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      Sworn enemies

      
        
        Asher Tran has disliked Ezekiel Harrington since the day he yanked on her ponytail and stuck his tongue down her throat on a dare. That was in grade school. Fast-forward to their last year of college, and Asher is confident she’s changed for the better. Ezekiel? He’s the same. Rich. Cocky. Couldn’t care less whose feelings he’s hurt. Has a following of love-struck coeds.

      

      

      

      So he plays rugby and has a super fine body? Big deal. A jerk is a jerk is a jerk.

      

      A dangerous proposition

      
        
        When Ezekiel asks for her help—he’s failing one of his classes (no surprise there)—Asher counteroffers with a dangerous proposition. It’s time someone reforms the bad boy.

      

      

      

      Putting their hearts on the line

      
        
        But when their arrangement brings them closer than they’ve ever let anyone in, Asher and Zeke wonder whether their differences will keep them together or tear them apart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “If kisses were snowflakes, I’d send you a blizzard.”

      
        
        ~Unknown
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          ASHER

        

      

    

    
      I downed too many shots, and I am paying for it.

      I hold my throbbing head in my palm and glance out the window of the moving pickup truck. The guys from the rugby team are driving my friend Nora and me home after a crazy night at a bar with this cool mechanical bull straight out of my favorite romance movie, The Longest Ride.

      “What time is it?” I ask the guys sitting up front. Nora is sound asleep. I have cotton mouth, and my lips stick together when I talk. My stomach does funny things. My face, too. Flushed and tingly.

      “It’s past your bedtime, Asher.”

      “Haha. Seriously, what’s the time, Ezekiel?”

      “Ezekiel?” The guy in the passenger seat belts raucous laughter. “That’s blasphemy calling this sinner by his biblical given name. Who the fucking-A does that?”

      “I did, Galley. Sheesh.”

      Filthy-mouthed Galley Rutherford. Filthy, fine body. Filthy rich. Tall. Dark-brown tousled hair. Chiseled face. A body built like a fortress. Rock. Hard. Solid.

      Galley and Ezekiel could be brothers.

      Except Galley is more of an MC biker, and Ezekiel is Spartan hotness.

      “I am?”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Huh?” I scratch my head. The activity in my stomach worsens, like a witch’s cauldron on high boil.

      “You said I’m more like an MC biker.”

      “And I’m Spartan hotness.”

      “I did? I spoke my thoughts out loud?”

      “Hell, yeah, you did.”

      They laugh.

      “Crap,” I mutter.

      More laughter. Can I crawl under the seats now, please?

      “Bikers. Spartans. What the hell kind of fucked-up shit are you into, sweetheart?”

      I sigh. “Keep it down, Galley. Nora’s asleep. And shut it with the language, okay? It’s not attractive.”

      “Did your girl just tell me to shut the fuck up?”

      “She’s not my girl.”

      “At Jimmy’s, you fessed up and said you two kissed.”

      “In grade school.”

      “So?”

      I can picture Galley shrugging.

      “Any girl you’ve swapped spit with, you claim she’s your girl. Bang them once, and bam, she’s your girl. That’s how you roll, man.”

      “Shut it, bro. She doesn’t need to hear all this.”

      I stick my head between the seats. “But the conversation is so interesting.” I look from Ezekiel, who is driving, to Galley.

      The light from the dashboard highlights their profiles nicely—backward baseball caps. Strong jawlines. A light smattering of dark, coarse stubble on their faces. These two take up space with their brawn and raw masculinity, epitomizing all that is sexy and hot.

      I tap Galley’s arm. “What else did he say?” I caress and squeeze his broad shoulder. “Come on, Galley.” I bat my eyelashes.

      “Keep your hands off him, Asher.”

      “Did you just growl?”

      “I mean it.”

      I ignore the warning in Ezekiel’s voice and circle my hands over Galley’s bicep. “Goodness, Galley Rutherford, you are so…big.”

      “Asher.”

      Another growl. Another warning. When have I ever listened to Ezekiel? Never, that’s when.

