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Chapter One

LOGAN

 

For years, Logan resented how his parents had made him into a workhorse. Whether the boxes of supplies were for the funeral home or the drug store, they were heavy and unwieldy, and no matter how much he protested, his parents never tucked an extra dollar into his pocket for his trouble. There was no choice—just required labor without a word of gratitude.

Moving his belongings into his college dorm was the first time he welcomed the labor. No parents telling him how to set things up. No last-minute delivery showing up right as he finished. No demands or expectations. Just welcome quiet.

He set the last of the boxes on the floor with a grunt and rubbed his arms as he studied the small room. The tight quarters weren’t much—barely the size of his bedroom at home and stuffed with twice as much furniture to accommodate two men—but he wasn’t going to complain. Not even about the bunk bed. He’d heard from his RA, Aavai, they could be broken down into two beds, and he’d get Christian to help him do so later.

“Lazy ass.”

Speak of the devil. Logan glanced over his shoulder with a smirk as Christian came in with both hands full of bags, as many as seven hanging from each hand.

“At least I know how to pack a box,” Logan said. “I can’t believe your parents let you bring all your shit in grocery bags.”

“Not all of it,” Christian fired back. He set the bags down on top of their mountain of stuff in the corner. “Shut up. You’re still lazy. You’re standing there, not even starting to unpack…”

“Why the hell am I gonna unpack when we need to work through logistics?” Logan gestured around the room. “Look at this. Two beds. Two desks. Two dressers. C’mon, we’ve gotta do some rearranging. This place looks like shit.”

“I don’t give a damn how it looks.” Christian leaned forward and launched himself face-first on the bed. Unsurprisingly, his feet hung off the edge. “Perfect.” The word was muffled, but he already sounded half-asleep.

Logan walked over. “Now, who’s the lazy ass?” He spanked him and darted away with a laugh when Christian turned on him like a wounded animal. “Get up, man! Want you to help me break this bed down.”

Christian scoffed. “Weren’t you the one who just said we’ve got too much shit in here? And now you wanna move the bed? No way.”

“If you like the bunks so much, you can sleep on top.”

Christian shot him a frown. “Me? On the top bunk? Are you kidding me?”

“You’re over six feet tall. How are you afraid of heights?”

Christian shrugged and rolled onto his side, the wall protecting his ass from another slap.

Logan rolled his eyes. “All right. Are you gonna make me spell it out for you?”

“Yeah, go ahead, spell it out.”

Of course. “If you think I’m gonna meet some girls who’re chill with crawling up a ladder to get some alone time, you’ve got another thing coming.”

The grin Christian shot him spoke multitudes. “Your ugly ass couldn’t get a girl in the first place.”

“I’ll be stealing your girl first.”

“I’d like to see you try!”

Logan laughed as he turned away. He took in the placement of the furniture and tried to visualize the best place for everything—once he moved things, he was unlikely to do it again. “Listen, just help me break apart the bed, and we can put it by the wall.”

The mattress creaked when Christian sat up. That was definitely going to put a damper on trying to be quiet when they had company over. “Nah. I wanna get a couch and put it there.”

Logan glanced over his shoulder. “We’ve got a couch in the living room. The whole point of a suite is to have another room to put our shit in instead of clogging up the bedroom.”

Christian shrugged. “So? The couch can only fit three of us anyway. What if I wanna sit down somewhere and you and our suitemates are taking up all the cushions?”

“Then you sit your ass on the floor.”

Christian stood, his eyes sparking with a familiar competitiveness. A fire lit up in Logan’s chest as Christian faced him. Logan squared his shoulders, head tipped back to look him in the eye. Christian didn’t seem the least bit intimidated when he replied, “I’m getting a couch. And I’m putting it there.”

Logan crossed his arms over his chest. “And I’m taking apart the bed and putting it there instead.”

Christian took two dangerous steps forward. Already, his hands dangled by his side, open and ready for grabbing. Logan planted his feet and held his gaze. “Winner chooses?” Christian asked.

Logan bit his bottom lip through his smile. “Bring it on, motherfucker.”

Christian barreled toward him like a bull, grabbed hold of Logan, and they began their dance.

Like any two guys who had known each other since kindergarten, they’d always done their fair share of horsing around. They’d thrown each other in the dirt on the playground when they were seven, much to the panic of their teachers, and Logan’s mom had blunted the end of a broom with the number of times she’d banged it against the ceiling when they wrestled too loudly.

They knew each other’s moves by heart at this point. Though Christian had the stronger body from years of soccer, Logan played dirty.

Christian’s hand wrapped around the back of Logan’s neck, and Logan batted his arm away before going for Christian’s waist. An early takedown might not be the best strategy, but the more unpredictable he could be, the best chance he had.

Unpredictable didn’t work. Christian spun with his tackle, and all the breath knocked out of Logan when he landed on his back on the cold tile floor, Christian’s weight on top of him.

“Couch,” Christian said with a certain smugness.

Logan lay limp for only a second to catch his breath before he exploded with energy, lashing out legs and grabbing at Christian’s shirt to get some leverage. “No deal! I didn’t give yet!”

