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      MAYA

      "Hot damn, I'm back." My great Sin City Time-Out had ended.

      I flicked my wrist, popping on a dose of mascara for night number one of the girls' vacation. Hell, I may not have had the best track record with all things Nevada, but if there was one tidbit I’d learned in life—it was to keep trying until I got it right.

      I did a lot of trying, since getting it right was more elusive than I'd ever expected.

      Someday, I'd move up from being a backup singer to become an a-list headliner, have my own manager, with a career that finally took off. Someday, however, had yet to happen. No matter how hard I tried.

      But I was in Vegas to push it forward.

      Make it happen and have a kickass weekend of fun.

      Tonight, I would attend the engagement party for one of my childhood friends. Bonus, one of his cousins was a big deal in the music industry and, rumor had it, that cousin was slated to be at the party.

      That was the main reason I’d broken my exile. Since my last Las Vegas marriage that ended in divorce two years ago, I'd avoided this city.

      But I'd done my time away, and now I was ready to roll. A brief ha-cha-cha dance was the only shimmy-hop my gold-sequined tube dress would allow. Oh hells yes, I was ba-a-ack.

      I was back, and I looked amazing, so I took that opportunity to prop my cell on a nearby shelf and sing a few bars of Mariah Carey, ensuring I hit a fantastic whistle note.

      I checked the reel and then posted to my socials.

      I wasn't sure why I kept sending content online when the only ones who interacted were my fellow back-up singers, friends, sisters, and… Mom. Dad would've thrown me a like or two, but he didn't do social media.

      "I'm so glad you came home for this." My friend Angela slipped into the room beside me and peered into the mirror. She ran her fingernail along the crease where her lips met in the middle so she could fix the lipstick smudge without having to reapply the whole shebang. The shade of Heartbreak Pink I’d snagged for her at an airport kiosk was the perfect complement to her blond hair and blue eyes.

      Angela would say her cheeks were too round, her ass too big, and her skin too pale, but the entire package came together to create an innocent schoolgirl look that was catnip to most members of the male species.

      I often reminded her how amazing she was both aesthetically and, more importantly, as a person.

      "You know I couldn't miss this," I said.

      Angela gave me a look like my martini was missing an olive. Short explanation? The last two times I'd been home, I'd intentionally gotten sloshed and unintentionally gotten married.

      What could I say? I used to believe in love at first sight. Turned out that I used to love the idea of love, but I stunk at the actual carry through. I’d realized by this point that love had little to do with long-term relationships. Not for me, anyway.

      None of that mattered now, since I was here to make connections.

      A connection.

      That major connection that would propel me forward and put me on the map.

      "Oh, come on." Angela hip bumped me. "You're going to get frown lines. You can't be sad in Vegas. It's not allowed."

      "No, I know." I tried not to frown, but the smile felt forced.

      "I heard that Jared's fiancée is actually pretty great," Angela said, clearly trying to change the subject.

      As happy as I felt for my friend getting engaged and having a party before getting married, I was mildly down that so many of my friends had found their future and lived it, while I remained stuck in the mud, chasing dreams that never came true.

      Still a backup singer for those in the spotlight and still very, very single.

      Our more responsible friend, Emily—the one with the voice of reason—sauntered into the room.

      "Our one rule is… what?" she asked.

      No one answered. Not because we didn't know, but the question sounded rhetorical.

      "The one rule we set?" Emily paused again, clearly waiting for Angela or me to respond.

      Right, so clearly, this wasn't a pretend test. Of course, I knew the rule since I was the reason for the aforementioned rule: don't get lit, get married, or bring husband number three back to the condo.

      "No strangers at the house," I replied, mimicking the same tone as Emily. "No one comes home with us. And by us, we're referring to me." I pointed to myself. "Not to worry, I'm here to make connections, not meet a man."

      Ahem. However…

      That didn't mean I couldn't find a nice palate cleanser from my most recent boyfriend if the opportunity presented itself.

      Because that most recent boyfriend of mine? He’d already moved on to Little Miss Perfect.

      "I think you should wear your Vegas Bride badge with pride and go for a third husband." Angela finished with her makeup, popping the cap back on her setting spray. "I mean, let's make the trip worth it."

      "Cute, but absolutely not," I replied.