      I shrug. “What? I can’t touch your friend?” I stick out my palm. “I lather with lotion every day and night, all over my body. Feel, Galley. My skin is as smooth as a waxing down there if you know what I mean.”

      Galley’s hand flattens over mine. Ezekiel smacks it away. “She’s off limits, bro.”

      “Hey, this is my one pass, man.”

      “One pass?” I lean as far forward without falling and landing on the center console.

      “Yeah, we guys have a guy code. Bros before hoes, but Xander, me, and Zeke came to an agreement. We each can claim a pass if we want the same girl.”

      I smile and bat my eyelashes some more. “I’ll be your one pass, sugar. Claim me. Claim me, please.” I start making porno noises.

      “Fuck, babe, you are hot.”

      We stop at a stoplight. I don’t miss the gleam in Galley’s eyes. He is having as much fun teasing Ezekiel as I am. I glance over at Nora and make sure she’s still breathing. She’s propped against the door, fast asleep.

      My poor friend. She’s been worrying her head and heart over what to do with her sick dad.

      “We’re joking. Can’t you tell it’s not me Galley’s interested in?”

      “Yeah, JK, man. I’m gunning for the sleeping beauty sitting behind you.”

      I suck in a breath, wanting to shake Nora out of her slumber. Filthy-mouthed Galley just said something utterly romantic, and Nora missed it. Nora is all about the spoken word and how words have so much meaning.

      “Are you a romantic, Galley?”

      “Me?” He points at his chest. “No way in fucking hell do I believe in that mumbo jumbo shit.”

      O-kay then. Romance is out the door for this guy. I sit back and cross my arms. I hope he doesn’t break my sweet friend’s heart. If he does, I’ll kick his ass.

      “Do you think Ryan and Xander are okay? I should text her, but them thrown together is my fault, so I’m not sure they want to hear from me now.”

      “I would keep contact to a minimum and give them space to get to know one another. Otherwise, how will they convince anyone they’re the real deal?”

      “Great point,” I say. Wait a minute. I lurch forward. “I cannot believe I agreed with you.”

      He scoffs. “Yeah, you’re never this agreeable, Tran.”

      He’s calling me by my surname like I’m one of his ‘bros.’ I can’t decide whether it’s a compliment or he’s insulting me.

      I rest back in my seat and check my phone. There are messages from my parents and sisters wishing me a happy birthday. That was nice of them. I wish I were home this weekend to celebrate my and my twin Peyton’s monumental twenty-first birthday, but it was more important that I supported my friend, Ryan.

      We celebrated Ryan’s mother’s birthday yesterday, scattering white rose petals on her gravesite and lighting a candle on her mother’s favorite cupcake, Pink Starlight. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to lose a parent. “I don’t believe either of you gave me the time.”

      The worrisome activity in my stomach has settled, but not the headache. The headache is persistent. I close my eyes.

      “Almost ten. The exit for DU is next.”

      Dumas University. It’s where we go to school. DU is a small private college in southeastern Washington state.

      “Thank you, Ezekiel.”

      I keep my eyes closed and think over what happened hours earlier at Jimmy’s, a redneck bar. Well, a bar.

      My friend, Ryan, is right. I shouldn’t be judgy just because the bar looks like a barn, there’s country music blasting, and lo and behold, there’s a hulking mechanical bull to conquer.

      A bull I had egged Ryan and Nora to ride, too. I was not taming that beast by my lonesome. Birthday celebrations are the best when the wealth is shared.

      Nora was all in. A surprise. Nora shies away from danger. Riding a bull is dangerous.

      Ryan… That party pooper. I was not going to let her back out. Not after her inspiring talk of breaking out of her comfort zone. I shouldn’t have pushed her, but I did.

      The guys—Xander, Ezekiel, and Galley—came into Jimmy’s after us and sat at the table behind Ryan. They overheard our discussion and decided to even out the votes by putting in their votes too for who would ride the bull first, the birthday girl, or spoilsport.

      Guess who was outvoted? And wow, did Ryan ride that bull. I was so proud, I kissed her full on the mouth and with tongue, too. I’ve never kissed a girl, and though I was wasted, I won’t forget Ryan’s wide eyes when she kissed me back.