“You’re gonna!” Christian was never out of breath this early. He sounded as calm as he’d been a few seconds ago. He caught Logan’s wrists, then pinned them to the floor over his head, his bright white teeth shining against his dark skin. “We’re getting a fucking couch.”

“No way!” Logan squeezed his thighs around Christian’s hips and twisted, trying to roll him over, but Christian pressed a hand against his stomach and held him there, as if it was easy. The full weight of Christian—most of it bearing down on his wrists, the rest coming down on his hips—was too much to shake off.

Maybe if I just tire him out… Logan didn’t stop thrashing around, his teeth gritting with the effort, and Christian laughed, the only sign of his exertion the slight tremor of his tone.

Christian bore down on him, one of his muscular legs tangling up with Logan’s to pin it down too. Their bedroom door opened just then, and they both whipped their heads to see the mortified man backing away with wide eyes.

“Oh, fuck, sorry!” And then the door slammed shut.

Silence. Christian stared at him for a few seconds.

They both started to snicker.

Christian sat on his knees, letting Logan pull away and rub his back. “Oh my God, you don’t think he—”

“I absolutely think he thought that,” Logan said through his laugh. “Holy shit. Should we go tell him?”

“Nah.” Christian’s eyes gleamed as he stood and offered Logan a hand to tug him to his feet. “He’ll figure it out when he sees all my girlfriends I’m bringing back.”

“Right.” Logan rolled his eyes, elbowing him as he walked past. “C’mon, we might as well go introduce ourselves or whatever.”

Christian got to the door first—competitive to the end—and opened it for him. “And then we go couch shopping.”

“Fuck you.”

“I won,” Christian said with a smirk.

“That wasn’t a win!” Logan led him into the living area of their dorm’s suite. “We got interrupted! That wasn’t even close to a win!”

“We don’t have technicalities in the rulebook.”

“I’ll put it in tonight.” Logan rolled his eyes. “If we’re getting a couch, you’re fucking paying my medical bills after I go to the hospital for my broken back.”

“Weenie.”

“Shut up.”

After a moment of searching the empty living room and their kitchen nook, they peered in the second bedroom and found the man who’d walked in on them.

“Hey.” Logan knocked gently on the half-open door. “Sorry, you, uh, caught us at a bad time.”

The guy threw his hands up as if he’d been stopped by police. “I’m so sorry—”

“Dude, you don’t have anything to be sorry about.” Christian leaned against the doorframe as if his head wasn’t almost brushing the top. “Just taking care of some unfinished business.”

“Shut up,” Logan threw over his shoulder and held out a hand. “I’m Logan. This is Christian. Guess we’re gonna be your suitemates?”

“Yeah, guess so!” The guy smiled as he shook Logan’s hand, though his eyes still flitted between them as if he were watching a tennis match. “My name’s Daiki. It’s nice to meet you both.”

“Daiki?” Christian asked.

“Daiki.” He nodded, but didn’t say anything more. “Have you guys met my roommate yet?”

“Nah. We just got here, but Aavai said we were the first ones in.” Logan shrugged. “We left last night, got a hotel room, got some breakfast this morning…guess we were ready to get here.”

Ready was an understatement. After twelve years of being in the same tiny town and barely able to remember where he’d first lived, the change of scenery was what Logan had been desperate for. It didn’t matter that Fulton State University was in the same state—tuition was cheaper for his parents, and the view outside Daiki’s window showed him something different.

A city, for example, that wasn’t too far away, barely visible over the roofs of their college buildings. He didn’t know what was down there besides a Waffle House, a hotel, and a gas station that carried an incredible array of candy for late-night snacking, but he looked forward to learning the lay of the land.

“I guess he’ll be here later.” Daiki rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you guys think I can go ahead and claim a bunk and start unpacking, or…”

“Tell your roommate to go fuck himself if he doesn’t like the bunk you picked.” Christian was succinct as always.

Logan laughed and shoved Christian out of the doorway. “Don’t pay him any attention. He doesn’t think much. Sports scholarship, you see.”

“At least I got a full ride.” Christian lifted his chin and smirked. “Don’t see my parents having to rob a bank just to pay for the damn place.”

“Mm-hmm. Yep, and you’re gonna be a big soccer star, and we’re all gonna say we knew you when. Uh-huh.” Logan rolled his eyes.

“I, uh, I guess you guys know each other…pretty well?” Daiki asked. “Have you been…together long?”

“I’ve known this idiot since he was trying to eat crayons, if that’s what you mean,” Logan drawled. “But that’s about it.”

Daiki’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “Really? You’re not dating? But I thought—”

“We’re straight. Sorry to disappoint.” Christian turned on his heel and headed into the living room. “Logan, I’m hungry! Buy me a burger!”

“Buy your own burger!” Logan called and glanced at Daiki. The expression on Daiki’s face made Logan hesitate. “Hey. Sorry if you’re…” How do I phrase this? He’d heard it put a number of ways back home, and all of them had made his mom’s lips thin. He’d learned what the wrong words were only after she washed his mouth out with soap. “…he doesn’t mean anything bad. Promise.”

