “Trust me, the last thing I’m going to do is latch onto anybody else—probably forever. I’ve seen the shitter it put my mother through. There’s no way in hell I want anything to do with that heartache. I don’t need a man today or tomorrow. I’m pretty sure I can handle this life thing on my own.”

      Ava shakes her head as if I’ve got it wrong. “Isn’t your mother in a new relationship?”

      “I’m not sure if you can call what Mom and Brad have a relationship. He’s her ‘hot yoga’ instructor—as in yoga with a side of steamy and not hot in the traditional oh-my-God-he’s-so-good-looking sense. Brad reminds me a little of a toad. Have I mentioned they do it naked with a group of twenty others? It being yoga.” Yes, my mother can out-hippy Gwen any day of the orthopedic sandal week. My mother may be loaded, but she’s all about keeping it crunchy—as in granola. I give my phone a quick check. “Besides, don’t worry about me or my future love life. I’ll be getting my needs more than met.” I frown over at Lucky. “And before you start gifting me dildos, I happen to have a flesh and blood male in mind. In fact, I have a date with one of those penis slinging primates in less than a half hour.”

      “What?” they balk in unison.

      Lucky growls low like thunder, and a part of me appreciates her viral anger. It almost matches my own. “Who, what, where, when, and why the hell is this happening?”

      “I’m going to kill the asshole,” Ava pants breathless with her own level of rage, and both Lucky and I gawk at her because, quite frankly, we had no idea that an expletive was a part of her lexicon.

      “Knox Toberman at the Black Bear in t-minus twenty-nine minutes. I’m betting Justin and his brand new shiny whore will be there as well, so I guess in a way it qualifies as a double date!” I give it all the mock enthusiasm I can. Thank God I speak fluent sarcasm-ease or this entire process might have been hella painful. In truth, I’d rather eat a bucket full of live coals than put myself through any of this, but Justin has pissed on my love parade, and now he’s going to have to pay.

      “Knox?” Ava shakes her head in disbelief once again. “As in his-girlfriend-just-left-him-for-your-boyfriend Knox?”

      “Hold up.” Lucky strums a dark laugh. “The two of you are headed to the Black Bear, and you think the couple that shall not be named will be there too? And you happen to think this is a good idea? You’re not packing, are you?”

      “I’m packing, all right, but it’s not bullets I’m about to riddle him with. If Justin wants to have the talk, I don’t see why it couldn’t happen with my new faux fuck buddy by my side.”

      Ava groans like she might be sick. “You’re both hurt, you’re both going through something horrible right now, but emotions are running high. I’m pretty sure the only thing a sit-down at the Black Bear is going to do is blow up in your face.”

      “You’re right.” I step in front of the mirror and apply a little gloss that’s sitting on the dresser. “I’m hoping tonight’s reunion of the exes is going to do exactly that—blow up in their faces. That walking dildo and that blonde demon deserve to have a few ex-missiles launched their way.” I turn around and face them with my heart pounding, my adrenaline at its peak. “Are you just going to sit around and judge me? Or are you bitches in?”

      Ava and Lucky take a moment to take it in.

      “We’re in,” Ava says it with hesitation, and yet that look of solidarity on her face lets me know she’s on my side no matter how many bad moves I’m willing to make. But I’m not afraid of making any bad moves. I’ve already crested the biggest mistake of my life, and his name was Justin Cramer.

      It’s time to make a few fresh mistakes, starting with Knox Toberman.
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* * *

      The Black Bear gleams like a drunken coed oasis with its steady stream of girls in short skirts flooding in and out of the establishment. The guys are usually tucked deep in the back playing pool, too cool to be seen dancing to the 12 Deadly Sins. But tonight is Mexican night, thus the sombrero sitting snug on the oversized bear that’s situated outside the saloon. I walked over with Ava and Lucky, the three of us boiling in our hate-filled juices for everything Justin has put me through all these years. Sure, we’ve been rocky at times, but neither of us has ever made out with a blonde skank before. The guy had red lipstick smeared from ear-to-ear as if she had the power to turn him into the undead—and they were eating one another’s faces, blood and gore and all. They would be that stupid. Any zombie worth his soulless salt understands the rudimentary rules of engagement. You don’t let other people eat your face off. Nevertheless, Justin and Super Skank make stupid humans as well. I mean, making out in the broom closet of your girlfriend’s sorority while she’s dealing with an idiot in the very next room? Not that I’m convinced that Knox is such an idiot anymore. And what about Oblivious Jen? Going at it hot and heavy while your ultra-hot boyfriend chases me around the room all night? Whoa. I stop shy of the foyer as we make our way inside.

      First, that ultra-hot comment was simply a factual observation. Nothing more, nothing less. Second, he did not technically chase me around the room all night. He was merely trying to warn me of the evils of my insignificant other. Had I been in a non-irritated frame of mind, I would have gladly opened my stubborn self up to what he had to say. It’s clear that Justin was tossing out the asshole vibes into the universe before I ever caught them.

      “There they are.” Lucky points to the back and my stomach boils in its own acids. But to my quasi-relief, it’s not Justin and the nitwit she’s pointing to. It’s the boys, Rush, Eli, some dude I don’t recognize, and, of course, Grant, Lawson, and Knox.

      Ava gives me a quick hug. “My eyes will be glued on you all night. Don’t let that idiot hurt you any more than he already has.”

      “Nobody will be hurting me anymore.” True as God. Because I won’t give them the opportunity to. “I’m the one that does all the hurting from here on out.”

      The music starts up as the live band takes the stage. Blake, the lead, gives the crowd a rousing welcome and dedicates the next song to his favorite girl, Annie. It’s a love song, one that I used to listen to, weepy and lovesick over the fact Justin was clear across the country on the opposite coast. And to think, I was actually paranoid that he might be cheating on me behind my back in California with all those beautiful blonde skanks, and here he flew back home to cheat on me in front of my face with one.

      Ava and Lucky head to the back and I spot Knox heading my way. I’d smile or scowl at him, but I’m too busy scanning the tables for my newfound, latest, greatest, and certainly last ex. I’m done with boys and all their noise. Not that I’m going after the female demographic either. If you have a beating heart, and you can break mine, I want nothing to do with you.

      “Hey.” Knox comes up on me quicker than expected and I jump a little as I turn his way. His eyes connect with mine with a nuclear fission, something alarmingly bonding, and I can feel the room warble around us for a moment, the music turns into a demonic chant as if reality outside of the two of us considered erasing itself. A part of me wishes it would.

      “Hey, yourself.” He’s casual tonight, flannel over a T-shirt even though it’s still eighty degrees outside. A pair of worn jeans with a hole in the knee sits at his hips. All that wear and tear on his Levi’s looks to be the real deal, not some manufactured destruction they put out by the dozens these days.

      Knox offers a pained smile, and something about the hurt hiding in his eyes makes this feel like a pity party more than it does some magnificent bout of payback.

      “Let’s get a few things straight,” I start. “Once we make our presence known, you’re not just my best friend. You’re my whatever the hell I need you to be. If I need a kiss, you’re giving it to me. If I want an arm around my waist, then that’s where it’ll be. Get it? Got it? Good. Any questions?”

      His lips purse as he gives my body a sober inspection. “I’m good.”

      Figures. Boys have always looked at me as if I were a piece of red bloody steak they couldn’t wait to sink their teeth into. Of course, Justin looked at me that way once, and that’s exactly what started us on this crazy train to begin with.

      “They’re over there.” He nods to the left of the band, in a dark corner in what appears to be a private alcove. “You called it. I didn’t think they’d have the nerve to show, but apparently, they’ve got plenty of balls.”

      I smirk at the thought. “Justin’s balls are the size of peanuts. He might have them, but they’re too small to do him any favors. I hope that cow he’s hooked up with doesn’t plan on grazing down south. There’s not much for her to nosh on.”

      A dark laugh strums from him as Knox steps in close. The soapy scent of his cologne demands I acknowledge his masculinity. I’ve always been a sucker for a good clean scent on a guy, but right about now the only thing that thick scent does is make me want to fill the gaping hole Justin left in my life. Which brings me to my next point.

      I pull Knox back a moment by the shirt and my hand accidentally grazes over that sheet metal he calls a chest. Justin has always been a bit doughy, unlike Knox here who has a full training schedule to adhere to. But, wow, who knew the human body could petrify solid without killing a person?

      He leans in and those heady blue eyes of his cast a spell on me a moment. If I’m honest, I’ll admit to wanting nothing but to lose myself in something as moronic as gazing into Knox’s ocean-colored eyes all day. But the fun of tormenting my ex awaits, so I move the party along.

      “You do realize we’re both primed for a rebound,” I say it like the pathetic fact it is.

      Knox glares at the surroundings as if each girl in the room were a prospective rebound in the making. “I have thought about firing off a few one-night stands just to wash her out of my system.”

      My stomach pinches with heat when he says it. There’s something inherently dirty and primal about Knox. Justin was more of a fake romantic, complete with grocery store flowers accompanied by a belch, of course. He wasn’t even that good in bed, not that I would have anything to compare him with, but God knows he didn’t knock my socks off or get my rocks off. Every single orgasm I had with the boy should be up for an Academy Award.

      “Don’t go slinging your penis around the bar just yet,” I whisper. “Keep it in your pants, would you? If I’m about to swap saliva with you, I at least want the comfort of knowing I’m not sharing my salivary enzymes with the masses.” I glance down to his crotch without meaning to, and holy hell, is that bulge a natural everyday occurrence, or did thoughts of getting down and dirty with a few stray coeds make him suddenly glad to see me?

      “My eyes are up here, honey.” He tips his head back and gifts me an obnoxious grin.

      “I’m not your honey.” A dull cry of frustration rips from me. Dumb jock. “Look, normally I wouldn’t care how often and quickly your cock gun goes off. But since we’ll be playing more than footsies, I am formally, yet kindly, giving your penis a cease and desist as far as bouncing the cheerleaders off your lap like it was a pogo stick.”

      “Geez.” He turns his head away and winces. “Are you familiar with the King’s English, or do you only speak rude and crude?”

      An incredulous huff gets caught in my throat. “I’ll have you know I’m well-bred and well-read, and certainly not dead, thus the honor to attend Whitney Briggs while I stomp out my undergraduate work. But given the present circumstances, I will not only fire crude and rude on all cylinders, but I will cut a bitch if I have to.” I take up his hand in mine and a breath gets caught in my throat at how strong and thick his fingers are. Justin’s fingers were more or less like my own, only with shorter nail beds and misshapen nails because he snacks on them all day long.

      Knox secures his grip over mine as we head to the obscure corner of the establishment that our exes chose to cower in.

      “Evening,” I say as we stop in front of their table. Justin looks every bit as boy band-a-licious, sans the fact I no longer harbor an appetite for the future frat brat. He’s planning on rushing a fraternity in the fall and I hope they tie his dick to a rock.

      His whore for the evening is sporting her blood red signature—eat-someone-else’s-boyfriend-for-breakfast smile. She sits back as her jaw goes slack and those tarantulas glued to her eyes bat manically at us.

      “Ohh,” she drags it out in three equal parts as she glares at Knox a moment. Who the hell does she think she is glaring at the poor guy? Knox may be a douche in and of himself, but she’s out-douched him by a cock-sucking mile. “So we’re doing this.” She nods to the two of us as if expecting a showdown at high noon.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Knox picks up my other hand and lands a soft kiss over my knuckles. A sharp jolt runs down my arm straight to my belly. There is something deliciously naughty about being kissed anywhere on your body in the presence of your boyfriend—ex to be exact.

      “What the hell is this?” Justin pushes the table away a good foot, thus pinning his closet whore to her seat.

      “This is none of your business,” I snipe. “Just like you thought it was none of my business while you were hooking up with that insufferable evil A-hole.”

      Jen sucks in a quick breath, her scarlet lips quivering like she might cry. She shoots a quick look to Knox. “You’re not going to stand there and let her call me that, are you?”

      He gives a depleted smile. “Sweetie, that’s a compliment compared to what she calls you when you’re not around.” He nods to me, then to the table that just opened up next to them. “We’ll see you fools later.”

      Knox and I plop down and exchange a short-lived, dare I say satisfied smile.

      “How was that?” I pick up his other hand from across the table. We’re close enough to give them the full visual, but not close enough to let them in on the fact we’re about to rip them a new one.

      “They’re both pissed.” He gives a sly wink and my insides burst with heat. Most likely these flames of delight have more to do with the fact we’ve just driven a stake into the hearts of our respective new exes than it does the alarmingly good-looking boy seated across from me. Justin is a good-looking boy but in a girly kind of way, complete with the baby fat still in place on his cheeks and sad puppy dog eyes that have the power to dampen your mood if you linger on them too long. I used to love those sad eyes, those puffy cheeks. A part of me still does. You don’t just turn off your emotions for someone just because they hurt you. You hone them into something deeper, something far more meaningful and safer like hate.

      Knox, however, has quite the masculine features, complete with that three-day scruff peppering his face. His eyes are almond-shaped and bright, and dare I say they have that quality about them that actually makes you feel as if they’re laughing.

      My eyes drift down to his broad shoulders, that chest I can already testify is tough as granite, and my heart thumps. But I don’t dare get started on that body.

      “Pissed is a good start.” I steal a quick glance at our exes as the waitress drops off a couple of heaping plates of enchilada goodness their way. “But if we haven’t killed their appetites, we’re not doing a good enough job.” I ditch my seat for the one next to Knox, and Justin does a double take. My arms find themselves around Knox Toberman’s enormous chest and I’m shocked that he’s nearly twice the circumference Justin is. “You’ve really got a body on you, you know that?” I lean in until my chest butts into his shoulder. “And I’m not just saying that. Your Little Miss Sunshine over there has traded an ox for an otter. I’m sure she’ll come running back with her horns downturned and her pointed tail tucked between her demonic legs.” I make a face at the devil in question.

      “She’s not coming back.” He glares out at the crowd.  “She didn’t even bother with a simple text. I guess she’s not the person I thought she was.”

      “You mean you didn’t realize you had a lying ho biscuit on your hands?” I squawk out an obnoxious laugh. “Most people don’t. I wouldn’t go kicking yourself over it, though. Be glad she’s out of your life for good.”

      No sooner do I spit the last word out than the two chairs opposite us fill with a couple of unwanted bodies. Justin falls into the chair closest to mine with his eyes narrowed with hatred as if I were the one who cheated on him. The skank-bot sits across from Knox and glares at him as if she owns him. And judging by the mortally wounded look in his eyes, she still very well might.

      “What’s going on?” She hones those razors she calls eyes on the two of us. “This isn’t real. It can’t be. It’s too soon, too fast, even for a rebound.”

      “Oh, so now you’re a relationship expert on quantity and quality.” I lean in, a suppressed laugh just below the surface. “Honey, this is as real a rebound as they come.” I toss an indifferent glance to Justin. “And we are coming over and over and over again.”

      Jen gags as if she might actually be sick. She’s so pale and thin, so pasty and gaunt and haunted, I can’t imagine what Justin must be thinking when he’s with her. And vapid! My God, you don’t need a road map to know that what brain cells she does have she utilizes while looking in the mirror.

      She leans in, nostrils flaring, eyes bulging, and I’m thrilled to see she’s so quick to comply with the misery we’re about to bestow upon her. “How can you sit there with this filthy piece of trash while she talks like some dirty sailor on leave?”

      Knox embeds those flame blue eyes into her, and you can see his rage grow like a house fire just beneath the surface. “People in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me in ever so slightly. “Besides, Harper and I hardly know each other. We thought we’d load up on some enchiladas then hit the sheets.” He gives my hair a playful tousle. “I can’t wait to test out her mattress moves.”

      “Shit.” Justin shakes as he takes his next breath. “Dude, you cannot have my chick—especially not on enchilada night.”

      “Oh, yes, he can.” A deep laugh trembles from me. This entire scenario is so damn satisfying I’m about to pop with pleasure. “He’s going to have the whole enchilada and he can have me for dessert. In fact, tonight, while the two of you are off doing whatever it is that you do best, we’ll be taking one another for a test drive for the very first time.” I lean over to Knox and lick a line up the side of his face.

      “Oh God.” Jen hides in her hands a moment.

      “Oh, stop,” I bark out at her. “If you were so interested in preserving your boyfriend for yourself, you wouldn’t have trotted off like some overheated harlot and found another boy to nail you! How long has this been going on between the two of you, anyway?” My throat grows raw and it’s only then I realize I’m screaming over the music.

      She looks up at Justin and he shrugs as if unsure himself. But what’s worse is the comfort level they seem to have with one another. They have that invisible, quiet, silent, couples’ speak—a gift that only true lifers seem to possess.

      “I had Justin in my civics class last semester.” She shrugs while gazing up at the ceiling. You can practically see her brain attempting higher mathematics, and it’s not a pretty sight. “We were paired together for writing assignments.” She gazes up at him, starry-eyed. “It’s as if someone up there knew.”

      Knew? Knew what? They were destined to bump uglies because they’re a couple of hormonal idiots?

      “Hey”—Knox taps his knuckles over the table until he manages to garner their attention—“you could have told me instead of stepping out behind my back.” The cords in his neck extend like ropes, and there’s something hot about a boy who’s all worked up while telling off his rat of an ex.

      “I did tell you!” she fires right back. “I told you, each and every time I went to study group, and not once did you try to stop me!”

      “What?” He scoots his seat back an inch as if he’s about to launch through the ceiling. He can launch Justin through the ceiling while he’s at it. I totally wouldn’t mind. “Why would I stand in the way of a study group? Besides, you said your study partner was some chick named Justine.” He says the feminine version of the name and stops cold as if realizing that this entire fiasco might have hinged on a spelling error on the part of his ditz of an ex. “Shit.” He closes his eyes a moment.

      “See?” Her voice rises to inhuman decibels. My God, isn’t there a law on the books that frowns upon noise that sponsors tinnitus? “I told you the truth. It’s not my fault Justin and I grew close throughout the semester.” She cozies into him as if proving her point.

      Knox groans at the sight. “We were together for two years, Janelle. The least you could have done was break it off with me first.”

      She bounces in her seat as if affronted. “Why would I do that? I knew the second you stepped on campus all the girls would have their eye on you, and I’m not hot on sharing.”

      He shakes his head with a wild look in his eyes. “I’m not either. But you can’t have it both ways.”

      “Then let’s take a tiny break.” She offers a bashful, albeit, yet again, vapid grin, up at Justine. “We can always get back together in the fall.”

      “I’m not taking a break with you,” Knox spits it out so fast and fueled with enough rage geared toward my ex I’m almost expecting him to try to drill his fist into Justin’s skull for old times’ sake. Old times being two long days ago that might as well have been two hundred years. It’s as if time has stalled to a crawl now that I’m secured in this nightmare and all I can do is stew in my juices. “We’re done.” His voice sounds off like a gavel. “You will never get a piece of me again.”

      Her face grows increasingly pale as if she’s just realized what a grave mistake she’s made.

      “Ditto for you,” I say to the turd seated to my right. “After two years, you could have at least given me the common courtesy of a breakup, or the finger.”

      “What?” Justin looks genuinely perplexed. “We weren’t even together.”

      My heart sinks into my feet with embarrassment. It’s the white-hot sting of rejection all over again. “We were just messing around, hanging out. There was nothing serious going on there.”

      My face heats ten times hotter than I ever thought possible. All those wasted years, those wasted kisses, my wasted virginity.

      “What did you think was happening when I said I loved you?” My voice grows small with shame. Here Justin had all but stripped me of the right to properly berate him as the cheating ex by way of making me look like some batshit stalker.

      He clicks his tongue dismissively as he leans back in his seat. “Those are just words.” His fingers snap open and closed as if miming the fact I was merely talking. “I have ten girls a day that say those things to me. We were just having some fun.” He spears me with a heated look that asserts the fact he very much knows he’s lying. Not only is Justin into cheating, but he’s into humiliation too. “You meant nothing to me.” His lips curl to the side with an evil twitch of a smile.

      “I meant nothing to you?” The words come out breathless, more of an idea—a rotten idea.

      It’s as if someone turned out the lights in my world all over again. How could I not see this coming? How could I not see this monster for who he really was?

      “Hear that?” Knox pulls me up by the hand until we’re standing next to the table. “That’s my favorite song. Let’s dance.” A slow melodic melody warbles through the air as Knox adheres his body next to mine. He leans in, his scruff lightly grazing over my cheek as he buries his mouth close to my ear. “Don’t let that asshole get to you. You are beautiful, strong, and smart, and he’s nothing but a waste of human flesh.”

      I give a slight nod as the world blurs with tears, and I hate myself for going there so quickly.

      “I think it’s time for that kiss, sweetheart.” Knox pulls back and nails those deep violet eyes into mine, and for a moment I’m mesmerized. A dirty smile comes and goes quickly on his lips as his chest pumps with a silent laugh. Knox comes in slow, his lids melting over those eyes like a sunset. He brushes his mouth over mine and I hear the chairs grinding against the floor to our right as if two very irate bodies just jumped up in a rush. “Get into it,” he says it sharp like a command before diving over me with an intensity I haven’t felt in a good long while, maybe never with Justin.

      The heat of an intrusive body steps in close to the two of us. “Get the fuck off my girlfriend!” Justin riots over our faces.

      But I do as I’m told and press my lips against Knox Toberman’s soft as a pillow mouth, and then I open for him like a flower before diving my tongue into foreign territory. His kisses taste warm and minty. He grips me as if he’s completely in control and a part of me loves this dominating side of Knox. My sweet spot, Sylvia, gives an unrelenting pinch of approval. Traditionally, I’ve been the aggressor when it comes to anything physical with Justin, so it’s nice to have a man who not only has his hands on the wheel, but knows how to steer the ship.

      The shuffle of feet, the gagging, the undercurrent of curse words floods my senses as both Justin and Jen seem to be having a difficult time taking their own medicine. But right now, all I’m interested in is the fact I’m being kissed in a way that I never thought possible.

      His hot mouth. This hot kiss. My God.

      Knox rides his hands over my back in a heated rush. His penetrative kisses explore me thoroughly, setting off a tight band that shoots across my abdomen with a sweet, dull ache I have never felt before. I can’t get enough of his hot, hungry mouth. The scent of his spiced cologne is driving me wild and his greedy body doesn’t bother hiding the fact it loves the feel of mine as he rubs up against me.

      The anger, the rise of voices, the storm of fury grows to our right, but neither of us is all that interested in the high-pitched screams, the guttural expletives being hurled around us.

      Then just as I’m about to melt in the nirvana of the world’s most perfect kiss, a bath of ice and Diet Coke washes over the top of our heads.

      A gurgle-like scream works up my throat, but Knox just pulls me closer.

      Then as if to say the drinks were just for starters, something hot and cheesy is dumped over us as we jump apart for good. An entire platter of enchiladas, complete with rice and beans, drips off the two of us like vomit.

      A fleet of waitresses comes at us, angry-faced and stern as they escort both Justin and Janelle toward the exit.

      Justin turns around, resisting his every step, and looks Knox in the eye. “You’re going to pay for this!” And just like that, they’re out the door, and as much as I’d like to have them out of our lives for good, deep down I know that wouldn’t be nearly half the fun as having them on the sidelines.

      Knox and I head to the restrooms to clean up with dull laughter bucking from us. Lucky and Ava help get the rice out of my hair—which turns out to be nearly impossible. I say an awkward goodnight to Knox, not quite able to look him in the eye, as Ava, Lucky, and I head off to The Row as fast as our heels will let us. The two of them talk at once about how cruel, how brilliant that kiss was—describing in detail the looks on both Justin’s and Janelle’s stunned faces. But I’m not too interested in that at the moment. All I can think about is that kiss. I can still feel him there over my lips as if it’s still happening.

      I touch my fingers over my mouth, trying to stop those ghost kisses from throbbing over me. But I don’t really want it to stop. In fact, I wouldn’t mind a reprisal of that mind-blowing lip-lock.

      Knox Toberman knows how to dole out kisses as good as he chases a ball down the field.

      Go figure.
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* * *

      Gwen jumps to her feet as soon as we get in the door of Kappa G and lets me know my roommate has already settled in.

      “Try to be nice to her,” she fires the words off at me as if I’ve got a reputation for being anything but.

      “I’m always nice.” I sneer at Ava and Lucky as if daring them to contest the fact.

      Lucky raises a brow. “I bet Knox thinks you’re really nice.”

      “Yeah”—Ava laughs it off—“very friendly. That’s quite a welcome you gave him to Briggs.”

      “Please. That boy will have every skirt on campus chasing him come fall. All he has to do is don that jersey.” Or take it off. God, what would that kiss have been like without a stitch of clothing between us? As much as I find the thought naturally arousing, the three of us head off to my room to greet the new girl.

      Sitting on my bed, crossed-legged and barefoot—I’m a bit abhorrent to the fact anyone would land their naked toes on my comforter—is a squatty brunette, pretty in a bullish way, her hair coiled up in a bun.

      “Hi, I’m Harper.” I extend my hand for a friendly shake just as I notice it’s not my comforter she’s squatting over, yet one similar in nature, and for a moment I’m stumped as to why she’d change my bed cover.

      She looks up from her oversized book and gives the three of us a rather bored once-over. “I’m taking the bottom bunk.” She stares at my hand dangling in the air as if it were a rotten fish. “I also took the top two drawers. I’ve got slight scoliosis, so I can’t be expected to bend over.” Her tiny inset eyes narrow in on me as if somehow I were at fault for her spinal anomaly.

      Crap. The top two drawers were all I was utilizing at the moment, as I too hate to stoop down like Quasimodo while digging for a clean sports bra to wear in the morning.

      But instead of complaining and bitching, like a childlike part of me wants to, I simply force a grin to come and go. “That’s totally fine. I’m all up for accommodating you in whatever way necessary.” I can practically see the halo popping over my head. I’ve never had a roommate with disabilities before, and seeing that I have a brother with a very serious condition, I plan on being an ambassador of kindness to those in need whenever I can. It’s not like I’m consciously trying to be a saint—it’s just called not being an asshole.

      “Good,” she grunts up at me. “Because that’s why I took the bottom bunk.”

      I suck in a sharp breath without meaning to. I glance up at the top bunk, which might as well be on the ceiling, and my life flashes unceremoniously before my eyes.

      Lucky postures between us and I’m hoping she’s about to rip my roomie a new one for even thinking of making me climb an entire story to catch some z’s. “I’m Lucky,” she introduces herself. “And this is my roommate, Ava. I’m sorry I didn’t get your name.” Wow, Lucky actually sounds kind and accommodating herself. Little does she know this girl and her crooked spine just hijacked my sanity.

      She pokes her head from beneath the bunk and sneers at the three of us. “That’s because I didn’t give it. I’m Sabine, but you’ll call me Garfield.”

      The three of us exchange a brief yet highly curious glance.

      “Garfield?” Ava asks for us.

      “Yeah, you know, like the cat. All my friends back home used to call me that because I used to dye my hair orange.”

      Lucky’s chest pumps. “You sure they were your friends?”

      “Very funny.” She bites the air with her words as she scans those squinted eyes over Lucky. “I think I like you.”

      “Great.” I look to Ava while suddenly basking in two rejections in a single night.

      I give my two best friends a quick hug goodbye as I dig for my sweats, which I find rumpled in the corner of the bottom drawer. I may as well have to stoop to hell to reach them. I bashfully get dressed in the privacy of the corner and eye the top bunk as if my mattress were sitting on the Empire State Building. My heart begins to pound as if it’s attempting to shatter itself, and my body breaks out into a cold sweat as fight-or-flight kicks in.

      “You know”—I swallow hard as I grab my Kindle off the desk—“I think I’ll go read a book in the commons room.” And accidentally on purpose fall asleep doing so.