      Then, this tall, muscular guy grabbed Ryan by the arm and yanked her outside. He had some harsh words for her. I was ready to give him a piece of my mind, but Xander Brody, sexy rugby team captain, stepped in.

      Drunk as I was, I had thrown my arms in the air like I was a cheerleader on the sidelines pumping up the crowd.

      Ryan is now being driven home by the guy who rescued her with a kiss. Is that a meet-cute by romance book standards? I read so much romance that I am putting in my vote for a definite meet-cute.

      It’s swoon-worthy how Xander and Ryan met, brought together by the threat of danger. I clasp my hands over my heart and smile.

      “Hey, are you okay back there?”

      “Sure, why?”

      “You were snort… I mean snoring.”

      “I wasn’t doing either of those things, Ezekiel. I was giggling.”

      “Fuck, if your giggles sound like a snort, what the hell kind of noises would you make in bed?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know, Galley?”

      The truck slows and then stops. I open my eyes. We’re parked alongside the curb in front of three two-story houses side-by-side. I pass these rentals on my way to campus and have seen girls do the walk of shame from them since I moved a few houses down the street during my junior year.

      “I thought you were dropping Nora and me off first?” I ask Zeke.

      “We should check out the house. I have a bad feeling after that A-hole threatened your friend. You can wait here or come with me. The fresh air might help your headache.”

      Ezekiel opens the door.

      “You—”

      “I don’t care a lick about your feelings, Tran. I don’t want you puking in my best friend’s truck. This truck is his baby. He paid for it with hard-earned money.”

      I understand the value of money and the importance of keeping a good thing. It was nice of Xander to drive Ryan home in her car. She was so shaken up after her run-in with some guy she knew from high school.

      “No worries about hurting my feelings, Ezekiel.”

      I should have thick skin from years of being bullied by his entourage of girls back in the days of middle school and high school, but I don’t. Ezekiel’s words can cut deep.

      “Thank you for taking us home. Nora and I appreciate it. And you’re right. The air will do me good.”

      He can be a jerk and not “care a lick” about my feelings, but I refuse to be a jerk back.

      Good comes to those who do good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          ZEKE

        

      

    

    
      I don’t wait for Asher, but I do hang back and watch one of my best friends trip over himself, hauling ass to the Latina’s door.

      Galley opens the door, knowing full well Nora is plastered against it, asleep. He wants to catch her in his arms and be the fucking hero of her story.

      I shove my hands in my pockets and rock on my heels, waiting for the show. Galley opens the door. Nora falls forward and doesn’t make a noise. Her eyes are closed. Damn, the girl is dead to the world.

      He reaches for her. Her body jerks back. I hear Asher’s “Noooo!” in slow-mo like I am watching a second-rate action movie. But this scene is straight out of a bad romantic comedy. How would I know what a bad rom-com is? I watched a shit ton of them with my dad’s revolving door of girlfriends.

      “Don’t touch her. Nora doesn’t like to be touched.” Asher is keeping Nora from falling forward with a solid grip on Nora’s shirt sleeves.

      “Wait, what?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Yeah, but did I hear you correctly?”

      “Fuck’s sake, Galley. Asher said it loud enough that I could hear her from here. Let Nora sleep. We’ll check on the house so we can drop them off already.”

      Asher lives close by. So does Nora.

      “What? What’s going on?”

      Nora’s eyes flutter open.

      “We’re checking out the guys’ house.” Asher props Nora up. “Come with. You’ll feel better.”

      “I’m not hungover. Tired.” She yawns.

      “I know, sweetie. You sipped that water like it was your last drink on this earth. Come on.” She points at the house. “Let’s go for a walk and stretch those long legs of yours.”

      I scoff. This girl is too nice for her own good.

      “Leave her, Asher.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll come with.” Nora climbs out of the truck, followed by Asher.

      Galley and I walk ahead, out of earshot. He pulls out his cell and uses it as a flashlight. “She doesn’t like to be fucking touched. What’s up with that?” he says in a low voice.

      “No clue, bro, but it’s weird.”

      Galley looks over his shoulder and studies the Latina. “She’s different.”

