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For Jeremy


Prologue

Six years ago

 

Scarlet eyes: the color of molten lava and just as violent. A jagged scar cut across pale skin from Adam’s apple to left ear: healed, but still ghastly in its proportions. A horrible sight to behold, especially when I was so young.

I saw him on the ski slope, our last night in Copper Mountain. That year, I was twelve, so Mom and Dad let me venture out by myself. No one looked after me to make sure I stuck to the West Village, which was filled with beginner courses. I wanted a challenge, so I headed for the Center Village, which had more advanced declines.

At the top of the slope, the sun began its descent behind the mountains, throwing bright orange rays across the snow. I prepared for the drop, anticipating the squirm in my belly, the air whipping past my face, bits of hair flapping from beneath my beanie. As I started to push off, a glint of light caught my eye. Metal, half buried by snow. Curious, I left the edge of the slope and shuffled toward the object.

Holding both my poles in one hand, I bent and used the other to wipe away the snow. Beneath was an old coin, judging from the semilegible words and faded, half-visible image. I lifted it up to the dying light. A building with a spire stood in the center, and I read the name beneath: Marke Staple. I flipped the coin, hoping the other side offered more clues to its value or origin.

One look and I yelped, dropping it as if it burned through my glove. It fell back into the snow, landing head’s up.

My face stared up at me from the silver coin. An older face, more mature. How I’d look as a young adult, but unmistakably mine. Same snub nose. Same hereditarily thick eyebrows. Same birthmark on my chin.

A sudden noise pulled my attention from the coin. At the edge of the slope was a thicket of trees, eerily silent of animal chittering. Only the crunch of snow came from among the pines.

“Where is it?” asked an accented voice. British. A moment later, a young man emerged. On hands and knees, his fingers splayed into the snow, searching for something. He must have spied my skis, because he looked up sharply.

He wasn’t dressed for the weather, wearing jeans and a gray short-sleeved shirt; his brown ear-length hair had no hat to keep away the chill. His face was free of blemishes or wrinkles, but a horrible scar peeked out from the neckline of his shirt. It zigzagged across his pale flesh like shark’s teeth. The gash turned my stomach, and my appraisal lifted to his eyes. Red irises stared back at me. Red like blood. Red like fire. Red like anger, and sin, and the devil himself.

I screamed and tried to back away. My skis tripped me, and I fell backward, landing on my side in the snow. I frantically turned toward the man—the monster—ready to fend him off with my poles. But he hadn’t moved. In fact, he stared at me with just as much horror. His eyes were wide, and he’d pulled back, huddling against himself.

His crimson eyes blinked rapidly a few times; then he swallowed, making the scar along his throat bob. “Collin?”

I flinched from him again. My heartbeat drummed loudly in my ears. I must have heard him wrong. How could this monster know my name?

“Collin,” he repeated. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

My tongue froze to the roof of my mouth, leaving me unable to utter a word.

The man’s stiff posture deflated. He sagged as if no longer capable of keeping his body upright. His shoulders lowered, and he put his face into his hands. He shook, and I realized he was sobbing.

“I’m so sorry,” he babbled, voice breaking with sorrow. “You were right, and I’m so sorry I betrayed you.”

I opened my mouth to speak, several times, but no words formed. At least the feeling of immediate danger passed, so I got to my feet.

As I moved, he raised his head and looked at me. Tears streamed down his face, making his cheeks ruddy too. Then, he spied the coin between us. He started forward on hands and knees, and I hastily retreated a few steps. He wasn’t coming for me though. He stopped at the coin, cradling it in his hands as if it were a treasure.

“I’ll find my way back,” he said, his eyes glued to the coin. “I hope… I hope you can forgive me.”

Then, he pinched the coin between his pointer finger and thumb and was gone. Only the indentations in the snow offered proof he’d been there.

I couldn’t recall going down the slope. When I got back to the ski lodge, I was shaking so hard Mom made me drink a hot cocoa. It wasn’t the chill. It was those unearthly eyes. The familiar way he’d uttered my name. The broken sobs he’d cried.

They haunted my dreams for years after the encounter.