      There was no way—none—that I would end my twenties with another failed marriage.

      If I ever got married again, I wanted a handsome fiancé, lots of chemistry, a four-tier cake, to be married under the stars in the summer, with a jazz band and a pasta bar with six kinds of sauce.

      According to the math—since it was already summer—I'd need to be engaged for a minimum of six months to get the full bridal experience. All that to say, my next wedding was at least a year away.

      "Third husband. Third husband," Angela chanted.

      "On this point, we disagree, Ang,” Emily said.

      She wasn't fussing with her makeup because, honestly? She didn't have to.

      Emily's tan skin, black hair, and bone structure mirrored what most women desperately tried to achieve through copious amounts of contouring and highlighting. She also stood impressively tall but wasn't afraid to rock stilettos when the occasion called for them.

      Occasions like tonight.

      I aspired to be more like Emily. A woman ready to flip the calendar on her twenties should have more to show for it than two failed marriages, a job that wasn't totally awful, a kick-ass manicure, and more good hair days than bad.

      Emily had the luck in life that would've made me jealous, had I not understood how she worked her tush off to make all that good stuff happen. Case in point? When Jared announced the party plans, Emily jumped to call her uncle about borrowing his condo. Then she wrangled and finagled until she had her girls on an excellent-priced flight, non-stop to Vegas.

      Make no mistake: this trip didn't happen to Emily. It happened because of her.

      "Maya," Emily said. "I just don't want you to get hurt, that's all."

      That was sweet. Really, it was.

      "Well, don't worry. I won't bring anyone here, either," Angela said, raising her right hand like she was swearing in to testify.

      Angela was queen of the friend zone with men. She was the bomb at the catch and release game, accomplishing it with practiced ease and remarkable skill.

      Most guys checked out after a breakup, but not with Angela. With Angela, they stuck around to be her friend.

      For real, they called her for advice and everything.

      She’d even taught me a few tricks that helped during the annulment and the…uh…divorce. Was it hot in here? My neck was warmer, that's for sure.

      "Then it's agreed." Emily snatched her purse and rummaged through, doing her last-minute did-I-get-everything check. "Ready?"

      Emily held her hand out, palm down. We both added ours to the stack.

      "Ready," everyone said in near unison.

      Here's the deal. Emily was a life planner, extreme. But once we roamed wild in Vegas, things went…well…differently. We all believed that the Sin City experience was a helluva lot more fun when the plan came to us, instead of vice versa.

      Though I did question that rationale, given my history.

      My phone rang. I glanced at the screen.

      "Ten bucks says it's her mom," Emily said.

      Unfortunately, she wasn't wrong.

      "Hi, Mom,” I said, moving to the living room, so the girls didn't have to listen to whatever tear she would go on. "What's up?"

      "You're in Nevada," Mom announced, like I didn't know where I was.

      "I am." Was I sweating? A little, yes. I…er…hadn't mentioned the trip to my mother.

      "You and Nevada are ammonia and bleach." Mom clicked her tongue like she did when she got worried. "This is a bad idea."

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Mom got there first. So instead, I distracted myself by mentally rearranging the couch so it would work more functionally with the coffee table. Six inches over, and that coffee table wouldn't be in the flow of foot traffic from the kitchen.

      Mom continued talking, but I blocked her out, electing to reconsider the placement of the Elvis figurines instead.

      The condo held an entire Elvis collection—from itty bitty dime-sized statues all the way to a life-size art deco bust.

      The bust perched on top of one of the Grecian columns near the flat screen. I traced along the pompadour with my index finger instead of focusing on Mom's breakdown of my last Vegas encounter and how it had ended with a divorce. I turned Elvis a few degrees to the left, so he wasn't looking straight in the guest bathroom. The King didn't need to always face the throne. No indeed.

      Mom stopped long enough to catch her breath, so I took that as my opportunity to pause and reassure her.

      "I promise, I'm going to behave." I had a one-drink maximum, and then I was on club soda for the rest of the night. "I’m here for business." Mostly.

      "It's not you I worry about. It's the men who don't respect you," Mom huffed.

      "I really don't want to have this conversation right now," I said. Or ever.

      "A conversation about the abundance of respect you should demand from the opposite sex?" Mom asked, all baloney innocence.