      “Well, no, duh. The girl doesn’t like physical contact.”

      “Wrong, man. She doesn’t like someone touching her, but what if she likes doing the touching?”

      “Either way, she’s messed up. A girl with issues isn’t a distraction you can afford. We have to make the playoffs. It’s our last year playing.”

      “We could up the odds if our best fullback wasn’t benched for failing his classes. Shit, man, you have to get it up.”

      “It’s class, not classes, and there’s nothing wrong with my junk.”

      He leans in and throws his thumb Asher’s way. “She can help.”

      “Asher’s off-limits.” My dad and uncles would have a shit fit.

      “I don’t mean bang her. Hire her as your tutor.”

      “Is that how you two became so damn friendly?”

      He shrugs. “Friendly comes easy with Asher. She’s like one of the guys. Except she’s a fine piece of ass. It’s confusing for a horndog like me. I can’t decide if I should give her a noogie or bang her fucking senseless.”

      I understand where he’s coming from. I have the same problem when around Asher. Lately, I’m partial to the idea of fucking her senseless, but she’s off-limits.

      I keep reminding myself of that. For a reason.

      Asher is more than a fine piece of ass. She’s too nice. Too forgiving. I don’t do nice. I don’t expect to be forgiven for my bad behavior. Nice, forgiving girls wouldn’t do well around my dad and uncles. Those mean motherfuckers would eat Asher alive. Big bad wolves preying on Little Red Riding Hood.

      We’re coming up to the house.

      “Just think about it, man. She’s smart and can drill complex shit down to simple pieces of shit.” Galley laughs, thinking himself funny and smart.

      Smartass.

      I shove him. He shoves me back. We laugh. He’s a good guy. Xander Brody, too. They’re the brothers I never had but had wanted growing up as an only child.

      “What the fuck is that smell?”

      We stop with the horseplay and sniff the air. We follow the God-awful stench to the front door. The cracked front door.

      “Shit!”

      “No, duh, bro. Dog crap and…” The smell hits me in full force. “Rotting meat.” I gag. Who the fuck does that?

      Galley storms inside. I tell the girls to stay put. I don’t want them to get sick to their stomachs.

      “Aw, you do care.”

      “This isn’t the time, Asher.”

      I step up to the door. Galley bulldozes me out of the way.

      “Fuck! I’m going to rip that shithead a new asshole.”

      “What happened?” Nora asks.

      Soft voice. Big, wide, innocent eyes. Short-sleeve, loose shirt buttoned up to her neck. Baggy pants. Conservative. Quiet. Nice. Not my type. Or Galley’s.

      “I’m sorry for the bad language, Nora. Someone vandalized our place.”

      Galley is apologizing for his filthy mouth? I glance from him to Nora and notice how Galley’s body relaxes just from looking at her looking at him. Shit, he’s damn curious about this no-touching deal of hers.

      I smirk.

      Good luck, bro. You’ll need every last arsenal of charm and patience with this one.

      “I take it we’re not dropping off the girls and coming back to the house?” I avoid making eye contact with Asher. This is the most time I’ve spent with her in our four years at DU.

      “No way are we staying here tonight.”

      “You can have the couch at my place, Galley.”

      “Really?” Galley steps toward Nora as though she’s a goddess offering eternal life.

      She shrugs. “Only if you want to.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I’m stuck waiting for Nora to offer me the floor.

      “I have a couch, too, if you want to crash at my place, Ezekiel.”

      I tug at my shirt collar and stick my hands in my pockets. “I don’t know, Asher. You’re not my biggest fan. What if you try to suffocate me in my sleep with your hair scrunchies?”

      Her hair falls to her mid-back.

      “It’s temporary, right?” she says to Galley, as though the decision is Galley’s to make.

      “I’m thinking so.” He looks at me. “Take her up on the offer, man. What the eff are you afraid of?”

      What the eff? Did I hear correctly? Fuck’s sake, he’s going the extra mile to get in Nora’s good graces. Something I haven’t seen him do for any coed. I eye the Latina. This girl better be something extraordinary.

      “Fine, I’ll go with you.”

