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      One night.

      

      One night in the arms of a stranger in a nightclub I was warned to stay away from. A kiss so scorching hot I’m left aching for more.

      

      A bargain made.

      

      His proposal is indecent, but desperate times call for desperate measures. I accept his money, not realizing he is everything I don’t want in my life again after my boyfriend’s death.

      

      Bobby Bliss. Playboy. Bad boy. My best friend’s older brother. My older brother’s rival from their high school football days. He is also the man rumored to be responsible for my boyfriend’s murder.

      

      Bobby knew who I was that night. He should have never put the business proposal out there, and I should never have accepted. We’re a match that should never happen.

      

      In Bobby’s world of ruthless men, he lives by the words never say never, and he’ll jeopardize the solid line of loyalty to make me his.

      

      Bobby Bliss, bring it. I will never be yours.
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        * * *

      

      “Time is too slow for those who wait, too swift for those who fear, too long for those who grieve, too short for those who rejoice, but for those who love, time is eternity.”

      

      ~ Henry Van Dyke
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      I overdressed, and that was my first mistake. It’s three in the afternoon, and the sun beats down on us as my friends and I sit on the bleachers, waiting for the rugby team to start practice.

      Sweat beads form on my forehead, and my face is flaming, like opening an oven door and getting hit with a blast of heat. I pull the gray hoodie off and knot the sleeves over my stomach.

      A breeze cuts through the heat and whispers over my bare arms. A memory surfaces of watching from the bleachers, my crush teaching the neighborhood kids how to bat and catch balls. Carlos looked mouthwatering with his backward baseball cap, loose navy-blue T-shirt, and gray sweatpants.

      I bring the hoodie’s sleeves to my nose and inhale.

      Carlos’s hoodie still smells the same as it did six years ago, when he loaned it to me at a party where we first met. It smells like sweat and motor oil. Carlos loved working on cars.

      The hoodie’s gone through the wash several times, but the smell doesn’t disappear, and I’m glad. Pictures saved on my phone are great, but something I can hold in my hand and remember his scent by . . . It’s priceless.

      But today isn’t about remembering Carlos. It’s my friends’ and my last year of college, and I want to be with them as much as possible before we graduate and leave for wherever our next adventure takes us.

      My second mistake was indulging in my friend Arie’s ask. Had I been pulling hours at the bakery, I wouldn’t have overheard my other friend Gwen. What she says changes the course of my life.

      “Remind me again why we took the day off from earning a decent wage?” I tease Arie.

      “To show the two of you that there are options on campus. Dating older guys is overrated.”

      Arie is into jocks. I’m not a fan. Growing up, my big brother Ty talked nonstop about football. At least we’re not at a football game, but rugby is similar, I think. I mean, it’s a bunch of dudes doing something with the ball and being uber-competitive, to the point of breaking bones, to get the ball into the end zone.

      I fan my hot face with my hands.

      Arie, Gwen, and I have the best seats among the eager-eyed coeds. We’re front and center. Syn and Riley are missing from this shindig. Syn has a hate-fest for jocks, and Riley had the good sense not to take up Arie on her offer.

      “I’m not at DU for a love match,” I say while the conversations in the stands are at a normal decibel. DU, or Dumas University, is a private college in Washington State.

      “Same,” Gwen says. “I’m here to get my degree and get off my parents’ farm. If I graduate.”

      She said the last part in a near whisper, but I heard her clearly. Carlos and I dated secretly, and being hyperaware of noises and conversations became my superpower.

      What does Gwen mean if she graduates? Of course she will. We all will. But I’m not a gambler. I grab my cell phone from my bag and text someone who owes me a favor.

      Me: What’s the 4-1-1 on G Bliss not graduating?

      Skylar: Let me check

      Skylar works in the registrar’s office.

      Gray bar. Three dots.

      Skylar: Financial aid in but 5K short. Overdue

      Well, crap.

      Me: TY

      “Wherever I land in my future job, I’ll fly my besties out for a day at the spa and a night out on the town.” Gwen props her face in her palms with her elbows on her knees. She stares off into the distance, at the parking lot on the other side of the field.

      “We’ll be dressed to the T.” I shoulder-bump her. “It’ll be fun times.”

      Gwen sees the world through rose-colored glasses and has been that way since I met her. I love her, but it must be exhausting to put on a smile for the world yet hurt on the inside. A girl should have a fairy godmother in her corner now and then, and Gwen is due for one. I wish I could make her dreams come true.

      I drop my cell phone back into my bag and look where Gwen is staring. Two tall guys get out of a blacked-out sports car. Backward baseball caps cover their dark hair, and their hands are shoved inside the pockets of their low-hanging jeans like they don’t have a care in the world, but I know differently. It’s Midnight Sterling and his cousin, Dare. Those boys are rich and panty-melting hot but trouble with a capital T.

      Midnight is Riley’s on-again, off-again boyfriend. The rumor is that Midnight burned down the house of a guy interested in Riley. That tatted, gorgeous sex on sticks is crazy.

      Dare? He’s crazy on another level. Brooding. Quiet. Observant. He’s unpredictable compared to Midnight. Is Gwen interested in Dare? I caught her looking at him over her red Solo cup when we crashed the dirty trio’s insane parties. I’d never seen Gwen look at a guy with longing, curiosity, and anger before.

