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CHAPTER 1



CAMERON


“You’ve either got bigger balls than the ones I saw or you’re looking to get your ass kicked.” I cross my arms over my chest, not giving two shits that the door he needs is the one behind me. In fact, I’m purposely blocking this entrance to keep my friends inside and this fucker out here on the lawn. If he gets by me or follows my ass inside, the boys will pounce, and it won’t be pretty. From what I’ve heard, they’re already giving him shit on the practice field, and the season hasn’t even officially started yet.


Wait, why am I protecting him from that?


I sidestep, leaning against the doorframe, and decide that, if he wants to go in, I won’t hate what happens after. We both know he deserves to get reamed.


Alister’s shoulders fall, and he shuffles closer. “You haven’t returned any of my calls and I didn’t see you all summer.”


“And somehow you convinced yourself that meant I wanted to see you face-to-face rather than understanding it for what it is: a big, fat sign telling you to back off.”


His green eyes are crestfallen, and he nods, a sad tip to his lips. “I tried, Cam. I left you alone after you told me to fuck off on Christmas.”


“You called and texted me all summer long, Alister.”


“I said I tried, right?” He gives a pitiful smile, and I hate that he looks cute when he does it. “I gave you space after everything that went down and didn’t bother you all spring semester. That was hard enough when you never even let me apologize, so when June rolled around and I realized you went home for the summer, I couldn’t help myself. It’s been almost eight months, Cam, and look at me.” He lifts his hands, tilting his head slightly as his eyes hold mine. “Still over here missing you and wishing I didn’t fuck things up.”


I regard him for a long moment, despising the vulnerability the sight of him stirs and hating how I’m standing here wondering if what he’s saying is true.


Does he really wish he didn’t fuck things up?


Does he miss me?


Or is he just doubling down on the pretending, this time to get his teammates off his ass?


My bet is on the latter, even if the thought bothers me a little more than I’d like, so of course I remind him of how we got here in the first place—me hiding out from him and him doing his best to track me down on the daily.


“You lied to me, used me to get insider information about my family.”


“Mason isn’t your family,” Alister snaps instantly, and by the way he scrunches his face, I’d say he regrets it just as fast.


A humorless laugh leaves me, and I shake my head. “Yeah. This conversation is over.”


“Cameron, wait!” He reaches out, latching on to my wrist. “I’m sorry, okay?”


I yank myself free, quickly spinning to face him with a glare. “Clearly, you’re still sour over the lie that your ex-girlfriend told you, but honestly, Alister, get over it! You spent your first season as a college football player hating your team captain instead of leaning into him as a mentor like you should have. You made enemies you didn’t have to make all because a shitty girl—who clearly never cared about you by the way—was too much of a pussy to tell you she fucked some random guy she met at a bar and ended up pregnant. So I’ll say it again: get over it! Mason isn’t the enemy here.”


“You don’t think I’ve tried?!” He throws his hand out, a strain pulling at his brows. “I have, Cam.”


“You’ve said that word twice already: tried. Well, you know what? Try harder.” I narrow my eyes, moving farther into the house. “Because Mason isn’t just my best friend’s twin brother. I’ve known him all my life. He is my family. They all are.” I point to the stairway behind me, knowing he’s smart enough to realize it’s not only Mason up there waiting for me but also the rest of our core friend group. “If you can’t even handle my saying the words, then you’re wasting your time talking to me.”


Why did I agree to step outside to talk to him?


Oh yeah, ’cause he said he would just knock on Mason’s door if I didn’t, and yeah, that wouldn’t end well.


Alister’s shoulders fall. “Nothing about you is wasted, Cameron.”


“Yeah, well, the two months I spent with you sure as hell were.”


I turn away, trying to hide the way my hands are shaking by tucking my hair behind my ears, and stomp up the stairs that lead to the captain’s quarters of the football house, hoping Alister gives up, if only for the moment.


But the gorgeous dickhead of a man waits until I’ve gotten one foot over the threshold of Mason’s room, every eye in the place now pointed my way, and shouts, “I’m going to change your mind, Cameron Cox, and I won’t give up on us until you do!”


I tense, my attention shooting to the couch, where Mason and the other boys I’ve known all my life are eating pizza from the box. Sure enough, all three of their glares swing toward the open door.


Of course, it’s not at all surprising when the one who flies to his feet first is the big, burly protector of our group.


His heavy feet pound against the floor, and I throw my arms out, palms pressing to either side of the frame, blocking his path.


