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GAVIN

Fucking Decklan... He’s my brother. Not by blood but that doesn’t matter. I’d take a bullet for him and him for me. But right now I’m thinking I’d be more likely to fucking kill him myself than rather die for him.

Of course, none of this is his fault. 

I’m the one who chose to pull Kimber into this which is what ultimately put me in this little predicament. I knew I needed Kimber. Decklan needed her. I didn’t know what else to do. He’s been sitting at Conner’s grave for damn near four hours, and she’s the only one that can seem to talk any sense into his stupid ass.  Though I never thought I’d see the day when a woman would have that much power over him.

Regardless, I should have insisted Harlee not come with us. But even I know no matter how hard I tried to prevent that from happening, she would have ended up coming just the same. Kimber’s her friend, her roommate, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Harlee Travers it’s that she’s fiercely loyal and protective of the people she cares about. 

I wish I could say her mistrust in me is misplaced, but even I know that’s not the case. She sees me, maybe clearer than anyone else does. The thought is more than a little unnerving. 

I try to block out the hushed conversation taking place next to me and focus my attention outside, but it doesn’t do me much good. Hearing her giggle into the phone to Bryan, the guy she’s apparently dating, is enough to make my blood boil, though I’m not entirely sure why.

“I know. I’m sorry. I promise I’ll make it up to you.” I watch her out of the corner of my eye as she talks.

I don’t know why it bothers me so fucking much, but right now the urge to grab the phone from her hand and tell this Bryan fuck that she’s mine is damn near overwhelming. 

Mine? I don’t even understand the notion. 

We fucked... Once. 

Yeah it was good, and yes I have thought about it more than I probably would a normal hook up, but that doesn’t mean I suddenly have some claim on her, or that I even want one for that matter.

“So, how long have you two been seeing each other?” I ask the question the moment she disconnects the call and lowers the phone from her ear, trying my best to sound as casual and unaffected as possible.

“Not long.” She pushes her long blonde hair over her shoulder and turns her gaze out the window, staring out into the darkness.

I can see her face in the reflection of the glass, the dash lights illuminating her in the softest glow. I find myself momentarily distracted by how fucking beautiful she is.

I shake my head, trying to pull myself out of my haze.

I’m fucked up over all the shit Deck is going through and making sure his crazy ass is taken care of. I must just be off my game. 

I need to get fucking laid, for starters.

“Is it serious?” Another question falls from my mouth like vomit I can’t seem to swallow down. 

Is it serious? 

Am I fucking serious right now with these stupid ass fucking questions?

“What, are we friends now?” She snaps her head toward me, narrowing her gaze.

“Just trying to make conversation.” I give her an innocent smile to which she reacts with an eye roll before turning back toward the window.

I reach out and rest my hands on top of the steering wheel, letting out a loud breath. There’s something about sitting this close to Harlee that has me all sorts of fucked up. It doesn’t help matters that she seems to have an issue with me, though it’s not hard to guess why.

I really wish she hadn’t come. I have no idea how long we will be sitting here. Every minute that ticks by becomes that much more difficult not to pull her into my lap and feel her tight and wet around me.

Fuck. 

Why did I tell Deck I would steer clear of her again? 

I mean, not that he ever asked me to stay away from her. That’s not his style. But out of respect for him and Kimber, I thought it best that I not add insult to injury where Harlee is concerned. 

I’m fully aware of my ability to royally fuck everything up. I don’t want to make things more difficult for Decklan. He’s going through enough shit right now as it is. 

Even still, I bet Harlee would happily let me fuck her again if I made the first move. Her anger is a smoke screen, a useless tactic to try to throw me off her real issue. She’s not mad that I didn’t come running to her after we fucked. She’s mad because she wants to fuck me again despite the fact that I completely blew her off.

Fuck. I’m a little mad, too.

A small laugh escapes my lips at the thought, causing Harlee to shift in her seat. I flip my eyes to the side, my gaze instantly falling to the inside of her thigh where her black dress has ridden up slightly. I immediately feel myself start to tighten at the thought of running my hands along her smooth flesh.