Chapter One

Mom and Dad chatted softly as I gazed out the taxi window. Occasionally, the driver would point out a well-known sight, or something of interest. My parents oohed and aahed, but I barely registered the words. My thoughts focused inward, to the red-eyed man, his desperate pleas for forgiveness, and the total absurdity of the situation. When my mind dwelled on the event from my youth, the rational side wanted to dismiss it as a daydream, or some sort of hallucinated episode. The man had disappeared. That sort of thing didn’t happen in real life.

Yet here I was. Following the clues that could easily turn out to be nothing more than a figment of my imagination.

“And ’ere we are,” the cabbie said, pulling the car to a stop. “Marke Staple University. Very prestigious.” He turned around and smiled at me. “You’re a lucky one to get in.”

Mom leaned forward eagerly. “Not lucky at all! Collin got a full scholarship! He’s very bright.”

I wrinkled my nose and unbuckled my seat belt. “Thanks for the ride.”

I climbed out and gazed upon the school’s gothic spires. They sent ominous shadows stretching across the school grounds. One at the center of the campus stood higher than the rest. I recognized it from the school’s website. And the coin. The familiarity of it made my heart ache. So close.

The driver got out of the car and opened the trunk. He lifted our bags out and set them on the sidewalk. Dad slipped him a few American dollars, which he took with a wink. “Thanks a lot. And good luck in your studies.” He waved before climbing back inside and disappearing the way we came.

“So, here it is,” Dad said, following my gaze to the spires. “Kinda creepy.”

Mom lightly smacked Dad’s shoulder. “Travis! Don’t say things like that. It’s an old school, with old architecture.”

“And old ghosts,” Dad muttered, then shot me a mischievous grin. “I hope you don’t venture out at night.”

I laughed, and the tension filling me lessened. A bit.

Dad threw his arm over my shoulder and pulled me in for a side hug. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s check this place out.”

A man in a butler-type uniform headed our way, a trolley in front of him. He stopped in front of us and gave a formal bow. “Mr. and Mrs. Frey? I’m Stephen, Mr. Helmer’s coordinator. We sent a car to pick you up, but apparently they were stuck in traffic and didn’t make it on time. You’ll be compensated for the fee, of course.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Dad said.

Stephen dipped his head, graying hair falling over his eyes, but when he rose, he didn’t look happy with Dad’s dismissal of the taxi fare. “Mr. Helmer will be here shortly, but he sent me ahead to collect your luggage.”

“Thank you,” Mom said as he loaded our bags onto the trolley.

“I’ll get them delivered to your rooms.” Another bow, then he scampered off.

“That’s awful nice,” Mom added. “A car to pick us up—even if we missed it—and a butler to carry our things. What else will they do for us?”

“Well, they’re giving me a full scholarship,” I said, walking forward. “That should be plenty.” The tuition here was enormous. I had been lucky they’d offered me a scholarship, or else I never could have afforded this place. Millionaires sent their children here. Mom and Dad barely made enough to send Mindy—my older sister—to Florida State. This was on the other side of the Atlantic.

Mom and Dad followed my lead. We stepped past the stone gate and onto campus. As soon as my foot touched the ground on the other side, a tingle ran up my spine. I glanced around, wondering if they had a laser or infrared camera pointed at us. Nothing looked out of place. No obvious surveillance. With the next step, the chill vanished, so I dismissed it as a fluke and pushed it from my mind.

The campus was constructed of stone buildings, most sporting tall spires. Nothing in Florida even came close to this. In age or in design. An odd sensation permeated the air, almost like the change in air pressure on an airplane. A hum sounded just a decibel below hearing.

“Which way should we go?” Dad asked.

Mom pointed to a small sign in the grassy area in front of us. “Freshman orientation. That way.” She gestured to the right.

We started in that direction, but an older gentleman jogging toward us slowed our steps. I recognized his face—Patrick Helmer, the dean.

“Mr. and Mrs. Frey,” he called out, waving his hands over his head.

We stopped and allowed him to catch up. When he did, he smiled broadly, adding more wrinkles to his kindly face. “And Collin, of course,” he said to me. “I’m glad you made it in safely. I’m Patrick Helmer, the dean.” He shook all our hands enthusiastically. “I must apologize for the mix-up with the car. We must have copied your flight time incorrectly.”

