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For the one who feared the fall but dared to jump anyway.


This one is for you.
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TikTok Readers Love Say You Swear!


‘I’ve fallen in love with Noah Riley and he doesn’t exist. I’m dead. RIP me’


‘This book broke me and put me back together! One of the best books I’ve ever read’


‘This book was PERFECTION’


‘I don’t even know how I’m supposed to read any other books after this one’


‘The hangover I have from this book is not ok. I can’t go on with life after this’


‘I have read almost 300 books this year and this one is still my top’


‘Whoever recommended this book to me … I love you’


‘I’ve never cried so hard reading a book in my entire life’


‘Noah Riley has my heart’


‘Omg this book!!! Nothing will ever match it’


‘Read this book in less than a day. I was that addicted’


I wish I could read it for the first time again’


‘I will never recover’


‘Noah is my favourite book boyfriend of all time’






Chapter 1


Arianna


The drive to Oceanside is usually a peaceful one, but my brother, Mason, and his two best friends, Chase and Brady, came to an unspoken agreement last night that “one more” meant one more twelve-pack. So out they stayed, saying drunken goodbyes to our classmates at the very last summer party to be had in our hometown.


My girl Cameron and I knew better than to party hard the night before a drive, so we headed home early to finish packing for our final trip to the beach before college life begins.


A trip that should have taken no more than three and a half hours, yet we’ve already been in this damn SUV for five. We learned years ago that long drives with pouty, hungover man-boys are not fun, but here we are again, willing yet slightly annoyed participants in the ‘how many times does one man have to stop to piss’ experiment.


The answer is seven. We stopped seven times already, thanks to Brady’s baby bladder.


At least they seem to have sobered up in the last fifteen minutes, finally allowing us to turn the music up loud enough to where we can actually hear it.


Honestly, I shouldn’t complain.


Group car rides are pretty much the only time I get to feign innocence when I lean a little farther into the star player of my fantasies, more commonly known as my brother’s best friend.


‘Play but don’t push’ is the game I’m forced to settle for and I’m good at it. Probably because I’ve had the better part of six years to perfect it.


See, the day Chase and his family moved in across the street, I saw him first. It was as if an invisible stamp came down and pressed across his forehead, a big fat red label that screamed mine.


Sure, I was only in junior high, but I’d seen The Boy Next Door. I understood the power of obsession, and mine started the minute I laid eyes on him. Granted, mine wasn’t the murderous sort and watching that movie gave me hardcore, unachievable body goals, but all that’s beside the point.


Chase Harper had arrived in the neighborhood, and I was determined to be the one to show him around it, so I pressed the brakes on my bike at the edge of his lawn, gaining his attention.


The minute his brace face smiled at me from across the yard, my twin appeared out of nowhere, something he’s inconveniently good at.


Mason rushed him, tackled him to the ground, and when he stood, he fed Chase a line I sometimes wish he’d choke on.


He growled, “Stay away from my ‘little sister!’”


In horror, I watched as Chase hopped to his feet, literally, like some sort of spider monkey shit. I held my breath, readying for the fight I suspected to follow—yeah, my brother was known to knock a kid out when it came to me—but then Chase laughed, and we all fell silent.


The brown-haired, green-eyed boy turned to my brother with grass in his mouth, a grin curving it, and asked Mase what football team he played for. He was looking for one to join.


I huffed and rode off because I knew with that single question asked, Mason and Brady had a new best friend, and I was, once again, colored in red, an invisible circle-backslash symbol painted across me.


In the span of five minutes, my brother’s duo grew into a trio, and our house became their hangout spot of choice. I never understood the whole forbidden fruit thing until then, how not having something only made you want it more.


It’s a bunch of bull, if you ask me.


Unfortunately for me, no one did, so I sat back, forced to watch as the jocks of junior high became the hotties of high school.


Every girl wanted a bite, but who could blame them?


They were model students, star athletes, and undercover bad boys. No matter a girl’s type, one of the three was sure to fit the bill.


I like to joke that they’re every shade of Dwayne Johnson since he seems to be different yet extremely fit regardless of the role. Brady would definitely be the WWE version.


No, but really, all three were gifted with good genes. Mason, my overprotective twin, is tall and trim and could literally stunt double for a slightly younger Theo James. Brady’s a bulked-out Ken doll, and Chase is, well, the epitome of perfection.


Unfortunately for me, every girl agrees.


He has the same height and build as Mase, but his brown hair is a few shades lighter. His eyes, vivid and upbeat, are a mix of grass and seaweed. He’s kind, strong, and confident. Almost as bossy as Mason and Brady, but out of the three, he’s the only one who cuts us girls some slack from time to time.


I’ve convinced myself it’s his way of differentiating himself from protective older brother to a man with eyes and hidden desires, but I’m known to be a wishful thinker.


Nine out of ten times, I’m thinking about the man beside me.


It’s the oldest cliché in the books to want who you can’t have. Unrequited love for your brother’s best friend, a brother who is insanely protective and, yeah, admittedly slightly psychotic when it comes to those he cares about. He can’t help it though. As soon as we were old enough to learn how my dad lost his baby sister, Mason made it his mission to shadow my every step. Combine that with the death of our friend Payton’s boyfriend a couple weeks ago, and he’s a pile of paranoia.


The fact that Chase was passed out for most of the drive today likely saved me from a solid dozen glares through the rearview mirror. Pretty sure that’s why Mase insists I sit in the middle every time we ride together, so he can keep eyes on me at all times.


It’s sweet how my twin takes his ‘big brother’ role so seriously.


It’s also really annoying.


Had we stayed on track this morning, we would have rolled into town around eleven, but here we are, turning into the long driveway of the beach house at a quarter to one.


Mason barely has time to put his Tahoe in park before Cameron is throwing her door open and hopping out. She runs halfway up the steps and spins on her bare feet, throwing her arms out with a smile. “Come on, you guys! Time’s already ticking!”


“We have the rest of the month!” Mason shouts out his open window.


“And we’re already down half a day!” Cam fires back.


I smile, patting my brother’s shoulder. “Come on, Mase, we’re a half day down,” I tease, and my brother grumbles as I slip out the door, following Cameron along the wraparound deck.


She beams, hopping up to sit on the edge of the banister, so I join her, and Brady’s stepping up in the next second.


“This is fuckin’ insane!” Cam shakes her head, eyeing the area.


“Fuck yeah, it is.” Brady faces the ocean with a grin.


Heavy footsteps behind us let us know the other two have walked up, and together, we spin.


The five of us stand there a moment, silently breathing in the fresh seaside air as we stare into the floor-to-ceiling window of the beach house.


Of our beach house, as of a month ago.


Mine, Cameron, and Brady’s mom have been best friends since college, and before they even married our dads, they bought a beach house together. As the years went by, marriage and us kids followed. They kept that place as a spot to always come. Then, when we were young, I guess there was a crash in the housing market, and all our parents were lucky enough to snag vacation homes along the beach, and ever since then, this is where our families spent every school holiday. We never understood why, but they never did sell the original home they purchased, and that’s the house we’re about to enter, but it looks nothing like the place we saw as kids.


They had it gutted, parts torn down, and not only rebuilt but also added onto. It’s completely renovated.


Coastal blue in color, the place is huge. It has a massive wraparound patio, leading to a massive back deck, the one we’re currently standing on, and a private pathway leading to a beautiful dock surrounded by California poppies. There’s even a full sound system with speakers embedded into the corners of the walls, patio, and wood paneling every few dozen feet—there isn’t a single spot in or around the place the music can’t reach. Being on the opposite side of the condo strip, it’s more secluded, so the sound doesn’t bother others who are trying to have a more relaxing vacation.


It’s the perfect escape, a palace on the water.


And it was just given to us.


To all five of us.


Our parents surprised us at our graduation party, handing us a deed to the place, all our names listed as equal owners. They said they decided to do this for us years ago as a way to try and keep our crew close, no matter where life may take us after college, as the place did for them afterward.


Splitting it equally among us meant no one can decide to sell without the others, and should life take us away at some time, we’d always have this place to come back to at any point.


To say we were excited is an understatement, but for me, it also brought a hint of dread. It was sort of a depressing conversation, to be honest. I’m not so naive to assume that our lives would stay the same, that it would be us five for always, but it is kind of terrifying to consider the alternative.


New people will come into our lives. I know this.


Some might be for the better, others for the worse.


But what happens if one of our worlds is flipped upside down?


What if we drown from the capsize?


If we lose each other along the way, who will be there to pull us from the water?


Maybe that’s a little dramatic, but it’s a real possibility. A shitty one.


Less than a month from today, the future begins.


My brother and the boys will head to Avix University for the official start of their college football careers, and Cam and I will drive home to pack, getting ready to meet them on campus a few days before orientation.


Leaving home is as real as it gets.


It’ll be the first time my brother won’t be a door away. While it’s slightly terrifying, it’s also a beautiful thing how the football house is on the complete opposite side of Cam’s and my dorm. Meaning, Mason won’t be able to “check in” on us as often. That alone is going to be worth celebrating on move-in day.


