
  
    [image: Before You]
  


  
    
      Books by Ashlyn Mathews

      

      World of Dumas/Dumas University (steamy college sports romance, grumpy and sunshine/stubborn, opposites attract, enemies-to-lovers, second-chance romance, fake relationship, virgin romance, forced proximity, billionaire romance)

      Before You

      Kissing Game

      Nora Ever After

      Give You Up

      Beautiful Defiance

      Hate Game

      Mad Love

      

      After Dark Series (steamy paranormal romance, forbidden love, secret identity, soul mates, enemies-to-lovers, age gap, sunshine and grumpy, forced proximity, scarred hero, virgin romance)

      

      Nightbound: Seducing the Vampire Slayer

      My Dark Knight: Claiming the Vampire Slayer

      Dusk to Dawn: Tempting the Demon Hunter

      Dark and Dangerous: The Bodyguard and the Demon Hunter

      A Siren’s Heart: Claimed by the Alpha

      

      Reckless Series (small town romance, second chance romance, forced proximity, opposites attract, enemies-to-lovers, sports romance)

      About That Night

      Hate the Game

      Scars to Your Beautiful

      

      Dangerous Liaisons Series (enemies-to-lovers, college sports romance, virgin romance)

      Wicked

      Savior or Sinner

      

      Standalone Books

      I Dare You

      Hate to Want You

      Sports Romance Boxed Set

      Virgin Romance Boxed Set

      Enemies to Lovers Boxed Set

    

  


  
    
      BEFORE YOU

    

    
      
        ASHLYN MATHEWS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Before You

      

      
        Quote

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

    

    
      
        Note from the Author

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Ashlyn Mathews

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

      

      “Before You” lyrics written by Ashlyn Mathews.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      A fake boyfriend she never wanted.

      
        
        Ryan Allie Allistar understood from a young age that true love and a happy-ever-after don’t exist. Her college mantra? Head down, grades up, and stay away from the guys until after graduation. Period.

      

      

      

      The chance for a memorable year.

      
        
        When a night of celebrating leads to a scary run-in with a guy from her past, and the sexy rugby team captain, Xander Brody, steps in and declares he’s her boyfriend, Ryan faces rethinking how she wants to live her last year of college.

      

      

      

      They’re not anyone’s idea of the perfect match.

      
        
        She’s not into college guys. And definitely not guys with commitment issues. He prefers coeds with experience in the sack. But to survive the mayhem of a stalker on the loose, an unsolved murder, and a secret double life on the verge of unraveling before their eyes, Ryan and Xander will have to convince everyone they’re “the real deal,” even if it means crossing the unspoken boundaries of their friend zone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “When I saw you, I fell in love, and you smiled because you knew.”

      
        
        ~Falstaff, 1893 Italian opera
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          RYAN ALLIE

        

      

    

    
      “Ryan, are you sure about this?” There’s a deep furrow between my friend Asher’s dark brows. “We don’t belong here.”

      “Of course I am, and we do.” I hold the door with both hands and dig my heels into the soft dirt. I’ve forgotten how heavy this barn door was. “It’s your twenty-first birthday, so what better place to celebrate than at a bar?”

      “That’s so cliché.” She crosses her arms and juts her hip.

      “You’re the queen of cliché,” I remind her. “Why fight the inevitable?” I shrug. “Anyways, all you’ve been talking about for weeks,” ever since we watched The Longest Ride, “is how badass it would be to ride a mechanical bull. Guess what?”

      She narrows her eyes. “What?”

      “The bar rocks a mechanical bull,” I say with a triumphant grin.

      “Bull or no bull, Asher’s right,” our other friend, Nora, chimes in. “This place isn’t us.”

      “What gives you that idea?”

      “Sheesh, Ryan, it’s obvious.” Asher waves her hand. “We’re standing outside a barn, country music is blasting, and the place has a dude’s name. Jimmy’s might as well be Mac’s or Billy Bob’s.”

      “Asher Tran and Nora Sanchez, I am appalled by your judge-y words.” I widen my eyes. “Who is always on my case to be more assertive and ballsy? You, Asher. You encourage me to be more than I am.”

      “This isn’t either of those things, Ryan.”

      It’s not good when Nora puts extra emphasis on my name.

      “This,” Nora points to the inside of the bar, “has danger written all over it.” Danger is Nora’s favorite word when she doesn’t want us to do something. Guess what her top word is when she is all in? You guessed it. SAFE. Ding, ding, ding.

