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This book is dedicated to all of the people who have believed in me so far. To all of the readers who love romance loving, gooey on the inside, but dominant, pleasure chasing book boyfriends as fiercely as I love writing them and are always looking for the next one to fall in love with. And all of the readers waiting for book girlfriends to love just as hard. 

To everyone who messaged me after Ardent and said they wanted to read Anna.

This one is for you.


Anna

I was skeptical at first. I mean, of course I was. My girlfriend fell in love with her best friend and some part of me wasn’t even mad that the whole dynamic got messed up. Because it turned into something truly beautiful between us. Like the way our legs tangle together until I can’t even tell where one of us starts and the other one ends. Like the way her sigh slides down my throat when he touches her and it burns through me, it’s remarkable. 

It’s amazing, the things you come to realize you were missing. The magnetic pull that can switch from two to three if you stop long enough to really feel it hum differently.

I’m getting ahead of myself, though, we need to go backwards first. Because there’s a story here about how it begins, and it’s what created this whole blissful, sloppy, joyful mess.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Anna

April, last year

Me: This is a movie theater, 

Bryant. You didn’t say 

anything about movies.

This is what I get for letting Bryant set me up on a date. The movie theater on a Friday night. And it's a horror feature night. Double groan.

Bryant: And I didn’t tell her 

that you were stuck up, 

either. So you’re both in 

for a surprise ;) 

Me: If you weren’t so pretty, 

I’d tear your face off for that.

Bryant: You’d miss looking 

at all this.

In your dreams, Crossman. I lock my phone and put it away, heading to the ticket counter to wait for my blind date. Blind date, who still does that? Me, apparently, because my friends think I need a change of pace: a.k.a. a different kind of girl. “Or guy,” they specified, but we all know that’s a laughingstock at this point, I’m over them. Guys that is. Anything he can do, she can do better in heels, and all that.

A tap on my shoulder has me turning around. I search the face of a beautiful woman standing an inch or two shorter than me, in what looks like two-inch platform flip flops even. I’m considerably shorter than most people I know, that makes her a peanut, and it’s adorable already. Her skin is glowing in the low light, making her look dreamy. The highlights hitting her cheeks are almost the color of my favorite raw sienna acrylic, and her dark, curly hair is soft and bouncy looking. Clearly this woman knows what she’s doing with it. She smiles at me, and I can’t help the one I return. She’s beautiful.

“Hey! Are you Anna? You look like Anna.” She turns her phone to me, a photo on the screen that I recognize instantly. It was taken in art class last week.

“It’s a little unfair you got a photo and I didn’t. Bryant plays dirty. Though I have to admit he’s right, as usual. Hi! I’m Anna. That makes you Tawny I would bet. I wasn’t expecting a theater, because I’m not much for movies. Were you let in on that, too?”

She laughs and her eyes squint with how big her smile gets. “He is right,” she says with a shake of her head.

“About what? Oh! The nervous rambling? Yeah, I do that.” I grimace, but she laughs and points at the screen display behind the counter.

“Cube is one of my favorite cult classics. I picked the theater because they were showing it tonight. If you’re not down for a scary movie though—”

“No, it’s cool.” I rush to cut her off. I’m not a scaredy-cat or anything, but I could find a dozen different ways to spend my time rather than staring at a screen. One of which is nude night at the studio. I’m missing painting for this, but as I look her over again and really open myself, I feel warmth coming off her and decide I don’t care.

“That’s great news.” She smiles, holding up a pair of tickets.

“That confident, were you?”

“If you didn’t show, I’d have just had two seats to sprawl out in. Armrest put away, feet up, works for me!” She winks at me, her grin creeping up on one side and I laugh. The sound is more carefree than I’ve felt in a very long time and it’s delicious.

“I’m not sure if I should apologize for making it, or be flattered you were hopeful enough I would that you bought my seat right away, too.”

“Nonsense. You’ve got a lap; I can still put my feet up.” She laughs and loops her arm through mine, pulling me forward to concessions where she gets the biggest popcorn bucket as well as several kinds of chocolate and gummy candy.

“What would you like, Anna? Or Annabelle?”

“Anna is good! I kind of thought with everything there that we were going to share it? Was that the plan or...?” I cannot fathom adding to this pile, theater snacks aren’t cheap. I pat my pockets, trying to remember which one I stuffed my card into.

“Oh girl, no, this is all for me. I like a little bit of everything. I will, of course, share it with you. But you get something you like. Pick something. I want you to have your favorite. And quit looking for your money.” Tawny taps her beautifully manicured finger on the glass case indicating the sweets under it and I search out something.