Fuck... I really do need to get laid. 

“I wonder what’s going on out there.” When she finally speaks she doesn’t look in my direction. Instead, she continues to peer into the darkness, clearly just trying to fill the silence that has now settled around us.

“Who knows?” I shrug.

“So what’s his deal anyway?” She finally meets my gaze, the green specks in her hazel eyes standing out in the dim lighting.

“Who Decklan?” I question.

“No, Prince Charles,” she bites sarcastically as she rolls her eyes. “Yes Decklan,” she tacks on.

“Not my shit to tell.” I shrug. 

“I’m not asking for his life story.” She doesn’t seem the least bit offended by my lack of an answer. “I just want to know what he’s like, considering he’s dating my roommate who happens to be a very good friend of mine.”

“Why don’t you ask Kimber?” I bounce my leg, growing increasingly more impatient. 

“Because she loves him,” she answers simply.

“What the fuck does that have to do with anything?” I arch my brow curiously.

“Love is blind, or have you never heard that before?” She studies me for a long moment.

“That’s just what people say so they have an excuse to overlook other people’s stupid shit,” I snap, deciding if I don’t get out of this truck right fucking now I’m gonna crawl out of my skin.

Pushing the driver’s side door open, I slide out, slamming it behind me. At first, I think Harlee is going to stay where she is, but seconds later I hear the passenger door creak open followed by the sound of her heeled feet as they hit the pavement.

“I take it you’ve never been in love before?” She rounds the truck, continuing our conversation without skipping a beat.

When I throw her an annoyed glare she changes tactics.

“All I’m saying is that Kimber is too in love with Decklan to see his flaws. As his best friend, I assume you know him better than anyone else. I just want to know if he’s a good guy.” 

“Because I would tell you if he wasn’t?” I shake my head, reaching into my jacket pocket to pull out my pack of cigarettes. 

Sliding one out, I hold it between my lips as I search my pockets for a lighter. 

“Here.” Harlee’s voice causes me to look up. 

She has her hand extended, a small pink lighter clenched between her perfectly manicured fingertips.

“Thanks,” I grumble, taking it from her.

“You know you really shouldn’t smoke those,” she tacks on after I’ve lit the cigarette and taken one long, hard drag.

“Let me guess, because they give you cancer.” I pin my eyes on hers and take another deep inhale. 

“Among other things.” She takes her lighter back and slides it into the small purse clutched in her hand.

“My friend Paxton’s mom just passed away from lung cancer and she never smoked a day in her life. Everything will kill you. Might as well go out my way.” I shrug, taking another drag from the cigarette. “Why the hell do you even have a lighter, since you clearly don’t smoke?” I tack on.

“Never know when you might need it.” She crosses her arms in front of her chest and leans back against the side of the truck.

I think on her statement for a moment before finally deciding to answer her original question. 

“He’s a good guy.” 

“Huh?” She turns her face toward me, clearly not able to keep up with the quick change in conversation.

“Decklan. You asked if he was a good guy. He is. Probably one of the most loyal fuckers to ever walk the face of the earth. And he loves Kimber. Never thought I’d see the day that would happen but there it is. Good enough for you?” I ask.

“Good enough for me.” A slow smile spreads across her face. “How long have you two known each other?” she asks.

“What, are we friends now?” I repeat her previous statement back to her, letting out a slow exhale of smoke.

She glares at me for a long moment. I can see the gears shifting inside that pretty little head of hers before she even opens her mouth to speak again.

“No, we’re not.” She breaks my gaze, looking away for a long moment before finally finding my eyes again. “Since you’re not worried about sparing my feelings, why don’t you tell me why you’ve avoided me like the plague since the night we hooked up?” 

“I haven’t avoided you.” I take another hit of the cigarette before dropping it to the ground. 

“No?” She cocks her head to the side, her forehead scrunching together. “Pretty sure I tried reaching out, even suggested we hang out again. You blew me off with some bullshit excuse about having to work the bar that night.”

“I work the bar most nights.” I struggle to see what she’s getting at.