      What did Dare do to her? Dare is Syn’s best friend, and I could ask her, but she’s loyal to her core to Dare and would never discuss his personal life. She’d tell me it was a Gwen problem, and she wouldn’t be wrong. We girls guard our private lives like squirrels guard their stash of nuts, which makes us peas in a pod. Peas. Pods. Nuts. Balls. Penis. Heat creeps up my face. My two-year dry spell is messing with my head.

      “Why should we date from the DU pool when you’re not taking advantage of the options, either?” I slide my gaze to Arie. She’s dressed in weather-appropriate pink shorts and a flowery white short-sleeved top. “Unless you and Cooper moved beyond your friend zone and we’re the last to know.” Cooper is Arie’s best friend and the kicker for DU’s football team.

      There isn’t a peep from Arie, not even her side-eye. I move on to the true source of her angst.

      “I remember meeting you when your hair was cut to your ears. Now look how long it is.” Down to the small of her back. “I love it, Arie, but please don’t tell me you did it for him.” What’s with her love-hate for Riot, one of DU’s hot and single rugby players?

      I grasp Arie’s hair and twist the ends between my fingers. Arie told us Riot bullied her all through high school. What he enjoyed most was coming up from behind and yanking on her hair so hard that tears stung her eyes. He did it so often that she finally had enough and hacked off her hair. That’s what she told us after getting wasted on shots of Fireball.

      Then why look at him with longing? He tormented her.

      Personally, I wouldn’t give him the time of day, but he’s been living rent-free in Arie’s head since freshman year, which tells me Arie isn’t over what Riot did to her.

      “I’m not sure what you’re speaking of.” Arie side-eyes me.

      I groan. This girl is in denial. I start to call her out, but the rugby team walks onto the field and struts their stuff. The stands erupt with cheers, whoops, and hollers. I cover my ears.

      Xander Brody, the team captain, leads the charge, with his friends Galley Rutherford and Zeke Harrington flanking his sides. The coeds jump up and down and wave their hands, trying to snag the attention of the “dirty trio.”

      The guys are dirty for different reasons.

      Xander Brody, with his panty-melting smirk, is known to only sleep with coeds with experience in the sack and avoids the ones with their V-cards. Does the guy have a built-in radar for virgins? Geez.

      Zeke Harrington is a one-and-done guy with the hashtag #ZekeHarringtonOneandDone. He sleeps with a girl once, and only once. The word commitment must be a dirty word in his vocabulary of f-bombs, bruh, and bro.

      Galley Rutherford? Galley is filthy rich. So is Zeke. But Galley isn’t a one-and-done. He prefers sex with multiple partners and likes to copulate numerous times in a day. The guy has stamina.

      But Arie isn’t interested in any of the three. In the corner of my eye, I watch her follow a guy’s movements with her head. I zone in on the guy Arie is checking out.

      Riot O’Sullivan. Tall. Ripped. Jet-black hair. Intense green eyes. Commitment issues. He stretches his long legs and holds his arms high above his head, pointing his fingers at the sun. With a twist of his magnificent torso, Riot gives the enthralled coeds a view of his pecs and six-pack abs.

      I scrunch my face. That boy should put on a shirt.

      I shield my eyes from the sun and shoot Arie a sideways glance. Her jaw is clenched, and her hands are tight balls in her lap.

      “Arie Kim, did something happen between you two at Galley’s party?” Every muscle in my body is tense.

      The end-of-semester party was three months ago. Galley and his teammates throw the wildest parties at the house he owns a few blocks from campus.

      Her silence isn’t reassuring.

      “Do I need to kick some rugby dude’s ass? Do I need to kick Riot’s ass?”

      “Violence isn’t the answer,” Arie says in a soft voice.

      It was in the world I grew up in. Violence was the answer to having the upper hand until Carlos lost it and his life.

      “Did he⁠—”

      “No, he didn’t hurt me that way. Jesus, Ever, you can be so persistent.” Arie sighs. “But yes, something happened. It wasn’t anything bad. I just don’t want to talk about it. I’d rather he not exist.”

      I understand wanting to make something go away. I would love to forget parts of my past, but forgetting would mean letting go of Carlos, and I’m not ready to do that. Not until justice is served.

      “Riot?” I glance around like I’m searching for something. “Riot who?”

      “Yeah, who’s Riot?” Gwen chimes in. Her blueberry-blue eyes gleam, and the sunlight catches the auburn highlights in her dark-brown hair.

      Arie tears up. “I love you guys. I’m glad we were roomies freshman year.” She puts out her hands with her palms up. “Let’s make our last year count. Let’s throw caution to the wind and live fully. Whatever challenges come our way, we’ll face them head-on. Whatever trials and tribulations we face, we’ll say bring it.”

      “Hey, that’s my mantra,” I say.

      The girls laugh.

      “Per Ever’s mantra, bring it. We’ll be stronger for it. Who’s in?”

      “I am.” My chest swells with pride at how strong Arie is.

      Our lives mirror one another. She and her family lived in a housing development in Alexandria, two hours north of Dumas. I grew up in a similar housing development in Montgomery, a big city two hours south of Dumas.