Daiki stared at him hard. “I hope he doesn’t, or he’s going to have an awful time at this school.”

Logan chuckled. They’d already walked past several couples holding hands around the busy campus as they found their way to the parking lot—most of them a guy and a girl, but a couple of girls and a couple of guys together too. The open display of affection would take some getting used to. “It’s fine. Seriously, no problem. It’s just not something we saw very often at home.”

Daiki leaned against his desk and glanced down at his feet, and Logan took the opportunity to size him up. The gay couples weren’t the only thing he’d have to get used to. Though Daiki didn’t appear mixed like Logan was, he still wasn’t white. As he’d carried his boxes in, Logan had seen more people of color than in his entire life just in the lobby. Their floor RA was Indian and Sikh. The girl checking them in downstairs was white, but she was being helped out by someone with dark brown skin.

FSU was a different world, one appearing as though the campus had come out of some movie that was really making a point out of being diverse. As though it had been intentionally done. As though some guy was gonna point the diversity out in his review as being unrealistic.

But here he was, standing in a room with someone who wasn’t white and who wasn’t like his best friend Christian either.

Logan spent the past twelve years thinking the white, heterosexual climate of Greenbarrow was normal. But the other students didn’t seem as surprised by their surroundings as Logan—and he wasn’t sure what he thought of that yet.

Going home after this was going to feel fucking weird.

“I guess you guys are both from down here, then,” Daiki finally said.

“Around Georgia? Yeah.” Logan shrugged. “Greenbarrow’s a couple hours south of here. Why, is my accent that bad?”

Daiki chuckled. “It’s pretty thick, but that’s not bad, I mean—”

“I got you.” Logan grinned. “You always apologize this much? What, are you Canadian?”

“No! No, I just…” He trailed off. “I guess I don’t want my roommates to hate me immediately. Especially if you two are some united front that could make my life pretty terrible.”

Daiki wasn’t a tiny guy, but he carried himself with the air of someone who was ready to be pushed around right now. Logan wasn’t a bully, and with the school’s star jock as his best friend, he’d been pretty immune to targeted violence by his classmates. But he’d never exactly stepped in and stopped anyone from being an asshole either. This is a sign. I’ve got some penance to do here. Logan was pretty sure his social calendar was going to be filled with nothing but Christian for the next four years, but he could try to do better.

“I’ll only make your life terrible if you eat whatever food I put in the fridge,” Logan said dryly, and Daiki laughed. “I’d better go catch up with Christian, or I’m not gonna get any lunch, but it was nice meeting you. Maybe we can hang out before classes start.”

Daiki stood tall, as though he’d been waiting his entire life for this moment. “Yeah! I-I mean, that’d probably be cool or whatever.”

“Cool.” Logan backed out of the room, putting his hands in his pockets. “And, uh, hey, listen, if your roommate’s an asshole, let me know. I’ll make sure he doesn’t mess with you.”

Daiki gaped at him. “Y-yeah, I’ll do that. I’m sure things’ll be fine, but…”

Penance. Logan shrugged. “Just saying. I’ll see you later.”

When he popped into his bedroom, Christian was shoving clothes haphazardly in the drawers of one of the chests. “You’re an idiot,” Logan said, huffing. “I wanted to move stuff around before we started unpacking.”

“And I wanted to get these bags out of our fucking way.” Christian scowled at him. “What? Your noodly-ass arms can’t move furniture when it’s full of boxers?”

“Fuck you.” Logan grabbed Christian’s sleeve and started walking backward, dragging him along. “Let’s go get burgers. I’ll pay if you drive my car.”

“Finally.”


Chapter Two

CHRISTIAN

 

College mixers were one of those things Christian didn’t really understand the point of. He was going to meet new people in his classes. They’d lucked into a coed dorm, and the floors above and below them were full of girls. He didn’t need to be herded into a massive room of scared freshmen in order to actually meet people.

Are these even the kind of people I wanna meet? He skimmed the room. He could pinpoint three guys who were throwing themselves at the first people to lock eyes with them.

They were all needy fuckers, and Christian already had his main man. The only reason he’d need some of these other guys would be for homework help, since he and Logan didn’t share every class.

The girls, though, he could work with them. He didn’t mind their desperate eyes quite as much.

“So.” He elbowed Logan and nodded toward a little copse of girls gathering in the corner, all in high heels, minidresses, and flawless winged eyeliner. “What do you think—sorority girls?”

“Duh.” Logan grinned. “Aiming high, aren’t you?”

“I mean, I’m a jock.” Christian puffed out his chest. It was an old habit from when he was still short and surrounded by older kids finding some reason to push the black kid around. He’d hadn’t broken the need to seem more imposing, even though his towering height had kept bullies at bay for years now. “It’s not that high, is it? It’s not as if I’m going after the college president’s daughter. They’ve got a little money, that’s all.”

“A little money and a lot of expectations.” Logan shook his head and glanced elsewhere, and Christian followed his gaze. “No, man, listen. If you’re already looking for a girl, then you’ve gotta find somebody who’s gonna be fun. Besides…” He nodded toward a trio of girls smoking outside, practically bathing in the sunshine like lazy cats. “…why not try something new, huh?”