Yes, I talked a big game about letting my boys eat Alister for lunch, but at the end of the day, he’s not worth the trouble they’d get into with their coach.


He reaches me in three Goliath-sized steps, so I raise a blond brow, and he raises one right back, his massive hands closing over my ribs in the same second. He lifts me with zero effort, shifting and preparing to deposit me to the side, but I’m not going to make it that easy.


I curl my limbs around him until I’m a full-on frontal backpack.


He tenses for a split second, then his chuckle fills my ear. “If you think that’s gonna stop me from getting down those stairs, you’re wrong.”


“He’s probably already tucked his tail and ran off.”


“Staring right at him.”


My head yanks around, and sure enough, Alister is standing right there at the bottom of the stairs, looking right at me. Or more at me latched and locked on the tree of a man that is Brady Lancaster.


My lips purse and I bug my eyes as if to say what the hell are you doing?


Alister smirks, crosses his arms, and just…stands there.


A low rumble vibrates against my chest, and I curl my arms tighter. “Brady—”


“Nope.” He cuts me off, his hands moving to the underside of my thighs to support me as he starts taking the stairs down two at a time. “Warned his ass.”


“Well, I think it’s established he’s not the brightest.”


“I take offense at that,” Alister drawls.


“You were meant to,” I snap. “Why are you still there?!”


“Waiting for him to put you down.”


Brady grips me tighter. “I’m gonna drop-kick his ass,” he mumbles for only me to hear, and I know we must be but two steps away now. He may very well do as he wishes.


I wrap my arms tighter, shimmying to get my mouth to his ear. “If you turn around, I’ll do your laundry for a week.”


“Nope.”


“I’ll cook you breakfast.”


“You don’t wake up till noon. I’m up by five.” Not true.


Well, not entirely true.


“Ugh! Fine, I’ll give you a massage after the game.”


Brady jerks to a stop midstep, tugging back to meet my eye.


His narrow. “Not the next morning. On game night.”


“Yep.”


“I’m talkin’ right after.”


“I’ll come to the locker room if they let me.”


“Locker room?” Alister asks, stepping closer.


“No.” Brady scowls, his voice low. “Your dorm. I want quiet and that smell-good shit.”


“Wait, her dorm for what?”


I smile at Brady, pretending Alister doesn’t exist. “Lavender and chamomile.”


“What the hell are you two talking—”


Brady tears me from him, winding me to his back like nothing, and I latch on, my head snapping forward just as Brady places himself on level footing with Alister, cutting the asshole off. He doesn’t say a word, just stares down at Alister a moment before chuckling and spinning on his heels. Brady leaps up the stairs with me on his back, and when we reach the room once more, my bestie Ari and the boys are waiting for us.


As we step inside, he spins, both of us now staring down the narrow stairwell at the blond…who is still standing where we left him.


Brady pats my thighs, now woven around him from behind, so I lower them to the floor, but before I can step away, he twists his torso and reaches back until he can wrap his arm around my waist. He hauls me against his side, speaking to Alister. “Cameron will call you if she wants to talk, but I wouldn’t bet on it. If you haven’t figured it out yet, she’s a stubborn one.”


“I’m well aware,” Alister bites back.


“Then you’re aware she’s not in the business of second chances.”


Alister crosses his arms. “Which will make it all the sweeter when she awards me one.”


“Don’t hold your breath.”


“Don’t fall for my girl.”


My brows snap together, but Brady only laughs, shaking his head at the guy who can’t take a hint—or refuses to. But it’s not the words that Alister spoke that linger long after Ari and I head back to our dorm.


It’s the look of sheer determination that was etched across his attractive face as his eyes met mine.


He’s not going to walk away from the idea of us so easily.


The question is, What the hell am I going to do about it?












CHAPTER 2



CAMERON


“Remind me why I agreed to this again?” I whine the second I drag my feet out of my dorm and spot Brady right where he said he’d be waiting. “It’s like the witching hour.”


Brady grins, pushing off his shoulder and walking closer with his arms behind his back. “It’s eight in the morning, baby girl.”


“Like I said: the witching hour.” My lips poke out in a pout, shoulders drooped and all. “The sun isn’t even fully in the sky yet.”


“If you took those giant saucers you call sunglasses off, you’d see the sun is nice and high, but either way, you know I got you.” He brings his hands forward, revealing what he was hiding.


I freeze on the spot, eyes glued to the familiar to-go cup. “Is that an iced Caramel Cookie Crumble with extra cookie and extra crumble?”


“You mean is this a whole-ass sugar bomb for the sugar queen? Yes. Yes, it is.”