      Arie’s mother had her first child when she was fifteen. Arie and her three half-siblings have different fathers. Her mother, Patti, is pregnant with her fifth child, and kids number four and five will have the same father.

      I’m keeping my fingers crossed that Fred is “the one” for Patti. He was a nice enough guy when I had dinner with Arie and her large and loud family over the summer break.

      Arie’s dad is in prison. My dad is in the slammer too. My mother died of an overdose when I was fifteen. Thank goodness my brother, Ty, was old enough to be appointed my legal guardian, saving me from spending time in foster care. Too bad he wasn’t around enough to keep me out of trouble.

      “Me too. Gosh, I miss you guys.”

      Gwen’s cheery words pull me out of my thoughts. Their positivity is the reason I love my besties. From the get-go, they understood the world to be unkind and unforgiving. Yet, they remain hopeful.

      “We don’t hang out like we used to,” Gwen says. “We should change that and remind Riley and Syn of our ‘we ride together, we die together’ pact.”

      “Hear, hear,” Arie and I say in unison before we break out in obnoxious laughter.

      We always hung out during our freshman and sophomore years until classes and studying became intense and time-consuming.

      Not to mention Gwen is helping her folks more at their lavender farm, and Arie spends her free time renovating houses with her half-brothers. Or, she’s with her bestie, Cooper. Riley and Syn have also been busy lately with life outside of school.

      I miss hanging out. We would ogle the hot guys on and off campus, share our post-graduation plans, and ship our future kids. How lucky am I to have made friends for life in my first year of college?

      For the rest of my time with my friends, I watch DU’s rugby team scrimmage while they give the coeds and a few guys in the crowd a view of their sweat-dampened bodies glistening under the sun.

      Not that I’m into college sports or the “fine” guys on campus. Those are Arie’s interests.

      “Hey, Ever, Braxton asked about you.”

      “What? Why?” My head swivels to my right so fast that I swear my brain jostles in my skull.

      Gwen stares back at me with narrowed eyes. “I said the same.”

      Gwen has mentioned that her brother calls, but this is the first time I’ve heard of him asking about me.

      Crap! What did I do to catch Braxton Bliss’s attention from prison?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          EVER

        

      

    

    
      “And?” Waiting for Gwen’s response, I swallow down my nervousness.

      “He asked how you’re doing. I said the same as before and after you met him. Then he asked whether your brother was still pissed at him. Before I could answer, he said, ‘Never mind,’ and that he’d ask you personally when he gets out!” she whisper-yells. “Did you communicate with him recently?!” She glowers. “I mean, why would he ask about you after four years of not bringing you up?!”

      My insides knot. Yes, why?

      I shrug. “You know he’s the last person I’d ever contact.” I wipe my sweaty palms on my leggings. The sun is intense. “I won’t speak for the others, but I’ve stayed away from your brothers, all of them, ever since you asked us to.”

      Gwen said her brothers are troublemakers, the whole lot of them, and she didn’t want any of her new friends getting mixed up in their messes. She warned us a few months into our freshman year when three of her four brothers crashed Gwen’s Sasquatch-hunting party that no one else from her invite list came to except for us girls—Syn, me, Arie, and Riley.

      We sassed the guys for making fun of Gwen’s belief in Bigfoot, and they called us the Sass Squad for our sassiness. The name stuck, and that’s what we call our small but mighty friend group.

      Braxton is serving a five-year sentence for grand theft auto, so the others have never met him. Gwen’s next-oldest brother, Brady, is in prison for embezzlement. He was sentenced during our sophomore year. I’m not sure what the twins, Bram and Benedict, are up to, other than that they’re in California running some type of business, according to Gwen.

      The other students avoid Gwen as though her brothers are the Four Horsemen, except for Dare Sterling, though he’s not a student. Who needs a college education when your parents and the rest of your family are filthy rich from building a gaming empire, and you’re brilliant enough to create and test the games yourself? That’s Dare and the Sterlings in a nutshell.

      Dare could’ve lived anywhere after he graduated from high school. Instead, he followed Midnight to Dumas when Midnight had the bright idea of buying a house and opening a bar so he could keep an eye on his toxic obsession, a.k.a. my bestie, Riley Lee.

      I’ve caught Dare giving the students his infamous stare-down, which can make a grown man wither and shrivel into himself, when they give Gwen a wide berth, like her brothers’ messes with the law are contagious.

      My poor friend. She isn’t to blame for her brothers’ criminal tendencies, and I refuse to put the weight of what happened with me and Braxton on her shoulders.

      “You’ll tell right away if he makes contact, right?” Gwen studies me with her all-seeing eyes.

      She might see the world through rose-colored glasses, but she isn’t clueless to how cruel the world can be, and the world was cruel when my life collided with her older brother’s before she came into my life a year later.

      “I doubt he remembers my number.” It didn’t take much for Braxton to convince me to go for a joyride in his exotic sports car. A warm, friendly smile. The promise of a birthday cupcake at the end of the drive.

      My seventeenth birthday was memorable for a different reason.

      That night changed his life, and it was my fault for pushing him to go faster until the scenery was nothing but a blur. Then the curve we hadn’t expected came into sight, but Braxton wasn’t paying attention to the road. His eyes were on me.