I’m not much for sweets but surely there’s something. “I’ll take a packet of licorice, please,” I tell the cashier, who adds it to the growing tower that is the pile on the counter.

“Nice choice.” Tawny hands the kid some cash and waves away the change before passing me a drink and a couple bags from the counter, then piles the rest into her arms.

I follow closely behind her, reveling in the little peeks she gives me over her shoulder. Her profile is almost perfect, and the low light gives her eye makeup a smoky appearance that makes her soft face look sensual.

We enter the theater, nearly every seat full, and she steps aside to usher me down our aisle. Checking the ticket, I plant myself in seat 11F. We’re only two rows back on the second platform and directly in the center. My view is almost perfectly level with the screen, and I have a clear line of sight despite the people in front of me. That’s hard to do and I’m impressed with her seat choice.

“Do you come to this theater a lot?” I ask when she’s seated and has her drink and snacks situated.

“This one is my favorite because they still use the old sound system and play mostly classics. I do like new sound of course, who doesn’t? But old movies in new sound just isn’t the same, it’s too sharp. It spoils it.”

“Makes sense. Both the sound and the seats.”

She looks at me curiously with the most adorable little head tilt.

“I just mean to say that somehow this is like the perfect pair of seats here. I feel like I’m sitting at home with a giant screen in front of me. We’re up and over just right that we’re perfectly center and I don’t know how you managed to score the perfect seats in this place with how many people are in here. When did you get here?”

She chuckles at me and tosses some popcorn in her mouth before ripping into a bag of chocolates. “I bought them two days ago when Bryant told me you agreed to come. I wasn’t about to watch this movie from way up there or way down there.” As she speaks, she points to the rows above us and the ones all the way on the floor where people are slouched down in the seats with their feet up to avoid straining their necks.

“So, you’re a planner? I like it. I don’t like to be surprised; I love when I know what’s happening.” I smile at her and open my licorice. Despite the popcorn in her mouth, she leans in and snags one with a grin. She bites a chunk off and tosses the rest in her popcorn bucket before sprinkling in a handful of chocolate candies and mixing them around.

The opening music starts, and the theater goes dark. People's phones come out as the narrator on screen reminds us to switch them to silent and then it jumps straight into the movie.

Tawny leans in close to my ear, making me jump a little. “The next best part of a theater that plays old school movies: The previews are irrelevant and there’s no need to sit through that absolute torture.”

As the movie plays, I try to dissect what’s happening on screen. There isn’t a set up or explanation to the beginning. Strangers just wake up in a room with trap filled exits trying to kill them. It’s almost a painful comparison to the real world. You’re thrust into life without a choice one day and then between disease, disaster and the human condition, you’ll almost die over and over again until fate decides she’s through with you.

Morbid? Is it really? My friends might all see a bubbly goodie goodie that likes to dance and live it up, but I’ve often wondered about how I’ll escape the rat race. Both the one at the end of my life and the one I’m forced to run between my parents' never-ending bouts of lovey dovey and their threats of divorce. I listen to the doctor in this movie go on yet another rant about something that seems completely unrelated and think of my dad and his expectancy of perfection and his rants when he doesn’t get what he wants.

Tawny’s hand slowly works its way toward mine right as someone nearly gets sliced and diced and the trap gets me. I jump a mile high as she clamps it. When a few seconds pass, and I haven’t pulled away, a smile crosses her lips. She glances at me, my eyes still fixed on the screen, but I see her.

“What do you think?” she whispers.

“I think there’s an awful lot of math involved here, and I’m both confused and a little terrified of what’s going to try to kill them next. But they’re all sort of annoying and I’m starting to wonder if that was a prerequisite of waking up in this hell box.”

She giggles and it makes me smile. Sometimes an overabundance of words comes in handy. We’re silent through the rest of the movie and I let the credits roll while I continue to sit. Tawny doesn’t make a move to get up and go, so I stay seated, grinning, while the theater clears out.

I turn toward her, tucking my feet up under me.

“Are we waiting for something in particular?” she asks, mirroring me in her own seat.

“Life is a series of moments. I want this moment to be one where I watch the lights come up on your face before we go. I think it’ll make a beautiful memory. Maybe I’ll draw it later.”

“That’s right, Bryant said you’re in his art class.”

I nod my response to her and lean my head into my hand, my elbow on the armrest. “How do you know Bryant?”

“We built a house together.”

“I’m sorry, you what?” I snort and clasp my hand over my mouth, but Tawny just laughs at me.