“But my roommate is dating the other owner of the bar. Did you think I wouldn’t know if you actually worked the bar that night or not?” She’s trying to keep her face void of emotion but it’s clear this bothers her more than she’s likely to admit. “I guess I should have known better huh?” She hugs her arms tighter around herself when a cool breeze whips around us.

The wind catches her long blonde hair causing it to dance freely in the air. It’s one of those moments that would make an incredible photograph. She’s definitely more beautiful than any model I’ve ever seen. Her tall, slender body tucked up against my large truck. Her hair flying wildly around her beautiful face. Her hazel eyes cutting through the night like razors.

She really is fucking breathtaking.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I finally blurt, not sure that I really want to know the answer to the question.

“I know what kind of man you are, Gavin. I knew the night I slept with you. And yet I did it anyway.” She shakes her head, clearly regretting that decision.

Her reaction doesn’t sit well with me. I don’t want to be someone she regrets and yet, without even meaning to, that’s exactly what I am.

“What kind of man is that exactly?” My voice comes out a bit harsher than I intend for it to.

“The kind of man who fucks any woman he wants with no regard for her feelings.” She meets my gaze straight on.

“I made no promises to you and yet you were still more than eager to climb up on my cock. I’m pretty fucking sure I gave you exactly what you wanted.” I take a couple of steps toward her, closing the distance between us until she is caged between me and the truck.

She’s so close I can smell the traces of the vanilla body wash that lingers on her perfect fucking skin. Her full, pink lips are just inches from mine. Now centimeters.

I stop just shy of her mouth, smiling when her breath catches and her entire body tenses.

“That’s what I thought,” I breathe against her lips.

I fight the urge to taste her and take a step back, watching the disappointment flash across her face before it’s immediately replaced by anger.

“Fuck you, Gavin,” she spits before whipping around and heading back toward the passenger door.

“Pretty sure you already did.” I can’t stop myself from saying it. 

She hits me with a look of disbelief and then climbs into the truck, slamming the door shut behind her. I immediately regret my statement but can’t bring myself to apologize for making it. 

It’s better this way; her hating me. At least if she hates me, then she takes away my power to hurt her. Because if given the opportunity I have no doubt that I would fucking destroy her and that tough little exterior she hides behind.
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ONE MONTH LATER...

Harlee

“Please tell me you’re free New Year’s Eve,” Kimber says seconds after pushing her way inside our dorm room, her cheeks red from the cold outside. 

“Hello to you, too,” I laugh, looking up from my Kindle to watch her enter.

It’s been three days since she’s made an appearance, and by the looks of her, I’d say she’s had very little sleep over the course of that time. Compliments of Decklan I’m sure.

“Seriously. I just found out Deviants is throwing a huge New Year’s Eve party. You can’t make me go alone,” she whines, flopping down on her bed.

“Will Decklan be there?” I ask, considering he’s one of the co-owners of Deviants.

“Of course,” she sighs, kicking off her shoes before pulling a hair band off her wrist. She ties her long, blonde waves into a messy bun on top of her head before pinning her blue eyes back on me.

“Well, then you won’t be alone.” I roll my eyes, turning my attention back to the book I’m reading.

“Yes, I will be.” I read two words before she interrupts me. “Even if he takes the night off.” She puts air quotes around the phrase. “It’s still his place of business and you know he’s going to be busy handling fifty different things which will leave me sitting at the bar all by myself wishing I had an amazingly awesome, beautiful, wonderful friend there with me.” She puckers out her bottom lip at me.

“No.” I shake my head, not even willing to consider it.

“Really?” she huffs, clearly surprised by my immediate and exact answer.

“Really.” I lock my Kindle and toss it to the end of the bed. “I have successfully erased all traces of Gavin Porter from my life, and now you want me to willingly walk back into the lion’s den? Absolutely not.” I shake my head, feeling my face turn up in disgust.

It’s one thing to know that Gavin exists; it’s another to acknowledge said existence which is exactly what I have refused to do these past few weeks.

“You slept with him once,” Kimber protests. “I get that it didn’t turn out the way you wanted, but are you seriously going to continue to let that man have that much power over you?” she questions. “The Harlee I know never lets a man dictate her life.”