I love my brother but damn. Sometimes he needs to back off. He’s lucky I didn’t pick a college across the country.


He also knows there is no way I would have.


I don’t do well without family being nearby. Some might call that being codependent.


I simply call it a twin thing.


“So, we’re still good with how we picked rooms a couple weeks ago, right?” Mason breaks the silence. “Girls upstairs with the joining bathroom, leave the spare room, a spare, and us downstairs?”


“Mom decorated our rooms when she came to check on Payton and stocked the fridge last week, so—”


“No take-backs!” Cam cuts me off with a smile.


The boys laugh, and then Mason takes a deep breath, pulling the key from his pocket.


“No take-backs.” He grins. “We ready for a do-over? No parents, no rules.”


“No one left under eighteen this time around.” Brady playfully shoves Mason and me since Brady, Mason, and I became legal three days ago.


I look to Chase, who happens to glance my way at the same exact time. He smiles, and I match his with one of my own.


“Oh shit,” my best friend teases. “Things are about to get real up in here!”


I wish I knew how true Cameron’s statement would become then, but I didn’t have the slightest clue.






Chapter 2


Arianna


“Fridge is open, alcohol’s in hand, so get your asses in here and let’s get this party started!” Cameron repetitively knocks a bottle against the countertop and doesn’t stop until we’re rounding the corner into the kitchen to join her.


“Easy on the granite, Cami baby. Take it out on me instead,” Brady teases, leaning on his forearms.


“Next time, Brady, next time.” She grins.


As she starts pouring the shots into the glasses Chase helped her pull down, I let my eyes roam.


The kitchen is everything you’d expect in a beach home, light in color and wide open. The dining table is a large U-shape bench-style seat with white and light-blue pillows in the corners. It sits in front of the large bay window, allowing you to peer out over the beach and watch the sun set or rise without stepping foot outside. There’s a large marble island in the center, the stovetop, and double ovens circling behind it, which is where Cam’s now perched, five shot glasses filled to the brim at her side.


She waits for us to claim a shot, seizing the last as her own. “Let’s toast to all the stupid shit we are going to do while we’re here and to the blast that we are going to have while doing it.”


We laugh, and her blue eyes narrow with playfulness. “I’m serious, assholes. This little vacay is now officially going to be our last memory before our new lives begin. This is huge!”


“She’s right.” Chase steps beside Cam with a grin. “Let’s make the most of it.”


“When do we not go balls out and have a kick-ass time?” Brady reaches over, squeezing her knee. “We’re about to run this beach, girl.”


Cameron grips his cheeks, pinching his lips like a fish. “That’s the spirit, big boy.” She pecks his lips, downing her shot in the next.


The rest of us follow suit, knocking our shots back.


My eyes pinch from the burn of the liquor, and I laugh when Cameron shakes her head, her tongue sticking out.


“Okay, that shit’s nasty.” She laughs, happily passing the bottle off to Brady when he reaches for it.


“I’ll meet you bastards at the beach. Mase, call your cousin, tell him to get his ass down here, and one of you pansies bring the football!” With that, Brady disappears out the back sliding door.


Cam turns to me, mischief written all over her. “Come on, girl, let’s get changed. There’s a gang of beach boys out there calling our names.”


I wiggle my eyebrows up and down. “Maybe those Brazilians will pay off after all.”


“Oh, fuck me, I’m out,” Mason grumbles, rushing toward the patio door. He stops as he steps through, turning back to pin Chase with an expectant glare. “You comin’?”


At first, Chase doesn’t move, but then he shakes his head, and Cameron covers her laugh with a cough, knowing we’ve painted a mental picture in his head.


“Yeah.” He clears his throat and snags the football from the bucket by the door. “Right behind you.”


As soon as the door is closed, Cam and I bend over, laughing.


“That was gold.” She high-fives me, and we quickly rush up the stairs, dragging our suitcases away from the wall where the boys placed them before disappearing into our rooms.


“I call hot pink today!” Cam shouts.


“I figured so! I think I’m going with my black one!” I flip open my suitcase, planning to unpack later and pull out my bathing suits.


I’m just getting the bows looped on the bottoms when she barges through our joining bathroom.


“Tie this for me.” She gives me her back. “Also, I’m vetoing the black suit in favor of the red one.”


I roll my eyes and fix her top as she looks over her body in the full-length mirror mounted to the wall in front of us.


“Thank you, Victoria, for your super summer sale,” she mutters.


“She must be doing something wrong because I don’t see any secrets in this thing,” I tease, and she blows me a kiss.


My best friend has an amazing body, toned and tight in all the right places and nearly opposite of me in every way.


Cam is an easy five-ten where I’m pushing five-five. She’s tall, fit, and model-like with crazy, crystal-blue eyes. While there’s no denying it, she hates to be called thin.


Growing up, people would tease her for being too tall and too skinny. I mean, they’d then get beaten up by Mason or Brady, but still. It was bad for a while. The boys always tried to make her height seem insignificant, even when, for a minute there, she was taller than they were, but they couldn’t take away the hurt the words of others caused her.


She’s tried everything from all-carb diets to pharmaceutical drugs, even adding Ensure to her meals every single day for months and nothing. Her metabolism simply doesn’t work that way. Now that we’ve gotten older, she’s learned to own it, has filled out more in other areas, and is constantly going with the boys to the gym to keep the bit of muscle she’s added to give her more weight. Regardless, she’s always had a confident attitude, the ‘never let them see you sweat’ type.


Cameron throws her long blonde hair into a high ponytail and turns to me.


“Now.” She tosses me my new red suit. “I’m dying to see how those babies look in this.” She gestures to my chest.


“Seriously?”


“Oh, yeah, go hard or go home.”


“Mason might just drag my ass home if I start with this.” I scoff, picking it up, and look over the deep cut of the front. “This thing is like ‘fifth date, trying to get lucky’ worthy.”


“You’re talking like you didn’t already undo your top to swap it.”


“Touché.” I strip out of the black suit, slipping into the tiny red one.


Cam sprawls out on my bed, quickly checking her notifications, but then faces me when I spin, giving her my best Marilyn Monroe pose.


“Whatcha think?”


“I think you better thank the big man upstairs on the daily for those Dolly Ds he blessed you with.” She looks me up and down. “These new-gen Baywatch babes got nothing on you.”


“Why, thank you, friend. Now let’s go.”


I head toward the door.


“Wait,” she rushes, crawling to the edge of the bed. “Let’s talk for a sec.”


It’s clear she’s nervous about something, so I drop onto the mattress next to her, waiting for her to speak.


“Our last trip ended in a sad shitstorm with your cousin and Deaton’s car wreck. That was heavy, but this is our chance to end the summer on a good note.”


“That’s why we went home with our parents for a couple weeks, to press the reset button.”


“No, I know, it’s just now we’re closer to the start of school, and once we get to Avix, our schedules are going to be all over the place. For the first time, we won’t have a ton of free time together,” she begins, a bit overly serious for her.


“Cam, we’re roommates.” I laugh. “We’ll see each other plenty, and we’ll always have the weekends.”


“Yeah, but,” she huffs. “I guess I just want to live it up, you know? This is the last time we’ll have virtually no responsibility outside of not getting shit-faced and murdered.”


I laugh, but she doesn’t even pause.


“So, I vote we do like we did on our secret little trip and have some fun flipping invisible middle fingers at the boys along the way.”


“We’re gonna sunbathe topless, the boys be damned?”


An amused groan leaves her, and she sits up, shaking my shoulders. “I didn’t say try to get them to murder us,” she teases with a grin. “But yeah, same vibe.”


The two of us laugh.


“So real eighteen-year-old fun, swim, layout, barbecue, drink, dance, flirt …” I lift a brow.


“Make out with a couple of beach boys we’ll never see again,” she adds with a shimmy and ends in a shrug. “The boys are going to, so if we want to do the same, we should. And the best part is no one here will be afraid of ‘big brother and his boys.’” She grins.


Chuckling, I pull myself up, walking backward toward the door. “No overanalyzing, no second-guessing, just go with the flow kind of fun that we may or may not have to sneak around the boys.”


“But if we can’t …”


“Invisible middle fingers, and we do it anyway.”


“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Screw these boys and their obsessive need to know! Let’s have as much fun as possible and whatever happens, happens.”


“Whatever happens, happens,” I agree.


Cam squeals, hops up and tosses her watch onto my bed. “Now, let’s go make some poor fools drool. We didn’t spend the last four months in Booty Boot Camp for nothing.”


She pushes her forehead into mine, and we smile at each other.


“It’s game on, bitches.”


We search the beach as we step off of the back deck, spotting the boys about thirty feet down the sand line, so we make our way toward them.


“Looks like Brady’s already found the hottest girl on the beach to keep him occupied,” Cam jokes, nodding her chin in his direction.


I squint, skimming over the small group, stopping on the gorgeous, tan-skinned, dark-haired girl perched on a rock, and a smile takes over my face.