“It was no problem,” Mom said. “The cab driver got us here quickly.”

“We wanted to do more, Mrs. Frey, to show how excited we are to have Collin here.”

Mom smiled, happy for someone to be singing my praises.

“We were just heading to orientation,” I said, gesturing in the direction we’d been going.

Helmer waved his hand dismissively. “No, that’s for the ordinary students. You don’t need to listen in. If you don’t mind, I’ll give you a tour of the campus.”

“That would be lovely,” Mom said. “Are you sure you’re not too busy?”

“Never too busy to assist our new literature students. We take pride in both our programs, but literature is the jewel in our crown. Collin won’t want for anything while he’s in our care, Mrs. Frey.”

Some of the tension left Mom’s shoulders at his words.

“Now, this way.” He led us deeper onto campus. “Marke Staple is a very old, very selective school.”

“I know,” I said. When we’d returned home from Colorado, I had looked into this place. I had the whole history of it memorized. And when I’d found out they only had two degrees—literature and business—I had applied myself to my studies and set my sights on getting here. “You only select five students a year to be in your literature program.”

The dean grinned. “Correct. And we are very happy you selected our school, Collin. I know you had plenty to choose from.”

I nodded, but it wasn’t true. Oh sure, my grades were so fantastic I could have gone to almost any I chose, but Marke Staple was the only place for me. My encounter with the red-eyed man cemented it.

“This”—Helmer said, lifting his hand toward the closest building—“is Lapris Hall. It’s the administrative building. My office is in there, as well as all the other teachers’. If you have any problems, you can find your solutions there.”

The building was two stories, with a dozen windows on this side. At each corner, elegant spires rose twice the height of the building. Atop each spire was an animal statue. A dog. A cat. A bird. A turtle. Curious. Most ancient buildings like this put statues of people or crosses, or at the very least gargoyles.

Helmer noticed my study of the spires and leaned close to me. “Wards,” he said softly. “They protect us.”

I shivered again, wondering what a university would need protection from.

He continued walking. Mom and Dad followed, but I lingered. Something about the building…wasn’t right. There was a haze that drew the eyes to the top, to the spires.

“Come on, Collin,” Dad called.

I pulled my gaze away and hurried after.

“This,” the dean said at the next building, “is Regalia Hall. All your classes will be in here. Besides the Staple Spire, it has the most original stonework. Only the west wall was affected by an earthquake in 1734.”

This building had one spire over the entrance, although several cats sat atop the buttresses. If four protecting Lapris Hall were enough, why did this building need a dozen?

“English departments are all the same,” Dad said, lifting his chin to study the detailed stonework. “And I bet the teachers all look like Dracula. That’s how it was at my college.”

Helmer laughed. “We don’t have any vampires on staff. A few hybrids, perhaps, but nothing dangerous.” Then he met my eyes and winked.

We continued around the rectangular campus, passing the café, and then the math building, the economics building, and other places the dean said I would have no use for. With only five students in each year, the literature program hosted twenty students total. The business program had four hundred. Naturally, most of the space would be devoted to their courses.

Finally, we reached the dormitories. There were three: lined in a row on the south side of campus. The school’s rock-wall perimeter stood just a few feet from the rear of the buildings.

“The men’s dormitory is on the left,” Dean Helmer said, gesturing. It was two stories, lacked any spires, and was identical to the one on the right. “The women’s dorm is on the right. The staff’s in the center.” The staff’s building was taller, and had two enormous statues peering down at the students’ dorms.

“Let me guess,” I said, nodding up toward the statues. One was a lion, the other a tiger. “They’re meant to keep us in after curfew.”

The dean chuckled and clapped a hand on my shoulder affectionately. “Ah, Collin. I do wish we could set them to that task. Unfortunately, we rely on resident assistants to enforce the curfew. Our statues are simply meant to ward off any danger.”

“Ah,” I said as if that made perfect sense.

“Now, why don’t we leave you to get settled into your room. You’ve got your room assignment?”

I wiggled my phone. “Yeah, it’s in my email.”