      “We won’t stay long. I promise. Now get inside before my arms rip from their sockets.”

      Asher rolls her eyes. Nora snorts. These two are unladylike and obnoxious. Smiling, I follow them inside. Nora finds the perfect table with a view of the mechanical bull, the bar, and the door.

      Something of interest, a potential source of trouble, and an escape route. I watch Nora look from one to the other and, finally, the door. We’ve known one another since freshman year, and I have to admit I find how she thinks interesting.

      The waitress sees us and heads over. She’s skinny and petite like Asher. Her blond hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and she is wearing Jimmy’s waitstaff uniform: a buttoned-up red and black plaid shirt paired with dark blue jeans.

      “Hello, girls. Name’s Anne.” Her glance touches on Asher, then Nora, before settling on me. “Allie.”

      When I lived here in Ravenna, I went by my middle name, Allie.

      My friends look from Anne to me and back to Anne. When I chose Jimmy’s for Asher’s birthday celebration, I had assumed my mother’s ex-best friend had moved on. I was wrong. “Anne, this is Asher and Nora. They’re my friends from college.”

      “It’s nice to meet you girls.” Anne sets a stack of menus on the table. “Allie used to come here all the time with her family.”

      She pulls a notepad and pen from her back pocket. I ball my hands in my lap. Please, please, please, don’t share what I did in this bar back then.

      “How long has it been since you’ve been home, sweetie?”

      I never considered Ravenna a home. The small town was just another stop in my mother’s grand plan of making me famous.

      “Four years.” As soon as I graduated high school and was accepted to DU, I hightailed it out of Ravenna and never looked back.

      “How’s Nick?”

      I shrug. “Nick is Nick.” Small talk with Anne is never complete unless she asks about my stepfather.

      “Do you see him often?”

      Since my mother’s death, the words hang in the air between us like a patch of thick smoke. I’m not a rude person, but I’m not here to rehash a past I would rather forget. I pick up the menu and avoid eye contact. “I see him here and there.”

      “When you talk to him again, tell him I said ‘hi’ and to stop by. We have the best Marionberry pie on this side of the state.” Nick’s favorite.

      “I will,” I say.

      “Thank you, sweetie.”

      She beams, and I inwardly sigh. Is she still working at Nick and Mom’s favorite hangout because she isn’t over him? If so, I feel for her. It’s heartbreaking to have feelings for someone who doesn’t feel the same way.

      “What would you two like to drink?” I ask, speeding up this interaction. I promised them we wouldn’t stay long.

      “A mimosa for me,” Asher says.

      Nora and I stick with water. Water is safe, and I’m the designated driver. Once Anne leaves, the girls pummel me with questions. I stick my arms out and remind them of our only rule for our friendship. No questions about each other’s lives pre-DU. Asher makes a rude noise under her breath.

      “I heard that.”

      She does it again.

      “I know you’re unhappy, but we didn’t become fast friends by telling each other everything. All I’m asking for is patience.” Eventually, I’ll tell them the truth.

      “And understanding,” Nora adds.

      “And trust.” Asher clucks her tongue. “Fine. I was pushy. I’m sorry.”

      Asher claims to be pushy, but I put her in the category of nurturer. Nora is one, too, but she likes to take care of plants rather than people.

      “Thank you, both of you, for helping me celebrate my mother’s birthday.”

      We scattered petals from a dozen white roses on her grave marker and lit a glittery candle on her favorite cupcake, Pink Starlight. It rained, and we sat hunched over the gravesite, our hands shielding the candle from being extinguished. Just as we started singing “Happy Birthday,” the rain stopped, the heavens opened, and sunshine lit up the sky. It was wonderful.

      “She would’ve said best forty-first birthday. I wished she were here. She would have loved you two.”

      It’s difficult for me to make friends, and telling Asher and Nora about my mom was the exception to the rule. Mom made me who I am today, so I had to share the day she came into this world with my besties. And to think she and Asher’s birthdays are a day apart.

      “I’m sorry she died so soon, Ryan.” Asher reaches over and squeezes my fingers. “You must miss her.”

      “Every day,” I admit.

      Nora pats my arm, surprising me. Nora doesn’t touch or like to be touched. It has something to do with how she was raised, but it wasn’t anything bad like abuse, she’d reassured us. Thank goodness. Had someone done something bad to quiet, polite, nice Nora, I would have sent my tatted gym rat stepbrother, Noah, after them.