      “Don’t let me twist your arm or anything, Ezekiel.”

      “Not digging the sarcasm, Tran.”

      “Children, settle the fuck down!”

      Galley’s eyes get big. He clamps his hand over his mouth. I hear a muffled, “Aw, shit.”

      Nora giggles.

      Galley drops his hand. He has a cheesy grin. I shake my head. These two are killing me slowly.

      “I’ll text Xander,” Galley says. “Make him aware of the shit that went down. Let him know the plan. Okay, who’s babysitting Xander’s baby?”
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          ASHER

        

      

    

    
      Ezekiel and I are dropped off first. Galley drives off in Xander’s “baby,” a black lifted truck. Nora rides shotgun.

      “How come you and Nora don’t live together? She’s literally four houses down.” The door closes behind me.

      He noticed?

      “I like my space and my privacy. Ryan, Nora, and I lived together during my freshman and sophomore years. I love them, but it’s nice to do whatever I want whenever I want without other people around.”

      “Like what?”

      “Walking around half-naked. Watching porn as loud as I like.”

      I turn. Ezekiel’s eyes are wide. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down.

      “Were you thinking I’d say something else, like leaving piles of dishes in the sink without someone complaining? Drinking straight from the wine bottle without the girls giving me a tough time? It’s dangerous, and wine is for sipping, not guzzling. Or how about bringing a guy home and having him bang me as hard as I want him to while watching porn as loud as I’d like?”

      “You’re—” He stares at my mouth and rakes his piercing green eyes over my body.

      “I’m not a prude?”

      “Something like that. I’ve never seen you with a guy.”

      “Not on campus. I’m not interested in college guys. They’re only after one thing.”

      He raises a brow. “What’s that?”

      “The P word.”

      He smirks. “You can’t even say it.”

      “College guys want sex, Ezekiel, okay? They want to know who, when, and where their next conquest is coming from.”

      “Conquest?”

      “Yes. Claim. Possess. Make her yours.”

      “And non-college guys are any different?”

      “They live in the real world and know what it’s like to have responsibilities.”

      “Are you saying I don’t have shit I’m responsible for?” A flash of annoyance on his face.

      “Not the kind normal people have,” I point out. “Your biggest decision is what your newest car should be next. The latest model Jaguar, or the Porsche?”

      “I like fast and flashy cars. What’s the big deal?”

      From what I've seen, he likes his girls fast and flashy. “Look, I did a lot of agreeing with you tonight. Let’s enjoy it while it lasts, okay? Tomorrow, you and I can go back to hating on one another.”

      “I don’t hate you, Asher.”

      “You don’t like me, either. Not since I gave it to you straight for shoving your tongue down my throat in the fourth grade.”

      “You punched me in the face and kicked me in the balls. That’s not giving it to me straight. You were brutal, Asher. It fucking hurt.”

      I’m sure it did. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. It was an automatic response. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      Other boys picked on me and my twin, Peyton. Thinking over what happened in grade school, a bone-deep tiredness takes over my body. Or it’s my nonstop pace lately—too much to do and so little time.

      “I’m going to shower, then head to bed. Feel free to take whatever you want from the fridge if you're hungry or thirsty.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After we take separate showers, there’s an awkward silence.

      “Here’s a pillow and a blanket. Is there anything else I can get you?”

      An attitude check? A harsh dose of reality? Empathy with a dash of kindness?

      “I’m good.”

      “O-kay then. If I leave before you, please be considerate and lock the door. What I have isn’t worth stealing, but…” I sigh. “It’s mine. Goodnight, Ezekiel.” I head for my bedroom.

      “Asher?”

      I stop and face him. “Hmm?”

      “You’re good with writing assignments, right?”

      “Decent.”

      “Are you decent at brainstorming, too?”

      “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “If you’re asking me to tutor you, I won’t do it, but plenty of girls will.”

      “I don’t want them. I want you.”

      My eyes widen. He backtracks.

      “What I meant is Galley put in a good word for you, and his word is golden by my standards.”