      I grab a blanket and head down to find a cozy spot by the fire, but my mind is buzzing too much to focus on any one book. Instead, that steamy kiss plays on a loop, and each time I think about Knox Toberman’s strong tongue penetrating my mouth, my entire body sparks to life in the sweetest form of electrocution.

      I fall asleep and dream of that kiss all night long.

      Knox Toberman is the sweetest form of revenge that I could have ever thought of.
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      That kiss.

      It was bad enough I was losing sleep over the fact Janelle chose to pull my balls up through my throat, but after landing a wet one on Harper, my mind keeps drifting to her sweet lips, those cushioned lips that gave me the invite to the warm nexus of her mouth.

      A day goes by and I dodge phone calls and text messages alike in lieu of losing myself in a day of lazying around in bed. I need it. I need to try to wrap my head around this new world I’ve been thrown into. But come Wednesday, I’m right back at Forest Orville’s realty center looking over the Capwell file. Forest gave me an empty cubicle to hang out in and review all the paperwork I needed. Plus, he gave me the access codes to the available houses in the area. It’s twenty minutes past the hour and Harper isn’t here yet. I’m half-tempted to ask Rush for her number to see if she’s okay. Hell, I know she’s not. What Janelle did was horrible, but the way Justin treated Harper was downright cruel. How dare that asshole look her in the eye and tell her she meant nothing to him. Yes, she’s cutting and a little rough around the edges, but they were together just as long as Jen and I were. There’s no way you’re with someone for that amount of time and not feel anything.

      A dull laugh pumps through me. And by the end of that kiss Harper and I shared, he was definitely feeling something. You don’t give someone a Coke bath, followed up with dumping your dinner on them, just because the mood strikes. Nope, that kind of rage is fueled by emotion, deep-seated passion that at the end of the day you wish you still had access to.

      The bell attached to the front door gives a little rattle and a balmy breeze floats in. I hear Happy give a cheery hello and another female voice grumble out something just this side of an insult. Then in a moment she’s standing beside me.

      “Morning, sunshine.” I give a short-lived smile.

      “Whatever.” She falls into the seat beside me and pulls the file over before gutting its contents and strewing the papers across the desk. “You talk to her?”

      “Laney Capwell? The woman we’re helping buy a home or—”

      “The she-devil that’s turned my life upside down.” She sneers at the insult a moment.

      “I’ll agree with you on the she-devil part, but I’m not sure she exactly ruined your life. Your ex-boyfriend played a little hand in it.”

      “Wow.” Her eyes enlarge a moment, a gorgeous shade of green just like my mother’s, and I can’t help but give a little smile even though I know I’ve got it coming. “You just defend and defend and defend, don’t you? Honestly, the girl dry-humped another guy in front of your face, and you really can’t find it in you to say one nasty thing about her.”

      “I can.” I frown into the admission while racking my brain, and shockingly, I can’t think of anything disparaging I’d like to say. “But I choose not to.” Almost the truth. “That’s not the point. The point is, you need to focus on the fact that toad you were kissing was no Prince Charming. He’s a scammer. Every time I saw the guy, he was leering at someone else’s girl. He didn’t seem to care.”

      “Oh? Did you follow him around campus? As I recall, you were nowhere near Whitney Briggs last year.”

      “No, but I’ve been hanging out with Lawson and Rex enough to become a fixture at the Black Bear. Look, Lucky mentioned something last spring about him having wandering eyes. And when Ava said she didn’t trust him, it put my radar up. Every time he was nearby, it seemed he was trying to get the attention of some other chick and it wasn’t you.”

      Her mouth opens, those pretty pink lips struggle as she grasps for words. The urge to cover her mouth with mine comes in strong and I give a few quick blinks trying to deflect it.

      “You think what he said was true?” Her voice grows faint as she looks past me and straight through the wall into the mindfuck of a rabbit hole we’ve both fallen into.

      “No. The guy was ravenous with jealousy last night. If anything, the opposite is true. Seeing the two of us together lit a fuse in him that is a long way from extinguishing itself.”

      She nods, giving a hard sniff. “I figured it was all an act.” She blinks back tears. “I mean, we weren’t perfect, but we had moments. We said words to one another.” Her gaze begins to drift once again.

      “Anytime you’re up for setting the dude on fire, I’ll lend you my lips.” I give a cheesy wink without meaning to and an awkward silence springs up between us. Crap.

      “I think you’re on to something.” She gives a little shrug. “It really seemed to piss off that skankaholic that stabbed you in the heart. I couldn’t get her mice-like screams out of my head. I mean, is a voice that helium-inspired even natural?” She shakes her head in disbelief and I give a quick laugh. Janelle comes from a long line of high-pitched squeakers, her father strangely enough being the highest of them all. It’s unnerving to see a two hundred fifty pound grown man with the face of an ox come at you with the voice of a cartoon mouse.

      “It was the first thing I noticed about her.” I wince into the admission. “We were at a party and I thought she was drunk. I thought no way could that voice be real. She’s putting me on. But she wasn’t—until she was.” I point a quick finger to Harper.

      “Ha-ha. I see what you did there.” A smile drifts from her face before it ever fully arrives. “So, you mean what you said—about the lips?”

      “Hell yes.” I bounce my knee to hers a moment. “In fact, if you want to take it a step further, we can set them up. We can cling to one another like koala bears whenever they’re around.” The thought sends my dick throbbing and I try to shut it down. It’s been about a month since it has seen any real action, and now that I know what I do, it makes me sick that it had any action at all.

      “How about we do one better?” She leans in with those cutthroat eyes, skin like light brown sugar, and those lips, those hot lips that I can’t seem to look away from. “How about we declare one another our most favorite rebound and show up those two social media whores when it comes to hogging all the attention?”

      “You and I?” My dick ticks again like a bomb.

      “Yes.” Her eyes grow wild. Harper’s entire body lights up with the proposal. “We’ll go all out, no holds barred. You and I lighting up Hollow Brook like the hottest new couple.” Her voice hums the words smooth as velvet. Harper leans in close until her warm breath tickles my lips, tempting me to take one more bite. “And then at the end of the summer, we’ll have a classic blowout in front of God and all of our near and dear peers—including the guests of honor of this little charade.”

      “A blowout.” My perverted mind heard blowjob, but I’m pretty sure that’s one thing that she’s not about to generate in front of God and our nearest and dearest peers—but perhaps she might entertain the thought loosely if the guests of honor were nearby.

      A crooked grin comes to my lips. “Judging by the mortally wounded reactions we garnered from the two of them at the bar, I think this just might be what we need to finish them off.”

      Harper’s indignation pours off her like fumes. “I hope they deep fry in the hell we’re about to dish up for them.”

      I reach over and take her tiny hand in mine, and instinctively my thumb rubs over her palm. “They will.”

      Something tells me I will too.
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* * *

      Harper and I exhaust ourselves going over the MLS listings in the Hollow Brook-Jepson area. Next week, we’re to propose an entire list of homes that Ryder and Laney Capwell might be interested in based on the specs they’ve given us. But that kiss we shared is still stuck in my head as I head home, and sure enough, I forget to hit the drive-through, only to find an empty fridge waiting for me—so I do the only thing a single guy can do—meet his friends at the bar.

      Rex is the first friendly face I see as I step into the Black Bear, and his girlfriend, my new stepsister, is right there with him. Rex and I have been rebuilding our relationship steadily over the last year. Back when Mom and Dad split, it felt like he took Dad’s side, and Trixie and I took our mother’s. But since Mom’s wedding, it seems like we’re crawling closer to where we used to be. Rex and Scarlett, the aforementioned new stepsister, are dating. Suffice it to say, it still feels a bit weird.

      “Returning to the scene of the crime?” Scarlett laughs as if she told the funniest joke. Her dark red hair shimmers in the light, and from this angle it looks a lot like Harper’s.

      “This would be it.” I grimace over at the spot where I was accosted with molten hot beans and cheese. “You didn’t happen to witness the event, did you?”

      Rex gives a disgruntled grunt. “Let’s just say we’ve got friends in high places. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Hell yeah.” I give the back of my head a quick stroke. “A shower took care of it.” I meant the lava-hot enchilada sauce, but on another note, I also made sure it took care of that hard-on Harper sponsored. It was a one-off. I’m a guy. Kissing a girl like that can only lead to one outcome in my primal mind. I’m not giving myself a hard time about it.

      Rex shakes his head at me, dismayed as if he heard the ex-rated version I just spouted off. “I meant with the breakup. Trixie says it was brutal. You found Janelle kissing some dude at a mixer.”

      “I’m sorry,” Scarlett mouths. “I swear, if it’s any consolation, she’s not worth your time. I know for a fact when things smooth over, you’ll have girls beating down your door.”

      “Speaking of girls.” Rex cocks his head in that big brother way that used to make me cringe as a kid. When our mother went away to prison, that eleven-month stretch that felt like ten long hellish years, Rex stepped in to help parent Trixie and me. “Who the hell were you playing tonsil hockey with? My buddy, Cole, the bartender, said you were going at it hot and heavy before you were baptized with the nightly special.”

      I give the bar a quick scan, and when I don’t see a sign of her, it feels like a green light. “Harper Shelton, she’s just a friend.” The pit of my stomach ropes off in a knot as if I just slung a lie my big brother’s way. “It turns out, it was her boyfriend that Jen was going at it with.” I slap the back of my neck like I’m killing a fly. “Apparently, they had been at it for months.”

      “I’m sorry, dude.” Rex gives my arm a light sock. “I’m glad you’re at Briggs, though. And I’ll be damn glad to see your face on the field. You know I’m your biggest fan.”

      “I’m right there with him,” Scarlett offers while holding onto his arm. “I can’t wait to see you on the field in September.” She wrinkles her nose a moment. “It’s going to be a long, hot summer, though. Do yourself a favor and stay away from that poor Harper girl. The last thing you want to get involved with is a quick summer fling. You’re vulnerable. You’ve both just been through something that has thrown your worlds off their axis. I can see how it would be easy to fall into something with her. But I think it’s for the best you cool your jets for a while.”

      “She’s right.” Rex gives my shoulder a quick squeeze. “Take the summer to focus on football, on yourself.” He nods into the establishment. “Come on. We’ll buy you dinner. We’re meeting up with Trix.”

      I glance past him to find my sister waving spastically.

      Rex nods to someone at the bar. “Why don’t you head over to Trix while Scarlett and I say a quick hello to Cade and Piper?”

      The three of us break way, and no sooner do I get to Trixie’s table than she latches onto me as if it’s my last night on the planet.

      “My poor big bro,” Trix groans into my armpit.

      “Easy, girl. I got kicked out of here not long ago for holding a girl like that.”

      “You’re sick.” Trix pulls me into the seat next to hers. “What the hell was that display of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation everyone is talking about? Rumor has it, you made out with the girl whose boyfriend snagged Jen. What’s the deal?”

      “The deal is—” I glance to Rex and Scarlett who have taken a temporary seat at the bar with their friends. I gave them the sanitized version, something a little lower than the truth, but with Trix I can feel that entire conversation I had with Harper this afternoon ready to vomit up, and so I do just that. I tell her all about the so-called arrangement we’ve bound ourselves to for the summer, about the big dramatic breakup for all to see just before the semester gets going.

      “Oh, shit.” Her chin slides down her arm as she nearly crashes her head onto the table. Trix has always had a flair for the dramatic. “So, you think you’re going to accost this girl whenever your psycho exes are around in hopes to turn them into a dynamite factory? You’re not thinking straight. The Knox I know is levelheaded, calm, and not at all interested in something as petty as revenge.” She leans in and inspects me with those eyes that are a mirror to mine. “Wait a minute. You said this girl was a good kisser—a detail I found disgusting a moment ago now offers a clue into why you’re so quick to stick your tongue down this girl’s throat.”

      “You’re the disgusting one.” I pull up my menu and she slaps it down with her hand. “What do you want me to say, Trix? That I’m losing my mind for some girl I’ve essentially just met? Because I’m not.” My stomach boils in its own acids. “We happen to be in the same boat, no thanks to our exes, and she’s nice. It pisses me off that she’s hurting just as much as I am.”

      Her face contorts into something short of disbelief. “So, you’re just friends?”

      “I swear to you she’s been friend-zoned. Nothing serious is going to happen between the two of us. I won’t let it.” My dick ticks to life as if protesting the idea. It’s just responding to the id. Rex taught me all about the id back when he was taking a psychology class. The id does whatever it can to get what it wants, but not in this case. My apologies to my dick because it’s not getting anywhere near Harper Shelton.

      Trixie leans in with that all-knowing, smug-as-hell smile growing on her face.

      “What?” I give an annoyed glance to the band who just walked on stage to the cheering delight of just about every coed in here.

      “I’m just memorizing the moment my brother had the nerve to lie to my face.”

      “Crap.” A dull laugh pumps from me. “Didn’t happen.”

      “Aww!” Trixie marvels at me a moment. “Then I just witnessed the time my brother had the nerve to lie to himself.” She takes the menu and knocks me over the head with it. “You like this girl. You’ll see I’m right. I always am.”

      Rex and Scarlett take their seats at the table and the waitress comes over to take our orders, but I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.

      I can count on one hand how many times Trixie’s womanly intuition has been wrong and still have five fingers left over.

      I suppose there’s always a first time.

      Harper walks into the bar and my center of gravity pulls in her direction. It takes everything I’ve got to remain seated in my chair. She spots me and our eyes lock, sending a heated spark from her to me, and the crowd between us disappears for a moment. She gives a little wave and heads to the corner where Ava and Lucky wait for her.

      Trixie leans in and knocks her leg hard into mine as if she were looking to break a bone.

      “Still think I’m wrong?”

      I don’t answer. I do the only thing I can do—change the subject. We talk all night about everything under the sun except for anything remotely to do with my life.

      But all the while I see Harper, feel the weight of that kiss we shared. And on occasion, I steal a few glances to the corner of the bar.

      Trixie’s not right.

      She can’t be.
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      After two nights of dodging my bunk, otherwise known as the skyscraper from hell, I try my damnedest to take a shower, only to find each and every bathroom locked and stocked with a line full of girls outside. What the hell? Is this really going to be my life for the next few years? And what about my morning run? I haven’t partaken since I moved in, only because I live in fear of walking around all day smelling like an onion. I’m starting to think maybe life wasn’t so bad back at Cutler Tower with my crappy roommate who thought her feet were as tasty as a bag of chips. I mean, really? At least then I had the freedom to fill my bladder without the fear of never being able to empty it. We had bathrooms in our own dorms for Pete’s sake!

      I head to Ava and Lucky’s room to start up a good old-fashioned bitch-fest, but they’re already gone for the day. Figures. I check my phone and there’s a cheery text from Ava letting me know the boys took them to the beach. I stare at the words the boys an unnaturally long period of time. I thought I had a boy in my life I could do fun things with like go to the beach, get laid on a Friday night, and maybe even catch a movie with, but to hear Justin preach it, we hardly knew one another. And sadly, that might be the one thing he was right about.

      I get dressed, throw my hair into a ponytail and a baseball cap that reads Go Mustangs! and head over to campus. At least there I can grab a cup of coffee and use the facilities. Two luxuries I seemed to have unwittingly eschewed in favor of gaining one hundred sisters, all with bladder issues.

      It’s Friday, the day in which I am not getting laid, and thus no internship until next week, which makes me feel a little worse, if that were possible. I’ll never admit to it, but it’s sort of fun having Knox peel away at my sanity.

      The summer air is thick and heavy, and it’s not even noon, which means hanging out in the open air will be torture in an hour, and suddenly I feel far too dressed for the temperatures this hellish day is about to offer.

      Off near the quad, I hear an annoying high-pitched bout of laughter and everything in me freezes. I glance over and stop breathing.

      There they are, holding hands! Laughing! Justin doesn’t laugh unless he’s cutting somebody down. He’s mean and bullish that way, and for a long time I actually found that a little bit attractive. Stupid, stupid me. Speaking of me, I bet that’s exactly who they’re laughing at. They glance over at the same time, and I bolt into Hallowed Grounds Coffee Shop quicker than expected. My heart is racing, my adrenaline humming to dangerous levels that threaten to stop my existence. If I’m smart, I’ll go out there right now and give them both a kiss from my fists for even looking at me today. God, I hate them.

      The line miraculously dissolves to nothing and I put in an order for my usual extra-large iced sugar concoction. Usually it’s not a problem to consume so many carbs this early in the day because normally I would have easily run five miles by now, but judging by my lack of cardio and my incessant need to propagate my sugar addiction, I’m sure I’ll be trading up my jeans size before fall semester even starts.

      “Hey, you’re that girl,” an annoyed female voice rails from my side.

      “I could be.” I don’t bother starting up a conversation with her. I bet she’s new and fishing for friends. She’ll have to fish somewhere else because I’m a little too moody lately to make any new friends. I’ll be lucky to hang onto the few I have.

      She follows me over to where we both seem to be waiting for our drinks.

      “Can I help you?” I glance over at her and find myself doing a double take. Those dark blue eyes look as if someone colored them in with a crayon and that dark glossy hair, those cheekbones. She looks startlingly familiar, but I can’t seem to place her. It’s killing me. I hate it when my brain opts out of the conversation because for the life of me she feels very, very familiar. I lean in to scrutinize her up close, and those oversized perfectly formed bowtie lips jump out at me. That’s how I know her! I’ve kissed those lips! Gah! God help me because this is not a memory I should be having. I think I would totally remember if I kissed a girl.

      She rolls her eyes as if she gets this reaction from people every day. “I’m Trixie, Knox’s sister. We’re twins. He beat me to the planet by four minutes, but I’ve spent the rest of my life beating him at just about everything else.”

      Instantly I like her. My entire body floods with quick relief, because one, I didn’t technically kiss her even though I might have gotten a tad aroused while looking at her lips.

      They call our names at the same time and we pick up our drinks.

      “Let’s take a seat,” she says it as more of a command than a request, and just as I’m about to shoot her down, the door swoops open and in walk Justin and Jen—how I loathe the fact their names sound cute together.

      I pull Trixie into a seat by the window as if plucking her out of a fire. If I can’t be here with Knox, I may as well make Janelle, the waste of human tissue, irate by getting chummy with her ex’s twin sister.

      “What’s wrong?” Trixie looks over her shoulder, and her upper lip pulls to the side as if she’s about to get sick. “Oh, that. I always suspected she was a ho bag.”

      “Ha!” I squawk so loud the ho bag herself glances over, and her eyes enlarge when she sees the two of us together. “I’ve called her that myself.” I sneer at this feminine version of my new fake boyfriend. “I knew I liked you.” We share a demented laugh. It’s clear Trixie and I will be speed bonding over our shared hatred for all things blonde and skinny that happen to be banging my ex. “So you said you knew me.” I cock my head and lean in, wondering how much she’s apprised of at the moment. For all I know, she might still be in the dark about that kiss. I am rather infamous on The Row for spotting my boyfriend in the wild with a nipple-faced floozy.

      “Knox told me all about you. That kiss that led to the great food fight at the Black Bear? The fact that you’re up for serving a little shit pie with your revenge?” She cuts a look to the two twats circling the counter as they wait for their order. “You’d better watch your back.”

      “Oh, I’m not afraid of them,” I growl in their general direction and the two of them turn around as if on cue.

      “Trixie Toberman, is that you?” Miss Helium Balloon for Brains clip-clops over in designer heels.

      I lean in to Trixie and whisper, “Never trust a girl who wears heels before noon.”

      Trixie snickers at the quip and a warm fuzzy feeling takes over as if I’ve actually achieved something by way of garnering Knox’s sister on my side.

      “Why, that is you!” The blonde twat leans in for a hug and Trixie is quick to back up out of reach. I knew that I knew that I knew that I liked her.

      “I have a cold,” she grumbles. “So, is that the girl you traded my brother for?” She scowls at Justin, and now it’s my turn to snicker because now that I’ve been spending more time with Knox, I can totally see how effeminate Justin really is.

      “She is a he.” Jen giggles up a storm and it sounds more like the motor of a washing machine malfunctioning. “And I didn’t technically leave anyone. I don’t know what you heard, but every pancake has two sides.”

      “Why don’t you go find that pancake and eat it?” I take a hasty sip of my drink and nearly choke on it.

      She smirks down at me as if what I suggested was quasi-humorous and not a strict nutritional plan I suggest she follow. “I know you’re not happy with me right now,” she hums it out like the squeak of a mouse and my eyelids roll up like curtains.

      “Not happy with you?” A hot pang of rage shoots right through my skull. Swear to God, if this girl initiates an aneurysm in me and cuts me off in my prime, I will come back to haunt her from the grave. She will never be free of me until her dying breath, and most likely not even then will this nitwit properly process the fact, that no, I will never be fucking happy with her.

      Trixie gives me a light kick from under the table just as Justin comes up and wraps an arm around the dingleberry’s shoulders. The fucking nerve! “You know what they say. Happiness is the best form of—” Trixie tips her head from side to side as if asking me to fill in the Manolo Blahniks.

      Oh, right, revenge. The exact thing I live for and will always live for, no thanks to the tainted duo taking up the precious airspace around me.

      “You know who I’m happy for?” A devious smile comes to my lips and I pin it there. “Me. I happen to have a hot date in exactly six hours with the captain of the football team, and I’ve appointed myself his new personal masseuse. First, he takes all his clothes off—”

      “All of them?” Twat Wad bobs her blonde head in disbelief, her voice reaching an all-new crescendo.

      “Every last stitch.” My lips expand in Justin’s direction. Honest to God, I never thought I’d smile at him again, and here I am grinning like a loon. “Then I get the oil, which I’ve preheated to a toasty one hundred degrees, and we go at it. That man’s chest might as well be made of sculpted marble. Of course, my hands aren’t nearly enough to cover that rock-solid ground. I think tonight I’ll take off all my clothes and get my entire body into it.”

      Twat Wad drops her pouty little lips open, and Justin growls out something unintelligible.

      “Have I mentioned he’s the head of the football team?” Honestly, I don’t know squat about football. Is there a head? A tail? I swear for the life of me, I can’t remember the name of the position Knox said he played. A lint tracker?

      Justin’s eyes fill in with an inhuman amount of rage, and the hand holding his coffee begins to shake uncontrollably. The lid pops off his drink as he squeezes the shit out of it, and a boiling black waterfall douses both his jeans and that of the village idiot still holding onto him for dear life. Although, let’s face it, they’re both gunning for that title.

      “Shit!” He jumps back and makes a beeline for the restroom.

      “Look what you’ve done!” Tiny Twat rages in my direction and both Trixie and I exchange a quick glance.

      “As much as I’d love to have telekinetic powers, I’m afraid your new beau is responsible for your dry-cleaning bill.”

      “You did this!” She shakes a slender finger at me and I can’t help but note her fingernails are chewed to the nubs much like Justin’s. I guess they do have something in common after all. “You filled his head with all those lies! Knox isn’t going to let you touch him. He’s still mourning after me. I’m the girl who stole his heart. He told me so himself. And as much as Justin and I have going, Knox is mine. Stay away from him,” she pants hard while looking over to Trixie. “If you love your brother, you will make sure he steers clear of this one. She’s nothing but trouble and you and I both know it.” She takes off for the restroom herself.

      “Good riddance!” I shout out after her, and a few of my sorority sisters seated at the next table give a light applause—so, of course, I take a mock bow before smearing a shit-eating grin in Trixie’s direction.

      “Let me guess”—I give a subtle wink—“I’ve impressed the hell out of you.”

      “Not really.” The smile drops from her face and she glares over at me as if I just ate her lunch. “As I was saying before we were so rudely interrupted by that Semen Demon—”

      “Good one!” I’m liking Trixie more and more by the minute.

      “As I was saying”—her jaw redefines itself—“you’d better watch your back.” Her eyes slit to nothing as she leans in hard. “Because if you screw with my brother, it’s me you’re going to have a problem with. I’m watching you.” She bolts out the door before I can reply. Probably a good thing since my jaw has rooted to the table.

      What the hell was that?

      And here I thought she liked me. It looks as if the She Toberman is equally as obnoxious as Knox.

      Figures.
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* * *

      I get Knox’s number from Lawson, because even though technically he’s Knox’s stepbrother, Lawson is my Greek big bro, which I’d like to think gives me more familial leverage with him.

      Where do you live so I can properly stalk you?

      I figured if I asked Lawson for Knox’s address it would have been genuinely weird of me to just show up at his door. This way at least he knows I’m coming.

      It takes a minute, but my phone lights up as Knox surrenders his address.

      Your sister wouldn’t happen to be there, would she?

      No use in pretending we’re friends. Sure, what she did was the obligatory sisterly thing to do—hell, if Henry was ever in the same position, I’d threaten bodily assault by way of wielding a bat, but still. I’m not up for any more of her sisterly shenanigans.

      No. Should she be?

      I laugh a moment. Only if you need backup, sweetheart.

      He texts right back. I think I can take you.

      A line of heat bisects my stomach at the thought of Knox taking me in any physical capacity and Sylvia hums in approval. Down, girl. But that kiss. My mind swims with future possibilities as Sylvia guns for a kiss of her own. Maybe I do need another one—just to be sure that whole best kiss ever thing was sort of a one-off. There’s no way he’s that good a kisser. Emotions were high that night. If my dog had licked me, I would have thought it was the best kiss ever. I’ll have to try to get Knox to demonstrate for me at some point in time, but when? Who knows when we’ll be in the presence of the jackass brigade again. Although with me around, the chances seem high. I can’t seem to shake them these days.

      I head over past The Row, past another two blocks until I come upon a ritzy neighborhood where the houses are bigger and the cars in the driveway cost as much as one year at Whitney Briggs. My parents are both alumni, so I’ve been primed to be a Mustang all my life. Most of the kids at Briggs have parents who are rolling in it, but I know for a fact both Ava and Lucky are there on scholarship. And seeing that this ritzy neighborhood is so close to WB, it doesn’t surprise me that the Range Rover quota just shot up a hundred percent. Hey? Maybe Laney and Ryder would be interested in this area? Just glancing up the street, I see at least two For Sale signs. Ha. I’ve just done my research for the weekend. Come Monday, I’ll have something spectacular to show them.

      I glance at my phone and double check the address on the stone-covered home with the white pickup in the driveway before making my way up and giving a brisk knock.

      The night air hangs dead and weighted, wet with perspiration all its own as the humidity skyrockets.

      The door swings open, but it’s not the cool air-conditioned breeze that has me panting with excitement. It’s the fact Knox Toberman is wearing nothing but a pair of flimsy shorts. There he is, muscular to a fault, those ridges along his abs are all that I thought they would be, and then some. Those thick biceps of his seem to be flexed they bulge so much, and the long ropey veins in his arms jump as he pulls the door open further.

      “Come in.” A wicked grin flirts with his lips. “You’re letting in all the hot air.”

      “Oh, right.” I stumble inside to the cool, dare I say immaculately clean living room—gray hardwood floors, steel coffee table, off-white couches. “Wow,” I muse. “It actually looks nice in here. I guess I was expecting empty pizza boxes and beer cans rolling around on the floor.”

      “That would be the frat house across from where you live.” His eyes lock onto mine a moment as the heat level rises between us despite the icy breeze blowing in from above. He nods me over to the next room. “I’ll give you the tour.”

      We step into the kitchen, aka a work of art with its white shaker cabinets, white marble countertops, and I actually head over to the island and lie over it a moment with my arms spread wide.

      “Oh my God,” I moan over the cool, creamy goodness.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m giving it a hug.” I look up to find the supersized fridge and gasp as I run over. “Sub-Zero!” My eyes twitch around to gawk at all the appliances. “Wolf stove, red knobs. God, the food you can cook!” I step over to a tiny wall oven. “Dear God, is this a steamer?”