      “Hey, we’re not here to mope.” The air was getting thick. “Let’s end this fabulous girls’ weekend getaway with great food and shots for the baby of our trio-for-life, Asher Crasher.”

      On cue, Anne returns with our drinks. We order our meals, and I add an order for a sampler of shots for Asher. Anne takes the menus and leaves.

      “By the way, you look great.” A nod of approval from the fashion queen. “Finally, you’re wearing something that shows off your killer figure.”

      A black, buttoned-up stretchy shirt that sticks to me like second skin. Skinny jeans tucked into knee-high boots.

      “It must be all that running you’re doing,” Asher gushes. “Maybe next time, I’ll tag along.”

      Nora frowns. “Going for a run before the sun sets is dangerous. You could get mugged, kidnapped, assaulted, or run over by a car.”

      “That’s why I carry mace, wear reflective gear, and take my share of self-defense classes on campus.”

      “Ryan makes valid points, Nora.”

      Is Asher coming to my defense? Usually, they gang up on me, having been friends first.

      “Okay, I give in. You’re staying safe,” Nora says with a hint of a smile. “That’s good. I agree with Asher. Anything other than sweatpants, sweatshirts, and worn-down sneakers is a better look for you.”

      “Geez, thanks?”

      “What I meant to say is you look pretty, Ryan.” She taps my arm.

      Touching and a compliment from Nora? Asher coming to my defense? The girls taking time away from their busy lives to help me celebrate my mom’s birthday?  I could go on and one about the small details from our girls’ weekend that bring me joy, but a deep ache forms in my chest.

      These two women have given me the best years of their lives, but what have I given them in return other than utter boredom and worry? Enough. I stretch my arms out, palms up. “I would like to make some vows if that’s okay?”

      They set their hands in mine.

      “From this day forward, I’ll break out of my comfort zone little by little.”

      Three important words, the ones at the end.

      “From this day forward, I’ll listen to my besties’ advice, and,” I look from Nora to Asher, “go with whatever they say is best for me, within reason.”

      Asher nods, accepting my “within reason” caveat. She’s known for going to extremes. It’s how she earned the nickname “Asher Crasher.”

      Asher releases my hand and high-fives Nora. “Hallelujah, she’s come to her senses. Boo-yah!” She pumps her hand in the air.

      I duck my head and hide my smile. This girl is over the top.

      “We’ve been trying to ‘reform’ you since we found you crying behind that tree.”

      Freshman year. I raise my head, ready to tell Asher and Nora how grateful I am they had cared enough to offer Kleenex from Asher’s backpack, but the door opens, and my attention is drawn to the guys swaggering in.

      Confident, self-assured, cocky… They reek of the big T. Testosterone.

      The guys push one another back and forth, their booming laughter riding above the country music.

      I don’t miss their backward baseball caps. Or the way their shirts cling to their taut, muscular torsos. And how about those low-hung jeans calling attention to the bulging muscles of; I clear my throat. Their thighs. What are the guys from the rugby team doing here, two hours from DU’s campus?

      They grab seats behind us. Asher suddenly becomes fascinated with the condiments on the table and her hair. She twists the long strands, then lets go.

      Twist.

      Let go.

      Twist.

      Let go.

      This rhythm makes me wonder why she is nervous. Asher doesn’t get flustered around the guys; they get tongue-tied when around her.

      Off to my left, Nora isn’t staring at the table or playing with her hair. She’s sitting ramrod straight, like a string pulled tight. Why is she on high alert?

      The guys.

      My friends are thrown off-kilter by these certain guys. The one behind me sits so close that I catch a whiff of his scent—a mix of dirt, sweat, the air, and an undeniable and sexy masculine scent I can’t fully describe but is definitely of the male persuasion.

      I start inhaling a deeper breath but stop. What am I doing? These guys are not the types I should be sniffing. They’re the type I steer clear of and have been successful at staying away from for the majority of my years at DU.

      They didn’t look our way when they walked by, but I know who they were—every girl on campus does.

      The one in the middle getting shoved back and forth was Xander Brody. Tall and muscular with a panty-melting smirk. When Xander smirked, every girl in proximity sighed longingly.

      I’m one of a few immune to his smirk, deep, rich voice, and intense gaze. Hasn’t he realized that “the eyes are the windows to the soul” is just a saying? There’s no need to stare at someone with that much intensity unless he’s ready to chase down a gazelle.