Kalani Embers is her name, and she’s definitely the most beautiful girl around, but she’s not free for the taking. She’s my cousin Nate’s soon-to-be wifey, who we had a chance to meet and hang with when we came down to set up the house at the start of summer. She’s also the only girl to ever beat Brady at sports trivia. He literally bought every game in the book to ‘study’ the answers, so the next time he saw her, he could take back his know-it-all title, but Kalani, or Lolli as we call her, was born into the game, her entire family having been a part of the NFL world, and stats are her jam. Poor guy doesn’t stand a chance.


She’s not only the youngest but the first female franchise owner in NFL history.


“Aw shit, here comes trouble!” Brady whistles, gaining the others’ attention.


Mason groans, shaking his head, shouting across the sand. “You guys tryin’ to see me knock a fucker out?”


“What’s the matter, Mase, afraid someone might take the bait?” Brady throws back with a grin.


It’s no secret Cameron has a thing for Mason, but none of us really knows how he feels about her. He does things like running off guys who try and talk to her and will hold her when she cries, but it’s hard because that’s who Mason is. Protective by nature. He looks out for her as he does me, is there for her when she might need him, as are the other boys. As I am. It’s what we do. We’re family, the five of us, and where we come from, that little fact trumps all else. It’s also what makes it so tricky to understand. It’s like I said, Mase treats her as he does me, so there’s a chance there’s nothing romantic about it. He doesn’t know how to care a little; it’s always with all of who he is.


It’s a blessing and a curse sometimes because he stresses and overanalyzes more than necessary, but he can’t help himself.


My brother is the toughest person I know. He’s everything a father would hope for in a son and more than I could ask for in a brother. He’s the most important person in my life, and if there’s one person in this world I want to make proud, it’s him. My twin is the other half of who I am, but that doesn’t mean I understand his every move, even if I wish I did.


Either way, Cameron refuses to think on it to keep herself from getting her hopes up. She’s not lovesick, by any means, and she doesn’t sit around and hope like I might be pathetically known to do, but as it stands, she’d take his hand if he offered it in a heartbeat.


What makes it a bit more difficult is the fact that Mason is the biggest flirt known to man, possibly neck to neck with Brady, but he means no harm and would never intentionally lead her on, so I guess only time will tell.


I look to Mason as he flips Brady off, but Brady only laughs.


Lolli smiles, pushing off the rock she was sunbathing on. “Well, well, looking fresh as always.”


I grin, reminding myself not to go in for a hug. Lolli isn’t the touchy type. “Had to try and keep up with you.”


“Girl, please. You should have seen the suit she tried to wear today. I had to sex her up myself.”


“So Chase has you to thank, huh?” Lolli smirks.


I squash my lips to the side, and she laughs.


Lolli guessed my feelings for Chase the day we met, and she loves to pop off with off-color jokes to make the boys uncomfortable while still attempting to be stealthy, but only for my sake. She’d outright tell him to strip me in the sand if it were up to her. She’s down like that.


“Have you heard from Kenra yet?” I ask about my cousin, Nate’s older sister, as the events of a few weeks ago flash through my mind.


Kenra just got out of an abusive relationship, one that took a turn for the worse when her now ex-fiancé crashed with her and his younger brother in the car. He and Kenra made it out okay, but his younger brother, the father of Payton’s unborn baby, wasn’t so lucky. He was only seventeen.


Talk about a cruel mess.


“How’s Payton doing?”


Lolli lifts a shoulder, glancing behind her, where I spot Payton walking down the beach. “I try not to ask. I’m better at entertainment, so I keep her busy when I can.”


“I bet that helps more than you know.” Cam smiles at her.


Lolli looks off, uncomfortable with the deep stuff, so I change the subject.


“So, what’s the plan for today, or do we have one?” I ask, looking around at everyone.


Brady shrugs, tossing the football in the air. “I figure we’d start it off right, go out to eat, dance, get fucked up, then bum it and bonfire tomorrow?”


Cam and I nod. “Sounds good to us. Lolli, you guys in?”


“My man reports for practice in two days, so that would be a no.” She smirks. “We’ll be locked in our room all night, but we’ll see you guys tomorrow, I’m sure.”


“On that note …” Nate steps up, hugs us hello, and waves goodbye in the next second, quickly carting his fiancée toward their house.


“Well, okay then.” Cameron laughs. “A night of dirty dancing it is, but first!” She takes off, charging right into the open waters, Brady on her heels.


“Hold up, I’m snaggin’ Pretty Little.” He jerks his head in the direction of Payton. “She could use a little distraction.” With that, Mason jogs a few feet down the beach toward the young blonde sitting alone on a rock, searching for answers she won’t find in the California waves.


Slowly, Chase and I make our way closer to the water’s edge.


He bumps his shoulder into mine. “You happy to be back at the beach?”


“Always, you know that.” I grin his way, but a heavy breath leaves me as I face forward. “Let’s hope this time is less traumatic.”


“Yeah.” He nods. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through.”


We glance Payton’s way in time to witness her eyes widen, having spotted Mason coming at her at the last second. He bends, swooping her up with no effort, and she squeals into the air, making us laugh.


I smile after my brother, a calm only the ocean seems to bring me settling over my shoulders. “I think this trip will be different.”


He glances over. “Yeah?”


“Yeah.” I nod. “When we came at the end of June, it still felt like we were fresh out of school, you know? Like we had the whole summer ahead of us, but we don’t anymore. Summer is almost over, and we’re moving out on our own the minute we leave here. It’s just … different. Like we’re grown, and this is life now.” I scrunch my nose and turn to look at him. “Don’t you think?”


That one-sided smile of his I love appears. “Yeah. I guess it is different.” He’s quiet for a second before he adds, “Maybe a lot of things will be different now.”


It’s as if he’s speaking more to himself than me, so I don’t respond.


A moment later, he stops walking and faces me. He frowns at my swimsuit, and I can’t help but laugh.


“Is there a problem?”


“Yeah.” He nods, his eyes lifting to mine. His frown doubles, but not even a second later, a grin pulls at his lips, one I recognize.


“Chase,” I warn, but before I can make a break for it, he’s already tossed me over his shoulder and is running for the ocean.


The others laugh as I’m tossed on my ass and swim over to join us.


I wish I could freeze this moment, our entire crew enjoying the last bit of the summer sun because who knows what the summer’s moon will bring.


I look to Chase, who smirks at me from across the water.


I, for one, can’t wait to find out.






Chapter 3


Arianna


“Hurry up, brats! The cab should be here any minute!” Mason yells from the bottom of the stairs.


“Ugh, that man, I swear, he’s wound so tight.” Cam smirks into the mirror. “Think he’ll let me help him out with that?”


“Cameron.” I laugh. “Ew!”


“Oh, chill, Virgin Mary.” She hip checks me and leans across the sink to finish her mascara. “And what do you think you’re doing?” She glances at my dress. “Take that horrid thing off. You look like you’re about to hunt Easter eggs, not have a wicked time on the dance floor.”


“It’s not that bad, and I can’t wear that scrap of fabric you call a dress.”


“Yes, you can.”


“Do you want to have fun? I have to pick and choose my sexy, and night one is not the night.”


She pushes her pointed finger in the air, raising one perfectly shaped blonde brow. “Au contraire, my flowery friend …” She spins. “Tonight is the perfect night for sexy. It’s time to get tipsy and if that means Mason is forced to face the fact that you do, indeed, have a vagina, then so be it.”


I squeeze my eyes shut, not going anywhere near that comment.


“Come on!” Cameron laughs. “We agreed to have fun!”


“We will, but I can’t go balls to the wall the first day.”


“Honey, I speak for your cha-cha when I say that dress has got to go. As in, into the trash.”


I try and keep from laughing, but it’s no use.


Cam and I are still cracking up when Brady begins pounding on my door.


“Yo! You guys sound like you’re having way too much fun. If there’re pillows and panties involved, I want in!” he shouts.


“Fuck off, Brady!” Mason’s yell follows from … who the hell knows where. He’s never too far away.


Brady’s chuckle reaches us. “For real, though, ’bout ready? Uber’s pulling up!”


“Shit. Yeah, we’re coming!” Cam yells, turning her evil eye on me.


“Ugh! I hate you,” I grumble, tugging my dress over my head and holding my hand out to her. “Give me the damn thing.”


Triumphant smirk in place, Cameron slaps the slinky black number in my palm.


I slip it on, quickly stepping into the black pumps with a gold heel she sets in front of me next.


“Happy?” I cock my hip.


“Ecstatic.” She smirks. “Now, let’s go before your brother barges in.”


My dress is simple but sexy. It’s a halter top that cuts low in the front, snug and slinky down my waist, and loosens at the hips to allow for flirty dancing. My dark-brown hair is pulled back in a tight, high ponytail, and the smoky eye is in full effect.


I don’t go ‘full makeup’ on a daily basis, but it’s one of my favorite parts about going out.