I know what she’s trying to pull, but it won’t work. I wish I could say that it’s just my pride holding me back but that’s not entirely the truth. I’m scared to see him again. The last time we saw each other was over a month ago and the tension between us was so thick I felt like I could barely breathe. 

“I just have no desire to surround myself with those kinds of people.” I throw my legs over the side of the bed and turn to face Kimber head on.

“Those kind of people?” She hits me with an offended look.

“I didn’t mean you and Decklan.” I immediately move to explain, “I just think it’s best that I remove myself from any situation that involves people like Gavin.”

“You’re so busy trying to hate him that you can’t even see the real problem can you?” she questions, cocking her head to the side.

“What are you talking about?” I bite, annoyance clear in my voice.

“You’re just like him. You are the female version of Gavin.” Her tone is absolute. “You can’t stand that for the first time ever, a guy didn’t want more than a hookup from you. Normally you hold the power to make those decisions. You get to decide if you want to date the guy or leave it as a one-time thing, but with Gavin, you don’t get to do that. He’s taken your power away and you can’t stand it.”

“That’s not true,” I insist, feeling the familiar twist in my stomach.

If I’m being honest with myself, Kimber has a point. But I’m not about to admit that to her.

“And,” she tacks on, pulling my attention back to her, “I think you still really like him.”

“Yeah right,” I object, shaking my head adamantly. 

“Then prove it,” she challenges. “Come with me. You can bring Bryan. What better way to show Gavin you don’t care?” She says in a way that has more meaning behind it than she lets on. “Besides, you know Angel will be down if you are.”

Of course, I know she’s right. My crazy, fearless, best friend, Angel, is always down for a good time. She would probably jump at the chance to spend New Year’s in Portland. 

“I don’t know,” I murmur.

“Please?” she draws out. “Angel can bring that new boy toy of hers, too. What’s his name again?” She giggles at her inability to recall his name.

“Trenton,” I laugh.

“God I still can’t wrap my mind around the fact that someone actually reeled that girl in.” She shakes her head in disbelief. 

“It’s only been like five minutes. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I remind her. “Angel has dated several men over the course of our friendship and not one has managed to hang onto her for more than a month. She’s too much of a free bird to be held down by the confines of a relationship.”

“I don’t know. She’s all glassy eyed where this one is concerned,” Kimber interjects. “So what do you say?” She jumps back to the matter at hand. “Deviants? New Year’s Eve?” She puckers her bottom lip out even further than before.

“Let me talk to Bryan.” I finally concede, knowing she’s not going to give up on this easily.

She lets out a little squeal and jumps from the bed, bouncing toward me. Only seconds pass before her arms are around my neck and she’s squeezing me tightly.

“Thank you. Thank you. We are going to have a blast. You’ll see.” She releases me, turning to grab my phone from the bedside table. “Now call that man of yours and tell him the plan.” She tosses the device in my lap.

“You’re awfully bossy, you know that?” I laugh. “What happened to my sweet, quiet Kimber? I kind of miss that Kimber,” I joke.

“No one misses that Kimber.” She scrunches her nose. “That Kimber was lame. Now call.” She points to my phone. “I’ll text Angel and let her know. This is going to be so much fun!”

“Yeah, so much fun,” I mumble under my breath as I pull up Bryan’s number and hit call.

Kimber disappears into the bathroom before the second ring sounds in my ear. 

Leaning back, I rest my head against the large stack of pillows piled at the head of my bed and gaze up at the ceiling, momentarily distracted by my thoughts of Gavin. When Bryan’s voice finally comes across the line, he has to say hello twice before I even realize he’s answered.

“Hey,” I chime in.

“Hey.” There’s a smile in his voice and it immediately brings a smile to my face. 

I like Bryan, a lot. It wasn’t instant, and he certainly doesn’t give me the intense rush that I get when I’m around Gavin, but there is a slow simmer there. They say some of the strongest feelings are those that build slowly over time so that’s what I’m giving it— time. 

“So how do you feel about spending New Year’s in Portland?” I ask, twirling a piece of hair around my finger as I speak.