      The two doing the shoving were Zeke Harrington and Galley Rutherford. Zeke is a bona fide campus man-whore. I hear he believes in sleeping with a girl only once. Wow. Just wow.

      Galley, aka filthy guy on campus, will sleep with a girl or girls more than once. Not only is he into multiple sex partners in one sexual encounter, but he likes to have sex multiple times in a day. The boy has stamina along with a filthy mouth and filthy-fine body, and he’s filthy rich.

      The trio are players. The opposite of everything that is decent, nice, and respectable.

      “So,” addressing Asher, I drag out the word, “what do you think?” I tip my head at the mechanical bull and try my darnedest not to eavesdrop on the conversation behind me. “It’s now or never.”

      But it’s difficult to do when the guys are so loud.

      “Hey, man, what are we doing with the house? Shit, I should’ve known that goddamn pipe would burst someday. The fucking leak went through the floor and soaked every goddamn thing below. The popcorn ceiling has to be removed. Having that shit done is hella pricey.”

      Filthy mouth Galley.

      “Good thing Sean was there.”

      “Yeah, bruh. He had the good sense to call in the plumber, shut off the goddamn electricity, and have a company come in and start drying the place out.”

      “I’ll find someone to fix the floor and ceiling. Don’t worry.”

      Rugby team captain Xander to the rescue.

      “You think the place will be ready for the Black Light party?” Zeke asks.

      What is a Black Light party?

      “It better be. I plan on getting me some action.”

      I can imagine Galley thrusting his hips and smacking the air, miming “getting” his action.

      “I second that, bro.” Zeke says.

      Hormones on crack, those two. Minutes pass as we wait for our food and attempt not to eavesdrop on their loud conversations. When the birthday girl finally speaks, I am not a fan of what comes out of her mouth.

      “If I ride the bull, you two should, too.”

      The conversation behind me stops. A cold sweat forms over my body. My eyes sweep the room. Other than a group of guys sitting in a dark corner with their muscular shoulders hunched over their drinks, the restaurant is nearly empty. It’s Sunday night, and people have work the next day.

      “I’m in,” Nora says.

      I suck in a breath. The surprises keep on coming with this girl tonight. “It’s dangerous. Not safe, Nora.” It’s wrong of me to use her favorite words in my favor, but a girl has to do what she must to prevent humiliation of epic proportions. “I’m sorry, but count me out.”

      “You made a vow.” Asher leans forward with a ruthless gleam in her eyes. “From this day forward—” Her voice carries, and the silence behind me doesn’t bode well.

      “Asher,” I beg with my eyes for her to keep her voice low, but Asher’s never been one to stay quiet when she wants something, and she wants me on that bull, damn it!

      “From this day forward⁠—”

      I stick out my arm. “Fine, I’ll ride the bull, but the birthday girl goes first.”

      “Grump-a-lumps before happy.”

      “Agree.”

      Nora. I narrow my eyes. “Not fair. You always pick her side,” I say above a whisper. But a certain guy hears me.

      “Why don’t we even out the votes?”

      That deep, rich voice. The smirk in his tone. I turn in my seat, and staring into the bluest eyes I’ve seen, I almost forget what I’m about to say.

      “Um, ever heard of minding your own business, stranger?”

      “Stranger?” He barks laughter. “We’ve had at least one class together every semester since freshman year, Ryan.”

      He remembers me from his classes and knows my name. Heat creeps up my neck and settles in my cheeks. The light above us shows the obvious. Xander smirks, clearly understanding his effect on the opposite sex.

      I tip my chin. Cocky jerk.

      His intense scrutiny slides off my face and shifts to my friends. “Three of us. Three of you. The odds are in either of your favor.”

      He gives them a slow once-over from his startling cyan-blue eyes. Disappointment washes over me, but I push it down. Why should I care that he finds my friends attractive? I’m used to the guys looking past me to get a better view of them.

      “Raise of hands for birthday girl first,” he says.

      I’m the only one.

      “Moody girl?”

      Five hands.

      My chair is lifted off the ground, and I find myself knee-to-knee with Xander. His smirk is a mix of amusement and…concern?

      He gets in my space and, for me, only says, “You sure you can handle the bull? If you’re too chicken-shit⁠—”

      If you’re too chicken-shit.