Helmer nodded, then turned to my parents. “Mr. and Mrs. Frey? If you’ll join me in my office, I’ll go over the finer points of Collin’s scholarship. Give you our emergency contact information. Get yours in return. That sort of thing.”

Mom looked at me, hesitating. “Will you be okay on your own?”

“I’m fine, Mom. I don’t want you and Dad being overbearing when I meet my roommate.”

Helmer glanced at his watch. “We can meet in an hour at the cafe for dinner? Will that suit you, Mrs. Frey?”

She nibbled her lip, but dipped her head. “All right. We’ll see you in a bit.”

The dean smiled. “Wonderful! Michael is your RA, Collin. Ask him if you have any questions.”


Chapter Two

Mom, Dad, and Helmer walked back the way we’d come, toward Lapris Hall and the campus’s entrance. I watched them for a moment, then returned my gaze to the dorm on the left. The lion loomed above it, almost leaning out and over the roof of the men’s dorm. A ward? What sort of danger were they expecting?

Shrugging my shoulders, I headed inside. The dorm lobby looked exactly like I had expected: a television showing a soccer match, with a couch positioned to see the screen. Two winged armchairs beside an empty fireplace. A pool table. A vending machine with soda against one wall, one with snacks along the other. Everything your typical college student needed.

A tall man with dark hair nodded to me as I walked in. I assumed it was Michael, so I returned the gesture. Straight ahead were the stairs leading to the second floor. My room was two hundred eleven. As I climbed the steps, I wondered if that butler guy had managed to get my things here already.

On the second floor, I followed the numbered doors until I found my room. It was on the outside wall, on the east side of the building. That would put us almost directly under the lion statue. An odd tingle ran up my spine thinking about it. This school was weird; of course, I’d known that, just from the red-eyed man and his mysterious coin.

I knocked on the door two times before pushing it open. It was empty, but a shirt on the left bed suggested my roommate had claimed that side already. Sure enough, my two suitcases were by the foot of the bed on the right.

I surveyed the room. Weird to think this would be my home for the next year. Maybe longer. Most students only lived in the dorm their first few years, but they were likely to be locals. I’d have no other options, besides renting an apartment. The unnecessary worry seemed silly now, so I banished it from my mind. I focused on the present, and on my task of unpacking.

The room was like a mirror image, the left flipped and perfectly replicated on the right. Smallish beds were pressed into the corners with a dresser right beside their heads. At the foot were desks, with chairs and a lamp. Against the far wall was another door that led to a tiny bathroom.

I entered the space. It held a toilet, a rectangular shower stall, and a sink. My whole body barely fit in front of the sink. My roommate and I would have to go in shifts once classes started. Two people would never fit. I mentally prepped to set my alarm at least a half hour earlier.

When I went back into the room, I started to unpack my bags. Mostly clothes, a few books, my laptop, and my sketch pad were all I brought. I wasn’t a great artist, but the medium was the only way I could replicate the red-eyed man’s features. Keep them fresh in my mind.

I pulled the pad from beneath my shirts and flipped it open. The first drawing was Horseshoe Beach, back home. A decoy. The next, an old storefront with awnings over the windows. The next five or six were the same, boring landscape scenes. Whenever anyone looked at my sketches, they only viewed the first few. After that, I let my real intent out.

I’d drawn his eyes. Red and haunted. The horrible scar along his throat. The brown hair falling to his ears, blowing in the chilly wind. The coin with Marke Staple scrawled, almost illegibly, beneath the spire.

All the clues, assembled here in my sketch pad.

So close. I knew he was here, somewhere.

There was a knock on the door, followed by the arrival of my roommate. He entered back first, pushing the door in with the sole of his shoe. I rushed forward to grab the knob and propped my foot along the base to hold it for him.

“Thanks,” he said, his voice thick with a British accent.

“No problem. Can I help?”

He spun into the room, his hands laden with a large box. “Nah, I can manage.” He placed the box on his bed, then turned to me. “Good to meet you.”