      Knox gives a demonic grin as if I were the only meal he was interested in. Have I mentioned he’s practically naked? My God, the boy is cut.

      “You’re either hungry or trying to sell me on my home.” He frowns a moment. “Forest the Pervert would be proud.”

      A tiny laugh works up my throat. “He’s not a pervert. He just likes the ladies.” And I happen to be one of them. “Besides, I know my way around a gourmet kitchen. It’s one of the amenities of home I miss most. So, is that why you chose this place over the dorms? It’s genius if you ask me.”

      “Not necessarily, but feel free to call me genius anytime you like.” He bends over and picks up a black cat with white paws and a matching fluffy belly. “This is the real genius reason why I chose this place. Harper, meet Fish.” He glides the cat my way a second. “Fish, meet Harper.”

      Honest to God, there is nothing hotter, nothing sexier than a beautiful man petting a fat, fluffy pussy. I sigh into my own ridiculousness.

      “Hello, Fish.” I give the cute kitty a quick scratch between the ears and its yellow eyes close lazily.

      “When Trix and I moved out, we knew our dad wasn’t about to deal with Fish, so I got an off-campus house for him.” He gives the tiny feline a quick cuddle and my panties wet in an instant. Holy heck, did I just douse myself at the sight of Knox Toberman getting cute with his cat? I’m horny as hell, that’s all. This has nothing whatsoever to do with the boy in question. It’s clear I need to take things into my own hands—or hand as it were.

      “That’s very heroic of you. Giving up the frat house and all of its alcohol-laden offerings is a pretty big deal.” I make a face while contently scratching away between Fish’s ears. “And Fish? Now that’s a name. I see what you did there.”

      “It was Trixie’s idea. She’s got a dry sense of humor.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. I’ve had the privilege of experiencing it firsthand. I just met her, and less than ten minutes later, she threatened me within an inch of my life.”

      His eyes widen with horror before he closes them in defeat. “Please, ignore her.”

      “I won’t. First of all, she has every right to threaten whatever ho bag you decide to leash yourself to, seeing that your track record hasn’t been too stellar. I’d do the same for my brother.”

      “Brother, huh?” He smacks his lips as if the thought made him wary. “How old is this brother?”

      “Twenty-seven. And as much as he’d like to probably kick both your ass and Justin’s, the act alone might kill him.” My shoulders sag at the sad reality. “He has cystic fibrosis.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.” He winces.

      “I’ll save you the trip to Dr. Google once I’m gone. He’s got mucus clogging up his lungs, making it difficult for him to breathe. He has an oxygen tank he needs to lug around with him. The disease is a little different for everyone. But Henry has it pretty bad.” I try to shrug it off. Not sure why I went there. I’m pretty certain in those few brief sentences we’ve just discussed Henry more than Justin and I ever did. “So you see, the only familial threat to anyone around here is Trixie.” Just the thought of it sends a shiver up my spine. “She doesn’t have any psychiatric issues, does she?”

      He belts out a laugh. “Not anything official. She’s pretty much harmless, though.” He bears into me a moment with those laughing eyes, and something deep inside them says maybe she’s not that harmless. “Come on. I’ll finish the dime’s worth of a tour.” Knox takes us down the hall to the first bedroom, nothing in it but a bunch of boxes and a rumpled sleeping bag in the corner.

      “Trix stayed there the first few nights. She doesn’t do well on her own. But as luck would have it, her roommate showed up early and they’re both taking summer classes, so she’s content to be away from me—for now.”

      “You two are pretty close, huh?” I find it sweet the way they look out for one another, even if it does involve threatening physical violence.

      “I don’t think it gets much closer. But not in a creepy way. She’s just someone who’s always been there for me and vice versa. I’d hate to think we’d ever lose that.”

      “Nice. Have you threatened any of her boyfriends yet?”

      A gleeful grin spreads ear-to-ear as he leans in. The heat from his body emanates to mine and my stomach dips to my feet. “That’s exactly why Trix doesn’t have any boyfriends.”

      “You’re a real couple of bookends.”

      He points across the hall. “Guest bathroom.”

      “Guest bathroom? As in you have two all to yourself?”

      “Don’t forget Fish.”

      “Oh my God.” I step inside my newfound nirvana, but it’s not the gorgeous marble countertop that has me unable to catch my breath. It’s the freestanding clawfoot tub that I hear singing out my name. “Oh, sweet baby Jesus.” I fall to my knees in front of it in a blatant act of worship. “Oh, the bath bombs I could launch in you!”

      “The what?” he honks, affronted as if bath bomb were code for a bodily malfunction.

      “A bubble bath, you moron.” I give the tub a hearty embrace and groan as I envision all of the lovely books I could read while snuggled in its sturdy iron arms.

      “I’m not the one having a religious experiment with a bathtub.”

      “Fine.” I let him help me to my feet, and his warm hand sends a quick jolt right up my arm, down my ribcage, and straight to those wild rivers that seem to be rushing for him.

      Ugh! I hate that I’m wound tighter than a two-dollar watch. I need to unleash, and quick. I’m back to eyeing the tub. “You wouldn’t mind if I took a bath sometime, would you? I mean, I am letting you suck face whenever you feel the need.” I leer at him, hoping he might suddenly feel the need.

      Gah! What the hell am I saying? Do not let Knox Toberman suck your face! Not without the proper audience, of course. I’ll have to kick my own ass if I fall victim to those perfect bowtie lips. For a moment, they mesmerize me.

      “Follow me before this gets weird.” He leads me out and to another spare bedroom—this one laden with a desk and printer, a bookshelf with actual books lining the racks, and I’m more than impressed. “And then there’s my room.” He leads me to the last room, the master with its huge expansive wingspan, its en suite bathroom.

      “Wow, you are really living high on the luxury hog. I think you lucked out ending up with the cat.”

      A dark laugh strums from him. “I happen to agree.”

      I step over to the enormous bed sitting right on the floor, the way God intended, and lie over it, spreading my arms wide as I swing them back and forth. “So, this is where the magic happens?”

      “Nope. Not yet anyway.” He makes a face and looks cuttingly gorgeous. I swear, scowling just makes him look that much hotter. “Jen and I never. I mean, I just moved in last week, so—”

      “Oh.” I hop off, suddenly fearing for the fact I could have been lounging around on her ho drippings. “I’m glad. Or I’d have to help you burn it.”

      He pushes out a quiet smile, but that pained look in his eyes says it all. “Do you really think they?” He lets the question hang there without finishing it. But he doesn’t have to. I wouldn’t want to either.

      “Who cares?” I shudder at the thought as if maybe I do. “Hey! I know what we can do. Let’s raid that behemoth fridge of yours. I’m starved.”

      He grimaces at the thought. “We can raid it all we want, but it will still be empty. I’ve yet to hit the store.”

      “Then let’s do it.” I give a weak shrug. “I mean, that’s what couples do, right? And at least that way we’ll be seen in public. It’s a start. I know for a fact Justin still follows all of my social media accounts—not to mention the fact he’s been psychotically updating his.” I don’t bother telling Knox about the fireside selfie with the two of them obnoxiously cuddled in one another’s arms. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was the real deal. But after hearing Jen’s little step-off-my-man speech, I’m pretty sure it’s not.

      “I got it.” Knox pulls me to the bed and rumples the comforter before patting a spot next to him.

      “You really are a genius.” I lie next to him and mess my hair up with my fingers a bit before laying my head over the warmth of this bare-naked chest. My insides pinch with a heat of their own as the heady scent of his spiced cologne infiltrates my senses. My ear touches his flesh, skin-to-skin, and my body drinks down the wild, pulsating sensation. And then, as if someone flipped on a switch, his heart gives a heavy wallop. One after the other, like some dark gong echoing in rhythm, it beats throughout his body. I hold up my phone in front of us. “Say revenge!”

      “Revenge,” he growls it out low and primal, and that tender spot between my thighs quivers uncontrollably with something just this side of ecstasy.

      It looks like Knox was wrong.

      There is still plenty of magic happening on his bed.
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* * *

      Knox drives us down to Hollow Brook Farms, an upscale market less than a mile from his home. No sooner do we get inside than I check my status—all the likes are up, and several of my sisters have publicly declared they’re happy I’ve moved on. Both Ava and Lucky give a thumbs-up before sending a group text that says nothing more than WTF?

      But I put my phone away for now. I’m in a grocery store that specializes in all things gourmet. Plus, they’re notorious for giving away the best samples at the end of every single aisle. A win-win if you ask me.

      “Technically, this will be our first dinner date since I plan to load up on all the freebies I can,” I say as he pulls a cart from the queue.

      “I’d say you sound like a cheap date, but I have a feeling this place is about to set me back a notch.” He gives a quick wink.

      “I’ll go in halves with you. We should probably keep things Dutch anyway, you know, not to muddy the waters too much.”

      “I think it’s pretty safe to say the waters are pretty muddy at this point. And don’t worry. I’ve got this. Despite the fact my father lost his shirt, my trust fund came out unscathed.”

      “Ooh, a fellow trust fund baby!” I give a little hop. “It turns out we have more in common than I first thought. My father is a real estate magnet in New York. He owns properties around the country as well.” I shrug it off as if it were no big billion-dollar deal. “His wealth doesn’t define me, though. I won’t let it. I’ve seen what it’s done to him and my mother.”

      “Are they still together?” Knox looks hopeful as if this might be good news, and trust me, it would have been.

      “Nope. They bit the dust ages ago. I guess that’s why I tried to hang onto Justin long after I probably should have kicked him to the curb. I just wanted something solid that would last. It seems to work for everyone else. Maybe my family is just jinxed that way.”

      He pauses a moment in front of the organic bananas and I pop a small bunch into the cart.

      “That’s exactly how I felt. My parents not getting along came out of nowhere, and before I knew it, my mother was being carted off to prison.”

      I freeze with my hand out just as I’m about to squeeze a tomato.

      “It’s a long story.” He shakes it off. “Anyway they’re divorced and I’m not dwelling on it. I guess that whole happily ever after thing is just for fairytales.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Suddenly, I’m far too dejected to squeeze anything set before me.

      “How about we forget all about love and exes and the horror stories from our past and just go crazy trying to satisfy our appetite? As in food.” I glare at him a moment. Just because he’s wounded doesn’t change the fact he’s a guy with a very real time bomb between his legs that needs to go off routinely as a part of its maintenance.

      His cheek slides up one side, sly and seductive, as if he’s just read my thoughts. “Sounds like a deal.”

      We drop all of the organic veggies and fruits into the cart that we can before we end up staring at the wall of magical pleasure otherwise known as the cheese aisle.

      “You simply don’t get a variety like this at the tiny supermarket they’ve jammed in the corner of the bookstore,” I say, picking up a golden piece of Gouda and taking in its heavenly smoky scent. “You know—I consider myself a flexible vegan. I’d go all the way, but I can’t seem to commit due to my love for all things curdled. Does Gouda sound gouda to you?”

      He makes a face. “Now that’s a cheesy one-liner.” He takes the brick of cheese from me. “Are you kidding? I love this stuff on toasted sourdough—San Francisco style, of course. And I don’t mind it sprinkled on my margherita pizza, either.”

      “Finally, a man who speaks my language—formaggio to be exact.” We head to the frozen aisle and find all kinds of gluten-free vegan pizzas—which we shall soon corrupt with all things Gouda. “Oh my God.” I yank a box from the shelf. “This one has been blessed with truffles!”

      “Truffles?” Knox lets out a guttural groan as if he’s craved the fungus all his life. “We’d better get six boxes just to be safe.”

      “God, I love you.”

      Knox and I sail from aisle to aisle, experiencing food porn like never before, moaning and groaning, filling up our cart with the yummiest, and dare I say priciest treats known to man. “What should we get to drink?” I ask as we eye the beautifully shaped bottles in a rainbow of pastels that adorn the beverage aisle.

      “Pellegrino,” we say in unison and share a quick laugh.

      “You’re a food snob and I love it,” I say, loading us up with six bottles.

      He steps in close, warming me with his body heat, and his eyes settle over mine as if there was no place else they’d rather be. Knox purses those lips and accidentally sets off an entire throng of butterflies in my stomach. Funny, I don’t ever remember Justin setting off anything in my stomach other than nausea.

      “How do you feel about caviar?” he says it low and husky, and about ten different girls in the vicinity sigh in unison.

      “Are you kidding?” I swear on all that is holy, I almost just replicated that mini orgasm I had on his bed right here in front of God and S. Pellegrino. “Hell yes, I love it. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I nod toward the refrigerated section once again.

      “Let’s do it. We just had the most miserable week of our lives. I say we deserve a little treat.”

      We find a small variety of tiny bottles the shape and size of a silver dollar and settle on the mid-priced brand that features sturgeon. And both Knox and I groan as I place it into the cart.

      “I can practically taste the beautiful salty goodness popping over my tongue.” I take a step in close to him and a hand interjects itself between us.

      “You kids gotta try this!” An elderly woman who looks generically like everyone’s grandma hands us each a piece of dark candy in a cup. “Caramel roasted in creamy Dutch chocolate, not too sweet, and just a hint of salt to finish it off. It’s from Belgium!” Her eyes grow wide and she says Belgium as if it were Mars. “First time in the states this week!” she beams before heading off to a crowd of girls coming up behind us. Knox and I waste no time popping the delectable fudgy treat into our mouths, and we let out another choir of groans as we let the chocolaty goodness melt in our mouth.

      “So freaking good,” he moans through his words. His lids hang low as if he were loaded, and for a second it looks as if all of his lust is directed at me.

      A hard moan rips from me as I get lost in those candy blue eyes of his. “We’ll have to get a box for sure.”

      “Salty and sweet”—his Adam’s apple swings up and down as he sears his gaze over my features—“with just enough notes of dark chocolate to finish it off.”

      “Dark notes.” I nod as I step in close to him, and before I know it, his chest is pressed close to mine. I can feel the heat emanating off his body like a forest fire, those eyes of his hood even lower as if he was staring down his next sweet treat. And both Sylvia and I sort of hope he is.

      “So very good,” I pant as my eyes magnetize to his lips. God knows I’ve been craving another delicious bite ever since that night at the Black Bear. “You know, I recognize some of the people here from school.” I swallow hard, embarrassed to go any further with the implication.

      He glances to our left. “Those are Jen’s friends.” He nods as if totally onboard with what needs to happen next.

      “Really?” A prickling of excitement runs through me, and suddenly I’m alert, alive, awake, making everything that came before this moment seem like a sleepy dream. “Then by all means, we should give them something to report.” That tiny twat and her empty threats come back to me. Honestly, if she ever kissed these lips, why would she leave them?

      “I think maybe you’re right.” His arms find a home around my waist and my body electrifies to life. “Maybe we should give them something to talk about.”

      Knox comes in close, his lids growing ever so heavy, closing his eyes at the last possible moment.

      My heart drums up to my throat, because dear God, THIS IS HAPPENING!

      His mouth glides over mine and a searing heat rips through my body, hot as a furnace, and in that instance, I know it’s real. Knox’s kisses are electric, mandatory for a healthy long life, sexually healing in the very best way. His tongue slips into my mouth, soft and tender at first, and then in a moment we’re probing, tasting the chocolate goodness still coating one another’s mouth, licking it down as if it were our very last meal. Knox digs his fingers into the back of my hair and pushes our mouths together, harder, far more demanding, far more passionate than anything we shared at the Black Bear. And just like that, the impossible happens. Knox Toberman’s kisses are like fine wine that just get better with time. They highlight the fact I have never really been kissed before, not like this, not in any way that mattered. I should pen both Janelle and Justin a thank you note for landing me in the only arms I ever want to be in—Knox Toberman’s.
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      Harper Shelton’s mouth is North Carolina’s best-kept secret.

      If I didn’t think that first kiss at the Black Bear could get any better, I was wrong. Scratch that. I was fucking wrong. Just the feel of her soft little tongue probing my mouth made me hard. Not a good look for the grocery store. We hit the register and I insist on picking up the astronomical bill. But who am I kidding? This is better food than I’ve eaten in a year. The food of my youth, caviar and expensive cheeses. I can’t wait to get home and feast, and judging by those lusty groans Harper keeps throwing when she looks at the cart, she’s feeling the very same way.

      We wheel our cart full of treasures right out the door, and no sooner do we hit the night air than I see it from across the parking lot.

      Just when I didn’t think Harper Shelton could get any more perfect, we both freeze in our tracks at the glowing neon sign blinking on and off in the window of the Silver Spoon Restaurant and Bakery. All fresh baked pies half off!

      “Oh my shit,” Harper whispers.

      “The sign doesn’t lie.” I toss the groceries into the cab of the truck and we head on over.

      The inside of the Silver Spoon is crowded, with the bakery humming with hungry people just waiting to get their hands on the fresh baked goodness.

      “My God, what a paradise we’ve stumbled upon!” Harper manically peruses the selections. “Fruit pies, cream pies, specialty pies, cheesecake pies!” She looks up at me, and I’m stunned at how cuttingly gorgeous she is. Harper can easily be a supermodel if she wanted. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if she is one. “Have we died and gone to heaven?”

      “If your definition of heaven consists of a variety of half-priced pies, then yes, we have very much arrived.” A part of me wants to tell her she belongs here. She looks like an angel.

      “Yes.” She pushes in close to my chest as we wait for our number to be called. “So, how many do we want to get?”

      I step back with a laugh and reflexively my arm swivels around her waist. “I’m glad you asked how many and not which one.” My affect darkens as I glance to the selection. “Janelle hated pies, so we never did this.”

      “What?” Her hands land over my chest as her eyes fill with outrage. “Only soulless people don’t like pie! Everybody loves pie. There’s a pie for every person on this planet. What’s not to love?”

      “I feel the exact same way.” My hand drops lower without meaning to and I accidentally graze her bottom. “Sorry.” I hold my arms up a moment.

      “Don’t be.” She reaches up and places my hands square on her hips. “I think we should take advantage of every public moment with a display of affection.” Her bottom lip tugs down a moment. “Even if it is false. I mean, it couldn’t hurt, right?”

      “No.” I take a step in and fall into her marbled green-brown eyes. “It couldn’t hurt.” But a pain sears through my chest like maybe it might.

      They call our number and we load up on five pies, no thanks to some last-minute indecisiveness.

      We climb into the truck and laugh all the way home at our culinary haul. Harper and I unload the groceries in less than three trips. She lines the pies up along the island while I set out our edible treasures for us to inspect.

      “Where do we start?” I ask as I step back beside her.

      “How about we throw a pizza into the oven, and while that’s cooking, we enjoy some caviar and sparkling water?”

      A smile twitches on my lips. Harper Shelton has a body that looks like it was designed by Ferrari and a mind that perfectly meshes with my own. If I didn’t know better, I’d say fate just threw me the ideal woman.

      “Sounds like the perfect start to the perfect evening.” We put away the rest of the groceries and I pull out a couple of champagne flutes Trixie gave me.

      “I’ll grab the cheese and crackers—the caviar, of course.”

      “I’ve got the fake bubbly.” I hold up the green bottle and glasses as we head over to the sofa. I flip on the TV, not really paying attention to where it lands, and both Harper and I sit so close our legs are touching.

      “You do this often?” She hands me the caviar, and I pop it open before pouring us each a glass full of sparkling goodness.

      “Only on days that end in Y.” I touch my glass to hers, and the sound of the crystal chiming makes Fish look up from his slumber.

      “You wish.” She hands me a cracker, and we both dip into the tiny reserve of sturgeon eggs. “On three.” Her lips part, revealing that glossy pink tongue of hers, and my mouth waters on cue. “Three.”

      We pop the crackers into our mouths at once, and I savor the feel of the caviar detonating onto my tongue.

      “I love it when it pops like that,” I grunt with approval. “So, where’d you grow up? You a Bel Terra girl?” If she is, I haven’t seen her around.

      “Nope. Hollow Meadows.” She wrinkles her nose as if she disapproved of her upright, uptight upbringing. “Boarding school whole nine years. I’m still close to my sister and brother, though. Harley will be at Briggs next year, and Henry’s finished his graduate work. He’s not exactly able to join the workforce, so he’s working on a book—a joke book.” Her cheeks darken as if embarrassed for him. “He’s a great guy. You’d like him. He loves pie.”

      “Sounds like we’d get along. So, your mother’s the artist, huh? You mentioned she had her work in a gallery?”

      “She couldn’t get in one, so she did the only sensible thing a socialite can do—she bought one.” She shovels in another cracker with a healthy mountain of caviar, and her eyes roll to the ceiling.

      My dick starts to knock against my boxers. If Harper keeps having food orgasms, I might be moved to excuse myself to catch a little relief.

      She clears her throat before taking a quick sip. “I bet all the cheerleaders are sure glad you’re single. Are they knocking down the door yet?”

      “No. They all think I’m in a relationship with you, remember?” I give a sly wink before downing my drink.

      “So—at the supermarket you mentioned something about your mom.” Her brows flex with worry. Harper grows quiet and shrugs her shoulders as if she couldn’t get the rest of the question out.

      “Oh yeah, it’s fine. I can talk about it. Trix and I were just kids when it happened. We didn’t really understand what was going on. All I knew was that Saturdays were spent at Mom’s new home, a correctional facility a couple hours from where we lived. She essentially took the fall for something my father did with his company. It wasn’t anything either of them could help, but when she got out, they were pretty much done. It was tough, but we powered through it. She remarried last summer to Lawson’s dad.”

      “Oh!” Her eyes brighten the color of springtime, and I get caught in their spell a moment. “So that’s the connection, yes.” She flicks off her shoes and brings her feet underneath her. And there she is—spread eagle in those tiny little shorts, and my gaze darts south without meaning to.

      “My eyes are up here, honey.” She blinks up at me as I meet with their gaze.

      “Sorry.” That I got caught.

      “That you got caught.”

      As soon as the words leave her mouth, we share a laugh.

      “So tell me something about yourself.” I study the curve of her cheek, nothing but a sheer cliff. I’ve never seen cheekbones that high. “Something nobody else knows about you.”

      “You’re into secrets, huh?” She bites down on that full, luscious lip, and my dick perks to life. “I’m afraid of heights.” She shrugs it off as if it’s no big deal. “But who isn’t, right?”

      “Me.” I give a slight wink and she swats me over the knee. Something in me cinches at the thought of being swatted by Harper.

      “Seriously. Half the people in the world are. It’s not some obscure phobia or anything. Just don’t make any plans to drive me to the nearest ledge and expect me to throw my arms in the air and scream I’m the king of the world. Not happening.”

      “Duly noted. Anything else?”

      “I love to stuff my face with gummy bears.” Her eyes dip to my crotch as if I’ve got a big one tucked out of sight. And hell, I wish I did. “I’m also part Blackfoot Indian on my father’s side. People think that’s something.”

      “That just upped your cool factor by two hundred percent.” That must be where the stunning bone structure comes from, that smooth honey skin.

      Her brows hike into her forehead. “Just two hundred?”

      “Two fifty.”

      We share a quiet laugh, and an awkward lull hits the conversation.

      “So that kiss.” She takes a deep breath. “I mean, wow—are you always that much of a powerhouse, or were you pulling out all the stops for me? Inquiring minds want to know.” Her leg grazes over mine, and something quickens in me at the touch of her skin.

      “That was me on half-speed. You ain’t seen nothing yet.” I give a sly wink, but my face heats at the idea I just brazenly set it out there like that.

      “I’ll admit, I’m a little rusty.” Her cheeks brighten like cherries. “It’s been a while since Justin and I did just about anything.” She swallows hard, and I can’t help but lean in and close the gap between us.

      “Rusty, huh?” My finger glides down her cheek, soft as summer rain. “Maybe we should practice a little, just to make sure you’ve got your A game when it’s show time.”

      “Right.” She sets down her glass as her face continues to darken. “I’d hate to zig and for you to zag. Our noses could collide and we’d be a laughing stock.”

      A moment bounces by with our eyes locked over one another, and the air grows electric between us. “I wouldn’t want for that to happen.”

      She glances to the kitchen. “I think we have a few minutes before the pizza is done. Maybe we should make the best of it?”

      I pull her over my lap, my breathing already erratic, and for a second our eyes widen in tandem. Harper looks like someone who stepped out of the pages of a magazine, an exotic creature, something unearthly. When I saw her for the first time a few weeks back, I remember thinking she can’t be real—and here she is, mounting me like we’re about to dry fuck.

      “Those lips,” I whisper as I press her head down to mine. Our mouths fuse together, wet and hot while she grinds her hips over mine, putting all her weight into it. This time the hard-on comes and I don’t stop it. Don’t want to.

      Harper is a master in my mouth, dominating it in the very best way. Her cool hands float up my shirt, and the feel of her skin touching over mine drives a thick groan up my throat. We kiss for what feels like hours, ten blissful weeks. My hands tug at her hair, rake up and down her back as I press her body over mine. Harper has a body, a woman’s body with curves in all the right places. My hands float down to her hips and I give a gentle squeeze, just begging to drive her down over me like a ragdoll. I want her. Hell, my body needs her. Our kisses grow more erratic, messier by the moment, and just as I’m about to flip her onto the couch and take her, the smoke alarm goes off.

      We pull apart abruptly, her lips bloated and red with fury.

      “I’d better take care of that.” I head to the kitchen and shove a broom handle at the alarm, slapping the shit out of it until it shuts the hell up. Then soon after I head into the bathroom and do the same to my dick. I can’t help it. I’m a guy with basic needs and having a girl as beautiful as Harper jumping up and down on my lap, doling out those hot and heavy kisses can only lead to one thing. I take a quick shower and show up in the living room once again with a sheepish grin on my face.

      “Is it time for pie?” She bites down on her lower lip, looking cute as hell.

      “It’s always time for pie.”
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* * *

      The weekend melts by and no sign of Harper on Saturday. By Sunday night, I figure I’ve crossed the line and she wants nothing more to do with me. We ate our way through the night and half the food was gone when she left, so no need to come back for seconds. What was I thinking kissing her like that? Letting her ride my lap as if we had already crested all the proper bases? She felt my hard-on. There’s not even a question about that. I freaked her out. She probably thinks I’ve rigged that Justin-Janelle hookup just to scam off her this entire time. Harper is beautiful enough that men should devise such schemes in order to get one of those kisses she doles out. I’m back to the maxim I had since day one—she’s too beautiful to be real.

      I’m at the Black Bear when Forest shows up, and I about have a heart attack seeing his face anywhere but the office.

      “I was just having dinner with a client.” He slaps me over the shoulder. “Hey, didn’t I give you the Capwell file?”

      “Yes, you did.” I can’t help but frown at his overtly orange spray tan, his day-glow white teeth. He’s got his pressed suit on, his shiny loafers, and he looks as if he belongs anywhere but a college bar. A thousand bucks says he’s here picking up on the coeds.

      “Good. I’ll introduce you. They’re both here.” He gives a quick look around. “No date, huh? Going through a dry spell?”

      “Sort of.” I’m not about to confess my boner problems to what amounts to my boss.

      “You need to get on that piece we’ve got working down at the office.” He blows out a breath as if taking in a fine wine. “She’s single. I asked.”

      The dude had better not be talking about Harper. A violent fury infiltrates my bones and the sudden urge to snap his spine hits me. “Harper and I are just friends. She’s just getting over a breakup.” Not sure why I went there.

      “So she’s vulnerable.” His brows pitch as if he’s getting a few bright—read lousy ideas. “That means she’s prime for the picking.”

      A couple walks past us and leans in to wave.

      “Hey”—he pulls them in—“Ryder, Laney, this is…” He squints into me for help, and for a moment I’m tempted to let him flounder.

      “Knox Toberman.” I stand up and shake both their hands. The dude looks beefy like maybe he played a sport in his prime, and the woman is a petite brunette who looks shockingly familiar.