Snagging a pair of black stud earrings from my bag, I rush into the hall behind Cam, smirking at the view as I take her in.


She’s wearing a deep purple tube top dress that’s tight from her chest down to her ass. She paired it with nude pumps and left her lids bare of shadow, only going with a thick coat of mascara. Her long blonde hair is left down, with big beachy waves. My bestie’s fine.


“Okay, bitch!” She links her arm through mine as we hit the last step of the stairs. “Showtime!”


I clasp my earring and hold my head high.


Brady, as usual, is the first to spot us, and his infamous whistle follows.


“Hot damn!” Brady stalks over to us, planting a kiss on our cheeks as he grabs us both by the hands. “Do a little spin for me. Show me whatcha got.”


We laugh but twirl as he asked.


“What do you think, Brady? Do we pass?”


“With flyin’ fuckin’ colors.” He grins. “Come on, shots in the kitchen before we head out.”


“I thought our Uber was here?”


“Had to get your fine asses down here somehow,” he admits as he smacks both our butts.


Mason spins as we enter, instantly frowning.


“What the hell?” he snaps. “I swear you want me to go to jail.”


“Chill.” I laugh, shaking my head. “There will be no handcuffs tonight.”


“I mean,” Cam begins, batting her lashes overdramatically. “Unless you want there to be—”


“Okay.” He throws his hands up. “Whatever. Wear a dress that would fit our first-grade neighbor all you want, but I’m gonna need a double for this shit.”


“I got you, my man.” Brady’s grin grows. He sneaks a glance in my direction, mischief written all over him.


He reaches over, running his hand up and down my arm slowly, stopping to rest it on my hip. He uses his other hand to pour my shot, then brings it up to my lips.


“Open up, Ari baby,” he says in a low, gravelly tone.


I lock eyes with him, playing his little game, and do as I’m told.


His eyes never leave mine, a laugh on the tip of his tongue as he pours the hot liquid down my throat. Once I’ve swallowed, he reaches up to swipe his thumb across my bottom lip to get the single drop that didn’t make it into my mouth.


“You’re a dick.” Mason groans playfully, and we can’t hold it in, both of us laughing.


“Okay, fucker, enough with the show.” Chase frowns, nodding toward the bottle. “Now pour us a shot so we can get out of here.”


Cam slyly slips a hand behind her back, and I meet her with mine for a secret high five, both of us facing forward, grins pulling at our lips.


Brady claps his hands together. “All right, y’all, to our first night out as legal drinking adults!” He grabs his shot and lifts it in the air. “Well, according to the badass fake IDs I got us anyway!”


“Woo!” Cam shouts.


We click our glasses together in cheers and down our liquor.


“Let’s roll, bitches!” Cam throws over her shoulder on her way to the door.


The four of us follow.


Brady spends the entire ten-minute drive going over the dos and don’ts of what to say and how to act when we pull out our fake IDs, but it turns out his worry is a waste.


The bouncer at the door lets us pass after Cameron smiles at him. She may have also asked him to check the zipper on the back of her dress, but hey, he’s happy to help.


The guys, however, did have to show their IDs, but the Tom Hardy look-alike didn’t blink twice at them, so they must seem legit. That, or he really doesn’t care.


The moment we’re past the threshold, Cam squeals, gripping my arm. “This place is awesome!” she shouts, already moving her body to the music.


The club is a giant circle with an open floor plan. Circular booths with white tables and chairs line the right and left sides, with the bar stretching across the back wall. The lighting is dark with a blue tint, but not in a black light kind of way. More of an enchanted, frosty feel. The floor shines a metallic silver, adding to the illusion.


Cameron leads us to a booth near the bar, and we sit to have a few drinks.


An hour and three Midori Sours later, my body’s humming, and I’m ready to hit the dance floor. To be fair, us girls were ready as soon as we walked in, but the boys wanted to ‘scope out the scene’ first—overprotective brutes.


Contemplating my next move, I look around me. I’m blocked in the booth, Chase on my left, the others on my right, so there’s only one logical direction to go. Logical, but potentially problematic. The liquor in me doesn’t seem to care, though, as my ass is lifting off the seat.


I move quickly before I can be stopped and before I chicken out, sliding my body across Chase’s, his every muscle locking up on contact. There isn’t much space between the tables and the seat tops, so the only way to get through the gap is to press my ass into his lap a little, so I do.


Instantly, his hands fly to my hips, and he swiftly pushes me by, carefully setting me on my feet beside the table, his eyes flying to Mason just before he speaks.


“Could have asked him to move, Ari.” My brother’s glare burns into my cheek.


I ignore it. “As you can see, dear brother, there was no need. I’m standing, and now … I’m going to dance.”


Cam shrieks, quickly placing herself beside me. “Not without me, bitch!”


“Goddamn,” Brady draws out, causing all our heads to turn in the direction he’s drooling.


With a giant grin on his face, he nudges Mason’s shoulder. “Move it, brotha man.” Hooking his thumb over his shoulder, Brady points to the brunette leaning over the bar. “I gotta get over there.”


“You can’t even see her face from here.” Cam scrunches her nose.


“Dat ass, though,” he says, looking at me expectantly.


I smile wide, picking up what he’s putting down. “All that ass …”


“In them jeans,” Brady finishes on a laugh, raising his hand for a well-earned high five. “I knew you wouldn’t disappoint.”


“Okay, Waka Flockas, let’s go.” Cameron rolls her eyes, pulling me toward the dance floor.


We wedge ourselves between a few groups of people, finding a nice, crowded spot near the center, and let loose.


“Girl, I’m feeling good right now!” Cam shouts over the music.


“Same!” I laugh. “That last drink snuck up on me.”


Ne-Yo’s “She Knows” begins to play through the speakers, and we lock eyes.


“Aw shit,” we scream in drunken laughter, and then we go to work.


Swinging our hips, rotating our bodies to the beat, we soak up our very first night in a club.


I close my eyes and let the music take over my body like it always does. When I’m happy or sad or mad, anything, music is what I seek. I relate life to lyrics, tone to mood.


The beat can wake me or break me down. The words can lift me or leave me a soppy mess. A lot of people avoid songs that make them remember pain when they’re drowning in it, but I say let that sucker take you under. When people feel good, they tend to blast some bubbly music that makes them dance around, so if you’ll dance when you feel like dancing, why not have a good cry when you need one?


I need music like my twin needs football; it’s in our souls, and right now, my soul is feeling sultry.


It’s not long before a blond guy makes his way through the crowd and begins to slink his way closer. I smile, giving him the okay, so he slides right in, and we begin to dance. In my peripheral, I notice Chase and Mason dancing with some girls only a few feet away. I have no doubt it’s purposeful, their way of keeping an eye on us girls, but to give them credit, they don’t interrupt.


Probably because we keep our partners a shuffle away. A few songs later, Chris Brown’s “Loyal” comes on, and Cam squeals beside me.


I throw my hands in the air again, ditching my partner for my best friend, and we sing along like a couple of drunk girls at a karaoke bar, loud and out of tune.


Cam jerks her chin in the direction of our boys, and I know exactly what she’s thinking.


We make our way to the boys, just in time to sing along with the chorus, sending each other into another fit of laughter.


“Cute, girls.” Mason laughs, stepping away from the scowling redhead. “Real cute.”


Cameron grins, fanning herself. “I need a water and another drink!”


Mason glances around, assumingly in search of Brady, and then throws his arm over Cameron’s shoulder. “I’ll take her!” he shouts, pulling her toward the bar, but not before he points at me, his eyes on Chase. “Stay with her.”


They walk away, and I face Chase, dramatically shimmying my shoulders around, and he chuckles, shaking his head, but he doesn’t accept the invitation, so I dance without him.


My eyes close, and I fall into the music, and about a half song later, the heat of Chase’s nearness washes over me. It takes a serious amount of effort, but I don’t open my eyes, not yet. I wait, continuing to sway to the music, and finally, he moves a little closer. My senses are flooded with his clean, sandalwood scent, and my eyes fly open, locking onto his bloodshot gaze.


His movements are a little loose from the liquor, but he keeps up, and when I brace my hands on his shoulders, bringing myself in a little more, he allows it.


“Well, look at that,” I tease. “We’re almost dancing.”


A grin pulls at the corner of his mouth, and I suck in a deep breath when his free hand falls to my hip. “You’re brave for wearing this thing.” He tugs at the stretchy fabric.


“Do you like it?”


He frowns, and a low laugh leaves me, but I don’t say anything else, the heat of his hand frying my brain. It’s all I can think about.


His hands on me.


With each passing second, my fantasies pull me deeper, my heartbeat growing erratic.


Moving with his body brushing mine serves as an accelerator, pumping my blood at a quickened rate, sending the alcohol coursing through me straight to my brain, and with it, washing away my sense of reason, or at least that’s the only thing I can come up with as to why I suddenly dare to drag my hands a little lower.


Hips still rolling, I slowly run my palms over the curve of his shoulders, gliding them over the cuts of his pecs.