“It was a charity project last summer. It was sponsored by some company his dad donates to, so Bryant got volunteered, but it was on a list my counselor gave me. I want to go to college someday, and I want my list to look good for it.”

“Someday?” It’s April, school’s almost out.

“I haven’t heard about the scholarships I applied for yet, I’m pretty sure that means I’m not getting them. I’m working, but I only have enough for one year. I don’t want to spend all that money if I might not be able to go back another year.”

“That’s sensible.” Honestly, I’d prefer to not even go to college. I don’t want the life my parents have mapped out for me. To work in the same family business day after day, and come home to the same miserable existence I loathe until the end of forever. No thank you very much. “I’m not sure what I’m doing yet. I’m supposed to go to a local school and get my hygienist associates and go to work for my dad.”

“Not something you want to do?” she asks as she tucks the two remaining bags of candy in her bag and tidies up her bucket and wrappers.

“You mean, do I want him to be able to control me until he croaks? Absolutely not. My mom might deal with it for, well, who even knows why. But I want out. I’m more than this place and his name.”

Tawny leans forward and places her hand over mine on my knee. “I know I don’t really know you, but I think you’ll do it. Whatever it is, I bet it will be amazing. I can see it in you.”

She smiles sweetly and pulls me to my feet, tugging me behind her as people come in and start cleaning. The lights are on, and the magic is gone, but the feel of my hand in hers blankets me in calm as we make our way through one hall and then another, side by side. By the time we make it out into the fresh air outside, that calm has turned into a warmth radiating from the skin we’re connected by.

“There are two choices here,” Tawny says as she turns to me. “We can say goodnight and I can go on my way.”

“Or?” I prompt.

“Or you can join me at a party? There’s actually one on the way back uptown that I know of.”

My smile spreads wide. The movies might not have been my thing, but a party? I nod and pull out my phone. I shoot off a text to my mom to let her know I’m staying out and I’ll be home later. I switch it off before she gets a chance to reply to tell me no.

“Lead the way.”
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Anna

Tawny drives us uptown in her car. The ride is mostly quiet. I take the opportunity that Tawny’s careful attention on the road lends to watch her. Her fingers tap on the steering wheel to the beat of the music coming through the speakers. Her head tips just a little side to side to a secondary beat most people tend to not notice, and it makes me beam.

When we pull up to the curb on a road packed with cars, she parks and shuts it off, looking at me.

“What?” She touches her face as though there might be something on it.

“Do you study music?” I point at her hand when she looks at me inquisitively. “The tapping. It was a different beat than your head nods, background stuff. Not everyone notices the multiple beats in music. I just wondered if that’s your thing.”

“I play guitar. But otherwise, no. I just like music.”

She doesn’t wait for my reply before she opens the door and climbs out. She makes it to the front of the car and motions for me to come out, watching me through the window.

It’s strange; there’s this ball of anxiety in my gut. I flirt a lot, and date nearly as much, but I never feel this nervousness, this sensation so deep down in my stomach I swear it’s rooting itself right into me. The attraction I feel for Tawny is palpable, while at the same time, reminiscent in a way that feels unreal.

I push away the fluttering, check my eyeliner in the mirror and get out. Tawny holds her hand out to me and I take it with a smile.

I look up at the building in front of us, dark windows on a three-story warehouse doesn’t exactly look like a party, but the blue light coming out the front door and the music I can hear behind it definitely speak to me.

“Come on.” Tawny tugs at my hand with a nod of her head.

“How did you hear about this place? This is like, thriller movie death club level weird,” I wonder out loud.

Tawny shrugs with a smile. “My bio partner runs an app called Alice. It hooks you up with the location of the best parties. And you can use it in any city, it’s user loaded.”

“That sounds like a good way to get kidnapped.”

“It probably is.” She snorts before she sighs at my eyeroll. “This party is safe, I promise. I know the DJ. We don’t have to go in if you don’t want to. We can stay out here and dance.”

Tawny snaps her fingers, spinning around in a circle before she starts the wobble. My eyes are glued to the fluid movement of her hips and the soft skin peeking out where her shirt lifts. Her movements change and her shoulders give a little shimmy. I lift my eyes to find a brilliant smile, the whole of it lighting her face with joy. The magnitude with which her happiness is displayed from twenty seconds of dancing outside is pungent. I can feel it in the air I’m breathing, and it relaxes me.

“Okay, fine,” I relent. “But if I get murdered and you live, I’m haunting you.”

“Fair is fair.” She nods, gripping my hand again. “Oh! You need your ID. Wait, you are eighteen, aren’t you?”