      He tips his baseball cap up, giving me a better view of his green eyes. That cap doesn’t stray far from his head. As soon as he showered, the cap went back on. I’m betting he sleeps with it on, too.

      “Aw, that’s nice of Galley to recommend me. He’s a decent guy and easy to tutor, though his sexual habits are gross.”

      “Gross?” Ezekiel runs his gaze over my body, from my heart-covered long PJ bottoms to the matching long-sleeve shirt buttoned to my neck.

      “Gross to me,” I clarify, heat spreading across my cheeks. How did Galley’s sexual habits get mixed in with talk of tutoring?

      “Huh, okay.”

      His intense scrutiny of what I’m wearing doesn’t waver. I have this insane urge to hug my body and bring my knee up, as though he caught me naked and I’m shielding my body from him.

      Sure, my sleepwear isn’t sexy, but what I’m wearing is safe. I need to stay safe when around Ezekiel’s hotness. Nora would be so proud.

      I straighten and tip my chin. “Having sex with multiple people at one time doesn’t interest me.” That’s clearer.

      Don’t be so judgmental. What’s good for the goose isn’t good for the gander. Or is it what’s good for the goose is good for the gander? Idioms trip me up.

      “Does anything interest you, Tran?”

      Many things do. “Wouldn’t you like to know, Harrington?” I wink.

      He smirks. “Moving on.”

      Yes, please. Can it get any more awkward than this?

      “I’ll pay you a shit ton of money for your help. It shouldn’t take more than a week of intense tutoring.”

      “What happened, Ezekiel? Partied too hard? Didn’t study much? Or were you going through your entourage of naïve coeds?”

      “Yep. Nope. And the girls aren’t naïve when they’re the ones begging me to bang them until they can’t think straight.”

      “Hmm, great visual.” I set my finger on the corner of my mouth. “Sorry, my answer is still no.”

      “What will it take for you to say yes?”

      “You won’t like my answer.”

      “Try me.”

      I don’t give much thought to my dangerous idea. Otherwise, I’ll lose my courage. This is my chance to reform the bad boy, to help him use that heart of his for good.

      “I’ll tutor you if you play a game with me. No money involved, but you have to stick with my rules.”

      He crosses his arms and gives me the stink-eye. “What kind of game? Strip poker? Never have I ever? Truth or dare? Spin the bottle?”

      I tuck my hair behind my ear and hold his gaze. His reaction is important. “A kissing game.”

      His gaze drops to my mouth. “Full on the mouth like how you kissed your friend at Jimmy’s? Or mouth-on-mouth without tongue action like your friend did kissing Xander?”

      That annoying smirk again.

      “No kissing on the mouth unless I give you my permission. No kissing private, sensitive parts, either.”

      “What are those places? Be very clear, Asher.”

      “Everything is fair game except for my boobs, butt, and the P word.”

      He rolls his eyes. I bite down on the smile threatening to bloom across my face. He is so adorable.

      “That’s reasonable. What else? What gives you the idea I would say no? I’m saving money, and I don’t have to play tongue hockey with you. A win-win.”

      He’s all about winning, including at the expense of other’s feelings. So what if he’s glad he won’t have to kiss me on the lips? I shouldn’t care that my chest aches from his rejection. I made the rules.

      “You’re right. There’s more. After a kiss, you share something you’ve never shared with anyone else.”

      “You’ll be banking prime attention from my mouth, and in return, I nail me some free therapy?” He scoffs. “Sorry, but for this to work, the kiss and tell should be reciprocated.”

      My ears perk. My heart beats fast. He is sexy using the big word. I tell my hormones to settle down.

      “You’ll have my time, Ezekiel Harrington. My time is valuable. I don’t have enough of it to spare.”

      Why can’t there be more than twenty-four hours in a day?

      “Plus, you’ll earn back the chance to play and help your team. I’ve seen you play. You’re great on the field. Your teammates respect you. Your coach likes you.”

      Good comes to those who speak kindly.

      “Ezekiel—”

      Calloused finger on my mouth. “Stop, Asher. It’s Zeke. Grade school was over a decade ago.”