I squeal, erasing the distance between us, and take the large drink into my hands, inhaling the addictive scent of toasted chocolate chip. My eyes close, and I go in for a decent-sized suck through the straw, so I won’t get brain freeze. “I fucking love you, Brady Lancaster.” He merely laughs and I can’t be bothered to open my eyes, just sigh, leaning forward and letting my forearms rest against Brady’s chest with a smile. “Such a good boy, you are. Let’s make Ari jealous.” I pull my phone out, putting my straw to my lips, and Brady lifts his drink into the frame too, pressing his chin to my cheek with a smirk.


I snap the photo and send it to my best friend.


Me: Proof. He loves me more.


“Wait!” Brady tries to snag the phone, but I dodge his grabby hands and spin around, straw stuck between my lips.


“Girl.” He points a finger at me. “If you just cost me that plate of spicy spaghetti she promised to bring me tomorrow night, you’re getting an ass whoopin’.”


“You mean the way I’m about to whoop your ass in Communications.”


“Oh no. I’m talking a full-on, over-the-knee ass whoopin’, Cammie Baby.” He steps in close. “No one messes with my food.”


I hum, cocking my head to the side, straw stuck between my teeth. “Is that what you tell the girls at night, Big Daddy?”


“Wouldn’t tell you if it was, Little Mama.”


“Original,” I tease.


“I was trying to be matchy-matchy.”


A laugh spurts from me, and Brady’s chuckle follows.


He shuffles back only to lock his arm around my neck so he can tug me along at his pace. “Come on. I think the sugar is kicking in, so we should hustle our asses to the library before the good spot is gone.”


“Good spot,” I deadpan. “At the library? Aren’t all the tables in the same area?”


“You’d know if you ever spent any time in there.”


“Hey, number ninety-eight,” a group of girls calls out, giggling and waving at Brady.


“Ladies,” he damn near croons, glancing back at me with a laugh he swallows for their benefit.


I, unfortunately, accidently let mine slip but continue with our conversation. “Why would I do a thing like that when I have a perfectly good dorm room?”


“Uh-huh, and how much studying did you get done last night?”


“None. I watched a whole season of The Last Kingdom.”


Brady throws his head back with a laugh and mine follows. “Thanks for making my point, even if I have no idea what that is.”


“Vikings. Big ones. Hot ones.” I side-eye him, peeking up at his dirty-blond hair. “Actually, you would make a good Viking.”


“That right?” His lips quirk, and he nods at someone who walks by, guiding me along the walking path.


“Oh yeah, I can see it now. You would be right at home— eat meat with your hands, never have to wear a shirt, and fuck whoever you wanted.”


Brady’s head snaps my way, and he gives me a teasing glare. “First of all, I don’t eat meat with my hands.”


I raise a brow. “Three weeks ago. Santa Monica Pier.”


“It was a food truck festival, and they had turkey legs!”


“That you…” I lead.


He grins, tickling my side, and I duck out of his hold, pointing my drink at him.


“See? Right at home.” I laugh.


“You’re a brat, Cameron Cox.”


“And you still love me.”


He scoffs, but it’s playful, and this time when he hooks his arm over my shoulders, he curls it, using his other to make a mess out of my hair.


“Shithead!” I shove, but his big-ass body goes nowhere and then we’re both laughing, but as I face forward, I instantly pout, realizing we reached the steps of the dreaded library. “Curse you for dragging me here…but bless you for feeding me sugar first.”


“You didn’t really think I’d expect you to make it through the walk here, let alone the rest of the morning, without a pick-me-up did you?”


“I would very much like you to pick me up right now, thank you.”


Brady shakes his head and starts up the steps. “Come on, girl.” He chuckles.


I follow like a sad puppy and blindly drop into the chair that Brady pulls out for me, glancing around as he lowers into the seat at my side.


I frown at the space, looking over my shoulder at the mostly empty tables—because only crazy people come to the library to study before morning classes. Well, at least not this early in the semester anyway.


Honestly, what do I know?


“I thought you said you wanted the best table. We’re literally at the front where everyone and their mom has to walk right by us to even get in here.”


“Everyone and their mom and…” He trails off, stretching his head to the right, and I follow his line of sight but see nothing. When I look back to him, his smile slowly stretches, so I glance over again just in time to watch as a short, cutesy redhead comes out of the aisle, pushing a cart of books.


I follow her progress, my lips pressing together to fight a smile as she parks her cart at the podium-style desk right across from us.