      They’re the same words said to me one too many times, with a taunting I never cared for from one of my mother’s ex-boyfriends. The words hit me like a swift punch to the face, knocking the breath out of me. Thank goodness Mom left Henry and later found the right man for her, my stepfather, Nick.

      “Hey, are you alright? Look, it’s okay to say no. No one will blame you if you back out. I won’t think less of you, either.”

      I don’t care what Xander thinks. It’s what my friends think that matters most. Minutes ago, I made a vow, and now I’m reneging? I have to follow through. Follow-through is important. That’s what Nick taught me.

      “From this day forward, I vow to go outside my comfort zone. Riding the bull in front of a small crowd counts, don’t you think?”

      A slow nod of his head. “It sure does.”

      I like the gleam in his eyes too much but refuse to be charmed. There’s a hint of a smirk hidden in his crooked smile. He squeezes my knee. His knuckles are swollen and scraped up.

      Was he in a fight, or are the scrapes from his rugby matches? I itch to smooth my fingers over the imperfections on his skin, but I hold back. What does it matter how he hurt himself? I’m not interested in college guys with commitment issues.

      But as I walk to that bull, Xander’s touch stays with me, on my skin through my jeans.

      And that worries me.
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          XANDER

        

      

    

    
      She walks up to that bull and rides it hard.

      I can’t take my eyes off the huge smile on Ryan’s face. Or the way the front of her shirt opens when the bull dips forward, showing skin. Can’t blame me for looking. I’m a college horn dog.

      She stays on that gyrating hulk of metal until it stops with a tired groan. Ryan pumps her fist in the air and whoops. A chuckle rumbles deep in my chest.

      But is the girl in front of me the real Ryan Allistar? And why the hell did her parents give her a guy’s name? Or they didn’t. Maybe the rumors are true. She digs chicks and changed her name to something more masculine.

      Guys on campus say Ryan is the butch of a lesbian pairing, the reason she runs her mouth like a guy. I wouldn’t have a clue. I see her in my classes, but I don’t go out of my way to start a conversation with her. And who cares if she’s into girls? I am proud of her for embracing her sexuality and identity.

      She hops off the bull, takes her seat, and swipes away the strands of hair sticking to her face. Not the sexiest moves I’ve seen a girl do, but all that hair and her smile draw my attention to the crazy colors of her eyes. Shit, when she turned around and challenged me with eyes that looked blue one moment and gray the next, I’d groaned in my mouth as I imagined her staring down at me while riding my dick hard.

      My dick twitches in my pants, and I command my beast to calm the fuck down. There’ll be no starting something with Ryan. Her scowl scares the hell out of me.

      “Hey, you did great.” I tap her arm. Quick. Friendly. No lingering. There’ll be no leading her on. “Okay,” I stretch out the word, “birthday girl’s turn.”

      “Birthday girl! Birthday girl! Birthday girl,” the guys and I chant.

      “You can do it.” Ryan jumps out of her seat and hugs the small Asian coed that’s been downing shots like crazy as she eyed Ryan on the bull. “Easy-peasy, Asher Crasher, I swear.”

      Next thing I can’t un-see, but I fucking love witnessing—a guy’s porno dream come true—is Asher kissing Ryan full on the mouth.

      “Holy shit!”

      “Jesus, that’s hot.”

      “Asher!”

      Dead silence falls onto the crowd, and all eyes are on the girls. Suddenly, there’s movement from the dark corner of the room. Three huge dudes step out of the shadows and move beneath the bar’s lighting. One of them storms over, grabs Ryan by the arm, and yanks her outside.

      What the fuck? I scramble out of my seat and rush after them. My friends and hers are hot on my heels.

      Pissed-off douchebag has Ryan up against his jacked-up pickup truck. “I fucking knew you’re a lesbo. Was that why you were pissed, Allie? Melissa loved me and not you?”

      Huh?

      “I messed up. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry? I haven’t seen you in four years, and that’s all you have?”

      For some reason, the guy gets it in his head to take off his shirt. He’s covered with ink, and a scar transects his left pec.

      “Fuck you, Allie. She left because of what you did.”

      I stop walking. My fists unfurl. Allie… I shake my head. Did Ryan do that, give the guy that gnarly scar? Maybe the other rumor is true: Ryan is unpredictable and has a temper.

      The dude finally realizes he and Ryan aren’t alone. He faces us. Dark hair. Broad forehead. Big nose. A loud mouth that won’t shut the fuck up.