      Oh God, the look of horror on his face when the car went airborne. My heart had dropped to my stomach, and my heartbeats hammered in my ears as the ground came fast and furious.

      On impact, I was sandwiched between the dash and the seat. Searing pain sliced me from my ankle to my hip. Bones broke. My head slammed against the glass. The windshield shattered. Braxton reached for me. Blood ran down the side of his face. Something sticky slid over my eye. My vision clouded and went in and out. I took a deep breath, but I couldn’t draw in any air. I couldn’t breathe.

      I can’t breathe. My field of vision narrows. I take shallow breaths in and out. My body tingles from head to toe. My gaze shoots to the rows of bleachers from where I’m sitting to the first row. How quickly can I reach the safety of the bathroom before I hyperventilate and my fingers cramp up?

      Thank goodness Gwen’s words pull me out of my waking nightmare before I have a full-blown panic attack.

      “Braxton has the memory of an elephant. If you gave it to him, he’ll pluck it from wherever he stored it in that brain of his and call you. He’s not a fan of texting.”

      Braxton will be pissed when he calls only to find out I blocked his number. I shrug. “If I avoid him long enough, he’ll move on to something, or someone, else and forget about me.”

      “Braxton holds a grudge like no one’s business.”

      Grudge or not, I’m not ready to speak with Braxton. I hurt him, and he hurt me. I live with the scars on my body. He’s in prison because of me. Nothing we do or say can take my scars away or give him back time with his family.

      “If he calls, you’ll be the first to know.” She won’t be. I handle my own problems and have since my mother died.

      “No keeping secrets?”

      I blink. “No keeping secrets.” That’s all I’ve been doing for as long as I can remember. I kept secrets for my mom. For Ty, before he came out as bisexual. Carlos and I had a secret relationship. The word secret defines my life, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      “He gets out in six weeks, Ever.” Gwen looks straight into my eyes, like she can see into my soul.

      My heart rate spikes, and I will myself to take calm, even breaths. “When did you find out?” I’m not prepared to face Braxton.

      “On my way here.”

      Something or someone across the field catches her attention. We both look. It’s Midnight and Dare walking across the parking lot. They get into Midnight’s car and drive off. The distraction is short-lived, and we return to talking about a past I don’t like being brought into the open. A conversation is as open as it gets.

      I avoid talking about the accident for a reason. When it comes up, I remember seeing Gwen sitting alongside her family in the courtroom with wide eyes and a strangled “No” erupting from her mouth when the judge sentenced Braxton to five years in prison.

      She’d begged the judge to show leniency, that Braxton wasn’t a danger, and he’d done this before without anyone getting hurt. The judge looked in my direction with a stern expression and didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. Sitting in a wheelchair, I was proof that Braxton caused harm.

      With everyone’s attention suddenly on me, I dropped my head and cried. Imagine my surprise when I glanced up from unpacking in my dorm room to say hi to my roommate and looked into blueberry-blue eyes. Awkward didn’t come close to what I felt. Shame and regret overshadowed my hope and excitement as I began my first year of college.

      Then Gwen took my hands in hers, said, “I forgive you,” with tears in her eyes, and all was good and right in the world. Except I didn’t deserve her forgiveness, and that’s why I’ll do anything for Gwen Bliss.

      “I should’ve told you about Braxton as soon as I saw you, but I didn’t want to ruin our day together.” Gwen’s words bring me back to the present.

      Did I mention my friend is the sweetest, kindest, most considerate person I’ve come across? And that’s why I’m a horrible friend for being the bearer of bad news.

      “I understand.” I reach for her hand and squeeze. “If he calls again, tell him he can’t come near me. Ty and Gage have a way of knowing.” I swear they have spies situated around Dumas and on campus. “They’ll hurt him, Gwen.” They carry their hatred for Braxton like a badge of honor, and nothing he says or does will change their minds. “I’m sorry.”

      “He’ll want to spend time with me. Where I go, he’ll want to go with. I don’t want to have to choose between you and him.” Tears well up in Gwen’s eyes. Arie is quiet.

      This is the shared messed-up part of our lives that continues to be the elephant in the room whenever Gwen talks about her brothers or I bring up my brother and his crew.

      “I don’t want to miss out on spending our last year together, but I also miss him. He and I have always been close. He’s the exception to my ask.” She looks from me to Arie. “Would’ve been the exception had he not gone to prison, through no fault of yours, Ever.” She squeezes my hand, then lets go. My chest aches. I don’t deserve her friendship.

      “We’ll figure it out.” I hug her. “A lot can change in six weeks.”

      And boy does it.
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      Live for me, Ever—Carlos’s words to me during two moments of life and death. I should’ve asked him for the same promise.

      Instead, I’m left with an ache of regret in my chest whenever I think about our last time together. It’s been two years since his death. I should’ve said “I love you.” A kiss on the forehead with a soft “I’ll call soon” was what he’d left me with, only for me to find out on waking the next morning that he was gone.

      Ty gave me the awful news. He’d come over, and I couldn’t understand why he’d made the two-hour drive to the rental I shared with Gage. They’d found Carlos’s body in an abandoned warehouse in East Alexandria with a gunshot wound through his back and out his chest. He’d died instantly. Ty knew I was close to Carlos, and he wanted me to hear it personally from him.