The moment she hops up into the barstool-style chair, I glance over at Brady, who is focused on her.


“Good spot, huh?” I deadpan.


“Best one in the house.” He grins, breaking his gaze away from the little librarian and meeting mine. “She wants me.”


“Does she even know you?”


“Not yet.”


We both start laughing.


And then we get to work.


A little over an hour later, Chase slides up to the table, scoffing when he sees where we’re sitting, his attention moving to the redhead a moment before coming back.


“I see he’s still hoping to catch the quiet one’s attention,” Chase jokes.


“More like demanding her attention.”


“Hey. Don’t forget, we’re here for you.” Brady looks my way as he pushes to his feet with a tip to his lips and shoves his shit in his backpack. “I’m a God at Communications, and you know what they say about killing two birds with one stone.”


“That only future serial killers throw rocks at innocent animals?”


Chase chuckles and Brady tosses a crumpled paper at my head. “That’s it, brat. You’re Chase’s problem now. I’m out of here.”


He hustles away, and I leave my bag, trusting Chase to snag it as I speed after Brady, jumping up on his back.


Brady catches me around the thighs instantly, used to my habit of making myself his backpack. “You’re getting scary good at that.”


“It helps that my landing spot is built like Bane—the Tom Hardy version, of course.”


“Not sure if that’s a compliment or not, Cammie Baby.”


“At least she didn’t compare you to Chad Michael Murray,” Chase says as he catches up.


Brady and I start laughing, glancing over at Chase, and just as I figured, my bag is hanging from his left hand.


“To be fair”—I grin—“I was trying to be an asshole. You needed a haircut and were acting like a douche.”


“Hey.” He raises his free hand in surrender. “I’m not saying it wasn’t deserved, just a low blow.”


“What’s a low blow?”


A frown instantly forms along Chase’s brow, and we all face forward just as Paige walks up, her flowy, pastel-pink dress meeting her knees, paired with cute flats a sparking pearl-like color.


I smile at the little fairyesque girl we met our first year here at Avix. She’s a good friend of Ari’s boyfriend, Noah, and he introduced us to her not long after he and Ari started hanging out. After my best friend’s near-death accident at the end of our freshman year, we got to know her better, and she’s been a part of our ever-growing group ever since.


“Telling everyone about Chase’s secret man crush on Chad Michael Murray,” I joke.


Chase groans and Paige tucks her hair behind her ear with a laugh.


“I’m going to call my mom back real fast,” Chase mumbles, moving ahead of us, and I notice the way Brady turns his head to follow his friend’s path.


Paige looks from Chase’s departing form to us, a small, possibly forced, smile on her lips, and we fall in step beside her, walking slower as we wait for the rest of the gang to come around the corner as planned.


“So did you figure out if you can come with us to the game on Saturday?” I ask Paige, resting my cheek on the back of Brady’s head.


Paige’s shoulders fall and she shakes her head. “I don’t think I’m going to make it.”


“The womb donor’s parental still asking to see you?”


She gives an uneasy smile. “More like demanding. Why a man I’ve never met thinks he has a right to tell me what to do is beyond me.”


I don’t know all that much about Paige’s life before Avix, just that she was raised by a single dad, her mom having overdosed just after she was born. But I do know she likes to please people.


So I’m not surprised when she says, “I’m just going to meet him for dinner, let him say whatever it is he wants to say, and hope he leaves me alone after that.”


“Is your mom’s side a bunch of assholes?” Brady asks.


“I have no idea.” She looks off, seemingly lost in thought. “My dad told me my mom had no family. He either had a good reason to lie to me or he didn’t know.”


Neither Brady nor I comment. Like the twins and Chase, the two of us also came from full, loving homes with more support than we could ask for.


I don’t think Paige lacked love from her dad. If I remember right, Noah said they were really close, and it couldn’t have been easy to only have one person in your life you could depend on. It had to be even harder to then lose that person. But her mom, I know, was a different story, so it must be hard to learn she had family out there she never even knew about.


“Anyway, I might make the party after the game, but I won’t know for sure until the time comes.”


Mason and Ari walk up, and Chase rejoins us, his frown still present.


“All right, let’s go eat before all the good shit is gone.” I reach back, smacking Brady on the butt. “Giddy up, horsey.”


Brady looks to the boys. “Last one to the steps has to save the table and gets their food last?”


Mason smirks and bends at the knees, and Ari instinctively hops up on her brother’s back. “You’re on, Lancaster.”


We all look to Chase.