      Bright green eyes bore into mine. Damp tendrils of dark hair falling across his forehead. A whiff of shea butter on his skin from my body wash. Stubble shadowing his mouth and along his jawline.

      He’s so close.

      We’re so close, and I can’t breathe.

      I turn my head before I do something stupid like kiss Ezekiel Harrington. Grade school might have been a long time ago, but his family’s harassment of mine hasn’t changed with the passing of time. Zeke is thinking along the same lines.

      He grasps my chin and forces me to look him in the eye. “I can’t play your game. You have to know I was stringing you along to see how far you’d take this idea of yours. If my dad finds out I put my mouth on any part of your body, he’ll disown me.”

      I had counter-offered, believing I could handle what came out of Zeke’s mouth, but what he said confirmed everything I understood to be true for as long as I’ve known him.

      His family and his family’s money will always take priority over what’s right or what is good for him.

      “Anyways, I don’t fraternize with girls I grew up with. You’re like a sister to me, Tran.”

      Worse. Oh God, can his rejection get any worse?

      “Are you saying I’m your friend-girl? A friend that’s a girl?”

      Slow nod.

      I clasp my hands and beam, rising over his rejection. I was never one to give up easily. “Wonderful. We should celebrate our friendship.”

      “And how should we go about celebrating?” Arms crossed. Perfectly raised dark brow.

      “You give me something of sentimental value, and I reciprocate.”

      “I don’t have anything special on me.”

      I zone in on his baseball cap.

      He steps back. “No way. It’s my favorite cap. Autographed by Ichiro Suzuki himself.” Of the Seattle Mariners.

      “I gifted it to you for high school graduation, hoping you would change for the better. You haven’t, and I want the gift back.”

      “Asher.”

      He blows out a breath and begs with his eyes for me to grant him an ounce of mercy. I don’t fall for his puppy eyes.

      “You don’t deserve to wear that cap. Not with how your dad and uncles feel toward others different from them.” I extend my hand. “Surrender the cap so I can crawl in bed. I have somewhere to be at the crack of dawn.”

      Hemming and hawing, he tugs the bill low and twists the cap around. Seconds pass. I wait with my hand on my hip. Zeke hands over his prized possession before I can wrestle it from him.

      “Perfect.”

      I run into my bedroom, place the baseball cap next to my collection of origami, and return to Ezekiel with a ragamuffin doll in my hand.

      The baby doll is missing an eye, the eye gouged out by my twin. Her long, black hair is sheared to her ear on one side, my older sister’s doing. The ruffled purple polka dot dress and white tights have paint stains on them from when I dabbled in acrylic paint. And lipstick is smeared on the doll’s face. Jenni was practicing her kissing techniques.

      “You remember my older sister, Jenni, don’t you? She had a huge crush on one of your cousins. Trent stood her up senior prom.”

      He nods. How could anyone from the Harrington family or my family forget that night? That night continued the bad blood between our families from grade school and into our adulthood.

      I shove the doll at Zeke.

      “This was hers. Peyton has one like it. My parents didn’t realize they bought the same doll for Jenni for Christmas. It was before Peyton and I were born. When my mom found out she was having twins, she named us after Jenni’s favorite dolls. Now you have me, I mean a ‘my-me’—that’s what Jenni called us and our dolls—to keep with you.”

      “Autograph cap? Girl version of Chucky? It’s not a fair trade. Totally uncool, Asher.”

      He holds the doll over his head with his large hands tucked under her arms, and I suddenly have this insane image of Zeke smiling up at a baby with round cherub cheeks, a full head of thick black hair, dark brown eyes, and infectious laughter.

      I blink several times. Where did that come from?

      “Are we good?” I ask. “You’re my friend-guy? I’m your friend-girl? Or are we frenemies?”

      “Frenemies?”

      “You know, a friend to my face but plotting my demise behind my back.” I shrug. “It’s a popular reader trope in romance, the enemies to friends to lovers storyline.”

      He stares at me as though I’ve grown two heads.

      “Never mind. Let’s just be friend-girl and friend-guy. Stick to staying friendly.” Oh, God, I’m rambling. Is the alcohol not completely metabolized from my system?