      “That’s it.” Forest shoots me with his finger. “Foxy Knoxy here will be showing you around next week.”

      “That’s great!” the girl bubbles with excitement. “I’d better get back to work.” She winks my way. “I’m super excited to get started with this!”

      She takes off, and thankfully so does Forest.

      “She works here.” Ryder ticks his head toward the bar, and suddenly it’s clear why I was vaguely associating her with nachos. “You look familiar.” Ryder winces as he inspects me.

      “You might know Rex, my older brother. He’s the quarterback for the Mustangs.”

      “Ah, that must be it.” He points to the seat before me and I nod.

      “By all means.” We take a seat and he makes light chitchat about college life, the team, and he straightens for a second.

      “Wait a minute. I just figured out where I know you from. Right here at the bar. You were getting a burrito bath while making out with some chick. That’s where I know you.” He wags a congratulatory finger at me. “So, what’s the backstory?”

      Laney drops a basket of chips and salsa by the table and we dive right in.

      I tell Ryder about Janelle, about the brutal way I was exposed to her cheating ways. I give a quick rundown on how Harper and I ended up in that lip-lock sans the dirty details of our arrangement.

      “That’s brutal.” He drops his chip and leans back into his chair, stunned as if someone just shot his dog.

      “It was brutal. I’m glad it’s behind me.” Is it behind me? In a strange way, it feels like it is.

      “And what about Janelle?” He tips his head. “Does any part of you wish you were still together?”

      “No,” I spit it out quickly like venom. “She’s in the rearview mirror and I’m not looking back. I want no part of that insanity.”

      “What about that kiss you and Harper shared?” He leans in as if this just gets better, and in a way it does. “Do you think there’s something there?”

      I think on it a moment. “I don’t know.” I’d better not pour my broken heart over the table. The dude is just being nice. He didn’t sign up for a psychiatry session. “No, we’re just friends.” Ryder may as well be my boss. I’m pretty sure drawing a line in the sand is a good idea. “Harper’s actually my partner at the realty center. She’ll be helping us find you a new home come next week. This whole thing we got going is just a ploy to get back at our exes. We really can’t stand one another.” Okay, so I may have taken it too far.

      Ryder scans me as if looking for traces of bullshit. “I hear you.” He gets up and gives my hand a firm shake. “I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Will do.” I watch as he takes off, and that question he tossed out comes storming to the forefront of my brain.

      Is there something between Harper and me? Could there be?

      Before I can give it any serious thought, Rush comes in with someone unfamiliar, along with Eli holding up the rear.

      “What’s up, dude?” Rush slaps me five as the three of them take a seat. “This is Seth, my soon-to-be brother in-law, or something like that. My brother and his sister are engaged.”

      “Nice. The more family the merrier.” I mean that. I actually appreciate my stepsiblings.

      Laney comes by and we put in our orders. While Eli and Seth talk basketball, Rush takes the opportunity to lean in. “So, what’s up with you and Shelton?” he whispers for my ears only.

      “Nothing’s up.”

      Rush leans back with that preppy swagger of his. He’s donned his signature polo, his best jeans, and I can tell he didn’t just come to the Black Bear to hang out with the boys. Rush has serious game when it comes to the girls and he’s not in it to lose. I don’t think I’ve met anyone who’s bedded more chicks than Rushford Knight and not had their pecker fall off.  He’s essentially every father’s and brother’s worst nightmare.

      “I don’t believe you. Want to know why?” He pulls out his phone and there I am in bed, shirtless with a very hot as fuck Harper Shelton exuding lust for the camera.

      “It’s all a show.”

      “A damn convincing show.”

      A crowd comes in behind him, Lucky and Lawson, Ava and Grant, and they pull up seats at the table.

      Rush leans in, that shit-eating grin expanding on his face. “You were looking for her.”

      “So what if I was.”

      “Dude, I could see the disappointment on your face when she didn’t show.” He smacks me over the arm. “You’re getting in too deep. You either want her or you don’t. Figure it out.”

      “Figure it out.” I glance down to the other end of the table where Lawson has his arm draped around Lucky, Grant has assumed the same position with Ava. Maybe I just miss that? The casual nature of having someone by your side. I glance around the bar, trying to picture myself with any one of these girls, the blondes, the redheads, the laughing brunettes, and yet each time I envision myself with them, their faces slowly morph into Harper’s.

      I spend the next hour drifting in and out of the conversation at hand—my mind, my heart, and my entire body drifting back to that girl with those incredible kisses, Harper Shelton. And then it hits me like a pickax through the forehead.

      Hell yes, I want her.

      A dull smile comes to my lips.

      Who the hell wouldn’t want Harper Shelton?
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      The last three nights in a row are spent in a fetal position in a wingback chair facing the fireplace. Spending the night in the commons room is strictly forbidden, and anyone noticeably trying to catch eight hours of z’s on the sofas will be cited within an inch of their academic lives, so I opted for the less noticeable furniture in hopes to drift into a seamless slumber. Comfortable it was not. It was hell, actually. I’d crash in Ava and Lucky’s room, but I’d hate to ding their record when we haven’t even been residents of Kappa G for a month. And when I went to get ready for my internship this morning, I had to wait twenty minutes in line for a shower. And given my penchant for detesting standing in long lines, it only fostered my newfound disdain for the place. I honestly don’t know how much more of this I can take. No matter how much concealer I put under my eyes, I can still see those puffy dark circles I’m sporting.

      And after running twenty minutes behind, I jump into my car and head straight for downtown Jepson. Last night, I almost texted Knox and asked if we could carpool, go green, recycle the air we breathe together, and all that environmental crap just to be near him. Honest to God, the boy has not left my mind since that very first kiss. How is that possible? Is this some rare aftereffect of being dumped brutally by your boyfriend of two years, who suddenly has amnesia as to how close we really were? I mean, dear God, we exchanged I love yous hundreds of times! We talked about grad school, about our hopes and dreams, about… Hey—come to think of it, I was doing most of the talking. Justin was more or less nodding like a bobble head while noshing on whatever the waitress put in front of him. Ugh. He’s such a donkey, and as much as I hate to admit it, I was probably one too for fostering that false relationship like a blown glass heart I wouldn’t dare let anyone crush. But in the end, there was no love there—not from him anyway.

      Downtown Jepson comes up quick, and it hits me how close to the gallery I am. Maybe after I’m done with work I’ll swing by and surprise my mother. It’s been weeks since I’ve been home, and since we’re essentially within driving distance, I don’t have the greatest excuse.

      The realty center comes up and I take the parking spot next to Knox’s white truck. Just the sight of it brings a warm smile to my face. That trip to the grocery store was the best date I had ever been on. Pathetic as it might sound, it was actually pretty fun loading up on gourmet food with someone who actually has a palate for the finer things in life. Justin tried caviar once and almost vomited on my lap. In comparison, everything about Knox is a breath of fresh air.

      I get out of the car and step into the heat of the day, and suddenly I’m craving the cool air conditioning of Knox’s rental home. Wow, did I just think of Knox nonstop on the way over? This isn’t right. It’s almost as if I’m interested in the guy.

      I stop short.

      No freaking way.

      My heart breaks into a conga drum solo.

      I’m interested in Knox Toberman.

      I stare up at the heavy blue sky and withhold the urge to let a primal cry rip from my lungs. It can’t be true. That would make this a classic rebound, and ironically that’s exactly what Knox and I are trying to avoid.

      Oh crap. I take the next few steps toward the squatty white building, and my heart starts to pound so fast that I’m terrified I’ll pass out before I ever hit the door. Just knowing he’s in there has my blood racing, my entire body breaking out into a cold sweat, and those butterflies in my stomach just morphed into a bunch of rabid pigeons all trying to peck their way out.

      My hand clasps over the handle and I pause a moment.

      I’m into Knox. It’s happened. The rational side of me insists I’ve simply transposed all those feelings I had for Justin onto him. And yes, the illogical side of me says I’m in love and I don’t care who knows it. I’m all in, invested in what could be a very real forever, and I’ve only known the guy less than a couple of weeks. Glad to see I’ve kept my head about me like I swore I would.

      Happy greets me with her signature over exuberant hello as I enter, and I give an exuberant hello right back before heading to my cubicle. But the reality is, I’m about to see Knox, the boy who has me feeling lightheaded and faint and all of my newfound exuberance morphs right back into a bundle of nerves. My heart gives a few life-ending thuds as if its battery were about to die, thus taking me right along with it. But once I spot a young couple seated with him, I kick-start back to life.

      I can do this. It’s just Knox for Pete’s sake. But now that I realize I’m interested in more than a few staged kisses, it doesn’t feel like just Knox. It feels more like oh my God, it’s Knox! He’s gone from the annoying jock that I couldn’t wait to be rid of to the cute boy that I’m losing my shit over whenever I’m near him. Again, there’s apparently no middle ground with me.

      “And this is Harper.” Knox sheds a warm smile at the sight of me as the three of them look up from their shared laptop. “Harper, this is Ryder Capwell and his wife, Laney. I’ve shown them all the prospects and they’d really like to see the houses in Hollow Brook Heights.”

      “Oh, nice!” I’m quick to shake both of their hands. Ryder is handsome with wavy hair and a peaceable smile, and Laney is a drop-dead gorgeous little petite thing with eyes that say a thousand kind things at once. Instantly, I like them both. “Knox is renting in the area so we’re super familiar.”

      Laney gives a knowing nod. “I love that area. Plus, if I wanted, it would be walking distance to the Black Bear. I’m still waitressing while I finish grad school. It’s my final year. And after that, we’d like to get started on a family.”

      Ryder wraps his arm around her lovingly. “The waitressing gig is completely optional, but we’re good friends with the owners, and Laney’s been working with her best friend for years.”

      “Baya is like my sister.” She gives a tiny shrug as if to say she’s guilty. “We’re actually going to try to time our children so they can grow up together, so don’t be surprised if you get another client soon. She and Bryson are at the Briggs Apartment Building, and I think they’re ready for an upgrade.”

      “Oh”—a thought comes to me—“there are actually a few homes available on the street. You could always have them come and check them out as well. If you’re going to raise your kids together, it sure wouldn’t hurt if you were neighbors.”

      “Oh my God, you’re brilliant!” She gets right to texting, and the three of us share a laugh.

      Knox bears those cool eyes into mine and my insides burn with fire. I’m pretty sure having a sexual experience in front of prospective clients is a no-no, but with this boy around, well, the clients had better get used to it. That tender part of me begins to quiver. There are some things beyond Sylvia’s control, and the feelings Knox Toberman invokes in her are one of them.

      “I’ve got the codes to the lockboxes.” Knox gives a slight wink. “Let’s head over and check out some homes.”

      I pile into Knox’s truck while Laney and Ryder follow us in their Beamer. I desperately want to say something, anything, but no matter what my brain tries to spit out, I deem it stupid and unworthy and I’m rendered awkwardly silent instead.

      “You look good today.” He ticks a quick smile my way before reverting his attention to the road.

      “So do you. Those jeans really bring out your eyes.” Oh my fuck. Somebody sew my lips shut. Those jeans bring out your eyes? That’s psycho is what that is. But it also happens to be the God’s honest blue jean truth.

      “Thanks, I think.” His lips purse as he stares down the road with a puzzled look. “I’ve got tons of pie left over. You’re welcome to—”

      “I would love to!” I shout so loud, so fast it sounds more like a warning than an acceptance of a rather banal offer. Oh dear God. I slide down in my seat, wishing it would open up to some other realm where stupid people get sucked into.

      He gives a warm laugh. It’s clear I don’t bring out the nerves or the ridiculousness in him. Which sort of makes me wonder if my sudden infatuation is one-sided.

      A stunted silence comes up and clogs the car stiff like gelatin. I’ve never felt so uncomfortable around a person in my life. I sneak a glance and I’m instantly captivated by those high cheekbones, that beautiful straight nose—God help me, I think this is the first nose I’ve actually admired in my life—and those lips. My thighs start to quiver as I edge dangerously close to helping myself to a damn good time.

      We pull up to the first house, a quaint colonial, and I shoot out of the truck as if escaping my captor.

      Laney and Ryder are already at the door, admiring the wraparound porch and peeking in through the windows for a sneak preview.

      “I love this place!” Laney bursts with exuberance before Knox has a chance to get the door open.

      Ryder shakes his head playfully at me. “She’s not supposed to fall in love so quickly, is she?”

      My heart cinches and I cut a quick look to Knox, and my entire body heats head to toe like a wildfire.

      I clear my throat. “I guess sometimes love just sweeps you off your feet before you know what’s happened.” I glance sheepishly to Knox. I’m so not in love. That would be ridiculous. It’s only been like five minutes.

      Knox swallows hard, his gaze pressed hard to mine. “I think if it’s right, it doesn’t matter if it’s fifty years or five minutes. You just know.” His lips tug into a slight grin as he says it, and my body and soul sigh in unison.

      I am so in love with Knox Toberman. It doesn’t matter if it’s been fifty years or five minutes—Knox said so himself. God, it’s as if he’s garnered the ability to read my mind. Or more to the point, we’re so in sync we were basically destined to be together. I’m rooting for the latter.

      Knox and I give the happy couple a tour of their new prospective home, and Laney has a house-gasm in just about every single room, but once we hit the kitchen, her climax hits stratospheric heights.

      “Sub-Zero!”

      “I know!” I scream back, matching her enthusiasm.

      “And can you just eat those white marble counters with a spoon?” she rages back with unbridled enthusiasm.

      “Only if I want to die a thousand delicious deaths!”

      She takes up my hand and we engage in a spontaneous bump and grind happy dance.

      “Sold!” she shouts with glee, and suddenly I’m feeling professionally accomplished after one mere showing. That has to be a record.

      “Not so fast.” Ryder winks, killing her good time. “I need to inspect the property to see if there’s enough room for the pool when the time comes.” He and Knox head out back, but Laney is too busy hugging her new Carrara marble countertop to notice.

      “I totally get your enthusiasm. Once I saw Knox’s rental home and all of its luxury amenities, I thought I died and went to five-star heaven. The dorms are rather lacking when it comes to gourmet-worthy appliances, and to be honest, the kitchen in my sorority’s house has been so busy I only have a vague memory of it—not to mention the fact the semester hasn’t even started.”

      Laney rests on her elbows, her hands still flattened over the creamy stone. “How do you like the sorority?”

      “It’s okay. I sort of had a rough start to the summer, but I’m hoping as time goes by it’ll get easier.”

      “I know all about it.” She wrinkles her nose. “I’m sorry, but Ryder told me.” I’m stumped for a moment because for the life of me I can’t recall lamenting my sorority house blues to Ryder at any point in time. Dear God, I should probably get my head checked out. “About the horrible breakup.”

      “Oh, that!” To be honest, I had actually put Justin out of my head for the last hour at least. Knox seems to have that effect on me, seeing that he’s been sitting on my brain. Hey? Maybe while Knox was in full confessional mode he let Ryder in on his real feelings for me? “Right. Did he mention anything about—” Wow. Talk about painting yourself into a corner. What was I going to do? Just come out and ask if he liked me? What is this? Seventh grade?

      “Don’t worry. He let Ryder know exactly how he feels.” She lets out a little laugh and I’m getting the feeling everyone knows what I’m thinking today. If my new superpower is walking around with a cartoon bubble over my head—with all of my feral thoughts running loose, I demand a do-over. That would be less superpower and more curse if you ask me. “You know”—she wrinkles her nose—“that it’s all set up to get back at your exes.” She grimaces a moment. “That’s really taking one for the team. Especially considering the fact he says you can’t stand one another.”

      My face slaps with embarrassment, and for the first time in my life I wish the floorboards would magically rot out so I could fall right through them.

      “Oh, right.” My throat constricts. “It’s just a stupid game,” I say while staring blankly at the stainless-steel behemoth taking up the south wall.

      “Oh my God.” She jumps up in front of me. “Are you okay?” Her voice grows small as if she were afraid that one more vowel might set me off, and in truth it might. I’ve never been good at hiding my emotions.

      “I’m fine, I swear.” I give a mean shudder. “I guess I just thought things were moving in another direction. God, how could I be so stupid?”

      “I’m so sorry,” she says each word as if it were its own dramatic sentence, and it’s all I can do to keep from bashing my skull against the creamy white marble because I. Am. So. Sorry—that I was such a fool.

      Knox and Ryder come back and we lead the happy couple to the other two houses on the street. Laney selects the one with the white picket fence as a forerunner for her friend, Baya. Knox does most of the talking as I’ve dwindled to a whisper of the happy-go-lucky person who stepped into that office this afternoon.

      We say goodbye to Laney and Ryder who decide they’re going to walk around the yard at the house they fell in love with.

      Knox leans in with that devilish grin and my heart does a ridiculous pitter-patter. I’d swat it like a fly if I didn’t think a good wallop would kill me.

      “They’re all cash,” he says enthusiastically. “We could have this sale buttoned up in a few weeks. Not bad for a couple of interns without a real estate license between us. We’re a pretty good team. Not to mention the fact we’re done for the day.” He holds out his hand and I’m slow to slap him five. He pulls back a notch. “Whoa—everything okay?”

      Something about the level of concern in his voice only endears me to him that much more and my emotions beg to flood out.

      Stop. I close my eyes. You are not head over heels in love with some boy you hardly know. You are in lust! Get ahold of your head and your quivering pink parts! Down Sylvia. This boy is not heading south to meet you anytime soon.

      I take a deep breath and force a smile as I look up at his commanding features. I’m not in love with Knox, but if I were, I could totally see how something like that could happen. The boy is hella gorgeous.

      “Are you free this afternoon?”

      “I’m all yours,” he says it low and slow and the aforementioned pink parts riot just begging for a single touch. It’s obvious I’m on the verge of climaxing right here in the street while under the spell of Knox Toberman’s bedroom blue eyes.

      “What did you have in mind?”

      An orgasm, I want to say, but thankfully don’t. “How about we head to Jepson and I show you exactly what I have in mind?”
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* * *

      No sooner do we pull up to Jepson Uptown Gallery than I suddenly have a pang of regret. It looks like I have conveniently forgotten that my mother’s exhibit is strictly adult in nature, and looking at naked couples going at it—albeit a tad abstract—may only bring me closer to home plate, considering the boy who has me all riled up will be staunchly by my side. Both Sylvia and I are sunk into a deep level of regret.

      Crap. We head inside and I bounce past the receptionist to the main hall and find my mother on the floor sitting across from her bohemian boyfriend with a man bun and yoga wear, her new boy toy, ten years her junior, Brad.

      “Harper Jane Shelton!” Mom springs up with the grace of a ballerina and Brad follows her directive. “Is that you, or am I having a hallucination?” She wraps her arms around me.

      “Nope. The acid must be bad. This is reality.”

      “Very funny.” She pulls back and holds my hands out to inspect me. “You’re getting too thin! Eat something, would you?”

      Mom is beautiful with her red hair and light eyes. My father’s Blackfoot genes are certainly prominent in me, but I have that Irish red hair of hers even if I do wear it several shades darker.

      “Dude.” Brad knuckle bumps Knox and I’m actually embarrassed at his effort to relate to the youth. He might be younger than my mother, but the dude is still essentially ancient.

      “Mom, Brad, this is Knox—and before you get any big ideas, he’s just a friend.” I wish I had understood that before I got any big ideas. My entire body weighs down with grief at the thought. I’d say easy come, easy go, but considering the fact my body is begging to detonate in exactly that fashion, I’d say there’s nothing easy about this.

      Knox shakes their hands in turn and I can tell my mother’s wicked wheels are spinning.

      “And where’s Justin?” Her eyebrow does that fishhook thing it’s prone to do when she’s up to no good.

      “In some other girl’s arms.” I shake my head at her, hoping she’ll drop it. “I caught him with someone else”—I point to Knox—“his someone else to be exact. That’s sort of what’s bonded the two of us,” I offer. At least it was the truth.

      “Is that so?” That brow arches farther up her forehead, and now I’m fearing for both Knox and me.

      “And pie.” Knox touches his shoulder to mine. “We also bonded over pie.”

      Mom lets out a haw of a laugh. “Yes, well, my Harper has always had exquisite taste in food”—she licks her lips while inspecting Knox as if he had suddenly morphed into a truffle smothered side of beef—“and apparently, she has exquisite taste in boys as well.”

      Brad chokes on his words. “She just said she was dumped.”

      “I’m not talking about that boy.” She touches a finger to Knox’s nose, and I’m ready to both leave and vomit.

      I hold up a hand before the lunacy goes any further. “How about I give Knox a tour of the gallery and the two of you finish your lunches?” That’s code for don’t you dare follow us the hell around while licking your chops at my new boyfriend. Not that Knox is my new anything. I’m essentially doomed to walk the planet alone. And ironically, up until I discovered what a lightweight my heart was, I was perfectly content doing just that. But clearly Knox and his stealth heart of gold has changed my view of roaming the lonely planet without a plus one.

      Mom and Brad heel while I drag Knox into the next room as if there was a pile of free caviar waiting for us. Just the smell of Mom’s Thai food had me begging for a bite. She’s right. I am essentially a foodie, and a proficient one at that. If I had it my way, I’d eat six square gourmet meals a day.

      “So, that’s your Mom?” Knox shakes his head in disbelief. Swear to God, if they fall in love in some weird twist of fate, I will not date Brad as a means to drive my mother bonkers. I’m done with that. Just the thought of accidentally falling in love with Brad and his man bun sends shivers up my spine.

      “That would be her.” I nod up at the first exhibit hall we’ve stepped into with all of its pornographic glory. “And these would be her masterpieces.”

      He looks up and takes a full breath as if taken aback by all the full frontal, full side, and fully bent over nudity.

      “That’s a lot of—”

      “Skin?”

      “Skin-colored paint.” He winces as he steps in close to inspect them. “She’s really good. It’s only up close you realize these are paintings. I’d swear these are real.”

      “You’d better get your eyesight checked. Either that or it’s wishful thinking on your part. I bet you wish that the bevy of naked beauties surrounding you would climb down and start walking around the room.”

      He belts out a laugh before his eyes settle on mine. “I’ve got the only beauty I need walking around the room with me.”

      And right there my heart melts.

      After coming to from an awkward yet blissful bout of silence, I take Knox from room to room, pointing out the contrasts in colors and textures, my mother’s stained glass period, which thankfully doesn’t include any sharp or pointy parts of the human anatomy, her sculptures, then we hit the final room, a twelve piece exhibit on human sexuality complete with S and M whips and chains, couples tied, gagged, and bound in places that the human mind shouldn’t ever imagine.

      “Whew!” Knox wraps an arm around my shoulders as we hit the end of the gallery. “Things were starting to get a little heated in there.”

      “You think?” I bump my shoulder into his. “Trust me, she held back because she didn’t want to risk her work landing at one of those after dark New York galleries. As much as she enjoys getting edgy, she enjoys having her socialite friends imbibe champagne while spending an evening at the gallery. Her friends have their sexual limits and she made sure to push them to the brink.” I glance down at his hand just inches from my left boob—and in a moment that I’m not too proud of, I actually move over a notch just to feel his fingers grazing my flesh—oh my God, Knox is touching my boob. My eyes close as I absorb the soft dancing of his fingertips across my nipple. Then it hits me. I am officially a pervert. I’ve essentially manipulated a boy’s hand so that he could cop a feel. I’ve stolen second base. Is that even a thing? I think I just made it a thing—a thing that no self-respecting girl should ever, ever try.

      “Whoa, sorry.” He pulls back and offers an amicable smile.

      “Right.” He’s sorry.

      And sadly, so am I.

      Just as we’re about to head on out, I see a welcome sight that sends my mood skyrocketing through the stratosphere.

      “Harley? Henry?” I scream so loud as I rush them, and I catch a tiny glint of fear in my brother’s eyes before he warms to me.

      I wrap my arms around the two of them at once, and we spin in an awkward circle with Henry’s oxygen tank whacking me in the leg the entire time.

      Henry makes a face as if holding back his enthusiasm. “I was starting to forget what you”—he pauses to take a breath—“looked like.”

      I belt out a laugh and so does Harley.

      “Then look in the mirror!” I turn to Knox with a laugh caught in my throat. “This is my big brother, Henry. He’s essentially my twin.”

      Knox steps in with that killer grin and a part of me wishes I were introducing him as much more than a friend. “Nice to meet you.” He gives a quick glance to the oxygen tank. It’s okay. Most people need to get used to it.

      Henry holds up the slender green monster. “This is”—he takes a quick breath—“what keeps me in step with my sisters. One day”—he gasps for air—“I’m going to run a marathon with this one.” He points to me.

      “I haven’t hit the track in weeks,” I’m quick to confess and both Harley and Henry loosen their jaws. “I’ve sort of been contending with a bad breakup.” I give a quick rundown on how both Knox and I were lucky enough to have a set of cheating exes all on the same night with essentially the same person.

      Harley gets that wild look in her eyes—she’s a lot like my mother in many ways, her wild streak being the most prominent. “I will scratch that douche canoe’s eyes out the next time I see him and shove them down his throat so when he shits them out he can see exactly what he’s full of.”

      “And on that note.” I look to poor Knox whose face just went white. “I think maybe we should take off. I sort of kidnapped Knox and gave him the tour of the dark side of our mother’s gray matter. I’m pretty sure a family reunion is more than he bargained for.”

      “No way.” Knox holds his hands up. “I’m in. In fact, if you two haven’t eaten, I’d love to take you to lunch.”

      “There’s a Thai place next door with drunken noodles to die for,” Harley offers.

      And just like that, we’re off. The four of us talk for three hours straight. Knox genuinely seems to get along well with Henry. He’s talking to him like one of the guys and not like someone with a severe life-threatening illness. Knox even offered to take him to the Black Bear so he could meet with his friends and threatened him with hot chicks as if he’s genuinely interested in getting him into the dating scene. Just the sight of their budding bromance has me melting in a puddle.

      I’m melting in a puddle for Knox Toberman and I kind of like it.

      And I kind of hate myself for it at the very same time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After spending a zillion blissful hours with Knox, I jettison myself back to the black hole of Kappa G. Thankfully, when I get inside, my roommate is nowhere to be found, so I flop on the bottom bunk in hopes of sneaking in some quick shut-eye. I don’t know how much longer I can keep myself going before I drop dead of exhaustion. No matter what any airline tells you, the human body isn’t meant to sleep in an upright position. I’m beginning to suspect there’s no such thing as jet lag—it’s all a ploy to cover up the fact they severely exhaust you on those transatlantic flights.

      “What the hell is this?” a deep voice barks so loud I jump up and crack my skull against the bunk above me.

      “Oh my shit.” I fall back down over the comforter, which incidentally totally reeks of body odor, a malodorous offense I was willing to overlook for the coma I was hopeful to fall into.

      “Get off my bed!” Sabine-the-Mean-Roommate-Scattering-Machine shouts at the top of her lungs. “I can’t have other people touching my stuff! I’m OCD! I take medication for this shit!”

      I manage to roll off, hitting my forehead against the wood beam one more time just to ensure my head injury takes effect immediately. A white-hot pain bleeds through my skull and the room sways and multiplies itself before my very eyes.

      “Crap.” I cradle my temples as I stagger to my feet. “Why are you yelling? Clearly you’re not taking medication for the correct shit or you wouldn’t have verbally accosted me, Sabine!” I will not call another human being a fictional cat’s name as long as I live. I may have dated Justine Cramer, but I’ve recently established standards.

      Her face grows a strange shade of red, and the fact her wiry hair is all but doing the electrocution dance is rather a frightening combination. “You are not allowed to say that name to me again!” Her voice rages so loud half the girls come pouring in. “You may call me Garfield and I will answer to nothing else. Do you have a problem with that? And if you do, you can go screw yourself because I really don’t give a rat’s ass!”