      “Take a good look at what she’s capable of. Stay the fuck away from the bitch.”

      As loud as he is, I hear Ryan’s strangled gasp. “Ford. Please. Not here.”

      “Why not here, Allie? Did you have a thing for Mel? Tell the fucking truth!”

      Temper or not, scary scar or not, no one has the right to speak to another person like this shithead is doing.

      “You okay, Ryan?”

      I have a decent view of her face. The roadside billboard is as bright as my ass is white. Her skin’s gone pale, and her eyes shimmer. I clench my hands and step forward. No one makes a girl cry on my watch.

      He looks me up and down. “Why do you give a flying fuck, asshole?”

      “I’m her boyfriend, shithead. Believe me, she’s into guys. Come on, babe, let’s get out of here.”

      Thank god she keeps her pretty mouth shut about my little lie.

      Before we can make a quick getaway, three lifted trucks roll onto the lot. Shithead’s friends must’ve called for reinforcements. Big dudes climb out of the trucks and surround us. Too many bodies. The odds aren’t in our favor.

      “Asher had too much to drink,” I explain. “And lost her inhibition. You get where I’m going?”

      Their brows slant toward their noses. They’re not the smartest bunch I’ve come across. Or this situation isn’t about one girl kissing another. But if it is, I point at Asher and give it to them straight.

      “It’s her twenty-first birthday, and she’s buzzed. Some drunks are mean. Others are happy. Asher likes to kiss her friends.” I stretch out my hand to Ryan. “Let’s go.”

      Shithead blocks me with his body.

      “I’ve never seen Allie with a guy. Prove she’s your girl.”

      We’re eye-to-eye. Shithead is my height, six-foot-one, and probably weighs the same as I do, a lean two hundred pounds. But he has an advantage in this misunderstanding—anger festering like a bad infection for four freaking years.

      “Sorry, but what we do between the sheets is private, and I plan to keep it that way.”

      Shithead smirks. “I didn’t say to fuck her in front of us. Kiss her. If I’m good with what I see, me and my guys will spare you all a beating.”

      “Why don’t you and your friends go, Xander?” A tiny but steady voice from behind the shithead says. “Take Asher and Nora with you.”

      And leave her with festering, fuming shithead and his merry friends? I don’t think so. “Come on, sweetheart. It’s getting late. Kiss me already.”

      The half-naked shithead moves aside. It takes willpower not to smash the smirk from his face to the back of his skull. Ryan stays rooted to the ground. I again reach for her. She edges away from the truck, walks over, and sets her small hand in my big one.

      I tug her against my body. It takes little effort. She’s skinny. Ryan lifts her head, and I glance down. When a girl is plastered to my body, there’s a certain look on her face. Parted lips. Eyes hooded. Face slanted, ready for my mouth. Lust. Desire. Want.

      There’s none of that on Ryan’s. She’s wearing down her bottom lip with her teeth. “Ryan, you can say no, babe. Always with me. I’d never hurt you. You understand, don’t you?”

      A half-nod and she doesn’t tell me to take a hike.

      I lower my head. Halfway to her mouth, I hesitate. This isn’t me. When have I ever needed to convince a girl to play tongue hockey? I don’t. It’s the other way around.

      Jesus Christ, I don’t kiss girls that:

      A. Can paralyze guys on the spot with her glower.

      B. Can make guys sweat with how quiet and intense she is.

      C. Or a girl with a guy’s name.

      And I sure as fuck don’t call a girl “babe” or “sweetheart” unless I’m certain I’ll be bringing her home to meet my mom and little sis.

      “Xander?”

      Her eyes are closed.

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      A girl thanking me, and I haven’t done the deed yet?

      Damnedest thing.

      I focus and remind myself I’m kissing Ryan for the greater good. I’m saving our asses from an ass-whooping. My fingers weave in her thick, dark hair. The strands are soft, and my mind wanders. What would it be like to wake up with her in my arms with her hair spilled over my shoulders and chest after a night of mind-blowing sex? I shake that thought aside. I don’t sleep with girls. I fuck them once and never think of them again.

      Her hand cuffs my arm, and her nails dig into my skin. Ryan is warning me. I’m saving us from a beating, but I’m not off the hook. There will be consequences for kissing her.