      Brushing my fingers over the words tattooed in Spanish along my left side, concealed under my bandeau, I stare at the front door of Crimson nightclub from the safety of my car. My attention is torn between the line that stretches down the sidewalk and the couple making out beneath the parking lot lights kitty-corner to where I’m parked.

      She’s lying on the hood of the guy’s expensive-looking car with her white-blonde hair spread out and her head bracketed by his muscular arms. One of her legs is hooked on his thigh, and the other is wrapped around his waist. Their kiss is passionate and all-consuming. Nothing exists for them except each other.

      I’ve been kissed like that—thoroughly, completely, tenderly. In anger. With hurt in his voice and regret on his face. Carlos had kissed me like that and more. So much more. I look away from the couple and pour my attention on the line stretching from the front door.

      Live for me, Ever.

      Live for him. That’s what I’ll do tonight.

      After doing a once-over of what I’m wearing, I exit my car and make my way across the lit-up parking lot to the traffic light and crosswalk. Traffic is heavy, and there’s a lot of foot traffic. I’m not the only lone woman out here, but I stay aware of my surroundings. I don’t want to get in trouble and alert Ty to my whereabouts before I can do what I came to Alexandria for.

      While I wait at the traffic light to cross the street, I take in my surroundings.

      Bright lights from the businesses that line the sidewalk remind me of when Carlos surprised me with strung-up lights and a trail of rose petals leading to my gift for my eighteenth birthday. I inhale, and there’s a lingering hint of jasmine in the air. Large, blooming jasmine grew on a trellis outside Carlos’s bedroom window. To wake up in his arms was heaven.

      The flashing red “stop” changes to a white “walk,” and I blink away the memories. They come out of nowhere, and I’m grateful for them, though my chest aches. I hurry across the street and get in line. The women look down their noses at me and snicker or roll their eyes. I shove my hands into my pants pockets and stare at the ground.

      Getting looked at like I’m unworthy of the air they breathe and the space they take up would’ve never happened at Red Dahlia now or when Carlos owned it.  Customers knew my brother and I were close with the owner and his sexy younger brother, José Santiago.

      But it’s nice to eat humble pie every now and then, a reminder of where I came from—a housing development synonymous with loser trash.

      The line takes forever to move. With each step closer to the entrance, I eye where my car is parked. It would be easy to cross the busy street, get in my car, and drive back to Dumas. Except Arie’s words pick up volume in my head.

      Let’s make our last year count. Let’s throw caution to the wind and live fully.

      Louder.

      Whatever challenges come our way, we’ll face them head-on. Whatever trials and tribulations we face, we’ll say bring it.

      Bring it.

      Be stronger for it.

      Live for me, Ever.

      Tears burn the back of my eyes, and my throat tightens. I stare at the Chucks Carlos gave me for learning the bachata. I have to do this. I want to do this. Blinking back the tears, I put one foot in front of the other until I’m staring at the bouncer’s hardcore boots. I glance up and suck in a breath. The bouncer manning the entrance could be my unofficial bodyguard’s doppelgänger.

      He has dark hair with a few strands falling into his onyx-colored eyes, a metallic right brow piercing, and a full beard. His facial features are a mix of sharp angles and grim lines, making him look lethal and menacing, just like Gage. I wouldn’t want to run into this man in a dark alley.

      Gage never mentioned a brother. Huh. Maybe a cousin? I can’t ask Gage, though. He’ll get suspicious and ask a ton of questions at a rapid-fire pace.

      Overwhelmed and ready to be done with the verbal reaming and interrogation disguised as concern, I’d blurt out that I saw his likeness at a nightclub I’m not supposed to be at. Then all hell would break loose.

      Mr. Snarly Face sweeps his gaze over me from the top of my head to my skin-tone bandeau, blue jeans ripped at the knees, and teal Chucks. “ID,” he barks.

      I involuntarily step back.

      Jesus, who kicked his puppy? He used his nice man voice with the person before me and hadn’t asked for her ID.

      I pull my driver’s license from my back pocket. He crowds my space with a grunt and snatches my ID from my fingers before I have a chance to hand it over.

      Wow, he’s impatient. Just like Gage. Hmm . . . He looks from me to the ID and flicks the plastic on my shoulder. “No entry.”

      What?! This can’t be happening. I drove two freaking hours. My mouth opens and closes. My gut knots.

      The person behind me steps into my space, bumping into my back, before leaning into me and staying there. A whiff of cheap cologne, sweat, and body odor wraps around me like a heavy, musty blanket on a hot, humid day.

      I step forward, away from the frat boy’s hot breath and gross body heat. He and his friends leered at me when they walked by before taking their spots behind me in line.

      “Give a girl a chance to dance her heart out,” I plead in a low voice, not wanting anyone else to hear the reason I’m here. It’s too personal. “It’s the anniversary of my boyfriend’s death, and I’m here to dance for him.”

      Carlos is either smiling or smirking up in Heaven. He did a lot of good that many people weren’t aware of during his twenty-nine years.

      The bouncer glares and shoves my ID in my face. I pocket it and start to turn around, but to my surprise, he removes the rope across the entrance and waves me through. I squeeze by him with a grateful, “Thank you.”