“Will you be there?” Again, I can hear the smile in his voice.

“Um, well yeah,” I laugh lightly into the phone.

“Then I’m there.” His answer is instant.

“Don’t you want to know where we’re going?” I object.

“As long as I’m with you, I don’t care where we are.” 

“Is that so?” I can’t fight the smile on my lips. 

This is how it should be: easy, uncomplicated. He wants me, it’s that simple. I’m determined not to take that for granted.

“It is.” His voice drops lower. “What are you doing right now?”

“Laying in bed,” I answer as seductively as I can muster, trying to make my situation sound much sexier than it actually is.

“Are you now?” There’s laughter in his voice.

I open my mouth to respond but before I can get anything out a loud knock sounds against the door. I jump slightly, startled by the sudden noise. 

“Crap. Hang on.” I push myself out of the bed and quickly cross the room.

Peeling open the door, I am immediately greeted by shaggy blond hair and chocolate brown eyes. Bryan.

I keep the phone to my ear. “Hey, I gotta go. Some really hot guy just showed up at my door and looks as though he’s in need of entertaining.” I smile widely.

“Oh, well, by all means, don’t keep the poor lad waiting.” He disconnects the phone, his arm snaking around my waist moments later. “Hey,” he breathes against my mouth before pressing a gentle kiss to my lips.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, pulling back slightly.

“I was on my way up when you called. I missed you,” he admits, kissing me again. “Is Kimber here?” He looks inside the room, hitting me with mischievous eyes the moment he sees the room is empty.

“Bathroom.” I gesture toward the closed door along the far wall.

“Rats. Foiled again,” he laughs, rubbing the tip of his nose against mine before his lips find mine again.

This time, the kiss isn’t so innocent and he tightens his grip on my body, making sure I feel the hardness of him against my stomach. By the time he pulls back, I’m a bit out of breath and wishing Kimber wasn’t here so he could do exactly what he came here to do.

“Come in.” I pull out of his arms and drag him into the room, closing the door behind him.

“So Portland huh?” He crosses the room, flopping down on the end of my bed.

“Yeah. Kimber’s boyfriend, Decklan, owns a bar there,” I start.

“I’ve heard you mention it,” He interjects.

“Apparently, they’re having a huge party and she really wants us to go. Decklan will probably be busy and she doesn’t want to end up sitting at the bar alone.”

“I get that.” He gives me a sweet smile, and my heart melts a little. 

He really is the nicest guy. Born and raised on the coast of California, he is the definition of a West Coast surfer. With shaggy blond hair, tan skin, and a lean muscular body, it’s clear he’s spent many years on the water. He’s also very laid back and easy going. There’s hardly a thing that seems to bother him. At least not from what I have seen in the few weeks we’ve been seeing each other.

“So you’re sure you’re okay with going?” I ask, stepping in between his legs and wrapping my hands around the back of his neck.

He peers up at me with a dimple-filled smile and nods.

“You really are something else, you know that?” I lean forward and kiss the top of his head before resting my cheek against it. 

His arms close around my waist, and he holds me there for several long moments. It’s times like this that I wish I could make myself feel something more intensely for Bryan. He’s everything I should want and yet, there’s something I want more.

I want to feel challenged. I want to feel passion. I want to feel fire consume me when he touches me instead of just the warmth of his skin against mine. For a brief moment, Gavin’s dark blue eyes flash through my mind, and my heart rate immediately accelerates.

Suddenly guilt floods through me. As much as I say I don’t want to see Gavin, and as much as I try to convince myself that I’m going to Deviants for Kimber, deep down I know that’s simply not the whole truth.

I also know that in some small way I’m hoping that showing up there with Bryan will make Gavin jealous. I know it’s wrong and a completely ridiculous thought, but it’s exactly the direction my mind is going in until Kimber appears from the bathroom and snaps me from my haze.

“Bryan.” She smiles, tightening the towel wrapped around her head.

“Nice to see you, Kimber.” He pulls back from our embrace and gives her a warm smile. “How are you enjoying your winter break so far?”