Christian wandered toward the window, frowning. They certainly seemed different enough. No camouflage jackets to be seen. No four wheelers. No boots for function rather than for show. He was used to a very specific aesthetic of girl who’d populated their high school, along with a few stereotypes hanging around the edges—the dramatic theater girl in heavy makeup, the metal girl with piercings lining her ears from top to bottom, and the jock girls with their sports bras and challenging eyes.

“What do you think about the artsy type, huh?” Logan asked as he brushed up beside him and sipped his punch. “Nice change of pace, right?”

There was one girl in particular with red curls and skin as darkly colored as his who caught his eye. Her clothes didn’t quite match, as far as his inexperienced eye could tell—conflicting patterns—but the color of her eye shadow seemed intentional, since it brought out the dominant color scheme. The freckles were what caught him; thick clusters over her cheeks, the same color as her hazel eyes.

One of her friends nodded at Christian, and the girl followed her stare, quirking a brow. And then she held his gaze with the same directness that had always made him sweat a little more, like a girl challenging him one-on-one on the soccer field.

He liked it.

“Maybe,” Christian murmured before he offered her a nod.

She blinked a few times and took a long drag off her cigarette. She tapped the ashes from the smoldering end and tilted her head to the side as she pulled a fresh cigarette out and held it toward him.

Logan whistled softly, then elbowed him. “Go on, man, this is a better invitation than you’re ever gonna get.”

“I hate smoking,” Christian mumbled.

“Fake it. Fake it. Take two or three puffs and you’ll get yourself a date.”

When Logan egged him on, it was impossible to turn him down. He glanced at Logan, looked through the window, and sighed. “Fuck it.”

“That’s my boy!” Logan called after him as Christian headed for the front door.

As he walked, he thought about exactly how big a load of shit this entire experience was. He’d spent eighteen years figuring out who the fuck he was as a person—liking most of his discoveries and discarding the rest. He’d gotten entrenched in the legend of Christian-and-Logan, all one word, always in that order, and their friendship gave sense to his galaxy. If all of the people he’d ever met were planets, then he and Logan were the twin stars they were orbiting.

Even now, only going to talk to some girl who might not end up meaning anything, he glanced over his shoulder and made one last moment of eye contact with Logan before slipping outside.

Logan stared back. He grinned widely.

I believe in you. You’ve fucking got this. Don’t get intimidated by some girl just because she’s pretty. And don’t be a fucking idiot either. The words rang in his head in Logan’s voice, clear as day, and he took a deep breath, sucking in new confidence that he held close to his chest.

Tension eased. He put on a small, natural smile and came around the corner, where the three girls were waiting for him.

Nice of them, really. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d disappeared around the corner the second he started walking.

“Hey.” He gave a little wave.

“Hey there,” one of the girls said. At about a foot and a half shorter than him, she was a tiny little thing with the build of a flier. “What’s up?”

“Not much.” Christian shrugged and shoved his hands in his pocket, trying to seem as relaxed as he possibly could. He leaned against the wall. Smooth. “What about y’all?”

“Same. Just getting some fresh air,” the closest girl said. She was chubby, and the glamorous pinup makeup she wore, paired with the pretty crop top and cut off shorts, told him she had more confidence in her little finger than he had in his entire body. He liked it. “I’m Natsumi. What’s your name?”

“Christian.” He glanced at the petite girl next.

“Kavya.” She grinned and waved enthusiastically. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too.” Though every cell in his body trembled with nerves, he gulped and studied the redhead last, quirking his brow. “And you are?”

She turned her head and sent a puff of smoke away from them before she extended her free hand. “Charlotte. Christian, you said?”

“Yeah.” He shook her hand and was impressed with her firm grip. “So, where’re y’all from?”

“Y’all,” Kavya teased, giggling. “I’m from New York. What about you? Are you from around here? You sound pretty Southern.”

One tour of the campus had prepared him for how strange it would be to see people who were different like him. Kavya, for example, had brown skin, Natsumi was Japanese, and Charlotte had his same sepia skin tone. But he hadn’t anticipated the oddness of being one of the few people with a discernible accent. “Yeah, I’m, uh, from a few hours south of here, still in Georgia.”

“Oh yeah?” Charlotte asked as she offered the cigarette she’d gestured at him with. He hesitated for a few seconds before plucking it away. “I’ve got folks in Georgia. Said the college came highly recommended. It isn’t too bad, I guess.”

As Natsumi offered him her lighter, he forced himself to push down his distaste and took a long drag, just like he’d seen his dad do the few times they’d been together. Thank God he didn’t cough as if he’d never had a smoke or anything. “Y’all know each other from somewhere?”

“Nah.” Charlotte chuckled. “We all drew the short straws. We’re in Wayfield Dorm.”

“What’s that?”

“The dorm where they decided to shove three freshmen girls in a tiny room.” Natsumi rolled her eyes. “I get it, everybody wants to come here, you admitted too many people, you’re overcrowded. But geez, there’s barely any room to walk in our dorm now. That’s what we get for being the cheapskates, though.”