      He tips his head but doesn’t let up on the death glare. The moment I step inside the nightclub, I forget about Gage’s likeness.

      The club is crowded, and the music is loud. I smile widely and sweep my gaze around the room. Disco balls hang from the ceiling. Booths, tables, and bar-style tables with bar stools line the periphery of the dance floor, offering club-goers a vantage point to observe the dancers from their seats and allowing dancers to catch the attention of those who aren’t dancing or who simply enjoy watching. Either way, it’s a win-win in my opinion.

      Smiling, I make my way past the crowded bar and onto the dance floor.

      The guys don’t give me a second glance. Who can blame them for ignoring me? They’re not here for plain and understated. They’re here for sexy and stunning. A thick coat of mascara is my only attempt at impressing someone.

      The music’s beat is fast and upbeat. I jump, nod my head, and swing my hair as I’m jostled against other dancers. Laughter escapes my lips. My worries about Braxton getting out of prison and my brother finding out soon, as well as my anxiety that I’ll forget Carlos’s scent and the sound of his laughter, fall to the wayside.

      The other dancers and I pump our arms and tap our fingers to the beat. I scream the lyrics at the top of my lungs. I’ve missed this. I’ve missed the joy of being with like-minded people who don’t have a care in the world other than to feel the rhythm of the music down to their marrow.

      I’m ready to belt out the chorus when muscular arms wrap around my waist from behind and tug me back against a solid body. A surprised gasp slips from my mouth. I stop dancing and look down.

      Large hands. Thick fingers. A sprinkling of dark hair on his knuckles. I don’t need to turn around to know he is all man, unlike the guy who intentionally leaned into me while we waited in line to get in. This man doesn’t smell like cheap, generic cologne, sweat, or body odor.

      What do I do? Do I shove him away? Or do I give in to the temptation of his muscular arms, his masculine scent, and his solid body?

      After Carlos’s funeral, I stayed away from Red Dahlia. Ty and I talked, and looking uncomfortable because I was bawling, he patted my back and said he and the crew understood why I was staying away. It must be difficult to return to the place where I spent a lot of my time with Carlos. Then we reminisced. First, about how we celebrated with Carlos and the crew when I received the letter saying I had a full-ride scholarship to DU.

      “You are one smart fortune cookie,” Carlos had said before he grabbed me by the waist and swung me around.

      My laughter echoed in the club, and each guy in the crew gave me high fives or a fist bump. They knew Carlos was my favorite, and his form of celebration was reserved for only him.

      The next thing Ty and I spoke about was when Carlos surprised me on my nineteenth birthday. He’d said he needed to swing by the club to grab something he’d forgotten. The crew and their families were there, and we celebrated with dance and music into the early hours of the morning.

      It’s about more than the memories. Red Dahlia holds our love story within its walls, halls, and dance floor.

      Carlos had given me my first kiss inside Red Dahlia. The kiss started innocently before quickly turning into something hot and forbidden with our ten-year age gap. Red Dahlia had meant more to me the longer our relationship lasted. Then he was murdered, and I never looked at the place the same way. I stayed away because stepping inside Red Dahlia would make our secret relationship tangible.

      I couldn’t touch Carlos’s laughter, tears, and passion, but I could dance across the dance floor and skim my fingers along the walls and floor of the building. I would smell the sweat that stuck to the walls when he pressed my body against it, my legs wrapped around his waist and my fingers threaded in his silky strands while our mouths fused in a never-ending kiss and heat coiled low in my belly.

      I would feel the hard floor beneath me from when he kissed me breathless before he worshipped my body from head to toe in the darkness when we stayed behind after everyone had left at closing.

      Carlos was my ride home, so of course I’d wait for him. That was what I told anyone who asked.

      I will never give up our secret. My brother and the crew will be mad at Carlos, and I never want him to be on the receiving end of their anger. His memory deserves only their respect and loyalty. I’m not ready to dance at Red Dahlia, but being here is different. I’ve never set foot inside Crimson. No man has made memories here with me.

      No man has made memories here with me. The words echo in my head, and suddenly it’s like I have permission to do something about the heat between me and the man who has me firmly in his hold.
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      I glance down at the man’s arms crisscrossed over my stomach. The muscles lining his arms bulge and strain against his black long-sleeved shirt.

      Having a man hold me like this only happens in my dreams or my fantasies, so to experience the scent, feel, and strength of a man in real life . . . The sound of my heartbeat in my ears overrides the music.

      I should fight the heat burning through me with the stranger’s nearness and touch, but I miss being wrapped up in a man’s arms. I’m tired of being numbed by my grief and keeping the memory of my first love alive by refusing to acknowledge that the opposite sex exists.

      What if, for one night, I can fantasize about another man, then go back to holding Carlos’s memory close to my heart and continuing to keep other men out?

      My mind made up, I lean back, curve my arm around the stranger’s neck, and give in to living again. He takes the cue and tucks me into his large body. With his chest against my back and his chin resting on top of my head, he cocoons my lower half to him, and we move from side to side.

      The heat from his core seeps into mine, and oh God, the flush overtaking my already hyperaware body is like soaking in the sunshine, poolside, after days of huddling indoors from the endless rain.

      I need more. More touching. More heat.