      I didn't like it when Mom threw around the sex word, because it made me itchy all over. But since she brought it up…

      “There are times in a woman's life when she simply wants to be respected for the things she's accomplished," I said. "And there are times she'd prefer that respect served with a side of tongue and heavy petting." That was the truth.

      This was the problem with my latest ex-boyfriend. The guy was nice as could be and boring as rice cakes both in life and… in bed. Which was why it smarted that he'd been the one to break it off when he met the perfect woman for him. Of course, he'd waited until after I scooted his bedroom furniture around and fit everything where it should go for better energy flow.

      That was okay, though; he and his new girlfriend and his bedroom furniture didn't matter. All the history was safely tucked away in my memories, and today was another step toward the future.

      Mom let out a deep sigh that implied this conversation was only beginning. "Honey, with all the love in the world, I have to beg you to leave Las Vegas before things… happen."

      "Nothing is gonna happen," I assured.

      We were going to be late for the party. I didn't want to be late. So I did a bad thing. I pretended I couldn't hear Mom anymore, so she would hang up.

      Of course, I knew this was my mom. Mom, who sacrificed for me and was in labor for sixteen hours before I arrived.

      She made this point a lot.

      But I wouldn't do anything she needed to panic about.

      On that note, my little "can't hear you" trick worked, and she hung up. Then I slipped my cell into my purse, grabbed my bolero satin jacket, and turned to get my girls.

      Except the front door to the condo was open, and a man stood in the doorway with three oversized suitcases.

      My pulse paused. Straight up, it glitched.

      I wasn't a screamer, but I made an interestingly surprised meep noise. He didn't seem nefarious, what with all the luggage and the fact he had a key in his hand.

      Still, the guy stared at me like I'd grown an extra couple of limbs out of my head. Probably the respect with tongue thing I'd said to Mom. I wouldn't have said that if I'd known I had an audience.

      At that point, I should've said something to him. That would've been the logical thing to do when a man dressed in flannel stood there. Instead, I took a step backward. Unfortunately, this caused me to trip on the edge of the rug.

      The rug placement was total shit.

      Damn, damn, damn, that little trip had me bumping right into the Elvis bust. He tipped forward. I turned to grab him, and his face pressed right on up against my breasts.

      Elvis, not the guy at the door.

      I made an oomph sound while the ghost of Elvis himself seemed to embody my mother's words, ensuring that things I didn't want to happen would happen. Oh, yes, the King of Rock 'n Roll motorboated my girls and continued to tilt precariously forward.

      That plaster Elvis was heavy. Like stupid heavy.

      "Help me," I said in a panic, to McFlannel.

      Doing my best to get Elvis back on the stand wasn't enough, because he seemed extremely attached to my boobs. The tube top? No longer a great idea.
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      MAYA

      McFlannel dropped his bags at the door, which was unfortunate because he'd have to pick them right back up when he left, but it was also fortunate because he took four long strides to me and helped wrangle Elvis back where he belonged.

      He seemed to be actively avoiding looking my way.

      "Holy crap." I checked my top. It was a close one, but no nip slip. "That would've been awful, huh?"

      He made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat that could've been an agreement or disagreement. It was hard to tell.

      Thankfully, the girls remained safely enclosed in the elastic and satin top. Then I slid my gaze from Elvis—he was fine—to McFlannel.

      The guy didn't have any serial killer vibes, as I was fairly certain serial killers didn't bring luggage with them. Also, I didn't think I'd ever been attracted to a serial killer before, and here I was, dancing along the edge of sunstroke from how hot this guy was. Hot in all the hunky sense.

      "Uh. Thank you for your help." I stepped back a smidge. "Also, who are you?"

      The guy looked like he honest-to-God worked outside with his hands.

      "Who are you?" he asked, laidback, like I hadn't just posed that exact query. "Are you supposed to be here?"

      Again, wasn't that my line?

      "Yes, and I'm Maya." I shouldn't just toss my name out like that to random people I didn’t know. And, also, I should have gotten Emily and let her deal with whatever was happening here, but I didn't. Probably because of hot lumberjack guy fumes messing with my brainwaves.

      "Look. I'm not sure what's going on." He sort of tilted his head to the side. "Elliott will be right up. It's his aunt's place."

      "You're here with Elliott?" I asked in horror, because that was about the worst news I'd heard in forever.