His gaze snaps between his friends, settling last on Paige, who chews her lip and looks the other direction. His eyes narrow on the tiny blond. “She’s wearing a dress.”


“So cup her ass. Nothing will show.” Brady laughs and I smack him on the arm.


Chase stares at Paige, and finally, she gives a little shrug.


He drops our bags onto the grass and pulls a hoodie out of his, gingerly wrapping it around her waist.


“I could do it,” she says softly.


Chase ignores her and ties it low across her belly. He turns, silently lowering to one knee.


Paige climbs on and he pushes to his feet as if she weighs less than a butterfly.


Brady grabs my bag and Chase takes his once more. “On three?”


“One.”


“Two.”


All three guys cheat, breaking out in a full sprint before the count is finished, and we can only laugh.


This.


This happy-family feeling is the one I want to hold on to. But there’s a pattern that seems to be following me here at Avix U.


Everything I try to hold on to…I have to let go.


Let’s hope this year it’s not something I can’t live without.












CHAPTER 3



CAMERON


“Yes, Mason, I made sure to swap out the scratchy blanket he fell asleep with to the soft one from his bag.” I prop my phone between my shoulder and ear, shoving my textbooks in my bag and setting it on the counter. “You act like this is my first rodeo. Little D and me are like best buddies at this point.”


“I know, but—”


“But for some reason, he likes the scratchy one and fights his sleep without it. Again. We’re best buddies. I know all the things.” I laugh, waving at Junie, my boss—or, I guess, professor—at the child development center on campus. “He’s good. I’m God given, and you and Payton are so lucky to have me here with him for two hours a day. I know. You don’t have to say it.”


He chuckles and my smile blooms wide. “All right, all right. I’ll leave you alone.”


“Until Monday, you mean,” I tease. My phone beeps and I reach up to pull it back and check the screen. I sigh, fighting a grin. “Well, gotta let you go, whipped boy. The one who holds your leash is calling now.”


“Don’t tell her I called again—”


I hang up on him and answer his girlfriend’s call. “Well, hello, Payton. Your son is sleeping like an angel and had a fantastic day, and I just reported to Daddy Mase.”


Hauling my backpack onto my back, I snag my watered-down iced coffee and head out the door.


“Have I mentioned how amazing you are lately?” she sighs.


“Literally every day, but as I told you guys a thousand times, it’s no big deal. I have a million hours to put in for here, and doing a little each day is so much more manageable than two or three full shifts. Honestly, it’s the best change I could have made to my schedule. I ended last year with double the hours I had my first year.”


“Thanks, Cam. I don’t know if I could have committed to moving here full-time without someone I trust being there with him.”


“Uh, yes, you would have. And the reason is a six-foot-ish, dark-haired quarterback who would have probably talked his mom into moving here to be your sitter just so he could have you and little man with him.”


“Yeah.” She lets out a second happy sigh. “That sounds about right.”


Laughing, I head for my girl, who’s waiting for me outside the lecture hall building. “K. Gotta go. There’s a super-stimulating lecture about the effects of backward thinking waiting for me.”


“That sounds…”


“Like a shit way to end the day?”


Payton chuckles. “I’ll talk to you later. I still have to help break down the set before I can pick up Deaton.”


“Love you, bye.” I hang up, jogging over to Ari and bowing when she holds out a fresh iced coffee. “Thank you, bestie.”


She takes the old one from my hand, tossing it in the trash before tugging the door open. “How was baby Deaton today?”


“Cute as ever. I can’t believe he’ll be two soon.”


That familiar wave of longing weaves through me, but I force it away.


You aren’t ready to worry about what the future might not bring yet anyway, Cam.


“Stop trying to speed up time.” Ari nudges me. “It’s only August.”


“And November before we know it. You know how football season is. Our lives are a rat race for the next few months, even more so now that we’re not only trying to make all the boys’ games here at Avix but as many of your superfamous fiancé’s NFL games!”


“Cam,” she hisses, head whipping around.


“What?” I grin, glancing her way. “Afraid the world will find out what literally everyone is waiting for?”


“We’re not engaged.”


I cock my head, blinking hard at her, and her cheeks pinken.


She looks away, whispering as we enter the giant room. “We’re not engaged as far as the rest of the world knows. You know The Avix Inquirer is on a crazy kick right now. It’s gone from a fun school page to a damn gossip column. All we need is for them to start spreading rumors.”


“Not a rumor if it’s true.”


She snaps her mouth shut, fighting a grin as she shakes her head. “You’re annoying, and if we were engaged, we sure as hell wouldn’t want our friends to read about it on social media.”