      “Oh my God, you are insane!” And potentially rife with a very good idea—at least Sylvia thinks so. I yank my suitcase out of the closet and toss in all of my belongings as if I were a contestant on a game show given the chance to clear the room out of whatever I can in less than thirty seconds. I scoop all of my toiletries in with a sweep of my arm and ransack the bathroom for anything I might own.

      “You can have this room, Sabine!”

      I’m off to screw myself.
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* * *

      Ava and Lucky are persona non-grata. It turns out summer is a fantastic time to do all sorts of things with your new boyfriend, like go to the beach, go to the movies, go to dinner all on a loop. I’ve never felt so left out in all my life. Before I know it, I find myself parked in front of Knox Toberman’s driveway. I suppose if I barge in with a suitcase in hand, clothes sticking out of it haphazardly nonetheless, he might be forced to entertain a restraining order. I opt to casually slip a few essentials into my purse, my makeup bag, my Kindle, a bath bomb that promises to turn any ordinary day into a paisley wonderland complete with a refreshing citrus scent. God knows I’m in desperate need to freshen up a bit after all but smothering myself in Sabine the Ogre’s night sweat. I eye the suitcase once again.

      “What the hell,” I snap it with psychotic pride as I march up to the door and give a light knock. It takes more than a few minutes before Knox opens up, and to my surprise his hair is dewy from the shower, his scruff is shaved clean off—and dear God, does this boy do a naked face right—not to mention he looks dressed up for a night on the town, dress shirt, tie, jeans, and an earthy pair of chukka boots that make my engine fire on all pistons.

      “Did I catch you at a bad time?” My heart sinks, because if he says he’s off on a date, I’ll drive straight back to my mother’s house, crawl into my childhood bed, and never come out. Could this summer get any worse?

      Those commas on either side of his face invert. “Actually, I had a hot date.”

      My heart smashes through the porch and descends to middle earth with no hopes of ever coming back.

      “With my sister.” He gives a wild grin as he widens the door for me to come inside. “She just canceled on me, so your timing couldn’t be better.”

      “Oh, what a relief!” I say as I scoot on in and bend over to give Fish a quick scratch between the ears and freeze. “I mean—what a relief you weren’t really stood up—by a hot date. That would be lame, you know, after what you’ve already been through and all.”

      I right myself and come face-to-face with those steely eyes as that undeniable spark detonates between us and my insides turn to mush. Knox is cuttingly handsome, painfully so for me at least. That sweet spot between my thighs starts in on a desperate throb and it’s all I can do to keep from dry-humping him right here in the living room.

      Knox brings his hand up to the back of my head and threads his fingers through my hair in a slow, circular fashion.

      That’s it.

      My entire body starts in on an underlying quiver, and in less than ten seconds, I’m going to embarrass myself by howling in pleasure. Sylvia is about to have a nervous breakdown in the very best capacity.

      “What’s with the suitcase?” he deadpans as if our lives had morphed into one of those old westerns my father used to watch and we were at a standoff at high noon.

      “Just taking something to the laundromat.” My voice squeaks.

      The laundromat? It’s nice to know my descent into madness somehow involves the need for basic hygiene. Speaking of which…“You know”—I jet past him to the hall—“you wouldn’t mind if I took a quick bath, would you?” I entomb myself in the restroom before he can say a word.

      “Did you say bath?”

      I give a slight whimper in lieu of a response.

      “Um, yeah, go right ahead. I’ll heat up a truffle pizza and get the buffet going!”

      “Sounds good!” Too good to be true.

      While Knox takes off to whip us up a feast worthy of kings, I start up the bath, giddy to dip myself into the gorgeous, freestanding, clawfoot work of wannabe vintage art. No sooner does the water level rise than I drop my bath bomb in and watch the water turn a rainbow of blues and greens with sparks of pink and orange. My clothes practically jump right off my body in anticipation of the good time that lies ahead for me. I dip my toes in and let out a deep, hearty groan. I haven’t experienced this kind of satisfaction since that food we indulged in last week—scratch that. Those kisses we indulged in. I sink my body into the hot, steamy Technicolored waters and settle in with a sigh. Now this is something I can get used to. My toes flirt with the fixtures as if threatening to let all the water out. I can’t believe how roomy it is in here. I’m betting it’d fit two nicely. A vision of Knox comes to me as he straddles me in these murky waters with that lewd grin budding on his lips, those wing-like pecs spanning out in front of me that I crave to claim every inch of with my tongue.

      Oh, holy heck, I’m just working myself into a frenzy rather than taking the edge off. I go to reach for my Kindle and cringe at the fact it’s all the way over by the door in my purse.

      “No, no, no!” I give a quiet moan. My all-time favorite pastime is reading in the bath. Honestly, it’s the only time I can steal a little study-free fun in anymore.

      I glance down to see my phone peeking out of my jeans and I snap it up and shoot a group text to Ava and Lucky.

      I’ve infiltrated Fort Knox and am currently enjoying a nice, hot bath in the most beautiful restroom known to man. Be jealous. I hit Send. I may not be out on a hot date with the love of my life like they are, but I’ll be damned if I’m keeping myself out of the hot date mix.

      Ava texts back. Are you alone in the bath?

      I make a face. Would I be texting you witches if I had company? Not only am I alone, but my Kindle is out of reach. All dirty books are officially off-limits. How the heck is a girl supposed to have fun around here?

      Open the app? Lucky doesn’t miss a beat. On second thought, put the phone down and Jill off. That should make you feel better. Then when you’re done with that, find Knox, pull out his man sword, and tell him you’d like to apply a little lip-gloss. You know you want to!

      It takes a few seconds for me to decode the graphic verbiage Lucky has set before me. Crap! I toss my phone back onto my jeans and sink into the tub a little. As if. I’m not big on that whole Jilling off thing. I mean, wasn’t that the point of having a serious relationship? Even if it was one-sided. Bastard.

      I shoo all thoughts of Justin out of my mind and in pops Knox without warning. My hand glides over my thigh like a reflex, and I can practically see Sylvia waving it in like an airline traffic controller. Damn pervert. But it’s Knox who has my full attention. That muscular chest of his, the definition is mindboggling, really. My hand slips between my legs and I don’t stop it. He almost looks as if he belongs in one of those fitness magazines with all the oiled up, tan beefcakes that strut the catwalk flexing and straining their neck muscles trying to impress the masses.

      My fingers find a home over that swollen part of me that’s ready to detonate, and I follow the friendly advice that Lucky gave. Much to Sylvia’s delight, I Jill off, all the while envisioning my limbs wrapped around a very naked Knox Toberman. I see his face behind my lids, and just like that, I tremble to a body-jolting conclusion. Sylvia and I exchange a hearty high five for something that was long in coming—namely me.

      Slowly, I blink to life once I catch my breath and assess the sad state of my being. Not only did I show up with a suitcase, but I barreled right into his bathroom and gifted myself an orgasm. God, I’m some sort of perverted barbarian. I’ve gone from revenge-filled ex-girlfriend of one boy—to a masturbating stalker of another one in a single summer.

      I sink under the water line a moment just as Knox gives a brisk knock over the door. “Pizza’s done!”

      Great. I reemerge and hook my toe over the drain stop in haste. How many more ways can I possibly humiliate myself tonight?

      “I’ve got a T-shirt you can borrow,” he shouts. “You know, keep yourself fresh.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sounds good!” That is, if you want the Pointer Sisters staring at you all night. The only possible way I can keep things fresh is to eschew everything else I’ve got.

      A thought comes to me. I think I’ve just discovered how to one-up myself in the humiliation department, and shockingly, every last part of me says go for it.

      “I’ll be right there!” I shout with glee as I get out of the warm tub only to meet with the brisk cool breeze. I tiptoe across the bathroom floor in haste, and without giving it a second rational, perhaps much-needed thought, I swing the door wide open.

      Knox drops his gaze up and down my body like an elevator stuck on a loop.

      That conversation I had with Laney comes back to me like a slap in the face.

      What the hell am I doing? This isn’t me. I don’t ambush men by moving into their rental houses, Jilling off in their bathtubs, and demanding they see me naked. What’s next for God’s sake? Falling down and applying a little lipstick?

      Just like that, I wake from my stupor and one hand reflexively covers my boobs while the other claps over the Amazon rainforest I’m sporting below. As if to add insult to humiliating injury, I’ve actually exposed him to the fact I have a proficient amount of bush that has never been whacked. I’m pretty sure girls these days are supposed to look suspiciously hairless, and here I’m blatantly showing off the fact I’ve hit puberty.

      Fish comes up and wraps himself around Knox’s leg before circling back and gawking up at me. His eyes grow large and his little cat jaw falls open.

      Great. Not only have I horrified Knox, I’ve also shocked the hell out of his poor little cat.

      “Here’s the shirt.” Knox holds it out and I snatch it before doing an awkward dance and slamming the door shut between us.

      Kill me.
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      Naked.

      Harper Shelton just stopped my beating heart. She has for several reasons as of late with that kiss, her warm laugh, her obsession with pie that rivals my own—but that body I was just exposed to has sent my adrenaline skyrocketing, my balls aching, my dick anxious to have her. The obvious fact I’m left to contend with is that I am in trouble around this girl.

      I head into the living room where the pizza waits and I eye that suitcase sitting in the corner. I wasn’t buying that whole laundromat song and dance, so I did the only thing I could think of and texted Lawson earlier to see what the deal was. He didn’t know. But what he did know, and was very much amused by, was the fact Lucky just told him Harper was having a little fun in my bathtub without me. I’ve never felt so turned on by a woman in all my life. It took more natural restraint than I had not to break down that door and join her.

      Harper pads over in bare feet, her skin glowing like a fresh summer tan, hair slicked back, face fresh scrubbed, and my heart skips right out of my throat. Holy hell, here we go. She’s opted for just the T-shirt. I can see the outline of her tits underneath it, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s opted out of the panties too. Damn, she’s beautiful. My body starts to shake as if demanding to have her. I have to. I’m hoping she feels the same. But what the hell is happening between us? In an effort to avoid the classic rebound, did we just jump in with both feet without realizing it?

      “I guess you got an eye full.” Her gaze hooks to mine and the room picks up its own heartbeat around us. She is something to look at with those eyes, with that hot as fuck mouth. She makes her way to the sofa and I land next to her with the pizza between us.

      I give a wistful shake of the head. “That body alone is revenge enough.” Not sure what to say to relieve the tension between us. “Has he called?” I hadn’t planned on bringing up her ex, but unless we plan to further explore her naked body, it’s probably time we get down to brass tacks.

      “Nope.” She snaps a picture of the two of us with a slice of pizza next to her open-mouthed smile. She taps something out on her phone before showing me.

      When your boyfriend makes you a truffle pizza because he knows you love it! #foreplay #doesntgetbetter #truelove

      A dull laugh escapes me. “It’s perfect.”

      She hits all of her social media sites with it. “You know what else is perfect? The fact the river rat you dated is now following me on Instagram. She’s so blonde she probably doesn’t realize I’m privy to that info, but nonetheless, I’m hoping to ruin her night in any way possible.”

      “I do what I can to help.” A thought comes to me as we indulge in the truffle cheesy goodness. “You know, a year ago, I would have never imagined that I would be deliberately trying to make her feel bad.”

      “Please. She’s incapable.” Harper snorts while reaching for the bottle of sparkling water.

      I reach over and grab my own bottle. “To making our exes miserable.” I raise my drink in the air.

      “May misery abound for the rest of their rotten lives.” She touches her glass bottle to mine.

      “You know what would make them really miserable?” I swallow hard because I think I want to go there. “Us having a good time with something real.”

      She takes in a quick breath and holds it. “Truth or dare”—her eyes grow wild as her panting picks up—“you still have feelings for your ex.” Her bottom lip tugs down as if she’s trying to keep her emotions in check.

      “I think I do.” My cheek rides high on one side as her face grows pale. “And not one of them is nice,” I flatline. I can’t come out and say I hate her. I haven’t quite given myself the time to sort through those feelings. “Truth or dare, you wanted me to see you naked.”

      She takes in another quick breath as if I had insulted her. “Maybe.” She makes a face and takes a hard swig of her drink, her eyes never leaving mine. “Truth or dare”—she wipes down her face—“you’ve been wondering whether or not I have underwear on.” She opens and closes her knees just enough, but I’m too slow to catch that tiny pink detail.”

      “True.” I frown as I set my bottle and pizza down. “Truth or dare, when you took a bath”—I open my mouth to ask the question and realize I have no good way to frame it—“let’s just say, if you were a guy, I’d ask if you were collecting a specimen.” I give a partial nod, waiting for her to cop to it. “Coming to grips with the situation?”

      Harper cocks her head up at me, her forehead wrinkled with confusion. Then as quick as the confusion set in, she straightens. “Oh my shit!” She bounces back a good foot and I catch a dark patch between her thighs. No underwear. I’m grinning from ear-to-ear on the inside, but I don’t dare give it. “Are you asking if I?” Her mouth opens as she studies me, and just like that, her face contorts from shock to horror. “You know!” She swats me with a pillow before burying her face in her palms. “Who told you?” She looks up slowly, her hands pulling down the skin under her eyes giving her a scary demonic look but still hot as hell. There is not a thing this girl can do to escape her beauty. “Lucky?” Her eyes grow the size of hardboiled eggs. “LAWSON!” She drops her face back into her hands a moment before resurfacing with a newfound fury. “That’s it. I’m excommunicating him as my official big bro. He just broke a sibling code of conduct that although unstated goes without saying. Yes”—she snaps just inches from my face—“I was giving myself a low five—a hand solo, testing my batteries, Jilling off, enjoying a happy ending to a story I didn’t read, enjoying the safest sex possible!” She pulls the pillow over her face and gives a groan of frustration. Harper looks up at me, her eyes red and watery, her face piqued with color. “Dare. Take off your clothes.”

      A smile tugs on my lips because I’m pretty sure she skidded right by the rules of the game. Here we go. “What for?” I have a feeling playing hard to get will only set her off, but here’s hoping it sets her off in the right direction.

      “Turnabout is fair play. You saw my bits and pieces. I think it’s only fair I get to see yours.”

      “You strategically held your hands over your bits and pieces, but—” I stand and slowly unbutton my shirt, yank my tie off before discarding both behind me. I unbutton my jeans and pause. “Seeing that I’m a good sport…”

      Harper jumps up so fast, Fish flies between us like a bullet as if a war were readying to break out, and it just might be.

      My fingers work open my zipper.

      “You would!” she barks as if I were about to accost her.

      “That’s because you just dared me, sweetheart.” I jump out of my jeans and boxers all at once, and it takes less than three seconds for me to dance out of every last stitch of clothing.

      “You’re naked!” she gasps with her hands clapped over her face.

      My eyes ride down that white T-shirt of mine she’s wearing, testing the fabric at the chest, and my mouth begins to water. “Whatever happened to turnabout is fair play?”

      “Ugh!” she grunts so loud it echoes off the walls. “Is that a dare?” Her left brow hikes into her forehead, and she looks like a sexed-up doll posturing in my living room.

      “Yes.”

      Harper touches the hem of the shirt she’s wearing slowly before inching it up like a tease, high, ever so much higher until it is indeed confirmed that the panties were not necessary. Then in one quick maneuver she hurls my T-shirt back at me like a punishment.

      She strides forward with that perfectly bronzed body, her tits high and full, her pink nipples calling to me like candy. “Go ahead”—she runs her cool fingers over my cheek—“take it all in.” Her head cocks to the side. “Truth or dare—you told Ryder you couldn’t stand me. That this entire fake relationship was nothing more than our little plot for revenge.”

      “True.” I swallow hard, my dick thumps to life and grazes her thigh. A deep sigh expels from me. “But I lied.” There. If I’m going to admit things to myself, I may as well admit them to her too. “Yes. I told him those things, but only because he’s not my shrink. He’s my client and I didn’t want to muddy up the waters. What I really wanted to say was—”

      Her finger lands to my lips. Harper’s chest is pounding so fast I’m half-afraid she’s going to pass out at my feet.

      “You don’t have to answer that.” Her breathing picks up to atomic pace, and I wrap my arm around her. Her sweet tits touch down over my chest, and I close my eyes a moment just taking it in. “You know. It’s fine. I get it. This is our anti-rebound.” Her bottom lip tugs down once again, and I give a wry smile because I think it’s fucking cute. “But since we’re stuck with one another for a few more weeks, maybe we can have a little fun?” Her hips sway into mine. “You know, the good old-fashioned way?” Harper presses her hot body up against mine, and my skin drinks down every inch of the aching sensation.

      “Harper.” Her name comes out breathless as I graze my lips over her face. I take a gentle bite from her bottom lip and pull out slowly before running my mouth close to her ear. “What I was about to say is—I only told Ryder half the story. The truth is, I can’t stand to be apart from you. I think you’re beautiful, smart, and funny as hell, and I think—”

      A loud wallop explodes over the door and we both jump a good foot.

      “We don’t want any,” I bark in hopes whoever it is will get lost, but my eyes stay nailed to Harper’s. She just propositioned me, so I figure, in the least, I owed her the truth.

      “It’s me!” a tiny female voice rails from outside and the pounding continues. “I’m not leaving, so would you please open up? I’m carrying ten pounds’ worth of donuts or I’d use my key!”

      “Shit.” I glance down at the foot long I’m sporting and wince up at Harper. The last person I want to see is my sister. “We need to get rid of her.”

      “No.” Harper is already halfway into my old T-shirt before she yanks a pair of sweats from the suitcase next to her. “She’s got donuts for God’s sake! Besides, she’s your sister. She’s not giving up any time soon. Plus, I swear she said she had a key.” She scowls at the door as she heads in that direction and I make a beeline for the bedroom. I hit the shower and slick off to Harper’s beautiful face before tossing on a pair of sweats myself and heading back out to the living room.

      Trixie and Harper sit discussing something amongst themselves, each with a glazed donut in hand.

      “How was practice?” Trix looks up, completely nonchalant as if nothing were amiss.

      Harper nods. “She asked where you were earlier.”

      “Oh, right. Practice was tough as shit.” I wipe off the water beading from my hair on my forehead. “So, what’s with the donuts?”

      Trix leans in, examining me with those eyes. She’s reading me. She already knows. “Scarlett and Rex dropped them off. They had like twenty in the back seat. They’re headed to Mirror Lake for a few days—said it was their anniversary.”

      “Cool.” I dip into the all glazed box of donuts opened on the coffee table and pluck one out. “My stepsister and brother have a thing for donuts.”

      Harper gives a low guttural laugh and it’s sexy as all hell. “Sort of like our thing for pie.” Her eyes grow wide as she freezes mid-bite. “I mean”—she glances to Trixie with a face full of guilt—“um, I like pie.”

      “Relax.” Trix swats her on the knee. “I’m keeping up. I saw the pics. I follow you both on like six different places.” She takes a bite while examining me with a far more scrutinizing stare than the one she had a moment before. Great. Not only does she know, but she’s fucking pissed. “In fact, I think the two of you should pick up your game.” She takes an angry bite out of that sickly-sweet confection in her hand. “Have you considered matching tattoos?”

      I groan and push the coffee table out with my foot. “Here we go.” She’s pissed and she’s about to have a little fun with us first.

      “No, I’m serious.” Her eyes do that I’m so innocent thing when we both know she’s not. “How about the two of you go to one of those drive-through wedding chapels and get hitched?”

      Harper shoots a glance my way as if assessing whether or not it’s safe to take her next bite.

      “Oh, I know! Why don’t you knock her up, Knox? That will really take your level of commitment up a notch.” Her voice rises with anger. “And what’s with the suitcase in the corner?” she growls at Harper, and suddenly I’m fearing the fact she’s within striking distance.

      “What’s your problem?” Harper reaches for another donut and takes an obnoxious bite right in Trixie’s face. Usually I’ll side with Trix over just about anything, but I’m rather digging Harper’s response right about now, and I am completely on her side.

      “You’re my problem.” Trix stabs her in the chest with her finger before I can flick her off.

      “Keep your hands to yourself.” I shield Harper with my arm in the event Trixie goes batshit, which I’m suspecting will be shortly.

      “I knew it!” she shrills, the veins in her temples quivering with anger. “You’re not wearing a bra!”

      “And?” Harper scoffs at my sister’s boulder-holder based putdown. “I prefer not to. Big whoop. You want to poke at my crotch too? Newsflash, honey, it’s nobody’s business but mine if I decide to go commando. Or are you too uptight to know what that is?”

      Crap.

      Trixie jumps up, and so does Harper just as I wedge my body between theirs.

      “Whoa, ladies. No need to take it to the next level. Trix—be nice to Harper. She had her heart yanked out of her ass just like I did. Who the hell cares if she’s not wearing any underwear? Who the hell made you keeper of the panties?”

      Harper leans over my shoulder. “Maybe she’s hitting for the same team?” She sticks her tongue out at Trix, and you can see the steam pouring from my sister’s ears.

      “That’s it!” Trix jumps back, red with rage. “I knew she was nothing more than a little tramp!” She kicks me in the shin and I buck. “Practice my ass! I know for a fact practice hasn’t started!” Shit. I give a sheepish smile to Harper. “This skank ho bag is trying to sleep with you! And to make things worse, you’re letting your dick do the thinking! Imagine how pissed I’m going to be when you end up with some venereal disease because you hooked up with some random chick on the fly! Yes, she’s beautiful, but so are half the skanks on campus! She’s using you! And the most disgusting part about this is that you’re using her! And don’t you give me any of that she’s just had her heart yanked out of her ass bullshit. Yes, it might be true, but you of all people should know how lousy it feels to be manipulated and had. And now you’re both essentially doing it to one another!” She picks up the donuts and lands the box over my head, one bouncing ball of sugar after the next rains down on me. “If you really think hooking up with one another is the answer, then be my guest!” she thunders as she opens the door. “By all means”—she pauses a moment to glare at Harper and me—“you deserve one another.” She pokes her head in one final time. “Have fun getting laid!” Her eyes bug out in my direction. “I hope you think of me and it kills your erection! I can’t believe you!” She lets out a scream as she heads down the walk.

      “I can’t believe you said erection!” I shout after her and slam the door like a gunshot.

      I lean my head back and close my eyes. I thought college would be fun. It would be a blast to be near Jen in addition to playing on the field, not to mention hanging out with Trix, growing up, growing apart for the very first time, and instead, every single part of my existence is slowly turning itself inside out.

      I turn around to face Harper and her lips begin to twitch like mad. For a moment I’m convinced she’s about to cry, but soon enough a smile flexes on her lips, followed by another, followed by a laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You.” She wipes a tear from her eye before clasping onto my waist. “You’re officially the king of donuts.” She plucks one off the top of my head and I admire my sticky crown for a moment.

      “Trix always did have good aim.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve upset her. I know how close I am to my siblings. I can only imagine how much closer you must be with yours, seeing she’s your twin and all. Can you read her mind? Is she really going to kill me?”

      “No—to the killing. Yes, I can read her mind.” I frown a moment, because Trix just so happened to suck every ounce of my good mood right out of me. “Truth or dare, what’s the suitcase doing here?”

      She winces. “I happen to be temporarily homeless. I may or may not be petrified of heights, and my roommate—who goes by the moniker of a cartoon cat—nearly scratched my eyes out with her unhygienic claws.”

      My breathing picks up as I lose myself in those lips. “Okay. Makes total sense.” It makes no sense, but both my dick and I approve of the fact she’ll be spending the night.

      “Good.” Her chest pulsates, matching that of my own as she takes a step in. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      I step in close until our chests are inches apart, her narrowed gaze still sealed over mine.

      “You’ll sleep in my bed.” A devilish grin buds on my lips. “With me.”
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      I’ll sleep in his bed.

      My body thumps with one giant heartbeat at the brazen proposition, but all I really want to do is backtrack to the moment before his psycho of a sister stormed in wielding both deep-fried donuts and her deep-fried accusations, all the way to those sweet words that were streaming through his beautiful lips.

      “Those things you said”— my voice hitches and I clear my throat demanding that I pull it together—“were you just saying that to get laid?” My voice is a little sharper than intended, but I’ll go with it for now.

      “No,” he says it back just as sharp.

      “And so you want something with me?” I shout over at him as if we were at war, and my chest bucks. “You know, outside of tormenting those idiots who thought seeking higher ground in one another’s pants was a bright idea?” I bark at him as if I were a drill sergeant. I’m heaving as if I’ve run a circle around campus naked, and at the moment that doesn’t sound like a bad idea.

      “Yes!” he roars in my face.

      “Why are we yelling?” I thunder back. “Is it going to take an act of God or Congress to get you to be nice to me? I am not that blonde ho bag who did the nasty behind your back!”

      “I don’t know why we’re yelling.” His voice tapers off and his lips twitch just this side of a dirty grin. “But a part of me likes you all riled up.”

      I snatch him by the shirt and pull him in hard and bring his mouth inches from mine. “I’ll show you riled up.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah! In fact, I’ll shut you up for good with my secret weapon!” I pull him in by the back of the neck and crash his lips to mine. It turns out my secret weapon is my mouth, and I intend on using it to keep Knox moaning and groaning with pleasure until he splatters all over the ceiling. Well, not really, but you get the picture.

      Clothes come tumbling off, the tugging and pulling of fabric, of stubborn elastic, the quick step dance that ensues in order to get everything off below the ankles. Knox walks us backward down the dark hall, past the remnants of my citrus-scented bath, which felt like twelve long years ago. Sylvia is right back to needing relief of this intense ache he’s infused in me, and nobody, not my palm or his five inquisitive sons can temper the flame that’s burning bright in Sylvia’s eyes. Only Knox Toberman’s touch can pull me from this madness, only his mouth can take me where I really want to be. Everything else is simply a fake second.

      Knox places me on the bed and lands over me on his elbows, his naked hard body pressed to mine, that happy-to-see-you part of him spearing against my thigh like a steel ruler. “The first time I saw you, I said that girl is too beautiful to be real.”

      “Do you want to get yelled at again?” I’m unsure whether to run my hands over his chest or push him away.

      A dull laugh rumbles from him, and the vibrations echo throughout my own body right down to Sylvia who’s been begging to have him.

      “I will do it.” It’s sort of an empty threat on my part, considering the fact those words came out with a hoarse whisper. My breathing picks up hard and heavy and I’m mortified at how little control I really have at the moment. “What are you going to do to me?” I’m hopeful.

      “Everything.” His lids hang heavy. His words are flat, yet to the point, assuring me of the fact he’s telling the God’s honest truth.

      Knox runs his hands over me, slow from the top of my torso to the bottom. His hands make a swivel-like motion and one of them slips between my thighs, making my entire body buck to greet him. And I swear on all that is holy, Sylvia just shouted hell yes!

      “There we go,” he pants through a barely-there smile as his fingers glide down to that wet spot waiting for him, and a tiny cry escapes my throat. “That’s my girl. You’re going to say my name.”

      “What?” I try to smack him across the chest and end up offering up a spontaneous rubdown instead. My God, he feels insane.

      “You’re going to say my name.” Those slight commas on either side of his cheeks depress as if it were a mere fact. As much as Knox has the power to melt me, there is still something inherently obnoxious about him, and truth be told, it makes me want him ten times more.

      “I think you’re going to say my name.” I reach down and clasp my hand over that obscenely long, hard as a rock, curved far more than I’m sure it should be—I glance down because I still haven’t reached the end of him. “You’re joking, right?”

      For a second I think maybe I’ve accidentally latched onto some abnormally long remote control, but dear God, this is a flesh-covered light saber that looks painfully greedy to impale the nearest princess.