Chase’s eyes fly to mine, and my hands decide to climb up, higher and higher, until my fingers are spanning along his corded neck. Chase swallows, a small frown building along his brow.


The bass of the music pounds wildly beneath our feet, the lights change colors, dimming the space around us, and the crowd seems to shuffle in. We’re barricaded now, Chase and me.


We’ve danced before. At birthdays and our parents’ anniversary parties, a couple school formals, but not like this. Not close and never after a few drinks.


This is new. Foreign.


My fingers find their way into his hair, and I scratch at the base of his skull in a gentle, massage-like motion. I shift the slightest bit, on accident, and he hisses as my thigh brushes the proof of his arousal.


He’s hard.


Holy shit, he’s hard because of me.


I start a new rhythm, my body applying the smallest bit of pressure to his package with every move, and his hands come up, clutching on to my wrist, his lips finding my ear.


“Ari, what are you doing?”


Tequila is heavy on his breath and sends a zing of anticipation down my spine as I remember mine and Cameron’s conversation, a newfound confidence floating through me.


“What am I doing?” I repeat his question, and I pull back to meet his drawn-in gaze. “I’m doing whatever I want.” Boys be damned.


His features pull, tightening at every inch.


I crush my lips to his.


Chase tenses, his hands twitching against me one second, flying to grab hold of my biceps in the next, and then he’s pushing us apart, his long arms stretching to their max. Wide, bloodshot eyes find mine, and his face pales.


Chase shakes his head, and his features begin to crumble. “Arianna … no.”


My mouth opens, but nothing comes out, and his hands come up to rub along his face.


Tears prick the backs of my eyes as I take in the mortified expression on his face. My skin flushes, and I look away.


Mason and Cam break through the crowd then, and Chase’s hands fly from my body, sweeping into his hair, as he plasters on the biggest, fakest, tightest smile I’ve ever seen.


My insides crack as reality sets in.


I wanted to kiss him, and he didn’t want to kiss me back, but nothing stings more than the look of horror in his eyes when he realized what I’d done.


Without his permission, I forced him across the line he kept ten feet in front of him. That little line is now covered in a layer of wet sand, and everyone who’s ever set foot in the ocean knows it’s not so easily wiped away. It grows thicker with wind and waves, and we’re in Southern California, so we’ve got those in abundance.


Not that it matters, because if his panic-stricken expression said anything, it’s that he’ll shovel that shit to the ends of the ocean if he must.


Thankfully, alcohol not only sloshes through the two of us but also the two who have now rejoined us, so they don’t notice a thing, and when my brother passes me a water bottle, kissing my forehead before turning to his best friend with a sloppy smile, I accept it with a tight grin. I finish off half of it and spin to Cameron. She hands me one of the shots in her hands, and before we throw them back, Brady appears out of nowhere, ready with a drink of his own.


All five of us form a small circle, downing our drinks in one go, and it doesn’t stop there, the need to get wasted higher than ever, so, anytime someone suggests another, I’m there to eagerly egg us on.


I feel like a fool, but the low lights and loads of liquor fogging my vision hide the tears that slip without permission. Thank hell for that, and thank heaven for generous bartenders who serve us past last call.


It’s not until well after two that we’re stumbling out of the Uber and trekking our way up the driveway to our front door.


Cameron tugs her shoes from her feet and begins bouncing on her toes. “Hurry up, Mase! I have to pee soooo bad. You don’t even know!”


He chuckles, struggling with the doorknob. “I’m trying, but this key’s broken or something,” he slurs.


“Oh my god!” I gasp, looking around. “We forgot Brady!” I kick Mase.


“Shit, Ari!” He starts hopping around but loses his balance and falls into the wall beside us.


A laugh spurts from me, and I stumble on my heels, quickly catching myself on the porch post to my right.


“Brady left with that girl,” Cameron whines, still dancing around, waiting to be let inside.


“The big butt girl?”


“No, the big boobed girl.”


Oh, yeah. I remember her.


Mason fumbles with the lock again, and just as he manages to align the key with the hole, it slips from his fingertips, crashing to the deck floor. “Fuck.” He laughs, wrapping his hand around the knob and shaking it.


Chase chuckles behind me, and I turn to find him slouched over the railing, holding on for dear life. A loud crash sounds, and I jerk around in time to witness Mason toppling over as he attempts to grab the lanyard.


“Shit!” Cam yelps, dropping to her knees in front of him.


Half a second later, Chase’s “oh fuck” rings out.


I whip around as he stumbles backward, landing on his ass at the bottom of the porch, his legs stretched out on the steps in front of him.


I’m stuck staring, my head bobbling from one side to the other, making me nauseous.


Cam begins laughing uncontrollably, drops onto her butt, and leans her upper body against Mason, who has stopped trying to get up, his eyes already closing.


“We could totally take advantage of them right now.” She grins.


I can’t help but laugh, and then I kick my shoes off, fall onto one of the porch lounge chairs and let out a deep breath.


Alcohol for the win.






Chapter 4


Arianna


The sun is warm and inviting today, the complete opposite of yesterday when the four of us woke up to Brady’s loud ass laugh around five in the morning.


We never did make it into the house, passing out on and around the patio set, which is exactly how Brady found us. After getting some sleep, we tried to head down to the water to hang with our cousins and friends, but we didn’t make it past the deck, our hangovers taking a victory lap. So, we turned right back around and threw ourselves onto the couches. It was a movie marathon kind of day.


Today, though, we woke up juiced and ready for some fun. We went for breakfast at Oceans Café, a place Lolli swears by, and then we hit the store to test out Brady’s fake ID there. It worked, and we’re double stocked, just in case.


Since we’ve got all we need for the bonfire tonight, we unpack the party favors and hit the sand.


Cam, Mason, and Brady run off, going straight into the cool water, but I lay my beach mat out and waste no time dropping onto it. I close my eyes and smile as the sun soaks into my skin, but the slight shuffle beside me has me looking up.


Chase stands there, staring after our friends with a twisted expression, so I suck it up and pull on his trunks to get his attention.


He looks down, and I push up on my elbows, using my palm to shield the glare from my eyes. I motion with my head for him to join me.


He hesitates a second, then, without looking at me, drops down, mimicking my position.


A hint of anxiousness washes over me as I know we can’t escape what happened at the club any longer. This is the first moment we’ve had alone since that night, and I know I’m not the only one who realizes it.


I admit, I woke up a little embarrassed the next day, but not enough to regret it. Had he shown any sign of anger or ignored me after, I likely would, but he hasn’t. He hasn’t exactly met my eye, but he hasn’t avoided it either. He is right now, though, the tension in his shoulders doubling with each passing second as he tries to focus on the others goofing off in the ocean before us, but I know he’s not even seeing what’s in front of him. His mind is muddled by me. Or more, because of me.


His chin meets his chest, and here it comes.


“Are we okay?” he asks, his focus pointed at the sand beneath him.


“Why wouldn’t we be?”


“Come on, Ari. Don’t do that.” He shakes his head, looking off.


A wave of apprehension washes over me, and I take a deep breath. “Chase, look at me, please.”


He does, revealing sadness and confusion.


“Talk to me. What’s going on in there?” I ask, tapping my temple with my free hand.


Sighing, he lies down next to me, turning his head to stare directly into my eyes.


How the heck I am supposed to concentrate with him so close, I don’t know, but I give him a small smile, encouraging him to speak.


He’s staring at me so intently that I want to look away, but I won’t.


“What was that at the club?” he eases into the topic.


A knot forms in my throat, but I swallow past it.


“I was letting loose.”


“Having drinks with friends is letting loose.”


His eyes narrow, and I sigh, pushing up into a sitting position. “If you’re looking for an apology, I can’t give you one.”


“I’m just trying to understand.”


A wounded, humorless laugh leaves me, and I look to the sky. “Don’t pretend you don’t know,” I whisper. “And don’t pretend you weren’t as curious as I was, even if you didn’t want it. I know you thought about it.”


“What does that mean?”


My head jerks his way, and I frown. “You might have pulled away, but not before you held me tighter.”


“I was shocked!” he whisper-yells. “That was the last thing I expected you to do.”


“Yeah?” I pop a brow. “Was it the shock that made you hard?”


“Whoa!” His hands fly up, and again, he cuts his gaze around us. “That was the liquor and the mood and—”


“And me.” I shake my head. “Maybe you didn’t want anything to happen, but you can’t deny that. I know we were drunk, trust me, I don’t need the reminder. I probably would have been too chicken to do it sober, but I’m not sorry I did. I’d do it again.”


“Don’t,” rushes from his lips with his next breath so quickly that he himself didn’t realize it was coming out until it did.


We both tense.


Chase drops his eyes to the sand once more, slowly bringing them up to me. “Don’t,” he whispers, so low it’s almost missed. “That can’t happen again. I love you, Ari, you know that, but this isn’t … we can’t.”


“Can’t as in, shouldn’t?” I swallow, forcing my gaze not to drop from his when I want to cower away. “Or can’t, as in you don’t want to?”