“It’s not bad!” Kavya crossed her arms. “You’re gonna make me think you don’t even like me, Nat.”

Natsumi’s cheeks flushed as she chuckled. “All right, fine, I guess you’re not that bad. I could’ve been stuck with worse.”

Are they flirting? Christian met Charlotte’s gaze, and she smirked with a little roll of her eyes. She noticed the teasing and curiosity too, then.

Kavya took the cigarette out of Natsumi’s hand and shoved it in an ashtray, then started pulling her away. “C’mon, we’re gonna go get a drink. You want anything, Charlotte?”

“Nah, I’m good.” She shifted her weight and cocked a hip, lifting an eyebrow. “Anyway, Christian here’ll get me anything I need, won’t he?”

Oh, so she’s one of those girls. He chuckled. “Well, I don’t know about that.”

She grinned and put her cigarette out as well, then started wandering away, her hands tucked behind her.

Was he allowed to follow her? What was the protocol here? He peered through the window, and Logan was still there, scanning the room and bobbing his head lightly with the music playing. Christian tapped on the glass, and Logan jumped, spinning around and immediately flicking him off when he saw him. When Christian thumbed over his shoulder toward Charlotte, Logan blinked a few times before he shrugged and gave him a thumbs-up.

That was all the encouragement Christian needed. He gave him a wink, flicked the cigarette onto the large ashtray, and turned on his heel to follow her.

“Is it okay if I walk with you?” he asked when he was still a couple of feet away.

“You’d better.” She peered over her shoulder. “I just gave you that cigarette. Did you already put it out?”

“Oh, I, uh…” He cleared his throat. “…I-I don’t actually smoke much. I sort of—”

“You made me waste my cigarette rather than owning up to it right away?” She kissed her teeth and shook her head. “My God, man.”

“Sorry. You’ve got a point.” When he caught up to her, he settled for walking side by side, attention caught by the luxurious texture of her hair. “Can I ask you something?”

“I can’t stop you.” But there was teasing in her tone that he enjoyed, as if she was testing him somehow, and, so far, he hadn’t let her down. Interest flashed in her glance, her eyelashes thickly curled, and her eyes glistened with the low light of the setting sun. “Go on, then.”

“Your hair color…?”

“It’s natural, yeah.” She scoffed and bumped her arm against him. “I should’ve known you’d be predictable. Yes, I’m black. Yes, I have red hair. Yes, I have freckles. You’d think I was an endangered species.”

“Hey, listen, I didn’t—”

“I know; you didn’t mean anything bad.” Charlotte came around a bench not too far from the student union and sat before stretching her legs out in front of her. “Guess I should be used to it.”

Christian hesitated before he sat beside her. “I like your hair, though. I think it’s gorgeous.”

She narrowed her eyes. He got the sense she was analyzing him as though those pretty eyes were wired up to some kind of computer, and she was feeding herself results from the little things she saw. She smiled. “Well, thanks.”

He shrugged. “No problem.”

“You’re not too bad either. I like your hair too.”

He resisted the urge to touch his head. He’d gotten his hair trimmed right before leaving home, and the pattern buzzed into the sides had been a new experiment. “I mean, it’s no head of fire, but…”

“But it’s nice.” She reached up and then paused an inch away. “Can I?”

Why not? He leaned over, and her fingers brushed over the bare skin between the edges. Tingles buzzed down his spine like a lightning strike, and he licked his lips and stared at the ground, embarrassed by the sharp reaction. She’s just a girl, dude. You just met her. Don’t be getting all heart eyes now.

But she was beautiful, and she was interesting, and she was touching him already, and that was something he couldn’t ignore.

“Awesome.” She beamed. “My dad’s white, so I never really got to see someone do cool edges before.”

“You’ve got a white dad?” Christian grinned. “My, uh, my mom’s white, actually. And my stepdad.”

“So you’ve got that syndrome too, huh?” Charlotte turned on the bench to face him and pulled her legs to her chest. She wrapped her arms around her shins. “Like, you look around your house sometimes, and everybody’s just…they’re different from you.”

“Man, talk about my entire life.” After his mom and dad divorced when he was young, Christian barely saw him anymore—Christian’s own decision. Logan was his only other black friend. A definite lack of color. “Logan and I, we live in Greenbarrow, and I swear to God, he and I are the only black kids in our whole town.”

“Really?” She crinkled her nose, one of the cutest things he’d ever seen in his whole life. “I’ve never heard of anything like that around here. That’s gotta be one tiny-ass town.”

“It is. We’ve got three stoplights. Everything else is farmland and some quiet, little family-owned joints, and that’s about it.” After living there his whole life, the isolation never seemed too strange. But coming somewhere like Fulton—it was a different beast. “There were about four really big families everybody was related to, and then five of us smaller families that ended up there for some reason. Like, my best friend Logan—he came to Fulton State with me too—the whole reason his family ended up down there was because his grandparents died. So they either had to sell the funeral parlor or come down and work. His mom took over the funeral parlor, his dad took over the pharmacist position at the drug store from the guy that should’ve retired ten years before, and there he was.”