“I’m kind of going crazy,” she admits on a laugh. “The restaurant has been pretty slow since so many students have gone home for break so I haven’t gotten many shifts. Without class to fill my time, I kind of feel rather lost.”

“I know what you mean. This is the first break I haven’t spent in California. Kind of feels like a ghost town.” His words pull my attention back to him. 

I narrow my gaze on him as I slide down next to him on the bed.

“I thought you always just went home on Christmas Eve and day?” I ask, confused. 

“You assumed.” He takes my hand and squeezes.

“Then why didn’t you spend your break at home this year?” I question. 

Bryan is a junior, whereas Kimber and I are only freshman, so this is the third winter semester he’s been through.

“I thought that was pretty obvious.” He gives me a warm smile and the guilt I was feeling just moments ago intensifies tenfold.

“Was your family disappointed not to have you home for the month?” Kimber chimes in, flipping her head over to rub the excess water out of her hair with the towel.

“They were okay with it. I have four siblings so my parents have plenty of family around.”

“That must be nice.” Kimber straightens, dropping the towel into the laundry basket next to her bed. “Having so many siblings,” she adds, grabbing a hairbrush from her nightstand.

“It’s okay... Sometimes,” he laughs. “Three of them are teenage girls so even if I was at home, I’d likely not be at home.”

“I think I can understand that.” Kimber lets out a small giggle and then pauses, immediately changing directions. “So do you two have plans today?” she asks, ripping the brush through her thick hair in an attempt to rid it of its tangles.

“No, I just stopped by to see my girl.” Bryan nudges my shoulder with his and gives me a warm smile.

“You two are too cute.” Kimber smiles warmly at us, her blue eyes firmly fixed on my face.

“What are you up to?” I ask her.

“Well...” She hesitates, looking to Bryan and then back to me. “I was hoping I could steal you for a while. Maybe go grab some dinner. Catch up.”

“Well don’t let me get in the way of your plans, ladies.” Bryan immediately stands. 

“Are you sure?” I object, feeling bad that he came here just to turn around and leave again.

“Of course,” he reassures me. “I have a few things I need to take care of. Call me when you get back.” He winks, leaning down to lay another light kiss to my mouth.

“Take care of my girl, Kimber.” He nods in her direction.

“Always do.” Her smile widens as she watches him cross the room and disappear into the hallway moments later.

“Oh my god. He totally worships you,” she whisper screams, doing a weird little victory dance in the middle of the room.

“He does, doesn’t he?” I let out a slow exhale.

“Why do I get the feeling that isn’t a good thing?” Kimber immediately falls serious, sliding down onto the edge of her bed to sit directly across from me.

“It is. It really is. He’s amazing. It’s just... I don’t know. Something’s missing,” I admit, hoping she understands.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. How do you feel when you’re with Decklan?” I ask, hoping to explain it another way.

“Amazing. Electrified. Alive,” she rambles off.

“Exactly. That’s how it should feel. At least I feel like that’s how it should feel.”

“And you don’t feel that way?” She gestures to the door where Bryan just exited.

“I like him,” I admit. “It’s just mild and comfortable. There’s no real spark.”

“Give it some more time. Maybe it’ll come.” She hits me with a reassuring smile.

“Yeah, maybe.” I shrug. “So where are you wanting to go?” I ask, desperately wanting to get away from this topic of conversation and focus on something else.

“Madrins?” Kimber smiles, knowing there is no way I will ever say no to their incredible crab cakes.

“You’re on.” I push off of the bed and head for the bathroom. “Give me ten minutes,” I call back over my shoulder.

“I’ll give you five,” she challenges, laughing when I stick my tongue out at her before playfully slamming the bathroom door behind me. 
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Chapter Three
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GAVIN

“Well if it isn’t my pussy-whipped best friend. He’s alive.” I torment Decklan the moment he emerges from his apartment above the bar. 

His wrinkled white shirt and faded jeans are a clear indication to how little of a fuck he gives about his appearance at the moment. If I had to guess, I’d say this is the first time he’s been out of bed in the last two days.