      The panty-melting, I-can’t-speak-a-coherent-sentence, mind-blowing kind. I take one of his arms from across my stomach and set his palm on my bare midriff. Flesh on flesh. Warm on hot. A tremor of need washes over me.

      Does he feel my desire? I know he does when he cups my hip with his other hand and caresses my flesh above my waistband, sending another wave of heat crashing over my body. I miss this—attraction, interest, lust.

      I reach up and tangle my fingers in his silky strands. He groans, and the deep rumble reverberates against my back, sending a thrill through me that settles in the junction between my thighs. My head tips back, my mouth parts, and a lusty moan slips out.

      The stranger tightens his hold on my hip. I grind my backside against his crotch. His fingers dig into my skin. I bruise easily, and there will be marks. Gage will see them, go ballistic, and demand I tell him how I got them.

      I should put my hand over the stranger’s and tell him to ease up, but I’m past the point of caring. I sway my hips, and we move as one with his hand on my hip and his palm flat on my belly.

      With my fingers still tangled in his hair, I arch my back and cover his large hand on my belly with my small one. The cool metal of his belt buckle presses deliciously into my back, cooling my hot flesh, while his shirt is soft on my bare shoulders.

      Needing more of this stranger, I palm the back of his head, bring him down to me until his face is near mine, and turn into him. The arch of my cheek rubs against his stubble. Coarse but soft. And he smells divine—spicy and masculine with a hint of citrus. Eyes closed, I inhale a deeper breath.

      Strong fingers grasp my jaw and tilt my face to the side. A soft mouth touches the corner of mine. Anticipation weakens my knees, but a small voice in my head whispers I’m not ready to be kissed and tasted by another man.

      Before he can explore the heat between us with his mouth fully on mine, I turn my head and free my jaw from his grasp. If the stranger is put off, he doesn’t show it. We sway to the upbeat song.

      At the beginning of the next song, I open my eyes and face him, taking advantage of standing below one of the bigger disco balls.

      Tall. Tousled dark hair. Eyes that are an unusual sea-glass blue, framed by thick eyebrows. A scar transects one brow. Sexy. Dangerous. My brother’s voice is in my head. I ignore his warning. I’ve been around dangerous men, and this man does not give off scary vibes.

      How did he get the scar? Some of Ty’s friends shave off a sliver of hair to look cool, but this cut is different. I reach up and trace the jagged line. Puckered skin surrounded by soft, dark hair. What happened to isolate a scar to a spot near his eye? Any lower and he could’ve injured his eye, possibly going blind.

      It takes every ounce of my control not to linger on a scar that might have significance to this stranger. Or maybe it’s a symbol of vanity, and rather than using a sharp blade, he used a jagged one to look distinguished?

      The scar on my leg holds great significance, and I wouldn’t want a stranger to touch it or ask about it. It’s a part of me I cover up, even when it’s scorching hot outside and I would rather be in shorts.

      He takes my hand and cups my palm to his face. The gesture is intimate, and all thoughts about vanity, jagged blades, and scars fall away like a tumble of dominoes as I stare at the sexiest man I’ve seen and been near in a long time.

      With how intensely I’m staring back, the corners of his mouth quirk upward. He blinks, and long dark lashes fan his skin. He inhales, and a low moan escapes his lips. Goose bumps rise on my skin. Points to Arie for her great taste in perfume—lilac with a hint of honey. I dabbed some on my inner wrists.

      Unable to stop the desire overcoming me, I strum my thumb across his cheek. He leans into my touch with a heated gaze.

      The noise and crowd fade away. There’s only him. Us. This stranger is intoxicatingly sexy, and I’m drowning in his heat. I’ve never felt this way before, this instant lust and attraction, even with Carlos.

      There’s nowhere else I want to be but with him, which is crazy.
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      “Do you like what you see?” the stranger asks in a low, throaty voice that could make any woman’s sex weep with longing.

      I nod, unable to look away from the twinkle in his gorgeous eyes.

      “Hi there.” I hope my voice is steady. My heartbeat sure isn’t. It’s been so long since a guy’s affected me so quickly. Like love at first sight. I ignore Carlos’s voice in my head, said with his signature flirtatious smirk.

      “Hi there, yourself.” He slides his hand beneath my hair, clasps the back of my neck, and pulls me close. The heat between our bodies grows, and awareness is like a spotlight on my body—hot and intense.

      The boys on campus have never looked at me the way this stranger does—with hunger in his eyes and possession in the grip he has on my nape.

      His head dips close to my ear, and I catch a hint of his virile, masculine musk tinged with citrus. A burst of need consumes me from head to toe, and I’m suddenly lightheaded and weak in the knees.

      “What’s your name?” His breath is warm on the shell of my ear.

      My heart beats out of control, and my mouth dries. I wet my lips and answer in a breathy whisper back, “You first.” Good God, what is going on with my libido? It’s suddenly in overdrive.

      Ty and his crew accuse me of being too reckless, but I am never this reckless.

      “Why’s that?” With his hand tight but gentle on my nape, he peers down at me. My, he’s tall.

      “You came on to me first.” I lift a shoulder.

      His closed-mouth laughter reverberates against my chest, and I am lost to the sparkle in his eyes.

      “That’s fair. Name’s Bobby.”