I started to extend my hand, but I froze midmotion. It was him. The red-eyed man. I’d spent so many years dwelling on his features; I’d recognize him anywhere. Except…

His short brown hair fell in front of clear blue eyes. While on the slope, they’d been molten lava; now they’d were as cold and piercing as glaciers. He smiled, but the sharpness in his gaze didn’t lessen.

I stared at him, shaken and confused. This was him. The same ugly scar marked the skin above the collar of his shirt. His high cheekbones. His narrow nose. Arched eyebrows. Thin lips.

But…his eyes? What happened to his eyes?

Since I hadn’t completed my move toward him, he came to me. He scooped my hand up into his and gave a firm pump. His skin radiated warmth. It thawed me from my sudden paralysis.

“G-good to meet you too,” I said, my voice trembling. “I’m—”

His grin deepened, but it still didn’t alter the harsh glint in his eyes. “Collin. I know. I’m Terrence Smith.”

He released my hand, and my skin broke out in goose bumps. “Have we met before?”

He’d turned back to his box, but at my words, he regarded me again. His eyes roamed over my face, and I had to put my hands behind my back to keep them from shaking under his scrutiny.

“No, I’m sure we haven’t.”

He went back to his box.

I sat on the edge of my bed, uncertain whether my legs could continue to hold my weight.

“At a ski lodge? In Colorado?”

This time, he didn’t even glance at me. “Nope. Never been to the States. I’ve lived in Lewes all my life. It’s only twenty minutes from here.”

I was silent for a long moment, staring at his back. He’d begged me to forgive him, promised he’d come back to me. And now…he didn’t even know who I was.

Finally, Terrence glanced over his shoulder. I averted my gaze.

“You’ve got it bad for this guy, huh?”

I made a noncommittal noise.

A grin played at the corners of his lips, and he faced me, arms folded across his chest. For the first time, some emotion danced in his eyes. It was the exact opposite he’d shown me on the slopes. There, he’d been repentant, broken. Now, he was mischievous. Or something more sinister.

“So, you’re gay?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Demisexual.” The identity took a long time to make sense. Once my sexual hormones kicked in, I began to think of the red-eyed man in a new way. I remembered his desperation, the vulnerability on his face, the raw and broken spirit he showed me. The experience formed an emotional connection, and once I became old enough to process it, the feelings morphed into sexual desire—but only for him.

Terrence nodded. “I’m bi.”

I swallowed past a lump in my throat.

“So, tell me about this guy,” Terrence said. “He’s not your boyfriend?”

I shook my head.

Terrence’s smile showed just the hint of teeth. “Good. Means I have a chance.”

Instant heat flooded into my cheeks. My heart beat fast, and I tried to control my breathing. The feeling of elation evaporated when I met his gaze. Six years ago, I’d seen him honest, raw, and bare. Right now, that openness wasn’t present in his features. He was lying.

I wanted to growl with frustration. My head hurt from the logistics of this absurd situation. My heart hurt from his overwhelming beauty. My soul hurt from the words he’d uttered—even if he hadn’t meant them.

I turned away, lifting my sketch pad into my lap.

“Is that where you’re from, then?” Terrence asked.

“What?”

“Colorado?”

“Oh, no. I’m from Florida. Cross City.”

I flipped to the first sketch of the red-eyed man. I’d filled the drawing with colored pencils, showing off the suppressed fury lurking in his irises. I quickly glanced from the paper to Terrence and back again. Identical, besides the eyes.

“So you fell in love with this guy there?”

“Not really.” It’d taken me ages to put a name to the emotions the red-eyed man stirred within me. And it had been more a reflection of his own love that kindled my interest in him.

Terrence smiled again. “This sounds complicated. I want to hear the details.”

Sighing, I closed the pad and tossed it beside me on the bed. “It is complicated, but there’s not much to say.”

Terrence shrugged, but I could see the glint in his eyes as he filed away the information. So different from what I expected. But…

I’m so sorry. The red-eyed man’s words played through my mind. I’m so sorry I betrayed you.

How was I going to figure all this out? Who could I tell this to without sounding nuts?

“You wanna go get a drink?” Terrence asked suddenly. “There’s a great pub down the street.”

I shook my head, genuinely disappointed. “My mom and dad are with Dean Helmer, signing papers. They should be back soon.”