      Her other arm comes up. With her small hand on the back of my head, over my ball cap, Ryan brings me down to her level. Our mouths touch and meld, fit to perfection. Her lips are full and soft. Friction as she moves her head slightly side-to-side. More back and forth. More softness. That same fucking friction of mouth on mouth and warm breath, and I want more. I want a taste of Ryan Allie.

      But not here. Not like this. In front of a crowd. I end the kiss. “It’s been a long weekend of screwing, and you’re tired, babe.” My voice carries in the silence, as intended.

      Shithead’s friends snicker. My friends can’t close their mouths fast enough. Ryan glares, and I bite back my smirk. I’m an A-hole, but I’d rather see the fire in her eyes than the panic from earlier.

      I stretch my arm across her shoulders and walk us to what I’m assuming is her car, a black Accord. Holding her close, I feel everything: the stiffness in her walk and the tension stacking on her shoulders.

      This girl is wound tight, and if she was was truly mine, I know of a mutually satisfying solution for unwinding her. We would fuck for hours.

      But Ryan isn’t my girl.

      “You’re shaking. Let me drive you home.”

      “The bill. My friends⁠—”

      “Your friends can ride with mine in my truck if that’s okay with you and them. I’ll cover the bill.”

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      “No need.”

      “Need. Here.”

      She places three twenties in my hand. I stuff the bills in her back pocket. She glares. I shrug. “My treat. Just accept and don’t fight it, okay?”

      “Fine,” she says begrudgingly.

      Her friends rush over, and she runs the plan by them. They agree. Ryan gives me her keys. My friends hang back. I nod at Zeke. He sticks his hand in the air. I toss him the key fob, then make  eye contact with Galley and rub my fingers. He gets the message and pushes through the crowd of shithead’s friends loitering in front of Jimmy’s. I’ll pay him back tomorrow.

      “Thanks for helping Ryan,” the Latina says with a tip of her chin.

      She’s appreciative but not happy I kissed her friend.

      “Yes, thanks.”

      Slurred words from the troublemaker of the trio.

      “No probs, Asher.” Slight dip of my head at the lightweight then the sensible one. “Nora.”

      I’ve seen Ryan’s friends around campus and would have never known their names except for dumb luck. Sitting close to Ryan and overhearing their conversation was just that. Or is it bad luck after getting tangled in her personal mess?

      “I’m sorry, Ryan.” Asher pulls her in for a hug.

      “No worries.” Ryan pats her on the back. “Happy birthday. I’ll see you two tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow,” her friends say.

      They walk backward to my truck and wave. Asher stumbles. Zeke picks her up and carries her. The way he’s holding her with his head buried in her hair… I run the pad of my thumb across my jaw.

      There is no way Zeke could be interested in Asher. If he is, he might as well count on being disowned by his family. Zeke’s family is racist to their core.

      “Hey, man, this isn’t over. My cousins go to DU. They’ll vouch whether the two of you are together or not. I’m thinking not with that lame-ass kiss.”

      Shithead laughs and struts back to the bar. I stare after him.

      A mother-effer with a chip on his shoulder.

      Great.

      The worst kind of human garbage to deal with.

      I know. My father’s one. He still can’t forgive my mom for ending their marriage and threatened to destroy her business if he didn’t get full custody of me. He didn’t want my sister. Mom compromised.

      The compromise was a shitty one for me and my sis. Mom moved them here to Washington. I stayed in L.A. with Dad. I wasn’t there for my sis, but I am now.

      Sighing, I beat feet to the passenger side door and help Ryan in. She looks up and gives me this half-smile that has my insides clenching. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      On the drive, I check her out and then return my attention to the road. I do this three times. Winged, dark brows. Long lashes. Hair tucked behind her ear. Unusual colored eyes. Dainty nose. Stubborn chin.

      Ryan is easy on the eyes, and I’m betting she’s an all-around nice person when she’s not scowling.

      Nice is good for most guys.

      Same with easy on the eyes.

      But I’m not “most guys.”

      I’m “selective.”

      Selective is a coed with a shitload of experience in the sack.

      Ryan lacks experience. The kiss said it all. It’s a deal breaker, making it easy for me to walk away from this mess.

      I sneak my fourth peek. There’s a determined set to her jaw. Gears are spinning in her head beneath her stony silence. No doubt about it. Ryan is a firecracker with heat and substance.

      I drum my fingers on the steering wheel and change my mind. I want to know more about her, including how the fuck did she break her cute nose?
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