      “Ever.”

      His eyes widen, and he loosens his hold. “Come again?”

      His reaction isn’t surprising. People do a double take, like they’ve never heard the name before. “Ever. That’s my name.”

      “Like in happily ever after?”

      “I guess so?”

      “You don’t know the origin of your name?”

      “Oh, I know, but if I tell, I’ll never hear the last of it.”

      “I’m interested. Tell me more.” He tips his head to an empty booth in the crowded club. “Have a drink with me?”

      I nod, and he takes my hand, expertly weaving us through the crowd until we’re in front of a booth. He gestures for me to slide in first. I do, and he follows. The dim lighting affords us privacy while the location gives us a view of the dance floor and the entrance.

      “Come here often?” He catches a server’s attention and waves her over.

      “It’s my first time.” I tuck my hair behind my ears.

      He scoots closer until his muscular thigh presses into mine. Awareness shoots through me like a bolt of lightning, leaving behind a trail of heightened nerve endings.

      What would it be like to get tangled up in his long legs and muscular arms? I imagine the experience would be orgasmic. An ache starts low in my belly and settles in the junction between my legs. Parts of me that have been dormant for two years tingle and throb.

      I clear my throat. Am I taking my fantasy too far? I’m leading Bobby on, and I’m not sure how I feel other than torn. I put space between us and cross my legs, not missing his sexy laughter as an undercurrent beneath the loud music. He’s onto how much he affects me, and torn or not, I like that he is aware of my body’s reaction to his.

      “Are you from out of town, or do you live here and it’s your first time inside Crimson?” he asks with his full attention on me.

      One of my brother’s rules is to not share personal information with strangers. Carlos’s killer or killers are still out there, and that puts the crew in danger. Bobby is a stranger, but after tonight, I won’t see him again. It won’t hurt anyone, most importantly the crew, if I share a little bit about myself.

      Looking at the man studying me with his intense, unusual-colored eyes, I doubt he’ll remember me past tonight. I’m a plain Jane with my dark-brown hair and boring brown eyes compared to the drop-dead gorgeous women in the club.

      “If Dumas counts, then yes, I’m an out-of-towner. I live in and attend school in Dumas. It’s my last year at DU, but next week will be my last.”

      “Are you transferring to a different school?”

      “No, but I’m certain you’re not here”—I wave my hand at the crowd and the beautiful women looking in our direction, staring at him—“to hear a college coed’s sob story.” Gwen’s story.

      The server places menus in front of us. I hand mine back. I’m not here for a sit-down meal. I’m here to dance in Carlos’s memory and then drive back home. My stomach has a different idea. It must’ve remembered that my last meal was a bagel with cream cheese during my lunch break. Time slips by me, and I forget to eat. My stomach grumbles, and thank goodness the music is loud enough to drown out the sound.

      Bobby takes the menu back like he’s figured me out. “Order whatever you want. My treat.”

      From my experience, men who say “my treat” usually want something in return, but I’m not getting that vibe from Bobby.

      “She’s not leaving until you order.”

      I order the first item that catches my eye. “Mozzarella sticks and a glass of water, please.”

      Bobby hands the menus to the server. “The usual.”

      She dips her head. “Of course, sir.”

      I wait for her to leave saying, “You must come here often if she knows what your usual is.”

      “Something like that.” He winks. I resist the urge to melt beneath his sea-glass gaze. “You have questions.” He leans in and stares at my face.

      It’s more a statement than a question, and there’s a teasing lilt in his voice that I find adorable and sexy as sin. “Am I that easy to read?”

      “Let’s just say you would lose in a game of poker.”

      I smile. “That’s fair.” I toy with my napkin, wondering whether I should ask my question. There’s a reason for the saying “curiosity killed the cat.” It was my curiosity that led me to approach Braxton and ask him about the expensive-looking sports car in my neighborhood, not realizing he’d stolen it.

      My curiosity gets the better of me, and I ask my question. “How old are you?”

      I’ve been to swanky restaurants and dive bars with my brother, Ty, his boyfriend, José, and the crew, and I’ve never heard a server address them as “sir.”

      “Unless you don’t want to tell,” I backtrack. Age can be a sensitive subject.

      “Twenty-eight.”

      Or not.

      “You?”

      “Twenty-one.” I was only sensitive about my age when women Carlos’s age looked down their noses at me and assumed I was one of the young ones in the neighborhood with a crush on the much older, tatted nightclub owner.

      The joke was on them. I was the girlfriend. Nothing came between me and Carlos. Not a guy, and definitely not another girl, though they tried.

      “Will my age be a problem?” He inches back, rests against the leather, and slides his arm over the back of the bench seat. His muscles flex and ripple beneath his shirt.

      This man works out, and I . . . don’t. “It hasn’t been so far.”

      “Not into guys on campus?”

      “I didn’t say that, but no, college guys aren’t my type.”

      “What is your type?”

      You. Tall, dark, and sexy AF. I bypass his question. “Does my age bother you? I’m still in college.”

      “It depends.” His heated gaze zones in on my eyes before dipping to my mouth. I squirm in my seat.

      “On what?” I ask, breathless from his intense focus on my mouth.

      “On whether we’ll see each other again. Will we, Ever?”
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