“That’s trippy.”

“Man, you have no idea.” Christian trailed off when his phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out to check the text message.

Did you get laid yet?

From Logan, of course. Christian snorted and shook his head, putting his phone away.

Charlotte was staring at him when he met her gaze again. “Everything okay?”

“What? Yeah, that was Logan. He’s back at the mixer. Probably lost as hell now that I’m not chained to his hip.”

Charlotte smiled. She had a gap between her two front teeth that she didn’t seem the least bit embarrassed about. “So you guys are close?”

Close didn’t begin to describe their relationship. He let out a deep breath and scratched the back of his neck.

“Yeah, he’s been like my brother since the day I met him in kindergarten, I guess. We were always inseparable in high school. And, uh, now we’re here, I guess.” He shrugged. “I got a scholarship for soccer, and he just sort of came right along.”

“Is he a jock too?”

“Him? No, he’s a writing nerd. Writes scripts for plays and movies and shit.” Good ones. He had a number of incredible memories surrounding them. Whole DVDs full of his amateur acting were stuffed somewhere in his basement, surrounded by a million other things his family wouldn’t throw away. “He’s got a great mind for writing, though. He’s gonna be an English teacher once we’re done here, and I’m gonna be some kind of accountant, and we’ll have a hell of a time wherever we end up…” As he trailed off, he saw how she was watching him with amusement.

Right. People don’t start making life plans with their best friend.

Christian cleared his throat and shrugged. “Anyway—I don’t know—he’s probably just bored at the mixer, fuck him.”

Charlotte burst out laughing, her eyes sparkling. “Oh my God, some best friend,” she teased, nudging his thigh with the tip of her shoe. “Remind me never to try and be one of your best friends.”

As if she could try. And what was up with having more than one best friend. Didn’t that sort of break down the whole best part of the idea? He chuckled, though, and shrugged. “Hey, if you roll with me, you’ve gotta be tough; you know what I mean?”

“I think I do.” Charlotte checked her phone and got to her feet. “Hey, listen, I’m gonna head back, I think. Gotta grab dinner with my family in town. But there’s this thing tonight…”

“Thing?” Christian stood as well.

“A party, I guess. I don’t know. An old high school friend of mine who started here last year invited me. Anyway, it’s gonna be fun, and you should totally be there.” She opened her phone and gestured. “C’mon, gimme your number. I’m gonna text you the address later. Don’t get there any later than, like, nine o’clock. Only losers get there after that.”

“I sure wouldn’t wanna be a loser,” he drawled.

“You’re right.” She pushed her hair away from her forehead and peered up at him against the setting sun. The light played off her skin, bringing out beautiful warm tones, and he caught himself staring a second too late. “So, are you in?”

He was pretty sure he’d never once made evening plans without Logan’s input. But things were different now, weren’t they? This was college. This was a whole new world. A galaxy rather than the tiny planet their hometown had been. And maybe that meant taking a chance on something new, even if it meant Logan might not be there with him.

So he shrugged. “Yeah. I’m in.”

 

THE WALK TO the party was a silent one. Tension lurked in Logan’s chest as he tugged at the hem of his shirt, his eyes flitting toward Christian and away again every few seconds.

I’m not mad, he wanted to say. This is just…weird.

He hadn’t imagined their first college party would be a gathering he had to be coerced into. Something like this should’ve been an experience to brag about. And yet here he was, putting one foot in front of the other, hoping the party would be over soon? He was an embarrassment to college freshmen everywhere.

But he wouldn’t know anybody there, except for Christian. And Christian had made it perfectly clear he wasn’t going for Logan.

Charlotte. It was a name Logan steeled himself to hearing a lot.

“So, you think she’s actually gonna be there?” Logan hated the grit he heard in his tone, but Christian didn’t seem to notice.

“C’mon, man, she’ll be there. Why wouldn’t she? What, she’s gonna invite me to play a prank?” Christian snorted. “You’ve been watching too many movies.”

“I mean, I might not be wrong. Could be she was looking for a reason to get rid of you. She was the one that walked away, right? And you’re the one that followed her?”

That got him a glare. Christian frowned. “I asked.”

“Maybe she didn’t feel like she could say no.”

Christian scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Will you quit? What the fuck, dude?”

“I’m just saying, you don’t know her! She could be a bitch!”

“And I’m not gonna know until I hang out with her. What the hell’s wrong with you?” Christian nudged him, bumping their arms together, and Logan pulled away and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Just ’cuz I won the bet. Just ’cuz I’m pulling a girl before you can.”

“You’re not gonna pull her,” Logan muttered.

“Yeah?” Christian winked. “Watch me, brother.”

He hated tonight already.

As they turned the corner down another side road, cars filled the street and people milled around on the front lawn of a house. And these are college kids? Logan studied the other houses they passed. Pretty damn impressive specimens. Getting his parents to help him pay for a place like this might be easier if he was able to prove renting houses was normal for college kids here. Could be cheaper than their dorm, if they swung it the right way.