      "You know him?"

      Of course, I knew Elliott. "He's Emily's brother."

      He was a sports agent. Which meant…

      "Are you a football player?"

      He frowned. "Maybe."

      This guy, as a football player, made so much sense. And it helped to disperse those hot guy fumes he'd had before. I didn't have a great history with football players. Not since my first boyfriend made the varsity team when we were in high school.

      "Maybe isn't really an answer," I pointed out, with the little eyebrow quirk I'd perfected by practicing in the mirror with my hairbrush microphone.

      "Yeah. I play. But… I'm not really into broadcasting that right now. I'm supposed to be incognito this weekend."

      "Ah," I said.

      He stood there, crossing his arms.

      I stood there, too, crossing my arms.

      "Elliott is parking the car," McFlannel said, after the awkward pause dragged on a few beats too long.

      I peeked around him. "Are these suitcases all yours?"

      He blinked way harder than necessary. "No."

      Right, well… "Then who do they belong to?"

      "Elliott." He gave me a look like some of the cheese had slid off my cracker. "I lost the…you know…never mind."

      "You lost the…?" I asked.

      "Doesn't matter." He shook his head. "I said I'd bring them up."

      "Oh," I said.

      "Okay."

      We stood there in an odd sort of silence.

      "I lost a bet," he said, finally.

      Well, that made more sense.

      I refused to check him out again because this was my first night back, and I couldn't just pick up the first guy I ran into. And definitely not a football player. Of all the players, they were the worst.

      Except… I hated to say this, but this guy felt different. Different in a fantastic way.

      He did the thing guys do where they check out a woman and their eyes flare only around the edges to show their bodies are interested, even if their mind hasn't quite caught up with the physical response.

      You know what? Actually, there wasn't a rule or anything about picking up the first guy I ran into.

      This was Vegas. The one place rules were bendable.

      No! Bad Maya! Stop it!

      I was in town for business. This man was not business.

      Then again… business wouldn’t take all night.

      I peeked to ensure my maybe future one-night stand wasn't wearing a wedding band or showing the pale line of a guy who had slipped one off.

      No ring. No pale line.

      "Maya," he said my name like he was doing a taste test at an ice cream shop. Savoring the vowels to see how they felt against his tongue. "I like your name, Maya."

      He may as well have licked me with the way my body got all kinds of goosebumps.

      "You haven't mentioned your name," I pointed out.

      He heaved a deep breath. "Sloan."

      "Sloan-n-n Stevens?" I asked.

      Not that I followed football, but I followed TMZ, and they devoted an entire section on last week's breakdown to Sloan Stevens and the way he fumbled endorsements.

      "You play center for the Denver Stallions." I remembered his position because it was right in the middle. Ba-dum-bum.

      I smiled at my own inside joke.

      He nodded. "That's me."

      He frowned, and the thin little wire that had been snapping and sizzling between us was no longer.

      That was a freaking bummer.

      "Out of curiosity, how much of what I said, uh, before on the phone, did you hear?" I asked. "Did you hear the part about…" Er… what was the best way to phrase this?

      "Respect being served with a side of tongue? Yeah, I heard that part, Maya." Again, he did the taste test thing with my name. Dammit all, I still liked it.

      Perhaps that little sizzle was still a live wire.

      "Are you still talking to your mom—" Emily came to a halt behind me. Well, I assumed Emily stopped moving because she didn't show up in front of me, but I felt her presence there.

      Which was good, because Elliott stepped right through the doorway like the Las Vegas killjoy he was.

      Same as his sister, he had tan skin, dark hair, and loads of height. Unlike Emily, he hadn't coordinated with their uncle about using the condo for the weekend.

      "You cannot be here," Emily said, holding up her hand and silently snarling in that sweet way little sisters did to their big brothers.

      Elliott ignored the snarl as he took in the situation, pausing briefly on me and then a touch longer on Angela. Probably because of the pink lipstick—it worked that well on her. I made a mental note to buy extra tubes for her birthday.

      "What're you doing here?" he countered, stepping into the room with another guy not far behind.

      "Uncle Milo lent me the condo." Emily blinked hard, as though it would help make her point.

      Elliott pulled a face. "Aunt Lisa said I could borrow the condo."