      “That’s no joke, honey”—Knox lands his hot mouth over my neck and takes a gentle bite, just enough to keep me in the moment—“and neither is this.” His tongue runs down my body like a line of fire as he sinks between the girls before veering a hard left. Knox lands his mouth over my nipple and I jump, nearly sending both of us airborne.

      “Oh my God!”

      A dark laugh rumbles from him as he comes back to my ear and whispers, “Say it.”

      “Just for that, I won’t.” I might be kind to those in need, but I’m stubborn to a fault where everyone else is concerned.

      “You will.” He sinks back down and gives my boob’s twin sister a good lashing with that long, hot, prehensile tongue of his.

      Oh, wow. My head writhes over the bed at a manic pace. He’s got me. It’s clear Knox is going to torment me until I scream his name from the top of my lungs, and I just might, but not before he beats me to it.

      “Okay, that’s it.” I wrestle him off me and cinch my hands around his wrists until I’ve landed him on his back. “You don’t mess with me,” I seethe into those blue lanterns. “It’s time to put some lip gloss on.”

      “What?” He looks simultaneously concerned and afraid.

      I slither my way down his body and curl up alongside him, and there he is. Wow. That’s all I can say. Isn’t there a law against something so big and intrusive? Clearly the only laws Knox is breaking with his penis are the laws of nature. I touch my lips over it, per Lucky’s ridiculous euphemism before landing my tongue over it, and Knox groans as if I’ve just stuck a butter knife into his thigh.

      “Relax, cowboy. We’re just getting started.” I twist my neck just enough to look at him, lying there with those drugged eyes, the slight look of agony on his face. “And when you scream my name? I’d like a hard emphasis on the second syllable.”

      “You are the bossiest woman who has ever been near my balls.”

      “Ha!” I bark out a laugh. “You’ll be glad about that in about a minute.” My lips land over him and my stomach seizes with heat. My God, here I am, my mouth over the most tender, technically hardest part of him. I do my best to take in as much as I can only to find out I’m completely unable to take in more than an inch from the tip. Damn girth has my mouth feeling like I’ve wrapped it around a telephone pole. Try as I might, I need to hike over his body and straddle him to even hope to lodge that thing down my throat. No sooner do I crest the ridge of his abdomen than his chest pumps with a laugh, making my bottom jump to the ceiling.

      “Nice view, sweetheart.”

      A breath gets caught in my throat at the audacity, and just as I’m about to initiate a dismount, he snatches my ankles and pulls me to him with one aggressive yank, landing my sweet home Alabama right into the heat of his mouth. Sylvia just screamed home run!

      “Knox!” I shrill it out so loud it hurts my throat, and then I freeze in horror.

      His chest bucks with a laugh once again. “Knew it,” he hums into me before launching a full assault, and it’s all I can do to whimper and moan. My fingers squeeze the sheets as I struggle to breathe. There’s no hope of me returning the favor at the moment because I’m too lost in an ecstasy I have never known, disabling me from moving, or breathing, or thinking. Knox is making out with Sylvia, making out with Sylvia! Oh my sweet shit, how is this feeling even humanly possible? There’s no way this is supposed to feel this unreal and delicious. If the world experienced anything half this good, it would eschew all responsibility and retreat to the boudoir twenty-four-fucking-seven.

      That coil inside me winds tighter than ever should be safe, and as much as I squirm and writhe, there’s no way I ever want to get away from him.

      “Knox!” I extend his name in a hard groan, and as much as my body bends and flexes, he’s right there with me. He pushes in and something in me snaps, and my body disintegrates in a spasm of tremors, harder, far more violent than all of my past mattress moves put together. The world breaks apart then puts itself back together again in a delicious explosion of heart-stopping confetti. My knees cinch and he lets me sink to the side of him as I fall to the mattress.

      Knox jumps over me, that shit-eating grin spreading ear-to-ear, and I frown the instant I see it.

      “Stop gloating.”

      His brows rise. “Is that how they say thank you on your planet?”

      “Ha-ha,” I growl in his face. “They don’t say thank you on my planet.”

      His features sober to stone. “I didn’t think so. But they will say my name again.” That devilish grin returns as he lunges for the nightstand and holds up a condom for me to see.

      “No glove, no love.”

      “Is that what you call what you’re giving?”

      “I call it generous, and if you chose this moment to disagree with me, you’ll be pressing your dumb luck.”

      A quiet laugh presses from him. Knox sits up on his knees and rolls it on, packaging his gift for me in a thin protective sleeve, but I’m too busy marveling at the length of his disturbingly long member to pay attention to the shiny latex details.

      “My, what a big weapon of ass destruction you have.”

      He growls as he lands back over me. Knox leans in and offers a juicy kiss to my lips, slow and lingering, something deeper, darker than anything we’ve shared before.

      “That’s how you kissed her.” I swoon without realizing I spoke the words out loud.

      “Kissed who?” His brows flex as he peppers my face with easy kisses.

      “Sylvia.” I tick my head to the side and Knox pulls back an inch.

      “I don’t remember kissing anyone named Sylvia.”

      “That’s because you didn’t give me a chance to introduce you properly.” I wince. “Sylvia might be the name of my friend down south. She’s warm and wet and really appreciated that mouth-to-mouth you offered up. Good news. I think you’ve revived her from a serious drought.”

      His head cocks to the side, amused. “Sylvia.” A sly smile comes as he slips a hand down and gives her a proper hello that sends me straight to moaning.

      “My, you are friendly.” My head presses back into the pillow as I take in the rather exploratory handshake he’s gifting Sylvia at the moment. “Wow,” I moan as I writhe into his rhythmic moves. Knox gives my knee a tap with his own, and instinctively my legs rope around his back.

      He lifts his head a notch until he’s gazing at me once again with that drugged look in his eyes. “It’s time for Sylvia to meet Will.”

      My mouth falls open with amusement. “As in Free Willy?”

      “As in Will Desmont, the kid who lived down the street when we were growing up.” He winces. “Trix hated him for teasing her, so anytime she referenced my dick, she called it Will.”

      “Wow. I’m not sure what level of concern I should have over the fact your sister named your willy.” I bite down hard on a smile. “Now, please, introduce Sylvia to Will before I lose my effing mind.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” My stomach pinches with heat when he says it. “Come here.” His hot breath sears over my lips. “You are everything I want in a woman.” He lands a lingering kiss over my mouth that makes my bones ache for more. “I can’t believe I found you.”

      And just like that, Knox pierces into my body, into my soul, deep and penetrative, interweaving himself into the fabric of my being, becoming a part of me in every single way. Here we are, together intimately, and not a single person to share the experience with.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      This doesn’t feel like revenge.

      It feels like love.
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* * *

      A couple of blissful weeks drift by of making love, having dirty sex, and outright fucking, not to mention all the fabulous food we’ve inhaled and the running—God, how my feet have missed hitting the pavement, the fresh air in my lungs. We spent the Fourth of July knitted in one another’s arms down at the beach and even managed to squeeze in the requisite selfie with the grand finale photo bomb—but it was that kiss we shared that lit the picture on fire.

      Knox and I drive out to the internship together, worn out from the lack of sleep we’ve received, but completely happy with the results otherwise. Laney and Ryder put an offer in on the house they fell in love with, and our first mission in the real estate field is a burgeoning success. To celebrate, we decide to have dinner at the Black Bear. It just so happens that both Ava and Lucky are there with their respective dudes, so we join them. The 12 Deadly Sins are blaring away on stage, and the entire bar is filled with happy, slightly buzzed bodies all looking to have a good time, and the whole vibe sets my mood in the right zone—that is, until I spot my Greek big bro.

      Instinctually, I scowl at Lawson for ratting out Sylvia’s meager attempt at a good time.

      “I give.” He holds out his hands. “Can you ever forgive me?”

      “Sure”—I chirp as I gift him a quick hug—“but I can’t forget. I’ll be the last person to let either of my besties in on any of my deep, dark secrets.” Both Ava and Lucky open their mouths in protest.

      “How’s Kappa G?” I bite down the smile that’s begging to take over.

      Ava smirks. “Lonely without you. You do realize Gwen thinks you’re visiting your great-aunt. If she finds out you’ve moved, she’ll blow a Birkenstock gasket.”

      Lucky bites down hard on a chip. “Then she’ll give your bed away. Speaking of beds, whose are you warming?” Her eyes cut to Knox, and I have no doubt the word is out. Neither Knox nor I are making any secret about it. In fact, this morning I outright tweeted a picture of the two of us snuggled up in bed, complete with rumpled hair and that most treasured afterglow of the great Sylvia and Will reprisal.

      It turns out, Sylvia is damn greedy for Will, and lucky for her he’s just as greedy for her.

      “Where have you been sleeping?” Lucky demands with a hint of a wicked gleam in her eyes.

      “Here and there.” I glance to Knox who’s currently engaged in a conversation of his own with Lawson and Grant. “The couch, the sink, the table, the floor, the truck, the tub, the hall, the closet.” I leave out the toilet, the shower, the cozy backyard lit up with stars and a few stray mosquitos. There was a close call with the oven, and that one time early Thursday morning when we accidentally pulled all the food out of the fridge and had a feeding frenzy with it and each other while the Sub-Zero was left gaping open to watch. It’s safe to say Knox and I are hardly novices around one another’s bodies.

      Ava groans as if transposing Knox and me for her and Grant, and she totally should. In one week, Knox and I have gotten more mileage off our bodies than Justin and I did in two whole years. Thankfully. Now that I see what a real man can do, I have no intention in bothering to remind myself of the dead fish action Justin doled out.

      “Anyone seen the enemy?” I whisper it low. Since Knox and I have been busy honeymooning, we’ve yet to run into Tweedledee and Tweedledumb—not that getting up close and personal is at all necessary to rubbing our newfound happiness in their faces. I know that Justin and his new gal pal are cyberstalking me because every now and again Jen, with the IQ of an ink pen, will like my posts.

      Ava lifts a finger. “In the bookstore. She was reselling her books from last semester. And when the cashier asked how her day was going, she burst into tears.”

      “Spectacular.” I offer up a smug smile.

      Lucky cringes. “I saw her too—at the gym.” She leans in. “Let’s just say she was sweating to the oldies—as in she had her hands all over her weight trainer. It looks to me like she’s moved on from your old boy toy.”

      I’m not sure why this annoys me. As much as I don’t want them to last, I need them to be together long enough for Knox and me to drive them properly insane.

      “She’s probably just cheating on him. It’s second nature to her at this point to have more than one man in her life.” I think about it a moment. “Although, when she was with both Knox and Justin, she only had one man in her life.” I point over to the beefcake to my left. “Case in point, Justin is a girl in comparison. Hey, I bet he qualifies as my experimental phase. And sadly, I was the guy in that relationship.”

      Lucky snorts so loud then stops abruptly mid-cackle.

      “Are you okay?” I glance to Ava. “Did she just inhale a fry or something? Should we be implementing the Heimlich?”

      “She’s fine.” Ava’s face turns pink as her gaze falls over my shoulder. “Speaking of public enemy number one—here she comes. Six o’clock.”

      I spin around and find Jen strutting her stuff in a tight pink dress that should be outlawed in all fifty states for all the right reasons. She looks hideous, distracting, and not in a good way. The girl she’s with comes up behind her and I gasp.

      Trixie Toberman gives a curl of her fingers in lieu of a wave and offers a smile that reiterates her sentiment, you better watch your back.

      “Evening.” She gifts Knox a swift smack to the back of the head. “Thanks for returning my calls.”

      He scowls up at her a moment. “They were text messages, and life-threatening at that. Besides”—he shoots a quick glance my way—“I was busy.”

      Holy hell was he ever busy—busier than I ever thought humanly possible. That boy has redefined the word busy in the small sum of a couple of weeks. I can’t imagine what spending a lifetime with him would feel like. Would it ever get old? The fun, the laughter, the good food, and greater sex? Something in me says I doubt it, and that something is very much Sylvia.

      “Well, I’ve got an old friend I’m having dinner with.” She nods to the back where Jen has buried herself in a dark corner like a spider.

      “Crap.” Knox tips his head back as if he’s had enough of his little sister’s drama. God knows I have.

      “So, you’re friends, are you?” I can’t help it. I’ve never been one to keep my mouth shut when an injustice pops up my way. “Exchanging recipes, relationship tips, stuff like that?” I glare at her a moment, daring her to say yes. I’m thinking she’s the one that needs to watch her back where I’m concerned. It turns out, I’m the one that cares about Knox more than she does.

      “Yes,” she says it loud and caustic as she takes a step in close to me. “You got a problem with that?” Her eyes blow up in size, and the rage exuding from her makes it look as if she’s gunning for a fight, so I do the only thing I can do—I stand up.

      “Whoa.” Both Lawson and Knox get up at the same time and wedge themselves between us.

      “Down, girl.” Lawson gives me a quick wink. “Trixie’s going through a lot too,” he says it low, but her face flinches anyway.

      “The hell I am.” She lunges for me, and Knox catches her before she gets within striking range. “You stay the hell away from my brother! You have a lot of nerve messing with his heart after what he went through. Don’t you dare deny you’re using him to make Janelle insane. I don’t care about your stupid little revenge plot. If Jen and Justin want to screw one another’s brains out for the next fifty years, that’s their business—but whatever happens to Knox is mine!”

      “You’re cute,” I say from over his shoulder. “You remind me a lot of my little sister, far too mouthy and obnoxiously annoying. What are you doing here with her, anyway? Let me guess. You’d rather spend time with the girl who shit on your brother’s heart than the one that truly cares about him.”

      She rolls her eyes and pushes herself free from Knox. “Good going, bro. You’ve found another delusional one.” She shakes her head at me. “And let me guess? Next you’ll be proclaiming your love for him. Don’t you get it? This is the rebound effect. You’re both too wounded to notice you’re bleeding out.” She looks into her brother’s eyes with those blue stones that are identical to his. “I’ll be the first to say I told you so when she breaks your heart. Maybe next time you’ll listen to me.” She takes off and makes her way to the ditz’s table, and as if things couldn’t get any worse, Justin strides right by, gives Knox the finger, and joins them.

      “Oh my God.” It’s as if all my nightmares are morphing into one. But I’ll admit, a tiny part of me is relieved that they’re still together. If Justin and Jen broke up, she might want Knox back. They had two years under the bridge, and Trixie is right—we’re essentially a flash in the pan at this point.

      My heart wrenches as he looks over at me with that sad smile as if he’s just read my pathetic thoughts.

      “Come here.” Knox pulls me out to the dance floor and joins his hips to mine.

      “Are you in the mood to be doused with Diet Coke?”

      He grimaces. “It did do wonders for my hair.”

      I belt out a laugh. It seems all I ever do with Knox is laugh these days, and I love it. This would technically be laughing in the face of adversity, and I love that too.

      “And since we haven’t eaten yet, I think we should grab all the enchiladas we can. I’m a sucker for all that cheesy goodness.”

      “You are a flexible vegan,” he points out, and I melt inside.

      “You know what I love best about you?” I dot my lips to his. “You really listen to me when I speak. I can’t believe you remember that.”

      Knox pulls back, holding me there in his muscular arms, and it doesn’t feel awkward. It doesn’t at all feel like revenge. It just feels right.

      “You know what I love best about you?” His gaze rides over my features, bumping over the landscape of my face so proficiently it might as well be tactile. “The fact you just inadvertently told me you love me.”

      My mouth falls open, and just as I’m about to protest the idea, my insides heat to life. “I do love you.” I give a little shrug. “That’s crazy, I know.”

      He shakes his head, his expression growing sober by the second. “It’s not crazy because I love you too. I loved you that day at the mixer while I was chasing you down, trying to warn you of everything that was about to topple in your world, and yet deep down, it felt like I was trying to warn myself too.” His eyes squeeze tight. “But I’m so damn glad things turned out beautifully that night.”

      “What?” I give his chest a light swat. “They turned to shit, remember? It led us into a hotbed of insanity, and we almost committed a double felony.”

      “I meant what I said. It turned out beautiful. If they hadn’t stepped out of our lives, we never would have found our way to each other. And here we are, together.” He bows his head, his eyes still fixed to mine. “I wouldn’t want it any other way. This past month has been beautiful.”

      “Beautiful,” I repeat. Knox comes in and presses his lips to mine in a series of easy kisses, beautiful kisses, kisses that say I love you, I do.

      “Break up the party,” a female voice chirps to our left, and I fully expect to find Jen the Menace, but it’s a far more volatile menace—Trixie.

      “What?” we say in unison, and Knox gives my ribs a quick squeeze as if to acknowledge the fact.

      “It looks like your little ex slut has just upped the ante.” Trixie scowls my way as if she’s talking about me.

      “Look”—Knox tightens his embrace—“we’re busy, Trix. Let’s do this some other time. I’ll call you in the morning.”

      She glances back to the table where the two nitwits sit with their heads stitched together. “I think we should probably talk now”—she glares at me a moment—“alone.”

      “Fine.” I gently push his hands down my hips. “I think I’ll head to the restroom. I’ll catch up with you later.” I steal a quick kiss off his lips and Trixie grunts as if I just kicked her kneecap out.

      I stride past the tables and make my way to the front. Why does Trixie have to be so pissy around me? Am I really that offensive?  My heart was ripped out of my chest too, you know. I get the fact she wants to protect him. Heck, I’d want to protect Harley and Henry to the death, but I seriously doubt I’d be rude to whomever they were dating—or in my case, living with, bedding, spending every free moment with. Then it hits me. Trixie is his twin. Knox mentioned they did everything together, and for the last month when he wasn’t at work or practice, he was with me. She misses him. As far as she’s concerned, he’s spiraling out of control, with me—some girl he hardly knows. But he knows me. In this short time, I’d swear that Knox knows me better than anyone else—and for certain more intimately.

      No sooner do I get to the restroom than a light tap falls over my shoulder and I turn around. A sharp, crisp slap etches over my face, and I have to take a breath to shield myself from the sting.

      I give a few good blinks, fully expecting to find Trixie, and shockingly, it’s Little Miss Muffet who’s been sitting on my ex-boyfriend’s tuffet.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” That power blow could not have been doled out by this little dandelion. She’s practically brittle.

      “I’m not kidding you.” Her inflatable voice all but up and disappears when she speaks. “What you’re doing with Knox is the most foolish and childish thing. Grow up and move on. Your little game is over, but Knox and I aren’t.”

      “Oh, you’re over, honey. I’ve met Will, and he doesn’t miss you. He’s fallen madly in love with all of my lady parts, so you can just boot scoot your way to the back of the bar where the refuse lives and suckle off that rat you’ve been gnawing on for the last six months. The two of you deserve one another. Stupid is as stupid does, and I don’t think I could find words that better describe the two of you.”

      Her tiny lips cinch up in a knot just before she pushes out a wail of a laugh—something akin to what I imagine a mouse sounds like sneezing. “At the end of the day, the only stupid one will be you.” She pivots and struts out with her shoulder back, nose tipped to the ceiling. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was very, very confident about those damning words she thrust my way.

      Crap.

      Everyone knows a confident twat is the most dangerous of them all.
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* * *

      Knox was anxious and down once we left the bar, but that didn’t stop him for letting Will play with Sylvia. The weird part was, it’s as if he wasn’t all the way into it. His mind was someplace else entirely. I could feel it. Whatever Trixie had to say, really dampened his spirits. A part of me wanted to inquire, but honestly, I’m terrified as to what I might find out. Janelle and that hex she placed on me in the restroom keeps crashing to the forefront of my mind.

      Several hot and sticky days melt by, and it feels like six humid months. Each moment, Knox seems to be turning inwardly to himself, and I feel like I’m walking on eggshells around him. There’s a required mixer tonight at Kappa G, and seeing that we’re invited to bring a guest, I invited Harley and Henry to join me. They’ve been dying to check out The Row ever since I mentioned that I went Greek. Little do they know, I’ve all but abandoned the whole Greek effort. But Harley made me promise I’d invite her to at least one sorority event, so it might as well be tonight—before I officially get kicked out for ditching the McMansion for far more accessible indoor plumbing pastures.

      Knox didn’t feel like hitting the trails with me this morning, so I ran three miles by myself before calling it quits. My tired feet lead me all the way to Hallowed Grounds for a much-needed cup of coffee and a congratulatory cranberry scone for putting in the effort. My day is made or ruined by the availability of the aforementioned sweet treat.

      No sooner do I nab the delicious pastry and a tall cup of iced coffee and take a seat than the abomination of desolation plops into the chair opposite of me.

      Justin Cramer looks as baby-faced and innocent as the day we met, same sad puppy dog eyes, same cowlick taking his hair in a crazy direction, and even after all of the torment he put me through, a tiny part of me still feels abandoned by her boyfriend. I should hate him—loathe him with an eternal fiery passion, and yet all I want to do is fling my coffee into his face and scream at him for so cruelly breaking my heart. I must have felt something for him if it hurt so bad to lose him. I hate that it did. I guess once you’re honest with yourself you can stop denying the facts and move on. We tried. It didn’t work. Game over. If my father taught me anything, that was it in all its brevity—if it doesn’t work, move on.

      “Speak now or forever hold your peace,” I grunt. “You have five seconds before I baptize you in the name of roasted espresso.” As if I’d waste my drink on him. He’s so not worthy. I take a quick sip and moan, affirming the fact this goodness isn’t going anywhere but my belly.

      “I’m sorry.”

      A laugh snorts through so fast, I almost launch my coffee through my nose. “You’re what? Clearly the heat has gotten to me because why would you be apologizing to someone who means nothing to you?” I openly glare, daring him to defy me on it.

      His left lid gives a lazy blink as he sags into his seat. Justin has always had a boy band appeal to me.

      “You know”—I press in across the table—“I knew once you came to Whitney Briggs, the girls would be all over you. But I had no clue you’d reciprocate right back. The killer is, you were basically monogamous to her. I bet the two of you laughed at me—both Knox and me behind our backs.”

      He gives a bored blink. “Like you’re doing now?”

      “We have reason to.” It would be true if we actually found this funny.

      “I’m not here to argue with you, Harp.” I flinch a little because I’ve always hated it when he shortened my name that way. “I just wanted to let you know she’s done with me.”

      My heart sinks. It’s as if that one sentence explains why Knox has been so distant.

      “She’s furious. She can’t stand the fact that asshole is into you.” His cheek hikes up on one side as if it amused him. “And you know what? I’m furious that asshole is into you too.”

      A moment thumps by, and I’m stunned by the revelation. It turns out our little scheme worked, and it worked a little too good if you ask me.

      A wild panic fills me. “You should fight for her. Don’t just sit here. Hit the flowers and candy hard. Go get her. Trust me, the two of you belong together.” Dear God, is this really my life? I’m coaxing my cheating ex back into the arms of what amounts to the other woman? I take a deep breath. Why yes, I am. “Go after her with a vengeance, Justin.” My heart ratchets its way up my throat as if it’s about to fist pump for him to succeed in the effort itself. “What she and Knox had was papier-mâché, but what the two of you have—well, that’s a very real beating heart.”

      Justin looks out at the wall with a faraway look in his eyes. “That’s funny you say that. There is a beating heart involved. It’s just not mine.”

      He takes off, sans the coffee bath I’ve threatened him with, and now that I’ve lost my appetite, I’m wondering if sparing him was a good idea.

      What just happened? Justin not only gave me an apology, but I didn’t wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze the living breath out of him. Furthermore, I gave him relationship advice.

      Knox and his cold demeanor bounce through my mind. Janelle can’t have him back. She’s toxic. She’s poison.

      I hope to God that Justin takes my advice for once.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The mixer at Kappa Gamma Gamma of course includes our matchups at Beta Kappa Phi. And since some of our favorite boys belong to that alcohol-soaked frat house, none of us mind the mandatory get-togethers. Tonight’s theme is A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which is ethereal and wholly romantic with the exception of the peppering of frat boys who have chosen to don the mask of a donkey’s head.

      Ava, Lucky, and I are festooned with floral wreaths as our crowns emulating our favorite Snapchat filter.

      “So, where’s your main squeeze?” Lucky bumps her hip into mine so hard she nearly sends me sailing across the room.

      “Finishing up practice.” I can’t imagine how exhausted he must be. Knox made love to me last night for hours on end, sweetly and deliberately. I would swear on my life that boy never went to sleep because each time I opened my eyes he was right there watching me with somber eyes. It was haunting and heartbreaking and makes me wonder if maybe there’s something wrong with one of his family members and he was sworn to secrecy. Whatever he’s holding close to the vest, it’s sucked the life out of him, and it kills me to see him so disturbingly melancholy.

      Ava cranes her neck toward the door. “How about your sister and brother? I’m dying to meet them. Is your sister joining us at Briggs this fall?”

      “Next fall. And believe me, that will be soon enough. Harley is a spitfire. She says what she wants and does what she wants. And as empowering as that might sound, it’s ridiculously stupid half the time. There’s a reason we have checks and balances in us. Too much truth can be the equivalent of throwing acid in somebody’s face.” My heart gives a quick thud because it just occurred to me that maybe Knox isn’t giving me his truths because he thinks it might hurt me. Knox is a prince. He would never in a million years even think to rip my heart out.

      Ava laughs and puts Lucky in a playful chokehold and points down over her. “Says what she wants and does what she wants. Guilty and guilty.”

      Lucky breaks free by way of torture tickling poor Ava. “And trust me, I’m not dumping acid on anyone who doesn’t deserve it.” She gives a sly wink. “Just say the word and I’ll dump away—with my words, of course. There are a few people I’ve been dying to tell off for some time now.” She nods past me. “Case in point.”

      I turn to find Janelle laughing it up with a group of my sisters. “Traitors.”

      “You got to give it to her”—Lucky scoffs in the blonde witch’s direction—“she has big balls.”

      “Take that back. I don’t want anything that remotely sounds like a compliment being lobbed her way—especially not from one of my best friends.”

      “Aww!” Ava leaps over me with a clumsy embrace. “Besties forever!”

      “Room for two more in this hug-fest?”

      I spin around to find two faces that look markedly out of place in this thicket of short-skirted coeds, but who are more welcome to my tired eyes than a thousand sunrises.

      “It’s a real Shelton reunion!” I scream as I pull them both in at the same time.

      Henry looks dapper with his button-down shirt and a cute red bowtie, and Harley, well, she looks dangerously attractive, and in no way, shape, or form is she to be left unsupervised this evening. Harley’s eyes round out as she takes in the sights.

      “I cannot wait to get here. Just one more year and, Whitney boys, here I come!”

      “It’s Whitney Briggs.” I offer her a playful smack over the arm. “And if you say that again, I’ll put a good word in for you at the all-girls university across town.”

      “You wish!” She snorts at the thought, and it’s only then I note she already has a red Solo attached to her hand. Yeah, it’s requisite for the sisters, for any coed in general, but Harley doesn’t need whatever drink she’s about to imbibe—not to mention the fact she’s underage in every capacity. I take the drink from her and knock it back. Beer fresh from the tap. Knew it.

      “Ava and Lucky, this is Henry, my real big brother, and this is Harley, my wild child of a little sister. Sanity works on a sliding scale in my family, so consider yourself warned.”

      “Duly noted.” Ava politely shakes their hands, as does Lucky.

      Lucky leans in toward Henry. “Did you go to Briggs?”

      “Once upon a time.” He gives a quick wink. “It’s a longstanding family tradition, and if I didn’t attend, I risked being the black sheep.”

      We share a laugh at the seeming absurdity my brother uttered, but Henry, Harley, and I know it’s true as that bright blue sky.

      “Our father would disown us.” I wrap an arm around Henry and pull him in. Despite our age difference, I’ve always felt so close to Henry—as if we were twins. Knox comes to mind, and my gaze drifts to the door. I cannot wait to show him off again to my siblings. Plus, this will be a great chance for him and Henry to get to know one another better.