I pull my ID out of my wristlet, holding it up in front of her. “Last month. Got a pony and everything,” I jest.

Tawny smiles at me and we move through the doorway into a fine mist that smells subtly like jasmine. It’s humid, but there’s a chill running through the air coming from large fans hanging throughout the room. Warring beats thrum through the space from opposite sides where I see not one, but two DJ booths on high platforms overlooking a massive dance floor. This is some set up.

Tawny drops my hand, throwing both of hers over her head. Her hips sashay in front of me before she spins, a wide, blissful smile on her face once more. Her eyes are closed and her head tips side to side, her curls bouncing with the beat. She’s the picture of a freedom I could never grasp.

I’m vaguely aware that I’m standing here doing nothing, and very out of character. My feet refuse to move, my eyes transfixed on the blue tinted pixie in front of me. In the alternate light, it occurs to me the face powder Tawny is wearing is shimmery and it only adds to the effect.

Her eyes open and she grabs my hands, pulling me into her and looping them around her neck. Her own hands glide down my sides to rest on my hips.

“Do you dance?” she asks, leaning into my ear. The hairs on the back of my neck tingle. I tell myself it’s the cool air blowing through the humid room, but I’m acutely aware of the electricity crackling between our skin.

A smile curves my lips as I let go of her neck to grab her hips and tug her closer, one of her legs between my own. As our bodies connect, her lower lip drops open on an inhale the music drowns out. I twist my hips to the beat, rolling figure eights back and forth, my eyes locked on hers.

Her grin widens as she starts moving in return, her delicate frame grinding into mine with every forward turn. My breathing deepens as I lean forward, my nose brushing her own. Tawny moves impossibly closer, her breasts crushing to my chest as she tucks her head into my shoulder and sweeps her nose delicately up the column of my throat. If I wasn’t so in tune with the moment, I’d have missed it.

A shudder runs through me and the song changes, more upbeat, faster. Tawny doesn’t miss a beat, she stays with me, clamping her hands behind my neck and leaning back to wave her torso. I drag my eyes along her body with the movement, and catch inches of smooth skin over her lower stomach, a bit of moisture clinging to it making it glisten.

Her name leaves my lips in a whisper, and she swings low, arching her back to rise back to me slowly. The move looks sinful in the blue light and my mind flashes to what Tawny might look like in the moonlight staring up at me. I’m fixated on the fantasy when her hands envelop my face and her lips crash into mine.

Tawny’s kiss is fiery but smooth at the same time, like a soothing sweet bite of lime after the exquisite burn of a fine tequila. And if there’s one thing I know almost as well as clothes and art, it’s tequila.

It surprises me when her hands move to my hair, and I hear a sharp inhale of breath before my tongue sweeps out to meet hers and she moans. She tastes sweet from the candy she ate. The taste combined with the sweet-smelling haze that’s still floating throughout the room makes my head spin and I break the kiss, panting hard.

Tawny raises our combined hands and twirls like a ballerina, giggling, before she starts dancing again on her own. I sway a bit myself, intent to watch her for several songs. Both drenched in sweat and breathing heavy, I guide Tawny to the bar set up on the far wall and wave at the guy serving drinks. We weave through the crowd with our sodas in our hands, headed for fresh air.

Because I caught a ride to the theater, Tawny pulls in my driveway a great deal of time later, a chaste peck to my lips and a huge grin after spotting my mom in the window. It’s nearly five a.m. and I imagine she’s not pleased. But I am. I ran on a mile a minute to Tawny the entire ride here. She chuckled at me the whole time.

“I wish you didn’t have to get out. I like listening to you.” Tawny is facing me in her seat, her hands on my knees with her thumbs running little lines up and down them.

“That’s a first. Most people tune me out. Too much spew makes people anxious.”

“You have a lot to say. Your train of thought is fascinating.” She leans forward for another quick peck, and I grin this time.

“You say that now.’

“I do,” she breathes. “And I mean it.”
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Anna

My parents have always been mildly irritated about my insistence that I do my own thing. I’ve been grown for a long time. Being an only child with parents who are both workaholics and spending more time with your cook and tutors than your parents, does that to a person. Sleeping with earbuds in so you can’t hear the arguing all night, or the things being shattered in rage, or the loud make-up sex after that which just leads to another fight and the guest room being occupied for the night does it, too.

Love is toxic; that was my early life lesson.

My parent’s elite social status has prevented them both from filing for divorce, neither wanting to lose their shiny positions and perks. My dad has a mind to rope me in, but I keep pushing back and it’s my mother’s job to hound me on it.
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