You think Christian’s gonna be able to afford living with you if his scholarship won’t cut it, man?

The truth hurt. He nudged the dream aside and took a deep breath as they started walking up the front path.

Logan was as out of his element as he was at the mixer. Christian drew eyes with how he loomed above everyone like a giant. Logan was used to falling off to the wayside next to him. It didn’t matter that Christian didn’t have the timing to tell a good joke or that he was all bark and no bite—he would always get attention first.

And Logan would follow him, until he invariably got left behind.

Christian pushed the front door open and ducked under the frame. “All right, keep your eyes open for some pretty red hair.”

Logan rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t you worry.”

The house was a little different from what he was used to, but maybe that was the new normal—everything being a little more peculiar, as if he’d walked into a maze. Parties back home had been held in rickety old houses, or barns that weren’t used anymore when families moved away from their old roots. More often than not, there’d be people around a bonfire in the middle of a huge field, shooting up a new and expensive drug that didn’t have a name yet.

Not this. This seemed like a movie. Low lighting, people clogging up the halls, music playing, dancing in a room where all the furniture had been shoved against the walls. Walking in was as surreal as stepping onto a Hollywood set.

Logan didn’t realize he’d stopped, but his eyes followed Christian’s head bobbing above them all, and he hurried after him, swallowing hard.

A drink was the most important thing to get his hands on right now, and he grabbed the first can of beer he saw. The brand was shit, but that was okay. He wasn’t after alcohol for the taste.

“Oh, fuck, there she is.”

Logan followed Christian’s line of sight, and sure enough, there was the goddess of the evening, sitting on a couch and chatting with some meticulously groomed guy with thick glasses and jeans rolled up around his skinny calves. Logan wrinkled his brow. He didn’t know much about fashion, but—

“I’m gonna go for it.” Christian called his attention back as he grabbed two cans of the beer. “I’ve got this, right?”

Logan shrugged. “I mean, you’ve got something.”

“I’m serious.”

He huffed. He touched Christian’s back and leaned up on his tiptoes, closing the distance between those four and a half inches separating them. “You’re Christian Fucking Daniels. You beat out a hundred other guys for your scholarship even though you’ve got shitty grades. You could take that hipster’s head and juggle it on your knees for hours. How the hell wouldn’t she be impressed by that?”

Christian stared down at him, brow wrinkled. “You’re gruesome as fuck.”

“And you’re incredible.” Logan slapped him on the arm. “Go on, go show off. Give me the signal if you need me to come save you later.”

Christian chuckled. “You’ve always got my back,” he tossed over his shoulder as he walked away.

Yeah. Yeah, I do. Logan started squeezing his can, and then backed off before he spilled beer over his hand. Got you covered, brother.

Of course, Christian walked right up and didn’t say a word before Charlotte was grinning up at him and scooting over and making just enough room that he had to squeeze in beside her with their legs touching and whatever. He didn’t have to try. Charlotte turned completely away from the other guy and faced Christian, wearing the biggest smile Logan had ever seen.

No matter what Christian might think, he didn’t need Logan’s help anymore.

Logan took a shallow breath and scanned the room for a familiar face. He’d met a couple of people at the mixer—no one of any real consequence—but he’d take anybody who seemed alone right now, anyone who might want some pathetic hanger-on like Logan Brown.

And then he saw him.

Daiki.

His suitemate was watching a game of beer pong with his head tilted to the side, as if he was analyzing it. Logan drifted toward him. Hanging out with him was the least he could do, especially since Daiki didn’t seem to be speaking to anybody else. Maybe we could both use the company. And hell, I’m doing him a favor, right?

“Hey, dude.”

Daiki looked up as Logan came closer. He blinked and brightened. “Hey. Didn’t know I’d see you here.”

“I’m pretty sure the entire student body is here,” Logan drawled as he leaned against the wall. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Trying to figure out how…” Daiki gestured toward the table covered in glasses of beer.

“Oh, that? Easy stuff.” He and Christian had been old hat at beer pong before they were sixteen years old—not exactly information he ever planned on telling his parents. “I mean, it’s just trying to get this ball in one of those cups, and if you do, the other person has to drink the whole thing. It’s normally beer, but it can be pretty much anything.”

Daiki frowned. “Isn’t…like… That ball is absolutely covered in germs.”

“Oh, for sure,” Logan teased, parroting his tone. “When you play beer pong, you take your chances with life and death—or mono and strep.”

“Disgusting.” But Daiki tilted his head a little further, his dark eyes focusing intently. “Have you played before?”

“I would, unfortunately, kick your ass halfway to Sunday if I played.” Logan chuckled. “Christian can’t throw shit. That’s why he never did basketball, right? So, I’m pretty much the reigning beer pong champion of my class.”

“Well, I mean, losing doesn’t sound so bad, right?” Daiki smirked, more mischievous than Logan expected. “You get drunk. Wow, big whoop.”

“Unless the beer sucks.” He lifted the can. “Which it does.”

Daiki took the beer out of Logan’s hand. “If you hate it so much, I’ll drink it.”