Terrence’s face contorted. The feigned sincerity vanished completely. Only for a moment the look of loathing lasted on his face, and then he covered his feelings with his default mask. “Oh. Well, maybe next time. I’m gonna head off before they get back.”

“Sure. See ya.”

He booked it to the door. He paused before leaving, and the mischievous grin was back, playful and dangerous. “Once you’re drunk, I bet you’ll tell me all about this mysterious guy you’re so fixed on.”

Then he was gone.


Chapter Three

My alarm pulled me from restless sleep. My dreams were feverish, dark, and hazy. Luckily, upon waking, only the lingering dread stayed, not the images that had haunted my mind.

I sat up and hit the button on my phone that killed the invasive chimes. Groaning, I put my feet over the edge of the bed. I rubbed at my eyes, then glanced at Terrence.

His posture was similar to mine, though his arms were stretched over his head. The hem of his shirt crept up, revealing the pale skin of his stomach.

I inspected the flesh, roaming slowly over what I could see. Terrence caught me staring, and I looked away. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his smirk.

“Good morning,” he said, standing from his bed.

“Morning,” I mumbled.

“Mind if I take the first shower?”

“Go ahead.”

He grabbed a change of clothes out of his drawer before heading to the adjoining doorway. Pausing, he eyed me with his head slightly tilted. “Unless you feel like joining me?” His slow grin added a gleam to his eyes.

My stomach squirmed at his invitation, but I shook my head. I wanted nothing more than to see more of his bare skin, yet my mind knew better than my body. Jumping into something with him wasn’t my best choice at the moment.

It’ll happen eventually, my eager hormones tried to reason. You know he betrays you, and to do that something needs to develop.

“Next time, then?” Terrence said, laughing. He slipped through the door and shut it behind him.

I groaned and flopped back on my bed. This was going to be a nightmare.

After Terrence showered, shaved, and brushed his teeth, he emerged in a fresh set of clothes. I did a double take at seeing him in the faded jeans and light-gray shirt. This was the exact outfit he’d been in when I saw him on the slopes.

Noticing my gaze, Terrence shifted to peer at his clothing. “What? Have I got a stain?”

I swallowed. “No. It’s… I’m getting in the shower.”

I grabbed my own clean outfit and dashed into the bathroom. I prayed he’d be gone when I was finished, but no such luck. When I emerged, he was sitting on his bed, looking at his cell phone. He met my eyes and grinned.

“I figured we’d have breakfast together this morning,” he said, standing. “As long as the dean isn’t going to join us.”

I picked up my cell phone and deposited it into my pocket. “He shouldn’t, as far as I know. My parents would love to meet you.”

He winked and got up from his bed. “Parents always love me.” He went to the door and pulled it open.

We walked down the hallway side by side.

I texted my parents to let them know I was heading to the cafe now. We’d discussed it last night, but I wanted to make sure they were awake. It wasn’t unheard of for them to miss their alarm. Mom always called me the responsible one of the family.

Outside, I squinted up at the sun, barely over the school’s eastern wall. My body fought the jet lag from our long day yesterday, between layovers and flights to get here. Three days until school started; I had better adjust by then.

We arrived at the cafe and headed inside. Mom and Dad weren’t there yet, so Terrence and I selected a table and sat.

“Sleep well?” he asked, glancing around the nearly deserted room. The last few days of freedom, so the students were likely sleeping in.

“Not really,” I confessed. “New place. New bed.”

He met my gaze and nodded. “Understandable. You’ll adjust soon. Must be overwhelming, coming from the States and all.”

“Yeah.”

“If you need to cuddle, just let me know. You’re welcome to share my bed.”

I shrugged nervously. It would be easy to give in. Resisting was much harder.

With another grin, Terrence continued. “Why’d you pick Marke Staple? There are plenty of similar programs in your area.”

To find you, but it would have been too weird to say aloud. He wouldn’t believe me. Or maybe he would. I didn’t know which would be worse. “Ready for a change.”

“I’ll help you make the most of that. Let’s head to the pub later today.”

“You mentioned that last night, but I’m underage.”