Chase exhales harshly, a tragic smile pulling at the edge of his lips. “Both, Ari.”


I scoot over, putting more space between us, and he reaches for me, but I tug back.


“I’m sorry.” His shoulders fall in defeat.


I inhale, returning my eyes to his.


I want to be angry. To yell and scream, but I won’t allow my disappointment to cloud the truth because I know better.


Chase isn’t saying this to be cruel. He isn’t malicious or manipulative.


He’s just … my brother’s best friend.


We stare at each other a moment, and then his lips twitch.


“What?”


“I’m just a little surprised you had it in you.” He grins.


An embarrassed chuckle slips from my lips, and I bury my face in my palms, but he reaches out, pulling them away.


I laugh again, but Chase, he doesn’t, and slowly, the humor on his face begins to fade.


I swallow. “Chase—”


“Heads up!”


Before I can react, I’m hit in the head by something, the impact of the foreign object knocking me over slightly.


“Shit!” Chase’s arms lift, freezing midair. “Ari! Are you okay?”


I rub at my head, spotting a football lying near my feet.


“Yeah, I’m fine. It didn’t hurt, it—” My words lodge in my throat as my skin prickles, the weight of a warm hand falling onto my bare back just below my bikini strap.


I peek over my shoulder, and my breath hitches as I lock eyes with a stranger.


A blue-eyed stranger.


A blue so deep, like a tropical stormy ocean’s night.


No, that’s not right.


They’re more like midnight. Like when the moon is at its brightest in the sky, casting a shadow over the dark sea.


Or is it metallic blue, like a rainbow fish?


I can’t say for sure.


I look to his hair, a deep, dark shade of brown; it’s as if he just stepped out of the water, and maybe he did. I don’t know. It does have that slightly styled, messy thing going on. I wonder if it’s soft.


It looks soft.


And those lips. I—


Wait.


What the hell am I doing?


I don’t even know the guy.


But seriously, though, who has such perfectly shaped lips like this? And the way they move when he speaks is like the perfect sync of a symphony—


Hold up. His lips are moving.


He’s talking to me. And now he’s … grinning?


It’s a really good grin, too, kind of crooked and cute.


Oh my god, he’s totally laughing at me. My eyes fly up, finding humor and inquisition swimming in his gaze.


“I—” I swallow. “What?”


Heat spreads along my chest, and I know there’s nothing I can do to hide the flush taking over.


Mystery man lets out a low chuckle that causes something to burn in the pit of my stomach.


And it’s official. I’m officially losing my mind.


A throat clears behind us.


It’s Chase.


Oh my god, Chase!


I quickly jump to my feet, giving myself some distance, leaving Chase sitting on the ground with mystery man bent at the knees beside him.


“You okay?” mystery man asks, hiding his grin.


Did I say hiding? I meant attempting to hide his grin and failing. Miserably.


“Yo, nineteen!” a familiar voice calls from somewhere in the distance.


The man turns his head, refusing to take his eyes off mine until the very last second when he glances over his shoulder.


I follow his line of sight to find Brady walking up.


Brady nods his chin, the universal I’m about to bullet this ball, and you better be there to catch it motion all guys seem to understand, and then he does just that.


The guy catches it effortlessly. Seriously. No effort. He pretty much pushed to his feet, lifted his hand, and boom. Ball meet open palm.


There’s that laugh again.


Brady jogs over, Mason and Cameron on his tail.


Mystery man looks back at me and smiles, briefly flicking his gaze over my body, but not in a pervy way, maybe not even on purpose. More like, ‘you’re a woman in a tiny bikini, and I’m a man with eyes.’


Chase must notice, too, because he snaps out of whatever fog he was in, hops to his feet, and positions himself directly behind me. I’m talking flesh to flesh. So close my head jerks around in shock, spotting the scowl building across his face


Brady reaches us, instantly taking note of mine and Chase’s nearness. He frowns, quirking a blond brow in question. Just like that, Chase shuffles away from me.


My chest heats for an entirely different reason now.


“Wud up, man?” Brady smiles, going in for the infamous bromance handshake, slap thing. “Didn’t know you’d be back in town.”


“Wait.” I look between the stranger and Brady. “You two know each other?”


Mystery guy looks at me with a sly grin. “Ah … she speaks.”


Brady’s gaze narrows expectantly.


So I explain, “I was a casualty of a rogue football.”


Another earned chuckle, but when my eyes pop toward him, I don’t get to see his expression because Brady steps into my space, kissing my hair.


“You okay, Ari baby?” he asks sincerely, petting my hair like a dog.


“Fine.” I try to push him off, but he shifts, now throwing his arm around me.


He nods, facing his apparent friend. “I take it you haven’t met my girl yet?”


Mystery man grows curious, cutting a quick glance toward Chase.


Oh, awesome, he thinks I’m a groupie now.


Before I can defend myself, Mason arrives and does it for me.


“She’s not your girl, asshole.” My brother’s annoyance is evident in his tone.


Brady laughs, and I slip from his grasp, looking toward my brother.


Mason slides up with a full-blown smile, the kind you wear as a kid when stepping into the stadium at your first pro football game. “Bro, what up? How you doin’?”


Mystery man is staring at me but addresses Mason. “Good, just relaxing while I can.” He cuts a glance toward Mase but quickly makes me his focus once more. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


“I’m fine, no big deal.”


As quickly as I respond, Mason is before me, frown in full effect.


These boys, I swear. “I said I’m fine, Mason. Chill. I got knocked by the ball. I’m alive and breathing. Like I said, no big deal.”


“It was my bad,” the stranger speaks, a hint of hidden humor in his melodic tone. “I misread the pass.”


Mase nods, backing off as a grin splits his lips. “A missed pass. That doesn’t sound like the guy I know.”


“I’m sure I can teach you a thing or two about following through,” Chase spits with unmistakable arrogance.


My spine goes straight, but I force myself not to look his way.


“Harper.” The guy jerks his chin. “How’s the shoulder?”


“Perfect.”


“Uh,” Cam draws. “Are we about to drop trou, maybe pull out a ruler?”


I can’t keep my gaze from flying to Cameron, who grins at the newcomer.


“Nah, we’re good. I think he’s worried about his girl,” mystery man says, his eyes never leaving mine.


I bite back a smirk, and somehow, he knows it, his tongue slipping out to hide his own.


Now that’s one hell of a way to fish, cast your line out right in the middle of chaos. It’s a guaranteed bite, and he knows it, just like I know Cam will jump on this one.


She doesn’t disappoint.


“Oh, she is sooo not his girl, ain’t that right, Chaser?” Cam pins Chase with a sharp brow in challenge.


Get him, girl.


Instead of allowing Chase to answer, not that he would, Mason takes the lead, as usual.


“Not sure where you got that idea, but you’re way off, bro.” Mase motions toward me. “Ari, this is Noah Riley. He’s our team captain. Noah, this is my twin sister Ari and our friend Cameron.” He points to her. “They’re headed to Avix with us.”


‘Noah,’ as Mason introduced him, smiles a hello.


“Wow,” Cameron speaks the second Mason stops, looking Noah up and down. “If you’re any indication of what’s to come, we’re gonna get into some serious trouble this year.” Eyes on Noah, she cocks her head to the side. “Ain’t that right, Ari?”


“Don’t answer that.” Mason pins me with a hard glare, quickly serving Cameron with it just the same.


“Okay,” I interject before either of them decides to open their mouths again and turn toward Noah. “It’s nice to meet you, Noah, and since I get the feeling you’re going to ask again, yes, I swear I’m fine. These three have hit me in the head with a football more times than I can count. It’s nothing but normal at this point.”


He stares at me, a flicker of some unknown purpose painted in his eyes. “Right, quarterback for a brother.”


Noah smiles, and I will mine not to follow.


God, this guy is too gorgeous. It’s unnerving.


“So, what’s up, man?” Mason asks him. “You stickin’ around for a few days?”


Reluctantly, Noah shifts his attention.


“I wish. I have a couple meetings, so I have to get back to campus. There’re always a few overeager freshmen who show early. If I’m not there to show ’em the ropes, Coach will have my ass.” He grins, glancing my way. “I’m actually out of here first thing tomorrow.”


Chase pipes up then. “Too bad, guess we’ll see you back at school.”


Noah nods, eyeing Chase a moment.


“Well, tomorrow’s tomorrow, so you have to come to our place for a bonfire tonight.” Cameron swipes her wet hair from her face.


“Yeah, man, come,” Brady adds.


Noah glances behind him, a little unsure. “I came with a few other guys from the team, so I’d hate to crash your party.”


Cam gapes. “There’s more of you?!”


“Jesus fuck,” Mason grumbles.


“There are.” Noah nods, fighting the smile threatening to take over his full lips. “Four of us, to be exact, and my buddy’s sister is here with a few friends.” Noah meets my gaze.


“Well, the sister we could do without.”


“Cameron!” I hiss.


“I just said what we were both thinking.”