Logan’s eyebrows lifted. “You’re just gonna take a dude’s beer, Daiki?”

All his bravado drained away in a second, much to Logan’s amusement. “I-I mean, that’s, no, I only thought—”

“’Cuz if you’re gonna take a dude’s beer, you’ve gotta chug the whole thing.” Logan crossed his arms, his lips quirking at the edges. Daiki was almost as tall as he was, but his thinness didn’t speak well for an ability to hold his booze. At the very least, the aftermath would be funny. “So, go on, then.”

Daiki stared at him. His eyes gleamed with the same mirth bubbling up inside Logan. “Oh yeah?”

“Yep.”

“Is that a challenge?”

“You bet your ass it’s a challenge.”

Daiki looked at the can, looked at Logan, and then threw his head back and started chugging.

“Yeah, dude!” Logan immediately clapped his hands, and the other eyes drawn to them followed with instinctive cheers. There was a power in being watched, Logan had learned a long time ago, that made him feel as though he could do anything. As long as the focus was on him, he could practically sprout wings and fly.

Daiki seemed to fill up with similar energy, and he made a valiant effort, as shitty as it was. Though some beer dribbled down his chin, by the time he pulled off to take his first breath, he’d nearly drained the whole goddamn thing.

More cheers rose up around them, as though they were in a pantheon of warriors rather than some rich kid’s house, and Logan laughed as he tossed an arm around Daiki’s shoulders. “My man! You kicked that beer’s ass!”

Daiki wiped his face clean. “You’re right. It was shit.”

He snorted, took the can away, and drained the rest of the dregs without thinking. Then he crushed it in his hand and chucked it in the nearby recycling bin. “We don’t drink for the taste, buddy; we drink for the buzz.”

Daiki tilted his head toward the table, which was being cleaned of the red plastic cups. “So let’s get buzzed.”

Logan stared at him for a few seconds before he flicked his eyes across the room. His heart stopped cold in his chest.

Christian had his hands buried in Charlotte’s curls, kissing her. She was halfway in his lap, her hands sliding down his sides. As if he felt the attention, Christian opened his eyes, and their gazes locked before he winked at Logan.

I kicked your ass, he might as well have been saying. You’re over there playing the Good Samaritan with some kid you barely know, and I’m getting some action.

It might have been fairer to pit Daiki and Christian against each other. Christian might’ve been a little more in the kid’s skill range. But now, Logan wanted nothing more than to kick someone’s ever-loving ass.

“Yeah. Let’s do it.”

Daiki whooped and clapped his hands together just the once, then grabbed someone’s sleeve. “Hey, can you help me get this set up again?”

“Sure, man!”

Logan pulled himself out of the fog and turned to help them both. His thoughts wouldn’t slow, try as he might.

Christian was going to leave him behind. He always knew the split would happen one day. Twelve years of friendship were nothing compared to the pull some girl would have on him. Christian would be the one who broke off first, too—Logan would always drag behind. It seemed appropriate that Logan had been adopted into money and opportunities while Christian lagged behind with his long legs and cleats and nothing else to his name. Logan would end up alone while Christian found somebody who actually gave a shit about him.

He just hadn’t known it would happen so fast.

After the table was set up, he made sure to keep his back to the couch and his eyes on Daiki. But he had to risk one last peek over his shoulder.

Christian and Charlotte were stirring, coming off the couch. She led him toward the hallway with a secret smile. Christian wrapped his arms around her shoulders from behind, charming a laugh out of her before they disappeared behind a door.

“You ready to get your ass kicked?” Daiki asked brightly.

Logan turned away, facing the table. “Yeah, sure, man.”

For the first time in his entire life, someone creamed him in beer pong.

There was something pleasant about the soft haze from the shitty beer in his system, though. As all the other people who’d been ignoring Daiki now surrounded him, declaring him a beer pong prodigy, Logan snagged a water bottle and drained the lukewarm liquid halfway.

This was what he did. He found people who didn’t quite belong, and he lifted them to a level way above his own head—to a level he couldn’t reach, no matter what opportunities were handed to him.

He’d accepted that a long time ago.

He disappeared to the bathroom and took a leak, then spent an inordinate amount of time washing his hands of every drop of sticky beer and sweat. As he left the bathroom, he hesitated in the hallway.

Under the thudding music, he caught a sharp moan through the door they’d disappeared through, followed by a bright laugh. Christian couldn’t tell a joke to save his life, but apparently, she liked him anyway.

Logan was a wallflower for the rest of the night, seeing life as a series of impressions that didn’t seem real. Maybe he talked to some people. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe he watched Daiki start dancing, fueled by his beer. Maybe Logan forced a smile when Daiki ran over to him and grabbed his hands and pulled him onto the floor. Maybe he finished out the song with him before he returned to his post on the wall.

Either way, when Christian reappeared, his hand loosely captured by Charlotte and his eyes sparkling, Logan didn’t make his way over. He’d leave them to their happiness, and he’d wait.

Charlotte was pulled away by a group of girls Logan didn’t recognize, and Christian finally floated back to him with a sigh. “Man…”
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