      "Well, crud, this is no good," I said, hoping that might help slice up the tension into bite-size pieces. Blah. No matter how I sliced it, this scenario was unfortunate.

      "Aunt Lisa gave us a key. We're not leaving," Elliott announced, already making himself at home on the sofa.

      Uncle Milo and Aunt Lisa weren't exactly known for their communication skills. I understood this because Emily, Angela, and I all spent loads of time together growing up, which meant family for one was family for all. Huzzah!

      Of course, that meant everyone had a right to be in the space, and, it seemed, no one had a right to be there. Except the Elvis figurines.

      The brother and sister began their standoff, even though everyone knew Emily would win. Elliott may have had the edge of negotiating for a living, but Emily had sibling law on her side. That law being that she was there first.

      "Are we staying?" guy number three asked. A man with California tanned skin in a pressed polo shirt, slacks, and glasses I'd bet were only for style. He got a kick out of the brother and sister deadlock.

      "Who are you?" Emily asked.

      "Finn," he said.

      "Finn Taylor?" Angela said, pouting her pink lips like a lusty bunny in his direction.

      He nodded.

      "He plays offense," Angela loud whispered to the rest of us.

      "Ladies. Nice to meet you all." Finn acted like the brother-sister standoff wasn't happening and greeted each of us with a nod.

      "Uncle Milo gave me the code to get in." Emily kept her tone even.

      "And Aunt Lisa gave me the key to get in," her brother countered in his 'I'm Elliott, mega-big-deal-sports-agent' tone.

      The guy seriously needed to scarf a fistful of chill pills and pull the stick out of his⁠—

      "We were here first," Emily clarified. Honestly, she wasn't wrong. If possession was nine-tenths of the law, then we owned the joint. Which was why she'd win the argument.

      "And we aren't leaving." Elliott crossed his arms.

      Well, damn. That made it harder for everyone and quite the pickle.

      Sloan let out a deeply annoyed breath. I could see why he'd be annoyed after the way TMZ slaughtered him, and now, he was without a place to stay in Vegas. His facial hair probably itched, too.

      This wasn't going anywhere quickly, so I looked at Sloan instead of listening to the brother and sister argue.

      Not gonna lie. I licked my lips. Then I immediately stopped because even if he looked like a snack, I didn't want to have to fix my lip gloss.

      "No," Emily said, louder. "We've got plans. Go check in at a hotel."

      "Not happening." Elliott shook his head. "I booked the condo. We’re staying here."

      He must've realized he might not win this battle because his voice got higher pitched at the end. Emily would snag onto that weakness, figuratively grab him by the scruff of his neck, and shake him around until he cried…well…Uncle Milo.

      "Maybe see if Mom and Dad will let you stay with them?" Emily made a sucks-for-you-but-doesn't-really-suck-for-me expression.

      "There's plenty of room," Angela said, chiming in from behind Emily with her perfected chirpy sunshine and a sly glance at Finn.

      Elliott grumbled like a storm cloud at that, which was silly because Angela gave him what he wanted.

      "We can share," I said with a shrug. There actually was space. Four whole bedrooms. They'd have to bunk up, but there was plenty of sleeping area.

      "I don't mind sharing," Angela added with a heavy dose of her pink smile.

      Was it me or did Elliott's eyes darken a teensy tiny touch at the smile?

      "I mind," he said, his jaw ticcing as he clenched his teeth.

      Right, clearly, this wouldn't be easy. It never was with him.

      Whatever. I had been in time-out entirely too long, and that exile ended now. No way would I spend my night here watching this nonsense when I had a city to paint red.

      "Look." I gestured to the living room. "It's not like we're going to be here very much. It's Vegas, and there are cocktails to drink, poker to play, and shows to see." I paused and made jazz hands. "Let's get to it."

      "My stuff's already in the blue bedroom," Emily said, brushing past her brother. "Angela's across the hall, and Maya's next to her. You all can use the other room."

      Elliott made a pf-shaw sound.

      "Not to worry. We all know that after three lemon drops, she'll sleep anywhere. I'll have her bunk with me," Angela said to Elliott, following Emily.

      "There are lemon drops?" Elliott somehow asked the innocent question and said it was a bad idea all at once.

      "Not for me," I assured him. "One cocktail, and I'm done tonight."