      Harley laughs and looks that much more beautiful. All my life I’ve been venerated for something as superficial as the genetics I’ve been gifted, but in my opinion, Harley takes it to another level in the looks department. Not to mention, under all that impulsive bravado, that girl has a heart of gold. Instead of spending the summer in New York with Dad, getting lost while shopping Manhattan, she’s decided to spend every waking hour with Henry. I’d do the same, but I’m in internship mode at the moment. Besides, I think it’s great he’s here to visit his old stomping grounds.

      He leers at the girls in the vicinity. “So this is Kappa Gamma.” A group of sorority sisters struts by, and Henry gets a rather filthy smile on his face.

      “Down, boy. You can look at the menu, but you can’t take a single bite. Those happen to be my sisters—thus yours by proxy.”

      Our small circle breaks out into laughter.

      Lucky bumps her shoulder to his. “You just pick one out. I’ll make sure she heads your way. I totally understand the fact that big brothers are entitled to a snack now and again too.”

      Harley nudges me. “So, where is he? The captain of your universe that you talk nonstop of?”

      “That’s not true.” I bite down on a smile while looking at Ava and Lucky. “I don’t talk. I text.”

      The girls break out into a wild cackle. I may be slightly obsessed with my new and improved boy toy, but only because there’s so much to obsess over.

      Ava taps my sister. “Believe me, we’ve been apprised of her lunacy. They’re practically joined at the hip. It’s really kind of a good thing, though, considering what a rough start she had to the summer.”

      Lucky nods. “And he’s very sweet to her. If he wasn’t, he’d have the two of us to contend with.”

      “Three.” Henry doesn’t hesitate putting himself in that number.

      “All right, everyone, calm down.” I make a face toward the entrance, and just as I’m about to pull my phone out and text him, Gwen pops up with dark circles under her eyes, her hair in a rat’s nest in what amounts to a messy bun on top of her head. She had mentioned a few weeks back that she doesn’t believe in wearing anything on her face in the summer and, apparently, that includes concealer, or brushing her hair. For me to eschew my general beauty routine for an entire summer, there would have to be a serious Birkin bag incentive dangled in front of me—and they’d probably have to toss in a Range Rover too. Because, hey, British engineering never looked so good.

      “We need to talk,” Gwen grunts it out as if she’s in the middle of a workout.

      “Sure thing!” I turn to my siblings. “This is my house mother. She’s fantastic.” And sort of a granola cruncher, but I leave that out for now. Henry and Harley are smart. They can figure it out. I spin back into the tie-dye princess. “What’s up?”

      “You’re up.” Her face screws up into a bright red knot. “Or more to the point, you’re out. Garfield filed a claim stating you accosted her, and she has two eyewitnesses to the event.”

      I suck in a quick breath and shoot a look to poor Harley and Henry. God, that lazy orange feline couldn’t have chosen a worse time to rat me out.

      “Actually”—I lift a finger in the air as if I have something solid that might save my ass from these allegations—“I, uh…” I glance to Harley’s and Henry’s matching horrified expressions, and suddenly I want to drop in a hole and take Garfield and maybe even Gwen along with me.

      Gwen chokes as if I’ve just slapped her. “You’ll have to get your stuff out tonight. The last thing I want is Kappa Gamma Gamma restricted because we’ve let a perpetrator remain in the house.”

      “Perpetrator?” My hand clasps over my neck.

      Gwen squints out her hatred for me right in front of my siblings. “That’s legalese for the dumbass who started the fight!”

      “I so did not start the fight!” I bellow, and Gwen steps into me with the anger exuding off her like lava.

      “So, you admit there was a brawl? Hash it out with Greek legal, but I’m afraid until this is all straightened out, you’ve lost your bed.”

      “You mean skyscraper,” I say under my breath. “Great. Now what am I supposed to do?” Gwen stalks off without bothering to assist me. “Thanks for the help! Witch.”

      “Oh my God!” Ava shoves all her fingernails into her mouth at once. “I’m so sorry!”

      Lucky shakes her head frantically as if she’s in denial. “I’ll help you get checked back into Cutler Tower. I swear it’ll be fine. Maybe Trixie can room with you? Isn’t she in Cutler?”

      “God.” The thought of Trixie and me rooming together sends visions of waking to a hatchet planted in my forehead. “I’m sure it’ll all work out.”

      Poor Henry looks pale and depleted as if the entire episode just wore him out. I know he’s pretty weak in general, and having him here with that oxygen tank strapped to his back like a bomb makes me feel twice as bad. He has a dolly for the thing, but he hates that it draws attention to him—not to mention the fact a dozen people would have tripped over it by now.

      “You’ll come home with us,” he offers. “I can beat you at board games, and you and Harley can see who can stay up the latest like the old days.”

      A wry smile comes and goes on my lips. I haven’t exactly fessed up to anyone in my family that I’m shacking up with my new boyfriend.

      “I’ll probably just sleep on a friend’s couch, but thanks for the offer.”

      A familiar, drop-dead gorgeous face shows up at the door, and my entire being explodes into a thousand heart-shaped pieces. He scans the vicinity, and as soon as he spots me, his entire face lights up with a smile.

      “Finally, something good—great is coming my way.” I give a spastic wave as he heads on over. Knox is sexy to the bone, so of course, every girl in Kappa G cranes her neck just to get a better look at the star football player they’ll be cheering madly for come fall.

      “Hey, hey!” He’s still grinning ear-to-ear as he gives me a quick peck on the lips, so maybe this means he’s finally out of his funk? “Good-looking crowd.” He gives both Harley and Henry a high five before nodding to Ava and Lucky. “Ladies night, I take it?”

      Knox holds the scent of a fresh shower, rich cologne with deep notes that hit both me and Sylvia in all the right places. And that T-shirt of his hugs his pecs like nobody’s business. I can’t wait to get this boy home and peel his clothes off, one delicious layer at a time. My heart flutters like a flurry of wild butterflies at the thought of Knox Toberman being mine—all mine.

      “They’re on their way,” Ava assures him of Grant and Lawson’s eminent arrival.

      A hand waves over to us through the crowd, and not until the bodies thin out do we see the unimaginable—Janelle Jump-Your-Boyfriend’s-Bones Wahlberg is limping this way.

      “What in the hell?” I whisper mostly to myself because if I’ve discovered anything about myself these last few stress-filled months is the fact I like to process information out loud.

      Knox gives a sorrowful look to both Henry and Harley before dipping his lips to my ear. “Sorry, I’ll be right back.” He heads over to the two-timing twerp and her face lights up. She’s wearing her signature bloody vamp lipstick, but instead of the tight-fitting dresses made of spandex she usually squeezes herself into, she looks rather frumpy, as if she’s seriously considered the pros of the donut diet—not that I haven’t looked into this myself.

      Henry steps up and nods over at them. “Who’s that?” He struggles with his breathing a moment, and I feel bad for adding to the stress.

      “That”—I give a hard look to Ava and Lucky—“is just an old friend of his.” My face heats with the fire of a thousand hells. Why did Knox have to pick this night to be civil toward her? And why is his hand on her shoulder as he lovingly stoops to speak with her? Oh my God, Justin was right. She wants Knox. Whatever it is she’s trying to pull, it’s apparently working—at least as far as getting his attention goes.

      Harley snarls at the two of them. “He looks awful friendly. Is he always so touchy-feely with other girls?”

      “You know”—Ava hooks her arm through Henry’s and Harley’s—“Kappa house has some very unique features that only the sorority sisters are privy to, but I’ll be glad to fill you in on all the secret nooks and crannies. How about a little tour?”

      Henry preens over at me as if he’s just struck gold. “That’s sounds exactly like the good time I came for.”

      “Pervert!” I shout after them as they take off.

      “Your brother and sister are delightful.” Lucky’s features harden to flint as we stare at Knox and his blonde ex-beloved. “Unlike your boyfriend at the moment. Did he just rest his hand in the small of her back? That’s a total douche move. Do you need me to kick his ass for you?”

      I stare dumbfounded as he assists her to the refreshment table and pulls a water bottle from the cooler before proceeding to open it for her as if she were a child.

      “What’s going on?” I can’t believe my eyes as I trek my way over with Lucky staunchly, and rather violently pissed by my side. “Thirsty much?” I wrap my arm around Knox’s waist and fume at how stupid and jealous I just sounded—partially because I happen to be stupidly jealous at the moment.

      Jen looks up at Knox with that idiotically helpless look on her face, only there’s a twinge of frustration in her eyes as if she’s silently bidding him to get rid of me.

      “Hey”—Knox glances over at Lucky as if he were equally burdened by our presence—“so, is Lawson here yet?” He scans the crowd just over our shoulder. “I think I see him down near the dining room. Why don’t you guys head over? I’ll be there in a sec.”

      My face slaps with heat. “Oh my God,” I trill the words with self-righteous astonishment. “You are trying to get rid of us.” I’m affronted. I’m fuming. I’m hold-my-earrings-get-the-Vaseline livid over the fact he’d stoop to such a low blow move with me.

      “No.” He slaps his hands over his eyes as if he’s just stepped into a nightmare—one that I happen to be starring in. Oh my God, what if he wants her back? I glare down at the little petite troll with those quivering red lips. “I just think I need to talk to Jen for a minute, that’s all.”

      Lucky takes in a quick breath that sounds as if she inhaled a penny. “Whatever you have to say to this beast, you can say it right here in front of the two of us. This little skank ruined her chance at exclusivity with you!”

      “I second that motion,” I say as I try to clasp my arm tighter around his waist, but he retracts a bit. “What’s going on?”

      Knox takes a deep breath before gently placing his open palms carefully over my cheeks. “Harper.” His eyes close for what feels like an infinitely long time. “You’re the last person in the world I want to hurt.”

      “Oh my God.” I stagger back, unable to catch my breath. “No.” I shake my head. “This isn’t happening.” Knox loves me, and I love him. “Don’t drink the Kool-Aid, Knox. Don’t do it. Whatever BS she’s feeding you, she’s just reeling you in.”

      Jen places her hand on his shoulder and practically falls into him. She whispers something into his ear, and his eyes close once again with the look of surrender.

      His mouth opens and closes as he looks to me as if he’s afraid to say whatever the hell comes next. “I’m going to give her a ride back to her apartment.”

      Now it’s my mouth opening as I take in a never-ending breath.

      Lucky huffs with enough irritation for both of us. “Two questions: Why the hell don’t you just tell her to scram? And are you coming back?”

      His brows hood over as he chews on his bottom lip, contemplating the question himself, and just like that, my heart snaps in two. In the mother of all ironies, it’s in that moment I realize I never loved Justin. I never felt an ounce of affection for the boy in comparison to what I feel now, because God Almighty, this hurts so very bad. Knox just pulled the floor out from under me like a rug, turning my entire world upside down.

      I stagger backward a moment before my hand touches down over the refreshment table and I hurl a bottle at Knox’s head. It smashes against the back wall so hard the glass obliterates on contact and a spray of fizzy liquid rains down over the crowd.

      The room quiets to an instant hush as bodies turn their attention in this direction.

      “Go ahead!” I shout so loud my voice eats its way through the vacuum of silence. “Lay it out there. The real reason you’re taking her home!” My voice shrills so loud it shreds my throat like razors, but Knox doesn’t say anything. His jaw clenches. His eyes glitter with moisture, but there’s something about that steadfast gaze that won’t let go of me. He’s choosing her over me. His heart has been with her this entire time. They were together for two long years, and maybe deep down they had something real after all. I was just a silly throwaway fling. A rebound rife with bad ideas—revenge he never really wanted a part in. “I hate you,” it comes out low, so soft and resonant it almost sounds romantic. “I hate you for using me at the lowest point in my life.” I turn to head for the exit and spot Henry’s wide eyes. The look of hurt and confusion on his face is all for me, and I burst into tears over the fact I had my greatest meltdown in front of the two people I would have died to protect from this nightmare.

      I bolt out the door and into my car, yelling for Harley to take Henry home. Lucky practically pushes me out of the driver’s seat and sits in it herself.

      “I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

      Where do I want to go? I’ve lost my right to sleep at Kappa G, I can’t go back to Knox’s place, which I stupidly thought was our place, and dorm admissions are closed for the night.

      “Follow Harley.” I point over to the Tahoe leaving the curb. “Take me home, Lucky.” Sometimes a girl just needs her family to make her feel better, even if she doesn’t plan on getting out of bed for the rest of the summer.

      A hard knock comes over the passenger’s window, and I look up to see Knox with a frantic expression—his miniature little hussy just three feet behind him.

      “Harper, wait. We need to talk!”

      “Drive!” I scream at the top of my lungs, and Lucky does just that.

      Lucky spends the night with me in my childhood bed while I deflect having a single conversation with my mother, my sister, my sweet overly concerned brother, Lucky, or even Knox himself. I tossed my phone into the deep end of my closet as soon as we got in and haven’t fished it out yet. Suddenly, I’m not so keen on communication.

      The next morning, I call student relations and am swiftly informed that the dorms don’t open up officially for another three weeks, so there’s that. It looks as if I’m home for the rest of the summer just like I predicted.

      Screw the internship.

      Screw Knox Toberman—just the same way he screwed me.
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      Harper doesn’t pick up my calls, return my texts, or show up for our internship. I’ve driven out to Hollow Meadows on three separate occasions, and each time that intimidating front gate remains as closed as her heart. I’ve pissed her off. Hell, I’ve more than pissed her off—I’ve hurt her deeply, maybe even wounded her without meaning to. Grant and Lawson have all but shaken me down for answers, but I’m slow to give them. The truth is, I don’t like this new reality that’s been flung my way. I’m petrified, out of my mind afraid, so much so that I keep getting pummeled during practice. One of my teammates clocks me with his helmet right in the gut, and had I been paying attention, I would have zigged when he zagged and not be lying supine staring at the blinding sun that sprays its death rays down over me. It’s blazing fucking hot today. Two hundred degrees at least, and this dogfight on the field is the last place I want to be.

      Rex comes up, sweat beading down his temples, his brows, his upper lip, and he kneels beside me, shading me with his body.

      “What’s going on? You hung over?” He sticks his fingers over my neck as if to check my pulse.

      “I’m alive.” I get up onto my elbows, and the coach calls for a break. “I think I’m done for the day.” I sling my head between my knees, and Rex coaxes me to my feet.

      “Let’s get you some water.” Rex leads me off the field and motions to the stands that are miraculously in the shade. It’s hot and humid as hell, but the shade is still a welcome reprieve from the fire raining down from the sky. He sits across from me and kicks my foot out. “What’s going on? Your head hasn’t been in it the last few days. Is football still your thing?”

      I jerk back as if he slapped me. “Are you nuts? Hell yes, it’s still my thing. I’ve just got a ton of other things on my mind.”

      “Let’s see. Football, food, or girls—the three basic principles of your life right now, and seeing that you’re well fed, it’s not football—that leaves just one thing. Girls. How are things with Harper? You two still playing the part to mess with the masses?”

      “Nope.” I wince over at the boys on the field, running around, doing their thing while I sit here with my thumb up my ass feeling sorry for myself. “Harper and I were together. It was real.”

      “Was? Is that the operative word?” Rex lets out a heavy sigh. “Crap. What happened?”

      “What didn’t happen? Everything was going right until it wasn’t. You know, about six months ago I had a nagging feeling in my gut that Jen and I weren’t going to work, but I denied it. And you want to know why? Because of Mom and Dad. They ate a shit sandwich and so did we because of it. I wanted them to last. And then when things fell apart, I wanted them to forgive one another so that we could get our family back on track. Look, I don’t have anything against Mom and her new husband. I think they work great, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I wish it had worked out for her and Dad in the end. I judged them. I judged our parents. I thought they were quitters for giving up so easily—and believe me, in hindsight I see it wasn’t easy for them. But I thought if that was me—my wife—we would make it work. I would never quit. I would be there no matter what. I wasn’t about to let any of my relationships dissolve to nothing and chalk it all up to lessons learned, wasted time. Nope. I was going to be some hardcore relationship junkie who, come hell or high water, was not going to let life sink us.”

      Rex leans back, a pained smile on his face. “And how did that work out for you?”

      “Landed me in a pile of shit.” I pause mid-thought. “I take that back. It was the best thing I ever did in my life.”

      “Dude”—he winces—“she left you. You were cheated on. I get that you grew from the experience—but around me, you don’t have to embrace the fire. You were burned. I understand that.”

      “I’m not embracing the fire. What Jen did sucked. What I am embracing is the fact it’s the road that led me to Harper.” I sink my face in my hand a moment before coming up for air. “Harper is the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time. She’s more or less me in female skin. I never thought it was possible for two people to get along so well—you know, outside of family. And if I’m honest, Harper feels like family. In a lot of ways, I feel closer to Harper than I do Trix. But don’t tell Trix that. I’m not in the mood for another beatdown. This entire summer has been one beatdown after the next.”

      “Sounds like it. So, if Harper is great, then what’s the problem? Is it because she’s not at practice watching you from the sidelines?” He gives a faint smile. “You need to let go for a few hours each day to get shit done. She’ll still be waiting for you when the day is over.”

      “No, it’s not that.” A dull laugh escapes me. If only it was that. “Harper and I sort of got in an argument the other night. She took off with her brother and sister. Lucky says she went home, but wouldn’t tell me where home was. I finally got it out of Lawson yesterday. I made three trips out, but the fort her mother owns is impenetrable. I don’t know what to do short of sitting in the driveway. She may not come out for the rest of the summer.”

      “And in the meantime, you self-destruct. So, what really happened? How did this dream girl of yours get so ticked she doesn’t want to speak with you? And more important, if the shoe were on the other foot, would you want to speak with you?”

      “No, I wouldn’t.” I didn’t even need a minute to think about that one. “I’ll be honest, I’m not ready to talk about it. I’m in deep shit. I’ve got myself in one hot mess, and I can’t for the life of me find the exit.”

      “Does any of this have to do with Janelle?” Rex asks softly as if with kid gloves. Rex has known Jen as long as I have. He knew how deep in I was, or at least I thought I was.

      “It has everything to do with her. And”—a wave of nausea mixed with guilt washes over me for a moment—“I’m not ready to go there with you.” It’s still too fresh, too fucking unbelievable. Once I say it out loud, it will become real, and real is one thing I’m not ready for.

      “Fair enough.” He squints out onto the field and watches the guys wrestle until they land in a heap at the twenty-yard line. “Look, I don’t want to say anything negative about your ex—especially in the event you get back together—but just know that sometimes things aren’t what they seem. Sometimes people get desperate. If Jen’s trying to reel you back in, just know she’s running on empty, as frantic as they get. People get downright dangerous if they think they’re about to lose what they really want. Desperate and dangerous is a poisonous combo. I’ll find you later tonight to check up on you, but in the meantime—tread lightly, would you?” He slaps me over the back before taking off for the field.

      Tread lightly—but what I heard was watch your back.

      A thought comes to me.

      Maybe it’s time to manipulate the manipulator.

      I text Jen and ask if she’s up for coffee, and sure enough, she answers with a gleeful hell yes.

      Perfect. Meet me at Hallowed Grounds in an hour.

      She texts right back. I wouldn’t miss it. I wouldn’t dare miss another moment in this life with you.

      I stare down at her words a moment. I can smell the desperate and dangerous. Neither one is a good look on her.

      I’m off to hit the shower, then the drugstore.

      I’ve got a hot date with Janelle Wahlberg.

      And if I’m lucky—it will be the last one ever.
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* * *

      Hallowed Grounds has always given me a natural high the second I walk through the door. The heavenly scent of slow-roasted beans lies thick in the air and hypnotizes my senses. I’ve never bothered making a single cup of coffee on my own because I could never get it to taste this great, and each and every time I’ve ever set foot in this place, it’s put a smile on my face no matter how shitty my day’s been. With the exception of today, of course. Not even the scent of great coffee makes up for the fact Harper is pissed off at me. It’s been a long, grueling week, and I’ve had about enough of this silent treatment. And, I’m hoping that this little get-together with Jen will prove to be the catalyst that ends the drought in my life. Harper is the one I’m thirsty for, the one I would give anything to be here with—but today’s shitty facts say otherwise.

      I nod over to Jen, already at the pickup counter with two large iced coffees.

      She trots over in her tight little black dress, her sky-high heels, and that bright orange smile that’s always eaten away at me for some reason. Now I know why. She’s spent the last half a year essentially laughing at me.

      “Your favorite.” She hands me the iced mocha, and I follow her to a window seat. I know why she chose it. She wants the whole world to see us together. And as much as I cringe at the thought, I comply. If this afternoon is about anything, it’s about complying.

      “So, this is like a real date?” Her lashes flutter a mile a minute, and I feel the desperate breeze.

      “As real as it gets.” I stop shy of calling it a date. I can’t for the life of me verbalize it. “So let’s start from scratch. It’s been a rough year, and I’m ready for a do-over.”

      “Oh my God!” Her eyes enlarge as she leans forward in her seat, that sugared innocence veiling the truth about her. “Yes! I can’t believe this.” Her hand touches her heart as if to hold it in, only a part of me doubts it was ever there to begin with. “So, you really forgive me? We can really push past all that bullshit?”

      “Yes.” I close my eyes as I hiss out the word because I actually believe it. The sludge that I’ve been dragging around with me wasn’t doing me any favors. “It’s done. I forgive you.” I look right into Janelle’s eyes and mean every word. “This is a new day, and I think we’re both ready for it.”

      She chokes on her next words. “I can’t believe this. We’ve overcome so much. We’ll have quite the story to tell our grandkids one day.” I flinch as if she cut me. “A story of love, of forgiveness, of redemption and caring, and it all circles right back to love. This entire mess with Justin and Harper has galvanized us.” My heart sinks because the last thing I associate Harper with is a mess. “And just because we’re off to a fresh start doesn’t mean we need to completely let go of the past. I mean, it wasn’t all bad, was it?”

      My stomach turns in its own boiling juices. How do I tell a girl that I’ve spent the last two years of my life with, that someone else is a far better fit for me? Jen is acting as if I’m the great love of her life, and if that’s true, I feel sorry for her.

      “It wasn’t all bad.” A deep sigh expels from me. “Your family has always been great to me.”

      “Speaking of which. My father really wishes you were interning for him this summer. Maybe next summer? I know for a fact he’s gunning to retire in a few years, and he sure would like someone in the family to take over.” She bites that bottom lip of hers as if to stop herself from outright saying the obvious. Jen has always hinted for me to put a ring on it. “You’ll be able to put that business degree to good use. Once my father opens up a few more stores, he’ll start accepting franchisees. You can be head of the entire So Shoe Me empire.”

      I’ve never really seen myself as the captain of the So Shoe Me empire. Trixie has made countless cracks about the name and the Wahlberg family in general. A red flag should have gone off for me two years ago when Trix was never quite on board with the two of us. Although if she never gave Harper and me her blessing, I couldn’t care less. Harper and I are happening no matter what the outcome of today’s little date is.

      “It is tempting.” I lift my drink to mock toast her, and she sucks down a fourth of her coffee. “But what about your brother? He’s into the business, isn’t he?” Jen’s brother, Gerald, has always been the black sheep of the family. Not sure why her father never seemed to embrace him the way he did me.

      “Are you kidding? According to my father, he’s a chronic disappointment. He’s a mathlete. You’re the athlete. He’d rather read a book. You’d rather hang out with his favorite daughter.” She gives a hard wink. That, right there, is why I’ve always been put off by her father. If I had kids, there’s no way I’d berate one just because they decided to make different life choices. My stomach sinks to my feet at the thought of kids, so I change the subject.

      “So, how did it end with Justin?” There. A part of me wants to know if there’s still a snowball’s chance in hell that those two cheating, lying hearts could melt over one another and make something happen.

      Jen leans in with a devilish look in her eye. “With a bang.” She lets out a raucous cackle, and just as I’m about to say something, a familiar perfume swoops between us.

      I look up to find my sister good and ticked. “Hey, Trix.” Crap. She’ll either blow this, make it worse, or perhaps something so inconceivably horrible I don’t have the balls to think about.

      “Having a good time, are we?” Her eyes grow wild as she inspects Jen who’s dabbing the corners of her eyes with her pinkies from laughing so hard at her own double entendre.

      “Yes,” I say it defiant, glancing over at the full drink in front of Jen. “You got a problem with that?” There’s no way I’m letting my sister ruin this moment. Everything is riding on what happens next, and Trixie just isn’t a part of the plan this afternoon.

      Trixie grows pale, and for a second I almost ask her to sit down before she passes out. “Are you even sane right now?” The hurt in her voice guts me. Trix and I have never been good at keeping secrets from one another. Not to mention the fact our bullshit radar is on par twenty-four seven. If she hangs out another minute, she’ll call BS on this entire charade.

      “I’m sane. Why don’t you take off? We’ll have dinner.”

      Jen kicks me from under the table. “You’re having dinner with me. I’ve been craving a fried chicken sandwich from the Chicken Bucket back home. I think a drive through Bel Terra is exactly what the doctor ordered.”

      I blink a smile at my sister. “Guess you lost your dinner date.” I hitch my head to the door, hoping she’ll take a fucking hint. “We’ll touch base.”

      “God,” Trix pants as if she’s about to be sick. “I think I liked the other bimbo better. You really do need to get your head checked out, and I’m talking about your wanker. This is some seriously disturbing shit going on right now.” She shakes her head at me. “Maybe don’t call me. I’ll call you.” She takes off without bothering to get her favorite drink, and I feel a little bad about that. But it warms me to the bone she likes Harper better. I do, too.

      “So let’s relive the good parts of the past.” I lift my drink and toast Jen once again. “I’ll start.” I talk and talk and talk until I can’t stand the sound of my own voice, but I know if I let her talk she will never finish her drink and all of the energy I put into this little plot would have been for not. I talk about how we met, what I thought of her in those first moments—a stark contrast to what I thought about Harper. I thought Harper couldn’t be real, and I thought Jen was the real thing. That right there, my friend, is irony. I talk about the countless football games we’ve been a part of, about prom, about the countless shopping trips I’ve accompanied her on, the time I drove her to Florida so she could get her hair cut at some fancy studio that some celebrity she idolizes once went to. In all honesty, her hair looked the same to me even if it was five hundred dollars later.

      An hour drifts by, Jen has long since finished her drink, and now I’m just buying time, shooting the breeze as if I actually had something to say.

      Jen talks about everything from the color of her nails to the next car she’s about to have Daddy purchase.

      “You know”—she reaches over and claps my hand in hers—“when the time is right, Daddy said he’d buy us our first home. Nothing like the hovel you’re living in now. I’m talking a home we can raise our children in.” She looks down and places her hand over her stomach. “Starting with this one.”

      Crap. The world wobbles around me once again. It hasn’t stopped doing this since she let me in on her—correction—our little secret.

      “I hope it’s a girl who looks exactly like you.” She sighs—momentarily forgetting the fact she has put down Trixie for years. Yes, a little girl who looks just like me would be the exact representation of my sweet sister. “I’m going to hit the little ladies’ room. Maybe we can go to the student store afterwards and pick up a little mini Whitney Briggs T-shirt?”