Terrence snorted. “You do realize you’re in a different country? Legal age is eighteen.”

My cheeks heated for not concluding that on my own. “Sure. I’d like that.”

Mom and Dad arrived then. We stood to greet them. Terrence laid on the charm and had Mom blushing within the first two words. Dad shook his hand and smiled widely.

“Don’t you worry, Mr. and Mrs. Frey,” he said, leading them to our table. “I’ll keep a close eye on Collin. Show him everything he’ll need to know on campus.”

“Thank you, Terrence,” Mom gushed. “But, please, call me Diane.”

“And I’m Travis,” Dad added.

Terrence showed off his white teeth. “Maybe I’ll just call you Mom and Dad too?”

They all laughed. My eye twitched.

After that, they were all trading phone numbers. Terrence even clicked a photo of my parents to add to the contact picture. Mom insisted on getting one of him and me together for hers.

Terrence threw his arm around my shoulder and leaned in. His head rested against the side of mine. His heat radiated into me, and my heart thudded against my rib cage. So close. I could smell the scent of cinnamon on him.

“You boys look so darling,” Mom said, sitting back down. “Now, why don’t we eat?”

“You sit,” Terrence said, getting to his feet. “I’ll bring you back something. Anything off-limits? Food allergies?”

“Just coffee for me,” Dad said.

Mom smiled, basking in the attention. “Anything is fine.”

Terrence turned toward me. “Collin?”

“I’m not picky.”

He nodded, then raced off.

My stomach lurched. The whole time, his eyes had been calculating. There hadn’t been a speck of humor or good will in them. Why was he doing this? What did he want to use me for? I was so insignificant. There was nothing special about me. Why go through this trouble? Charming my parents? Seeming like a nice guy when I knew he was going to betray me.

“You okay, Collin?” Mom asked. She leaned toward me and put her hand on my forehead. “You look pale.”

“I’m fine. Just nerves.”

And just like that, Mom was sobbing. “I’m so sorry we’ll have to leave today.” She wailed loudly, and Dad had to pull her into his arms. “You’ll be all alone.”

It was endearing, despite how it drew the eyes of the few people in the cafe. I knew this would be hard on them. With Mindy at Florida State, at least she was close. I was across the ocean.

“It’ll be okay, Mom,” I said, reaching over to pat her back. “Just think of all the privacy you and Dad can have. It’ll be like a second honeymoon.”

That made her snort.

“Think of all the money we’ll save on groceries,” Dad added. “Not having to feed a growing young man will do wonders for our budget.”

She giggled and pulled away from Dad’s hold. “That’s a good point. We’ll be able to order pizza every night and not worry about proper nutrition.”

Terrence returned with a tray filled with plates of pancakes and mugs of coffee. He set them on the table, then dished them out to us.

“Looks like I missed all the emotions,” he said as he sat with his own plate in front of him. “You doing okay, Diane?”

Mom dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “Oh, you know how mothers worry.”

He nodded. “I do. Though mine’s only a twenty-minute drive from here; not too much for her to worry over.”

Mom shook her head. “She still does. I can guarantee it.”

“I’m sure the dean told you how the literature students are cared for. Collin’s safety and happiness will be his top concern. Besides, there’ll be other first-year students coming in with him. He’ll make friends, no problem.”

I cast a quick glance at Terrence out of the corner of my eye. He knew exactly what to say to ease her concerns. The tension left her shoulders, and the creases in her brow vanished. That was a good thing, but I wished I knew the reason behind it.

“You’re going to be a great friend for Collin,” Mom said. “We’ll have to plan on getting the two of you home for Christmas.”

Terrence laughed and put his arm around my shoulder again. “Sounds good to me. Will I get to bunk in Collin’s room?”

Mom completely missed his innuendo, though Dad’s lips twitched slightly. “Oh, no, Collin wouldn’t have to sleep on the couch. We have a guest room.”

“Too bad,” Terrence whispered in my ear as he pulled away. Then, to my parents, he said, “I’m assuming the dean has ordered you a ride to the airport. Would it be all right if Collin and I tag along?”

My mom’s eyes turned misty again. “Terrence, you are a sweetheart. You sure it won’t be an inconvenience for you?”