      "Do you ladies feel like some company?" Finn asked, rubbing his palms together as a slow grin spread. "I have a feeling we'll have more fun with you around."

      How was that even a question? Moving on…

      "You guys should come with us," Angela said.

      Emily stared death daggers at her.

      "They said we should bring plus-ones." Angela held her ground against Emily's attitude.

      "Will there be food?" Sloan asked, all casual-like, but with the underlying intensity of a guy who appreciated a good steak.

      I moved beside him and lifted my hand as though painting a gorgeous picture full of happy accidents. "There will be entire buffets."

      He gave me a funny look, but his eyes lingered a touch too long as the edges of his lips twitched.

      On that thought, Emily cleared her throat.

      Maybe we had been staring at each other entirely too long.

      "If there are lemon drops, we're in. I'm keeping an eye on you." Elliott ran his hand over his face. "I thought I only had to watch out for Sloan this weekend."

      "Your weekend just got busy," Angela announced all cheery.

      Elliott practically turned into a puppy running circles at her feet.

      "If there's food, I'm in." Sloan followed Finn in Emily's wake, his gaze pausing on me and raising my blood pressure just a smidge.

      I was so twitterpated, I nearly followed him without thinking.

      But wait, he couldn't just go out in Vegas dressed like that, could he?

      "Hold up," I said, loud enough to get everyone's attention.

      "Yeah?" Sloan asked.

      Flannel was nice and all, but this was Vegas, in the summer, and we were going clubbing. So what, I couldn't have those lemon drops or the history of poor decisions that came with them? I could still get my dance on.

      "Don't you want to change or something?" I asked.

      Sloan glanced down at the button-up shirt. "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?"

      "Uh…" Technically, nothing. But it was hot as balls out there.

      You know what, though? This was a problem for the future.

      "Nothing." I gestured him out. "Let's find that buffet."
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      SLOAN

      Not only had I screwed up, ran my mouth, and lost another endorsement deal, but the promise of a buffet hadn't happened. Loads of booze with an open bar, sure. But not even a bowl of rolls to be found.

      Not to say I got grumpy when my blood sugar dropped low, but I didn't get happy, that's for damn sure.

      Especially when my phone kept dinging from my teammates checking in and inadvertently reminding me of my fuckup with the ZipZing sports drink brand.

      All I did was mention that there was a "fuck-ton" of sugar in their beverages. Turned out, fuck-ton wasn't a unit of measurement this brand liked to have associated with their brand. So, instead of letting me correct my mistake, they cut me loose as a brand ambassador and paused all sponsorship chatter with the Stallions marketing department.

      Coach told me to, and I'm quoting, "Get the hell out of his town for a while."

      A crew of servers went through the room, offering appetizers. Unfortunately, the small plops of unicorn fluff did nothing to satiate any hunger from missing lunch because I was getting chewed out by my coach.

      The anxiety of being in the twilight of my football career, paired with this current disaster, with the bonus of being hungry, made me twitchy.

      But there was Maya—a bright spot in a day of total bullshit.

      Maya, with her brown hair and brown eyes, stepped up to the DJ booth and snatched the microphone. The music stopped, and the DJ tilted his chin to her.

      "I have a pre-wedding present for Jared and Jamie," she said into the microphone. "I hope you like it."

      And with that, using her palms, she tapped out a rhythm on the side of the booth that sounded oddly familiar, but not something I could put my finger on.

      The DJ continued clapping to the beat as Maya went into an a cappella version of Ingrid Michaelson's, The Way I Am.

      When she got to the part about Rogaine and hair loss, the soon-to-be bride plastered herself to the groom, and he kissed the hell out of her.

      Maya smiled and got more into the song, her eyes catching mine and…fuck all…then she sang the song to me. Her voice was light as angel food cake, but somehow still strong as steel—a combination I was certain I'd never heard before.

      A combination I seriously dug.

      With the song finished, she did a shimmy shake, and I couldn't stop grinning like an idiot. Grinning and clapping along with everyone else as Maya took a cute little bow and handed back the mic.

      Me? Still fucking grinning.

      "You look like the opposite of miserable." Finn sat beside me on the long bench looking over the club and handed me a sushi spoon with more airy fluff pseudo-food.