“What the fuck are you doing here already?” He arches a brow when he sees the beer sitting on the bar in front of me. “Little early isn’t it?”

“Since when do you give a fuck how early it is?” I bite, watching a slow smile spread across his face.

“Good fucking point,” he agrees, sliding behind the bar to retrieve a beer for himself.

He pops the top off the bottle and takes a long swig before crossing around the counter and sliding into the bar stool next to me.

“Kimber gone?” I ask, lifting the bottle to my lips.

“Yeah, she took off yesterday afternoon. She had a few things to take care of. She’ll be back soon.” He runs a hand through his messy dark blond hair.

“You ever gonna cut that shit?” I gesture to where a large chunk of hair is now hanging directly in front of his eye.

“No,” he answers dryly, pushing the hair aside.

“We need to make a decision about Paxton.” I slide the beer bottle back and forth between my hands, the glass making a scratching noise across the surface of the bar.

Paxton is an old friend of mine and Decklan’s. His mom shipped him to Oregon to live with his dad after he got himself in a bit of a mess in California. He couldn’t have been but thirteen at the time. It’s hard to wrap my head around the fact that these two fuckers have been around for literally half of my life.

“Yeah,” Deck agrees, pulling me back to the conversation. “What nights does he want to play again?”

“I told him Sunday through Thursday would work, but I’m not sure he wants to play every night. I was thinking we would give him maybe Sunday and Wednesday and then he can pick up extra shifts as he wants. This place is dead as fuck Monday and Tuesday nights anyway. It doesn’t make much sense for us to pay a live act.”

Paxton is the musician of our group and one hell of one at that. Considering he’s been crashing on my couch since he arrived back in Oregon a few weeks ago, I’m eager to give him something to do. 

He’s been living in California for the past several months, taking care of his mom who just recently passed from cancer. Given the size of his inheritance, I know money isn’t the issue. It’s more about being around people and having something to do.

“Might bring in more business, though,” Decklan adds, taking a long drink of his beer, draining half the bottle in one gulp. “But yeah, Sunday and Wednesday works for me. Did you nail down the specifics for the New Year’s party?”

“Yeah, I’m gonna have Paxton start off the night with an acoustic set and then Technolights will go on at ten and play til close,” I say, referring to one of the hottest cover bands in the Portland area.

“Perfect,” he says, turning toward the door the moment it swings open. 

Sunlight filters into the dimly lit bar shrouding Kimber in a sea of yellow as she steps  through the doorway. I remember the first time I laid eyes on this girl. Such an innocent, quiet thing. Beautiful of course, almost angelic in a way. But I have learned over the course of the past couple of months that she is so much more than the little good girl I had her pegged for. 

For starters, she can handle Decklan. She’s on a very short list in that department. Anyone that can handle my moody, asshole of a best friend deserves a medal. I’ve also got a hell of a lot of respect for her, especially after everything she’s done for him. She’s changing him in a way I never dreamed possible.

She’s given him a spark and brought a bit of life back to him that I haven’t seen since before his brother Conner died in a car accident a few years back.

The moment the door closes behind her on a loud thud, her eyes immediately bounce between me and Decklan and then to the beers on the counter.

“Really, guys?” She shakes her head, making her way toward us.

“Decklan did it.” I point jokingly at Deck who lets out a full belly laugh.

“What is she your mother?” He shakes his head. “Decklan did it.” He mimics my statement.

“Fuck you, dude.” I shove at his shoulder, effectively pushing him out of the bar stool. 

He slides onto his feet and flips me off seconds before dropping an arm around Kimber’s shoulder and pulling her into him. 

“You get everything taken care of?” he asks, kissing the side of her head.

I don’t know why but the action makes my stomach turn a bit. It’s clear to see how crazy they are about each other and while I couldn’t be happier for Decklan, that doesn’t mean I want to sit here and watch them give each other googly eyes.

“Yeah. I was able to work out picking up a couple extra shifts at the restaurant, thank god.” She sighs.

“Getting tired of me already are you?” he teases.

“Shut up.” She giggles, laying a light smack on his stomach. “If I want to be able to eat next semester, I need to work.”
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