My asshole best friend clearly interprets my wordless What the hell expression and feeds me with her own that screams, you know you agree while waving her hand dismissively.


This bitch winks at me.


I’m going to kill her.


“Don’t mind her,” Brady says, then points at Mase. “I think she’s got some pink puff goin’ on.”


Noah’s brows pull in. “Pink puff?”


Oh god, no. Please don’t—


“Yeah.” Brady shrugs as if his nonsense should make total sense. “You know, we get sucked in, tight as fuck, achy ass blue balls, and they get swollen, sensitive as hell, pink puffs.”


I bury my face in my hands.


I love my little group to death, but holy what the hell?!


Mason chuckles, and I don’t have to look at Cameron to know she’s nodding in agreement.


“Who’s all here?” Chase wonders, his tone cordial for the first time since Noah showed up.


“Nick and Jarrod and my buddy who wasn’t at camp, Trey Donovan.”


My head snaps up, eyes locking with Cam.


“He’s on the team, defensive lineman.”


“Didn’t think camp was optional,” Brady jokes, making Noah smile.


“Trust me, it’s not, but he’s a senior this year, missed the draft last year, so he’s got a little wiggle room. He was invited to Pro Day in—”


“Tampa,” Cam and I blurt out at the same time, causing everyone’s head to jerk in our direction.


“Yeah, actually …” he draws out.


“Holy shit …” Cam whispers, slowly looking to me. Her smile finally grows, and then she’s squeezing my arms. “Holy shit!” She beams. “So much for never seeing him again!”


“How do you two—” Noah cuts off midthought, and a slow grin tips those lips of his. He stares at me for a beat before his eyes fall to his feet. “Butterflies?” He glances up.


“Aw,” Cam gushes. “He told you about us?”


“What the hell is going on?” Chase asks.


“That’s exactly what I wanna know,” Mason snaps.


“I knew it!” Brady yells.


Cam and I freeze, our wide eyes locked on each other in a moment of panic.


Oops.


“Knew what, damn it?” Mason growls, his eyes flying around the group.


“You two,” Brady accuses, pointing at Cam and me. “Took off the minute we left for camp.” He crosses his arms over his chest, frowning.


“What?!” both Mason and Chase shout, each taking half a step forward.


I gape at Brady. “How do you always do that?”


Noah lifts his hands. “Hey, I didn’t mean to—”


“No, Noah, this isn’t your fault.” Cameron glares. “These assholes try to keep us on a tight leash, without the benefits, if you know what I mean. So, yeah, shitheads, we did. We went on vacation without you. My bestie and I flew free for three whole weeks in St. Petersburg.” She puts her hands on her hips, refusing to feel bad about it. “We met some amazing people, including Trey Donavan, who’s apparently your new teammate, and we had a fan-fucking-tastic time.”


“Son of a bitch!” Mason shouts, lifting his arms just to slap them back down against his sides. “And Mom went for this? Dad?”


I lift a shoulder. “Paul was there for work,” I tell him about Cameron’s dad. “We checked in with him, stayed in a room next to his.”


Mason’s glare doesn’t budge, but his body loses a hint of tension.


It gives him comfort to know we weren’t out there alone, or, well, without him, but not enough to keep him from being pissed off. He’ll call our parents later and feed them every reason in the book why they should never allow that again, but it will fall on deaf ears. Finally. We’re eighteen now. They’ll advise, but my parents aren’t the controlling type. Where Mason gets it from, I don’t know. My dad says he was the same when he was young and that Mase will grow out of it, but I’m not so sure about that.


“All right, let’s put a pause on this, huh?” Brady pats Noah’s shoulder, holding on to Mason’s and taking him with him as he walks away, Chase right behind them. “Noah, we’re the dock property at the end. See you at seven. All of you.”


Cameron sighs, offering Noah a small wave before she too heads to the house.


I stare after them until they reach our back deck and then turn to face Noah.


“Sorry about that. It’s nothing personal against Trey. It’s just, well …” I let out a defeated sigh, glancing toward the house again. “God, it’s a lot of things, I guess.”


Noah meets my gaze, nodding as if he understands.


Weird thing. I get the sense he does.


“Cam can be complicated on the calmest of days.” I laugh lightly, rubbing my arms with my hands to rid myself of the chill making its way across my skin. “She’s into my brother, but he’s, I don’t even know.”


I peek up at Noah, expecting a bored expression or for him to be searching for a way to get back to his friends, but instead, I find Noah’s ocean eyes staring intently, his head tilted as if he’s interested in what I have to say, even though it has nothing to do with him.


“Sorry, I was rambling.”


The corner of his mouth lifts. “Don’t be. I kind of like the sound of your voice,” he teases.


“Sure you do.” I laugh lightly, motioning toward the beach house. “I better go help them get ready for the bonfire.”


He nods. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”


“Well, maybe we’ll see you tonight.” I smile and walk away, making the conscious effort not to look back.


My steps are slow as I replay the last half hour.


Chase finally acknowledged our kiss, but not in the way I had hoped he would.


Whether he wants to admit it or not, he was feeling me for at least a moment. He was hard, pressed against my body.


He wanted me.


Or maybe he was just turned on by the mood and the vibe like he’d said.


Maybe it wasn’t about me at all.


So, what was with the long, slow, wretched expression today?


What was he thinking?


What was he about to say?


He was about to say something, right?


A harsh breath pushes past my lips, and I pause at the foot of the deck stairs.


If only we weren’t interrupted by Noah.


I bite the inside of my cheek.


Noah. A random guy on the beach.


Or not random, but the guys’ new team captain.


My hand meets the railing, and before I know what I’m doing, my eyes are gliding over my shoulder, drawn to the exact spot in which I left Noah Riley.


The spot where the blue-eyed stranger’s still standing, his attention pointed this way.


I don’t know why, but I lift my hand and wave, and the moment I do, my cheeks turn pink because, somehow, I know the action has him chuckling, even if I can’t hear him from here.


I had a feeling this trip would be full of surprises, and it seems there’s more to come.






Chapter 5


Arianna


“Hey.” I nod at Mason as he sets the last ice chest down, officially completing our setup for tonight’s bonfire. “Anything else I should do before I go get cleaned up?”


“I think that’s it. Brady ran down to Nate’s to grab the cups, and then we’re good.” He glances over his shoulder. “Chase is starting the fire now.”


“Awesome. I’ll get Cam, and we’ll head back out in a few.” I turn for the house.


“Ari, hold up.”


I shift, and he puts himself in front of me.


He’s already shaking his head. “You really took off without us? To Florida? Somewhere we’ve always talked about going.”


“You got to go stay on campus for training camp. We just wanted some fun too.”


“So why not come here, hang with Lolli and Nate? They were settled by then.”


“You mean why didn’t we come here, where Nate could keep an eye on us?”


“No.” He crosses his arms. “I mean, where someone who cares could protect you and keep assholes away from you.”


“So, this is about Trey.”


His eyes narrow. “That is not fair.”


“But is it?”


Mason shakes his head, blowing out a long breath. “Tell me about the guy.”


Staring at my brother a moment, I decide to push. “Why, Mase?”


“Ari,” he grumbles.


“Don’t Ari me on this. Tell me why you want to know, and I will.”


“This guy is going to be my teammate. Dudes talk in the locker room, Ari. A lot. If there’s something to be heard, I need a heads-up, so I don’t rip someone’s head off and ruin everything before it even starts.” He huffs, dropping his hands to his hips.


Is he serious?


“Are you serious?” I stare, slack-jawed. Before he has a chance to respond, I put my hands out to stop him. “That’s what you’re worried about, truly? Or maybe you don’t know what’s bothering you because you’re too stubborn to consider it might be something else.”


“What do you want me to say, Ari, huh?” he shouts. “That I care about Cameron? Of course I do, you know that, but that’s not what this is about! I need to know if some asshole has something to say about my sister that I don’t want other people hearing, and you know what, yeah, I need to know if something went down with Cameron too.”


“For rumor purposes, right?”


“If it were something else, do you really think I’d be standing here right now and not locked inside that room with the girl to make damn sure when she came out, it was to come to me and only me?” His tone is strong, his eyes clear and locked with mine. “You know me better than this.” His gaze seems to soften, almost as if he’s apologizing in advance for what he says next. “If I wanted her, Arianna … she’d know it already.”


A small sting shoots through my chest at the thought of my friend. My brother might be aggressive and possessive and everything else that comes along with those two things, but he’s not a liar.


I nod, doing my best to keep the sorrow I feel from showing.


“Trey likes her, a lot from what I could tell. They had a little fling, but she told him she was emotionally unavailable for more, and when we left, that was it. They didn’t exchange numbers or share where the fall would take them. He wanted to, but she said no. We left, and she never thought she’d see him again, but now that he’s here …” I shrug. “Who knows.”


He gives a curt nod. “And you?”


I pull my lips in, shaking my head. “There’re no stories to be shared.”


“If this guy talks down on her, I will fuck him up,” my brother swears.


“I know.”