“There’s nothing I’d rather do.”


Chapter Four

After seeing Mom and Dad safely to the security checkpoint at the airport, Terrence, the driver, and I headed back to the car. On the ride there, Terrence had sat up front with the driver, leaving me smooshed between my parents. Now, Terrence climbed with me into the back seat and squished our bodies together.

“Can you take us to the Swift Unicorn?” Terrence called up to the driver.

Her lips pursed together briefly before she dipped her head.

“It’s close to school, so it’s not that far out of the way,” he told me. “I can’t wait for you to see it, Collin. It can be our hangout.”

He moved just a bit closer, our hips and thighs aligning.

My heartbeat increased at the lingering scent of him. “What are you doing?” I blurted out.

He flashed me a grin that put a glint into his eyes. Not friendly or flirty, hungrier. “Getting comfy. You mind?”

“No,” I said quickly, lest he pull away. “I just, I don’t understand why you’re doing this.”

“Doing what? Being friendly?” He showed me more of his teeth.

“Friendly’s not what I’d call it.”

He pulled away, with a lightly muttered, “I can stop.”

I reached out and gripped his arm, stilling him. “No!” My cheeks blushed at the pathetic whimper of my word. “I said I don’t mind. But, we just met. Why are you…?” I trailed off, unsure of how to say it. Looking at me like a piece of meat was an apt comparison.

“I like you, Collin. And I know you like me because I remind you of that bloke you met in Colorado.”

“I don’t—” I cut off, knowing I couldn’t honestly finish that sentence. He grinned in triumph. I pressed on, ruffled by his assurance of success. “How did you get that scar?”

The tangent in topic threw him. His face twisted to a horrible mix of fury and pain. His pupils dilated, making the blue irises seem larger. He immediately put his mask back on, but the smile was obviously forced.

“Boating accident. When I was little.”

I nodded, accepting the lie. Even if I hadn’t seen him at his most vulnerable, I would have known the statement false.

I knew that scar. And through the fabric of clothing, I could trace it without fail. The temptation to run my fingers over his flesh to strip off Terrence’s mask again with such a bold move was strong. Instead, I clenched my hands together. “So, what’s so special about this pub?”

Terrence’s grin was back in force. “It’s great! They give discounts to literature students. A sort of club off campus.”

“But you’re not in the literature program.”

Terrence’s lips thinned, becoming almost a sneer. “Just because I’m not in the program doesn’t mean I don’t know my stuff.”

My cheeks warmed with embarrassment. “I didn’t mean to imply—”

He waved off my comments, but his face didn’t lose its rigidity.

“Honestly, I wasn’t trying to dig at you. I’m sure you know just as much Shakespeare as me.”

Terrence snorted. “Right. Shakespeare.”

I looked at him quizzically. “Then, Dickens?”

All resentment left his features, and he turned to me, eyes wide. “Dickens?”

“Yeah. I assumed you’d prefer the British writers, but maybe you’re a fan of Faulkner?”

“Literature greats?”

I blinked at him in surprise. “Of course. If you’re so offended you’re not in the literature program, we can still discuss the masters. I’m partial to Thoreau, myself.”

Terrence laughed. A chuckle at first, but it escalated. His body vibrated, and his cackles brought the eyes of the driver in the rearview mirror.

“Collin,” he panted. “Oh god!”

I squirmed, unsure of how I’d made an idiot of myself. I didn’t like being the butt of his personal joke.

“What’s so funny?” I demanded.

It made him laugh harder.

The taxi pulled to a stop along the side of the road. “Here we are,” she said.

Still scowling at Terrence, I climbed from the back of the car. He followed, but slowly, his body sluggish from his mirth. He still tipped the driver a couple of paper bills before wobbling to the building beside us.

“Well?” I asked when he made to push past me into the pub. “You gonna let me in on the joke?”

His grin was mischievous. And dangerously beautiful. “Oh no. I’d rather you discover the punchline yourself. It’ll be funnier that way.”

Then he sidestepped me and pushed on the large, wooden door that led into the Swift Unicorn. My only option was to follow, or be left behind.
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