      “Are you trying to say you and I are in the friend zone, Tran?”

      “Exactly!”

      Cue a facepalm emoji.

      “Goodnight. See you in the morning. But if I’m gone, please, please, please, remember to lock the door behind you.”

      I don’t wait for his answer.

      I hurry inside my bedroom and close the door behind me. My heart is thumping out of control, and my mouth is dry. The intensity of Zeke’s gaze lingers on my skin through my clothes. I’m burning up from his proximity. In a good way. In a bad way. I need a release.

      My attention zips to my laptop. I could watch porn and touch myself. Is it hot in here? I strip down to my thong and pull on a camisole.

      My eyelids droop.

      My body weighs a ton as I drop onto my bed.

      Or… I can go to sleep.
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      My cell buzzing on the nightstand next to my bed wakes me. I’m anxious to hear from Ryan or Nora. I couldn’t care less that it’s one in the morning. But it’s not them.

      “This better be good,” I say to the person on the other end of the line.

      “Hi, Chiquita.”

      It’s my friend, José. “How many times have I told you not to call me a banana?” His endearment reminds me of Chiquita brand bananas. “Bananas are for Disney’s minions,” I tease.

      “Haha, you’re funny, little one.”

      “Little one. That’s better.” I sit up and rub the sleep from my eyes. “Why are you calling me at this freakishly early hour?”

      “I have a problem.”

      He sighs, and it’s deep. I toss off the covers and pad to the kitchen for a glass of water. Is he planning on giving me the short or the extended version? I never know with José. Choosing extended, I pop in my Bluetooth. “Okay, talk.”

      I guzzle down water while José composes himself.

      “It’s bad.”

      “How bad is bad? Bad to you is leaving for a trip without your hair gel.”

      “Style is important to me, Asher.”

      There’s hurt in his voice. José is sensitive, and I tend to forget that. The word sensitive is normally not used to describe a six-foot-one, muscular, tatted Hispanic guy.

      “I apologize. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I broke my ankle.”

      “What? Are you okay? Tell me you’re okay. Do I need to take you to the emergency room? You know I’ll make the drive to Montgomery if you need me to.”

      “I’m fine. This is my ankle we’re talking about, not my heart or something important.”

      “But that part of your body out of commission matters. You won’t be able to shake your thang.” I move my hips from side to side.

      “You matter too, Asher. Helping the kids is important to you. I found someone to replace me.”

      “Who?” I dig my fingers into the countertop. I have an idea who it is.

      “Mauricio.”

      I blow out the breath I’m holding. “How did you break your ankle? Was he nearby? He’s been interested in taking your spot since⁠—”

      “Since he saw you dance. Yeah, I know he’s into you. You should give him a chance. He’s not a bad guy.”

      “How can you say that? You’re the one that warned me away from Columbian guys. You said they’re a bunch of chauvinistic jerks.” Who’s the judgmental one now?

      Even if Mauricio isn’t the chauvinist jerk José thinks he is, there is still the issue of Mauricio’s interest in me.

      “He’ll take advantage. His hands will be all over me.”

      “They have to be. It’s called dancing, Chiquita. What you and I do.”

      “I’m fine getting up close and personal with you. You bat for the other team,” I point out. “Mauricio is very much into women. They hang all over him, and he returns their attention.”

      “Jealous?”

      “No. I’m stating the obvious. I won’t do it. I won’t have him as my partner.”

      “Little one.” An exasperated sigh. “You can’t go it solo, not if you want to win this for the kids.”

      Winning the competition is all about the kids, however… “The competition is a month away. I’ll find a different partner.”

      “If we weren’t mob crashing a party, I’d say go the fuck for it, but you don’t have the time to teach someone else our routine. Mauricio’s been at the practices and knows his shit. He can collaborate your moves down to the fine details.”

      “Then you be his partner.”

      “Asher.” Another exasperated sigh. “I’m sorry, but I already gave Mauricio the go-ahead.”

      “How could you without running it by me first?”

      “I own you, and don’t you forget it. I offer you my protection so you can live out your dream of dancing for a crowd, approachable but untouchable. You want me to take back my protection?”
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