He won’t hesitate to stand up for the people he cares about, team be damned, but I don’t think he has to worry when it comes to Trey.


I’m going to let him figure that out on his own, though.


So, with that, I link my arm through his and drag him back to the house with me.


Bonfire, here we come.


The party is in full effect. Drinks are flowing, the fire is blazing, and everyone seems to be having a good time.


Linking my arm with Cam’s, she and I plop onto an open log the boys rolled over for seating. The second our asses are planted, Brady flies in behind us, holding two new beers over our shoulders.


“Aww, thank you, Brady.” Cam takes hers, but I shake my head.


“Not ready for one yet, Ari baby?” he slurs.


“Not quite, big guy.” I laugh, looking up at Mason and Chase as they approach.


“You girls good?” Mase finishes off his cup, taking the one Brady had offered me.


“Aside from your sister making me drink alone, yes.” Cameron grins. “Thankfully, Brady is keeping me well hydrated,” she jokes, pulling back to kiss Bray’s cheek.


“Where’s mine, butterfly?” a rich voice calls from behind.


Cam whips her head over her shoulder, and a big, beautiful smile lights up her face.


With a loud squeal, she runs and jumps on Trey, her arms and legs instantly weaving their way around him. He laughs, holding her tight as he whirls her in circles.


I peek at the boys, each staring right at him, unsure of how to take this.


Setting her down, Trey lets out a deep breath.


“Damn, girl.” He steps back, but not so far he can’t keep his hand on hers, and takes her in from head to toe. “You’re a real-life Malibu Barbie.” He smiles. “Never thought I’d see those eyes again.”


Cam blushes, glancing my way, and Trey follows.


“There she is!” He pulls me in for a tight hug. “How you doin’, girl?”


“I’m good, you?”


“Better now.” He looks to Cam and then to the boys on my right. All three have slipped a little closer. He nods, sticking his free hand out, the other still holding on to Cameron. “Trey.”


My brother’s chin lifts, and he slaps his hand into Trey’s. It takes him a moment, but his grin comes. “Mason Johnson.”


“Ah, okay.” He nods, cutting a quick look at Cameron before settling on me. “Brother, right?”


“Twin.” I smile.


“And the man looking to fill the QB spot next year, right?” Trey nods. “I’ve seen some of your film, bro. Excited to hit the field with you.”


Mason’s shoulders go lax, and he smirks. “Yes, sir. These are my boys, Brady Lancaster and Chase Harper.”


“Watched both y’all’s film, too.” Trey laughs, shaking their hands. “We’re gonna make shark bait out of these teams this year.”


“Hell yeah.” Mason brings his drink to his lips, secretly throwing me a look that can only be taken as ‘so far so good.’ “I could use a refill. Trey, you want a drink?”


“Hell yeah.” Trey drops his hand from Cameron’s, who gently pushes him to follow the boys.


And off they go.


Cam and I sit back nervously, eavesdropping as Trey tells the boys a little bit about his trip to Tampa and how he met the two of us. The last thing either of us ever expected was for these boys to be in the same place.


Cam, the poor thing, will have no nails left by the end of tonight, the way she’s biting at them now.


She was immediately attracted to Trey when we met him in Tampa, understandably so. He’s tall, almost as tall as Brady, with short, dark-brown hair and hazel eyes. Not to mention we met him on the beach, where his muscular body was on full display all day long for her to continue to drool over. His skin glows like roasted caramel, and he has a large tattoo that covers half his back and upper arms. He’s definitely pretty to look at, but that’s not his only appeal. From what we saw, he’s also a great guy who loves his family and is loyal to his friends, things we value just the same. Most importantly, though, he treats Cameron the way she deserves.


I can’t believe he’s here.


I turn to Cam, and she smiles, knocking her shoulder into mine. Together, we look toward the beach house, smiling at the hanging lights my dad added last time we were here.


“I love this place.”


“I can’t believe it’s ours.” Cam laughs. “We can legit come here whenever we want now.”


I chuckle. “Right? Good luck getting us home for school holidays now.”


“Yeah, they didn’t think that one through.”


“Butterfly!” Trey shouts as the music switches, his grin wide. “Mind coming over here?”


Cam giggles, looking to me.


“Go.” I shove her away, and I lean back on my hands.


I let out a long, wistful sigh, smiling at my friends.


Straight ahead, Chase and Brady are playing a game of flip cup with a group of girls, while Parker and Nate start tossing the football around. Mason stands near the heat of the fire, chatting with Lolli and Payton.


He grins, reaching up to tug on Payton’s ponytail, and I shake my head, laughing at the way she entertains his playfulness.


A gust of wind rolls through, so I wrap my arms around myself to keep warm, and not a moment later, a familiar voice meets my ears.


“Cold?”


I look over my shoulder, smiling at the lone walker making his way over.


“You made it.”


He tips his head teasingly. “You were waiting for me, huh?”


I turn toward the fire when it crackles as an excuse to avert my gaze, jumping a little when the bend of his knuckle brushes against my hand, effectively regaining my attention.


“I was only playing.” His voice is soft, but then his mouth curves to one side. “No way am I that lucky.”


“Sit down, Romeo.” I tug my lips to one side, unable to hold back a smile because he totally knows what he’s doing.


A sinful chuckle escapes him, and he drops beside me.


“Romeo, huh? I like it.”


I don’t have to look at him to know his mouth is curved; it’s clear in his flirty tone.


“Really, though, sorry I’m late. It took me longer to pack than I would have liked.”


“Well, as you can see”—I gesture to the small crowd around us—“the party survived without you.”


He grins. Leaning forward, he rests his forearms on his thighs. “So, what are we looking at?”


I mirror his position, tipping my head toward Cam and Trey.


Noah smiles instantly. “You should have seen his face when I told him you guys were here today.”


“I can imagine.” Warmth fills my chest for my friend, but unease is still present.


“She looks happy to see him.”


My eyes move his way, studying his profile, taking in the sharp edges of his jaw, the firmness of his shoulders. After a moment, he meets my gaze.


“How much did he tell you?”


He tries his best to shrug it off as if he knows nothing, but I’ve got a feeling …


“Oh my god, he told you everything?” I gape, lifting one knee onto the log as I turn toward him.


Noah lifts his hands in front of him, playing innocent, but I snatch them out of the air.


“Oooh, no you don’t. Spill it, Mr. Riley.” I laugh.


His chuckle is low, his eyes falling to where my hands are still locked onto his. I quickly pull back, but he’s faster, grabbing and flipping my wrist, so my knuckles are pointed at the sand.


“All right, I’ll tell you.” Noah begins drawing shapes into my palm, his featherlike touch bringing goose bumps to the surface.


He feels them because he suppresses a grin and doesn’t bother to look up as he speaks. “Trey told me he met two fun, free-spirited girls who were out experiencing life on their own for the first time. He told me no matter how hard he tried not to, he fell for one of them overnight, even though he knew she was in love with someone else.” He lifts his gaze to mine. “He told me about her best friend. How amazing and kind and beautiful she was.”


“He did not say beautiful.”


“You’re right, he said sexy, but I was trying to be a gentleman,” he admits, and we both laugh. Noah flicks his gaze to our hands, swiftly bringing it right back. “He told me he knew I would adore this best friend, and he’s not in the habit of being wrong.” He winks at me, his eyes roaming my face as it goes up in flames, but then Noah faces forward. “He missed an important piece, though.”


“And what’s that?” I didn’t intend to whisper.


Dropping his chin the smallest bit, he motions for me to follow his line of sight.


Hesitantly, I break my eyes away, peering out over the flames in search of his intended target.


I find it instantly.


Or should I say I find him?


Chase stands on the other side of the fire, staring this way, but he looks off the second he realizes I’ve caught him. A hint of embarrassment washes over me, and I turn to Noah, who is far too perceptive for a stranger.


“Is it that obvious?” I mumble meekly.


“Is it supposed to be a secret?”


A heavy exhale escapes me, and I shake my head. “No, not really, but sometimes it feels like he really has no idea.” It’s not some girlish crush. It’s got roots grown deep beneath the surface. It’s real.


“Trust me,” Noah assures quietly. “He knows.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“Because he’s been staring this way since the second I sat down.”


While my muscles lock up, I shake my head, denying what he’s trying to say. “It’s not what it might seem. They’re always watching, especially when the male species is within twenty yards.”


“It’s only him, Ari, and you’re the only person he’s looking at.” Noah lifts my hand, kissing the inside of my wrist, and when he pulls back the slightest bit, his eyes hold mine. His mouth opens, blowing a warm breath over the damp spot, and a tickle makes its way up my arm.


“Trust me, it’s not about me. It’s about you.”


“Exactly.” His eyes flick to mine, and with cautious movements, as if I might withdraw, he reaches up, pushing my hair behind my ear. “Nothing, and I mean nothing, forces a man to face his feelings for a woman … than the interest of another man.”


“Interest, you say?”


Noah’s chuckle is instant, and I bite at the inside of my lip to keep from smiling. “You’re a handful, aren’t you?”
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