      “Sounds like a great idea.” My gut grinds as I push the words out. “But before you go… About the baby—” I pull the box from the little brown bag I’ve hauled in with me and slide the pregnancy test across the table. The girl at the drugstore said this would read positive even if she hadn’t skipped a period yet, and according to Jen, she’s nearly skipped three. She promised me it’s mine. Not sure how she could promise me anything like that, but she shook me to my core. My head hasn’t been the same since that day. “I need you to prove it to me.”
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      Whitney Briggs University is bustling with life at this, the tail end of a long, hot, exasperating summer. School starts up in two weeks—which means if I don’t score student housing, I’ll be left to scan the outskirts of campus for an apartment, and as much as I might be afraid of heights, I dread the thought of living isolated from campus just as much. I suppose I could wrangle up a roommate on short notice, but I’m two for two as far as rotten roomies go. Knox was a great roommate until he made me feel like someone who invited herself to the party. For as much as Knox made me feel loved, he made me feel that much more horrible. It’s as if a weight—as heavy as the world—was tied around my waist and I can’t stop sinking into this dark pit. I know I’m not supposed to give other people the power over my happiness and all that other psychological bullshit, but Knox made me happier than I’ve felt in years. He filled something in me I didn’t know was missing. I thought Justin came close, but he wasn’t even in the same solar system.

      I make my way out of the student relations center after placing myself on the waiting list for every single dormitory on campus and scan the area. I’m not even sure what I’m looking for anymore. Am I looking for Knox in hopes he’ll find me? In hopes I can steal one more look at that hotter than hell body, that face that can set off an entire angelic choir? Or am I looking for signs of Justin so I can avoid him like a kangaroo wielding a chainsaw?

      I strut my stuff over to Hallowed Grounds and turn a couple of heads in the process. In an impromptu moment of mild regret, I chose to don a tight little red dress as if to tell the universe you might steal my sanity, but you can’t steal my sense of style. It used to be that a bright dress had the power to cheer me up, but I’m quickly discovering that fabric-based placebo isn’t at all the panacea I thought it could be. I used to secretly love it when I got the attention of a boy. I used to let it inflate me unnaturally—inadvertently giving those boys more power than I should have. But the thought of them looking at me, gawking at me like some piece of meat almost makes me want to flip them off. What gives them the right to accost me with their eyes? Okay, so that’s probably taking things a bit too far.

      I set foot into the coffee shop, and the scent of fresh-roasted beans automatically gives me a contact high. I swear, half the time I’m coming in for a cup of coffee, it’s just to inhale all the slow-roasted goodness this place has to offer. But today, not even the scent of all things delicious has the power to cheer me up. The truth is, I miss Knox. He was the other side of my coin, me in male skin. I’m sick that we crashed and burned the way we did. I wish I never got involved with him to begin with.

      I put in my order and head to the left, waiting with the hordes of others to pick up their drinks.

      “Harper?” a light voice calls out from behind. “I thought that was you!”

      I spin to find Laney Capwell with her hair in a bun, sunglasses on, and she looks great per usual. She offers me a quick embrace as she whips her glasses off.

      She pulls back and winces at me as if she were in pain. “Knox told us what happened.”

      “Really?” I’m almost amused by this. “That’s funny because I don’t even know what happened.”

      She ticks back a notch. “He said you had a blowout. He also said it was over a misunderstanding, and that you’ve been playing hard to get in the communication department.” They call her name and she steps forward to get her drink. “Look, I gotta run, but you have to promise me you won’t let another day go by without talking to that boy. He’s just sick without you! If you let it go too long, an entire year can slip by. I should know. It happened to me.” She shakes her head with a look that screams don’t follow in my footsteps. “I really hope things will work out between the two of you. You were the cutest darn couple I have ever seen. I’ll be across the street at the bar if you need me. Don’t be a stranger.” She hooks me into another quick embrace and whispers, “Above all, be true to yourself. I know you’ll find your way back to one another. I can feel it.”

      She takes off and I’m momentarily boosted by her positive attitude, but soon enough, reality hits and I’m right back to feeling like crap.

      They finally call my name and I take up my drink. No sooner do I spin around than I bump into the one person I could go a lifetime without ever seeing again.

      “Oh, it’s you.” I scowl up at my ex. I used to live and die by the intervals of time when Justin and I could finally be together, and now I’m slightly repulsed by the sight of him.

      “Hey, did you get a load of who’s sitting over there?” He hitches his thumb behind him and I glance back, nearly falling through the floor. It’s dizzying seeing the one you love sitting with the one they love, and it isn’t you.

      “Oh my shit!” I jump just as Knox glances over, and our eyes lock. A current as heavy as the ocean travels between us—magnetically charged, electric, and maybe even fatal. It snaps and sizzles and threatens to explode the entire building to smithereens with all the sparks it’s putting off.

      “What’s he doing with her?” Justin gruffs it out as if the sight pisses him off as much as it does me. “Never mind. It looks like she got her way. She always does.”

      Knox winces at the two of us, then proceeds to glare over at Justin. And in a moment of insanity, I realize what I have to do.

      “Come here.” My arms wrap around his back so fast that my drink nearly goes flying. I take my free hand and smash his head to mine until my lips find his, and it’s all I can do not to throw up. I’ve kissed these lips a thousand times, and never before have they repulsed me, but right now I’d rather be kissing a raccoon’s bunghole while having my eyes scratched out with its razor sharp claws. But this? This is a necessary evil. Then in a moment of spectacular, heartbreaking clarity, I realize I am kissing someone who was once my boyfriend to make someone else who was once my boyfriend jealous—a bizarre role reversal from the last few weeks, and an all-around mindfuck. I’m kissing Justin to make Knox insane when just a few short weeks ago I was kissing Knox to make Justin lose his mind. I think it’s safe to say the only person who has lost her mind is me.

      No sooner do I push Justin away than a fist hooks into his chin, and before I know it, a full-blown brawl is taking place right here in front of the coffee counter between Knox and Justin. Fists are flying, girls are screaming, employees are threatening to call the police. A few guys, buff enough to be on the football team, struggle to break it up, but Knox is fighting with wild abandon, with so much fury, so much passion I’m afraid he’ll be charged with a felony before the night is through. I’d throw myself into the heap to try to stop the assault, but I’m not certifiable. I like my nose just where God put it.

      Jen staggers over in all her tiny troll glory, skintight latex dress, heels so high they make me dizzy looking at them.

      “Stop fighting!” Her helium-inspired voice sounds like a fire alarm, and both boys momentarily glance up at her. “You will not fight over me! I’m done with both of you!” She gives a quick look at the crowd amassed around us. “I am officially breaking up with these two buffoons!” Her eyes stray to the beefy boys whose chests are still puffed from trying to break up the brawl. “As of now, I am officially on the market, boys!” She steps over Justin’s leg on her way to the front, and my jaw hits the floor.

      She’s breaking up with both of them? That means she just kicked Knox to the curb for a second time.

      The commotion stops, and Knox gets up before holding a hand out to Justin.

      Justin glares at it a moment before accepting, and Knox helps him to his feet.

      “I’m sorry about that.” Knox sags as he looks to Justin. “I got a little carried away.” He looks over to me with pain in his eyes, something far deeper than physical wounds can provide. “So, is this thing between the two of you”—he swallows hard, and his Adam’s apple goes for a ride—“is it back on?”

      “No,” both Justin and I answer in unison, and I pause to scowl over at him.

      “No?” Knox keeps those baby blues glued to mine, and his cheek rises on one side with the hint of a wicked smile.

      The crowd dissipates, the employees get back behind the counter, and so far no signs of any cops storming the place.

      “Take it outside next time!” someone shouts from the back, but both Knox and I are too busy getting lost in one another’s eyes.

      “I’m outta here.” Justin takes off without another word, and just like that, both Justin and Janelle are out of our lives for good. Or at least that’s what I’m hoping. But it doesn’t change the fact my heart is still lying at my feet in a thousand shattered pieces.

      “You want to take it outside?” I try to sound pissed, ready for a fight myself, but it comes out weak, pathetic, reeking of desperation.

      “No.” His cheeks depress a moment, right along with my heart. “I want to take it over here.” Knox picks up my hand and leads me in haste to the side of the establishment closest to the windows, to a table filled with two of my sisters from Kappa G.

      “No, no, no.” He has a momentary freak-out. “Where is it? The box. It was sitting right here.”

      “Eww—was that yours? One of the baristas came by and tossed it.” The redhead looks as if she’s about to get sick. Then in a moment, her expression morphs into panic. “Oh my God!” She looks to me. “I swear we won’t tell a soul.” She looks from Knox to me. “Congratulations, I think.”

      “Shit.” Knox bows his head in defeat before turning to me. “It was a pregnancy test. She wouldn’t take it.”

      I suck in a hard breath. “Oh my God! She let you think—”

      “Yes. But it wasn’t true.” His lips invert as if he’s trying to hold it together. “I thought it might be, so I withdrew. I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t want to say those words out loud to anyone.” He shakes his head as he steps in close. “So that’s why I let everything fall to shit instead.” He scratches the back of his neck while wincing. “Can you forgive me? If I would have been upfront with you to begin with, we might have avoided this entire mess. I want you back in my life, back in my bed. I’ve missed you. It was a slow, agonizing death without you. Will you take me back? I miss the hell out of us.”

      The girls at the table break out into a choir of aww as if we just transformed into a couple of cuddling koalas.

      “You want me to take you back?” The words break up unnaturally with the sound of my panting. “I’m sorry, but I can’t take you back.”

      “You what?” The girl sitting opposite the redhead explodes with frustration.

      “Give me a minute.” I’m quick to hush her before turning back to the gorgeous boy before me. “I can’t take you back because my heart never let you go.”

      His entire face breaks out into a grin, and those perfectly curved commas that outline his smile make me melt all over again. “Come here.” He pulls me in by the waist, and my body sighs with relief as it adheres to his. I have missed every delicious curve this boy has to offer. “I think it’s time we kiss and make up.” His hands cup my cheeks with an aching tenderness only true affection can provide. Knox pulls me to him as his smile, his lids, both begin to loosen, and just like that, he’s kissing me, his mouth perfectly sealed over mine with love.

      This is everything I’ve always thought love should be.

      And I have it with Knox.

      We have it all.
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* * *

      On Saturday, after spending three glorious, acrobatically intense, sexually charged days in bed—the frozen pizza really did come in handy, Knox says he’s taking me out for a surprise excursion. First, the word excursion quickly deleted all thoughts of a romantic lunch at some fab sushi bar, or even the idea of heading to Forest Orville’s office to profusely apologize for my adolescent behavior. Word on the street—read Knox—is that Forest said he really missed the eye candy. I knew he was an asshole from the get-go.

      But Knox takes us in the entirely opposite direction, up the mountains toward the hiking trails, and sign after sign boasts of the Witch’s Cauldron. I know all about those steamy sexual waters. It’s practically a graduation requirement to mate in that boiling vat of debauchery. But try as I might get the teeniest bit excited about my boyfriend’s adventurous sexual side, I can’t seem to keep my mind on anything other than the fact I’m terrified we’re about to flip off the side of this mountain and roll to a fiery end.

      “Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?”

      He takes a hairpin turn and I crouch in the corner of his truck and let out a yelp.

      Knox gives a jovial laugh as if it were the funniest thing in the world. “I’m sure. And in fact”—the truck slows down and I peer a single eye outside the passenger’s window—“we’ve already arrived.”

      A big, fat—unwelcomed—sign reads city lookout, and I can’t seem to catch my next breath. Everyone knows those lookout places are just a clever way to lure tourists to the edge of a cliff, moments away from their impending doom. And that’s exactly what it feels like for me.

      Knox comes around and opens my door, but I refuse to budge.

      “Hey”—he lifts my chin gently with his finger—“I don’t want you to be afraid of anything. I want to help you conquer the world—all of your fears.” The love exuding from him says exactly that. “Will you trust me to keep you safe?”

      “Of course, I trust you!” I’m half a second from batting his body away from mine. “It’s the roaring winds, the torrential downpour, the wild beasts roaming around that I don’t trust.”

      Knox’s brows create a perfect line over his eyes, a neat trick if you ask me, but more than that, they’re conveying the fact he’s a little disappointed in me.

      “There’s no breeze today. The sky is blue.” He glances behind him at a couple of girls walking a Chihuahua on a leash. “And if that’s your definition of a beast, then I think we’ll be just fine. What do you say?” That devilish grin returns to his face.

      “Okay”—I hear myself say it, but I still don’t believe it—“but just this once. And lucky for the Grim Reaper, that’s all he needs to kill me.”

      Knox barks out a laugh as he pulls me by his side. “I promise I will deliver you safely off this mountain, to my bed where I will hand-feed you all the pie you can eat.”

      “You better keep your promise because my mouth is already watering.” I bite down on my lip as I pierce his gaze with mine. “But it’s not for the pie you’ll be doling out later. It’s for the boy who’ll be hand-feeding me.”

      “Sounds like you’d better keep your promise too.” He takes a quick bite out of my neck as we start on the trailhead.

      My heart starts to race, and it has nothing to do with the fact my boyfriend is munching on me as if I’m his new favorite snack. The railing between us and eternity comes up as the road narrows considerably. Out in the distance, I see the sun shining off tiny reflective specs that I can only assume are the mirrored windows of the skyscrapers in downtown Jepson. The wind picks up and it feels as if I’m about to turn into a balloon and get taken right along with it.

      “I can’t do this.” My legs shake as I brace myself against him. “Take me back, please.” I bury my face in his chest just willing myself to die. This is far beyond the normal realms of terror. I’m petrified, worse yet, paralyzed from taking another step.

      “Just a few more feet, and you got this.” His arms warm my back as he lands a hot kiss next to my ear. “You’ve conquered your fear. There isn’t a thing you can’t do. You are Harper Kick-Ass Shelton, afraid of nothing or no one.” My legs inch along with him as he leads us farther down the trail. “Remember what you did when that bastard tried to break your heart?”

      “Which one?” I slap my hand playfully over his chest.

      “Technically both. You said screw getting mad—I’m getting even. Well, that’s what you’re doing here right now. You’re saying screw you to this phobia that’s been ruling your life for far too long.” He scoots us toward the cliff side and wraps his arms around my chest like a human seat belt with me facing the world at this horrible vantage point, but I don’t dare look down. My gaze is still on the boy I love. “Hold on tight.”

      “Why? Is this the part where we jump?” My body shakes so hard I can hardly take my next breath.

      “Not on your life—or mine. Nope. We’ve got too much to live for.” Knox trails his hot kisses to my ear, and the wind licks a cool line right behind him. “We’ve got each other, and that’s enough. Don’t you think?”

      I keep my gaze fixed on his no matter how hard the city campaigns for my attention.

      “I think you’re right.” My hands slide up his body as they make their way around the back of his neck. “I think I might be ready to look, but you’ll have to hold me extra tight.”

      “You bet.” He dots a quick kiss to my nose. “On three.” Knox counts it out slowly, and on three we both give our attention to the overlook, and my heart leaps to the top of my skull before passing out.

      “Oh my God.” The earth pulsates with a heartbeat of its own. My adrenaline hits its zenith, and for a blissful moment my body goes numb. On the bright side, if the wind does pick up and decide to hurl me to an early death, I won’t feel a damn thing.

      “Look at the way the sky meets the city”—he whispers warm into my ear—“the cool blue kissing the gray skyline.”

      “I believe they call that pollution.”

      His chest bucks lightly over my back. “Or a bruise gifted to the environment from man.”

      We share a quiet laugh.

      “Hey”—I pull back just a notch—“I’m not dead yet!”

      “Nope.” He leans in and pulls my bottom lip out with his. “You’re still alive and kicking just the way I like you. And have I mentioned tasty, too?”

      “Oh my God!” I look out to the city and lean toward the railing in one brazen move. “And the universe isn’t trying to fling me over the edge by way of that nasty bitch, gravity!”

      “She can be a bit moody, but she’s not winning today—not on my watch. The good news is, nobody is out to get you, not the wind, not the rain, not all the heights this world has to offer. You are in control—not the fear, not gravity.”

      “I’m in control.” My heart starts up again as if it thought pumping blood through my body were suddenly a good idea. “Not fear, not gravity.”

      Carefully, I lead us to the edge of the railing. The cliff side isn’t nearly as sheer as I thought it would be. Wild flowers trail down a soft edge that lazily rambles across the blue expanse. In the distance, downtown Jepson shines as if it were dipped in glitter.

      “It’s beautiful,” I pant through a smile. The sky kisses the earth and turns the world into an ocean of loveliness. From this vantage, the world looks smooth as velvet, not at all hardened by reality, but soft with dreams and warm with love. “This is amazing. I’m safe, and this is beautiful.”

      “You are beautiful.” Knox lands a kiss just under my ear. “Now come on and do it. You know you want to.”

      A laugh gets caught in my throat. “You know me all too well.” I turn my back to his chest, and Knox holds on with a death grip. Slowly, carefully, my arms stretch to the sky, my fingers begging to go farther than my body will allow. A slow curdling scream rips from my throat with joy. “I’m the king of the world!”

      Knox howls into the wind right alongside me, and it feels as if there is nothing we can’t conquer.

      I spin around and cup the sides of his gorgeous face. “I think technically you are the king of the world. You’re the king of my world.”

      “Good thing—because you are my queen.” Knox looks at me as if I really were a queen—as if I’m the only girl on the planet he sees.

      I bring his mouth down to mine, and I kiss him on sacred ground, the very spot in which my darkest fears dissolved like snow. Knox held me up while I slayed my dragons, but not before riding them straight into the sky like a badass. In truth, Knox is the badass. He never stopped believing in us, in me. It was Knox who tried to warn me of my relationship’s impending doom that first night at the Kappa G mixer. He was looking out for me even then. Knox pursued me relentlessly that night, even if it was in an effort to warn me. He pursued me relentlessly during our time apart, even if I was too stubborn to listen once again. And Knox pursued my fears and cast them to hell where they belong. Knox has saved me, time and time again, through the relentless pursuit of his love. And I plan on spending the rest of my life repaying him by loving him right back.

      It’s the least I can do.

      It is my pleasure—and even then, Knox always makes sure my pleasure comes first.

      Both Sylvia and I are glad about that.
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      The Black Bear Saloon is the very first place I ventured to once I showed up at Whitney Briggs earlier this summer, and so it feels like the natural place to end the summer as well. Inside, the mood is festive, the booze is flowing and so is the pizza—it’s Italian night, and as soon as my best girl shows up, I’ll be ordering up a large one just for the two of us.

      I spot Rush, Seth, and Eli near the back and head on over.

      “What’s up?” I slap them all a quick five before nodding to Seth. “Where’d you finally settle into? You rushing, or did the charm of the dormitories win out?”

      “Neither.” He offers a quick grin. “I’ve set up shop across the street at the Briggs Apartment Building. One bedroom, kitchen, soundproof walls.” He winks over at Rush, and they share a fist bump.

      “Nice,” I groan. “So you’re a manwhore-in-training like your future brother-in-law.”

      He frowns as he shoves a chip into his mouth. “Something like that.”

      “And what about you?” I look to Eli, and he openly laughs.

      “I am doing just fine on my own. You are the only hooked fish at the table. The rest of us are all still free agents.”

      “But you’re not a player. You’re not keeping track of the notches on your headboard, are you?”

      “Nope.” He frowns into the crowd. “I’ve been tarred, and feathered, and burned alive. I’ve more than learned my lesson when it comes to girls. Hold on loosely and all that other good crap. I’m glad things worked out great for you and Harper, though. Where is she? She cut you loose already?”

      Rush and Seth laugh as if it were funny.

      “Yup, that’s right. She’s lost her mind again and dumped me.”

      “Is that what you say when I’m not around?” That voice. I know it well. I’ve heard it in and out of my sleep, and I should. She’s been keeping my bed warm at night.

      I turn around and wince up at the most beautiful girl in the room—in the universe—before leaping out of my seat and doing my best to make things better with a kiss.

      She bubbles with a laugh. “Let me get Ava and Lucky. They’re finishing up a game of pool in the back.” She zips off and I fall into my seat.

      “Dude”—Eli shakes his head my way—“how did you get so lucky? That chick is unnaturally hot.”

      “It’s true,” Seth grunts as if he too is mystified.

      “Look the other way, boys, because she is taken.”

      Rush presses out a mournful laugh. “You haven’t stepped into your first class, and you already dominate the field and the girls. Good work, my man.” He socks me in the arm and makes it hurt just enough.

      “All right”—Lawson smacks Rush as he and Lucky circle his side of the table—“nobody beats up my bro but me.” It feels nice hearing it from Lawson. Our families may have been slow to mesh together, but we’re strong as steel now, a bond unbreakable no matter who decides to stay married. Lawson is great. I couldn’t care about him any more if he was blood.

      Ava and Grant take the seats next to me, and Harper falls onto my lap right where I want her, right where she belongs.

      “I am the lucky one around here.” I press a kiss to her cheek and linger. Every last square inch of this woman is so perfectly soft.

      “I’m Lucky.” Lucky smirks over at the two of us. “But for the sake of semantics, I’ll admit you’re pretty lucky too.”

      The waitress comes by with a round of drinks, and it’s Laney Capwell. “It’s on the house”—she gives a quick wink to Harper and me—“as a thank you for helping me find my dream home.” She leans in. “I just knew you two would work things out! And thanks to you, Baya and Bryson are already in escrow with the house down the street. Any time you want, all-you-can-eat fries are on me.”

      “I think I love you!” Harper says as she bubbles with laughter. “And I love him for sure.” She gives my ear a quick nip as Laney takes off.

      Lawson leans in and lifts his glass, and we do the same. “To another semester. May it be better than the last.”

      “Hear, hear!” I touch my glass to Harper’s. “It already is.”

      I look out at my sea of friends, at this sea of love, and I know we’re all damn lucky to have one another. And with Harper in my life, I’ll be feeling the love from here on out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The night wanes, and Harper convinces me it’s time to split by way of those heated kisses she’s dripping down my neck. Just as we hit the door, a familiar brunette with a face I see in the mirror stomps in.

      “Trix.” I pull her in and offer a spontaneous hug. “I’ve missed you.” There. That’s the truth. Our little experiment of spending more time apart has failed miserably and left me miserable in turn as well. “I still need your nagging, annoying, lovable as hell presence in my life, and I can finally admit it.”

      Trixie and Harper share a laugh and it warms my heart, and just as quickly breaks it because Trix hasn’t quite warmed up to her yet.

      “I’m sorry.” Trixie shrugs as she looks to Harper. “I was mean and nasty, but I love my brother. He’s the other half of me.” She bites down on her lip the way she does when she’s about to cry, and I panic for a moment. As history has proven, whenever one of us cries, the other is not far off. It’s biology, genetics, or lousy timing—take your pick. “I guess it kills me that he sort of looks at you that way.”

      Crap. She’s got me. It’s true. “Hey—in no way are you being replaced. I love you. And just because I have room in my heart for one more person doesn’t change that.”

      “Wow,” she marvels, blinking back tears. “Who died and made you the king of mush?”

      “So, we’re good?” Harper gives Trixie’s sleeve a quick tug. Her eyes are glittering with tears too.

      “Yes.” Trixie makes a face. “You know, I never really liked Janelle. I don’t know why, but we never clicked. Maybe you and I can hang out sometime—without the giant toad following us around. I’m in Cutler Tower, so maybe you could meet me at Hallowed Grounds once in a while? I’ll tell you all those deep, dark secrets Knox is too ashamed to let out.”

      “Don’t you dare.” I glance to Harper. “Not that there are any.”

      “I’m definitely taking you up on it. And by the way, I’m in Prescott Hall. I’m sharing a room with an old friend of mine.”

      Trixie’s eyes explode in size. “I thought you two—”

      “We’re not living together,” I offer. “Harper thought it was best to take things slow.”

      “I’m all about the mysteries and mud masks, if you know what I mean.” She winks at my sister. “Plus, I’ll probably still be at his place more than mine anyway.”

      “Like every night.” I frown at my sister. “So don’t use that key I gave you, just in case.”

      “Eww.” She looks as if she’s ready to puke. “Well, I’d better get in there. My new roommate is already on the prowl, and I have some catching up to do.”

      A groan comes from deep within me. “No, Trix. Stay away from the boys. The guys in there are animals.”

      “It’s true.” Harper laughs as if she knows firsthand, and she does. “They’re all hungry, ravenous bears, and they’re hungry for human flesh—especially young, tasty girls with long legs and big—”

      “All right”—I wraps my arms around Harper—“this is my baby sister we’re talking to. Let’s keep it G.”

      “I’m no baby.” Trixie eyes the crowd as if she’s going in for the kill.

      “Whoa, slow your roll. This isn’t high school. You’re not going to run in there and tease some poor kid to death. These boys move fast and you don’t. I want to keep it that way.” I know for a fact Trixie is a virgin. She’s saving herself for love, not giving it away to any idiot she sees. “Stay away from the frat boys. Hell, stay far away from the jocks. And whatever the hell you do, don’t come near those eligible idiots I hang out with. You need a nice kid—someone untarnished by life, and there’s no one who fits the bill at Briggs. Sorry, sis. You’re out of luck.”

      Trixie’s mouth opens slow in some incredulous sarcastic smile as if everything I said was laughable. “Maybe you’re the one out of luck, Knox. I’ll see you both later.” She dives into the crowd, and I lose sight of her. A part of me wants to dive right in there, wrap my arms around her and keep her safe from all the hurt, all the psychos in the world, and that’s just the dudes at Briggs.

      Harper inches me to the door. “Boy, you are going to die a slow and agonizing death when she finally finds the one.”

      “Not true. I happen to know for a fact Trixie’s personality is inhospitable to the male species. There’s no way she’s finding the one at Briggs. She’s a castrator, a walking dominatrix. No dude is going to want to hand over his balls just because she says so. I’m safe right through grad school with her. Trust me on that.”

      Harper bubbles with a laugh as we step out into the balmy night air. A floral perfume replaces the scent of pizza and beer as the rowdy bar gives way to the final Saturday night of summer vacation.

      “It’s been a long, hot summer,” Harper moans low and sexy as hell, and my balls ache just to hear it. “Sylvia is in desperate need of a massage. Do you think Will might be able to help her with that?”

      “Will is already up and looking forward to it. I might sneak a few kisses to Sylvia myself.”

      “Sylvia will most definitely hold you to it and to her. She happens to have a mean crush on you, but don’t tell Will. They seem to have a pretty good thing going.”

      “They do, I agree.” I spin her around until we’re standing in front of the mascot of the establishment, an old oversized black bear that stands more than ten feet tall. “I think we have a pretty good thing going too. How about a quick selfie for old times’ sake?”

      She whips out her phone and snaps it. “Done and done.” Her thumbs dance across the screen like lightning, and she holds up the caption for me to see.

      “Boy meets girl. Boy loses girl. Girl seeks revenge. Boy gets girl back. Revenge zero. Love plus two. Hashtag scariest photobomb ever.” My chest rumbles over her as we share a quiet laugh. “It’s perfect. Just like we are.”

      “We are perfect, aren’t we? Isn’t it ironic something so whole and beautiful came from something broken? If our relationship with the two that shall not be named kept plodding along, we never would have been linked the way we were.”

      “By hatred and fueled by revenge.” I nod into this. “The universe sure has its mysterious ways. I think it’s a good lesson. Next time things look like they’re in the shitter, it might just be the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

      “So essentially—hard to see at the moment.” Her cheeks turn bright pink. “Confession. That first night at the mixer when you were making me insane—I thought you were a perfect specimen. And it turns out I was right as usual.”

      We share another laugh and I scoop Harper up and carry her down the street, bouncing her in my arms as we share kisses, and hopes, and dreams.

      With Harper near me, all of my hopes and dreams have already come true.

      I can’t wait to see what the future holds.

      I know for a fact I’m holding my future.
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      Thank you for reading Revenge Kisses (3:AM Kisses 14). If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at your point of purchase. Even a sentence or two makes a difference to an author. Thank you so very much in advance! Your effort is very much appreciated.

      

      ***Look for Red Hot Kisses (3:AM Kisses 15) Rush and Trixie’s story coming up next!*****

      

      *** If you loved this romantic comedy be sure to check out Naughty By Nature!*** It is red hot and sizzling!**
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