      I ate the fluff—it tasted like chicken-flavored cotton candy threads. Definitely not a flavor-texture combination I'd ever endorse.

      Then again, given my current situation, I'd have to endorse it so I didn't lose my house.

      Maya needed to sing another song or something, because the chicken threads totally wrecked my happy of moments before.

      "Elliott finally manage to get you that meeting with ZipZing?" Finn asked, serious as a timeout in overtime.

      I shook my head. "No luck."

      "You notice that the food here is… not food?" Finn asked around another chicken fluff bite.

      "I'm starving, man," I said to Finn. "I'd settle for crappy pizza. Or the cardboard box it arrived in."

      Maya glanced my way, snagged my gaze, and grinned at me from the edge of the dance party. That was an invitation if I'd ever seen one.

      Finn glanced between me and Maya. "You really into her?"

      I gave him a yeah, so? Nod.

      Finn pulled his lips to the side. "Just…" He thought way too hard about what he would say next. "You left Denver, so Coach wouldn't murder you for doing something stupid. That woman there? Well, from the way you're looking at her? You'll do something stupid."

      I didn't know what to say to that. So instead, I said⁠—

      "You should get drunk, don't you think?"

      By him, I think I meant me. I… I should get drunk. Take this opportunity to use tequila to forget all about my fuckups.

      I got ready to stand. Figured I'd head Maya's way, offer to take her to buy food not made from threads and air. She snipped those plans in two by sauntering toward me, hips swaying, eyes sparkling.

      Finn raised his eyebrows. "You're gonna go be stupid."

      I glared at my friend and pretended to throw a football straight at his face.

      Maya's friend walked to us right alongside her. This one was…Emily. Yeah, Elliott's sister.

      "Dance with me, Finn?" Emily asked, holding out her hand.

      Finn didn't hesitate, taking Emily's hand and heading into the pit of people.

      "Hey," Maya said, looking up at me from under those long eyelashes of hers.

      My body heated under her gaze. Uh-huh, she made that happen with only a look.

      "Hey," I replied. The only thing that seemed to exist was me and her and whatever the spark was between us. That was a new sensation now, wasn't it?

      "Want to sit?" I asked, stumbling over the last syllable.

      She nodded, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth. Just like that, the heat from before flared again.

      I wasn't much for making lists, not really. But if I were, and I started a list of attributes I dug, the lip thing would be right at the top.

      I sat. She sat.

      Then she crossed her legs toward me and even though it was loud, I swear I could hear the sound of skin on skin as her thighs brushed. My blood thrummed hotter, and my stomach paused its chewing on itself. It didn't have blood anymore to feed that desire, not with all of it currently pooling elsewhere…

      "They should serve actual food at these things," she said—shouted—over the bass.

      "I'd take a pizza right about now," I agreed.

      She laughed at that. "It should be a requirement at all events. Feed us."

      "Your song was gorgeous," I said, meaning it.

      She lifted her shoulder. Frowned. "Eh."

      Now, that? That surprised me.

      "I'm serious," I said. "You've got a gift."

      "Well, thank you," she said, her cheeks getting pink.

      I moved closer to her space, so we didn't have to shout. Maya smelled like cherries with a hint of vanilla. I'd always liked cherries.

      Bass bumped, lights flashed, and the party continued around us. But when she leaned into my space, I didn't care about anything other than what she would say next.

      "It's weird, you know?" she said, lips right up against my ear.

      I didn't know. Not at all.

      She caught my vibe because she continued, "Watching people move on with their lives in such great ways. Like Jared getting married. Emily making partner at her firm. Angela planning her solo trip to Munich just because she wants to. Meanwhile, I'm walking in circles. Same ol', same ol'." She glanced down at her hands, then socked me in the stomach with her gaze. "I didn’t even get to meet the one person I came to see. She didn’t show up to the party, so now I have to stalk her at the wedding. You know what I mean?"

      I didn't know. Not really. But⁠—

      "My dad always said that nothing matters if you don't acknowledge the effort you put in. Maybe, just let yourself be happy you're here," I suggested. "You showed up."

      She blushed and glanced to her hands in her lap.

      I opened my mouth to say something else I hoped might be brilliant. Instead, Maya's gaze slid to someone else behind me. Before I could open my mouth, Maya said, "Well, shit."
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