“So tell us.”


“Oh my god,” she laughs, letting me go and moving ahead of me.


Smirking, I follow behind her, dropping into the seat on her right.


“Like I’ve told you a hundred times.” She leans in close so only I can hear. “We want to keep it to ourselves until I graduate and can be with him full-time.”


“That way, the pro huntresses don’t go hard on him?”


“Pro huntresses?”


I shrug a shoulder. “Better than football groupies or cleat chasers, don’t you think?”


She scoffs, grinning as she opens her book bag.


We pull out our materials, and I scroll on my phone as we wait for class to begin.


A few minutes pass when she nudges my elbow, and I follow her gaze.


My eyes land on a blond head at the front of the room, a white slip of paper in his hand.


“Coincidence?” I whisper.


In my peripheral, Ari shakes her head. “I’m going to go with no.”


Alister stands at the front of the class, chatting with the professor.


A class I’ve already attended twice, seeing as it’s the second week in the fall semester, so I know for a fact he’s most definitely not in this class—at least not at this specific hour. I try to remember if I saw his name in the queue on the online hybrid portion, but I don’t think I would have forgotten if I had.


Alister shakes the professor’s hand and turns to walk away, but before his feet move a single step, his eyes lift, instantly locking on mine.


I give him a blank expression, and he smirks in response, winking my way before exiting. “Jackass,” I mutter.


Ari chuckles beside me, and we all face forward when the professor speaks.


“Just a reminder, everyone. Two missed classes across the first three weeks and missed log-ins to our online blackboard, and you will be dropped from this course. If you’re on the wait list, you should not be seated in the class. We’re a full bunch this semester, so only those registered are permitted.”


“He’s trying to get into this class,” I whisper.


“Seems like it.”


“Why would a business major want to be in Instructional Design class?”


“I’m going to ignore that because there is no way you’re actually asking that question.”


I glare at my best friend, who hides her smile by sucking on her straw.


The professor starts his lecture, and I do my best not to die of boredom.


It’s easier said than done.


Just like ignoring the existence of Alister freaking Howl.


Why is he being so…I don’t even know what to call it.


I mean, the guy pretended to be into me, followed me around like a little lover boy for weeks. I laughed him off at first, assuming him to be like Brady—a massive flirt by nature—but then, I don’t know. At some point and without my own knowledge, I realized I looked forward to those random pop-ups across campus. It wasn’t long after that we started hanging out. Hanging out led to hooking up, and hooking up led to a boatload of self-pity.


Considering my obsession with Dateline, I should have caught on sooner. I mean what are the chances the superhot football player just so happened to be in the quad, café, and gym at the same time as me nearly every day?


I squish my lips to the side.


Okay, well, it’s not exactly uncommon. I see a lot of the same people every day because anyone who has classes related to mine is on a relatively similar schedule. But still.


He was outside the damn child development building when I was headed in and near whatever building I was headed to on my way out, but now that I think about it, it was only when I was alone.


Never in front of my friends.


Because he was using you.


I sigh, propping my chin on my palm.


Like I said, I should have known, but at the end of the day, I enjoyed his attention. I needed it, having been in a funk since the first guy who made me feel more than attraction left me for something bigger, as he should have.


My heart aches a little at the thought of the boy—no, the man I met the summer before my first year of college. Little did I know he’d be in the same school come that fall. Had I known, I probably wouldn’t have gone full summer fling with him but rather taken things slow out of fear of what might happen once we had to see each other around campus. A small smile graces my lips as I think of Trey Donovan.


Maybe one day I’ll find my way down south, catch one of his prime-time games. Last I heard, he was already breaking records as a rookie in the NFL.


I couldn’t be prouder of him. He had a dream, and he made it come true.


He’s exactly where he’s supposed to be.


We can’t all live the Hallmark movie plot. Sometimes people really do have to go their own ways in the end.


This time, I hold back the sigh desperate to escape.


I’m over this pity-party shit and ready to move back into boss-babe mode.


Which is why the second class ends and we’re clear of the building, I spin and walk backward in front of my bestie, my hips rolling from side to side in my best attempt to be Shakira.


“Uh-oh.” Ari teases with a small smile.


“Uh-oh is right.”


The words register just before heavy arms come around my shoulders, and I reach up, locking my hands on Brady’s forearms. Tipping my head to the side, I look up at him.


I’m not short, standing a whole-ass heel higher than Ari at an easy five ten, but Brady is beastly, so I still have to lift my chin a bit to meet his eye fully.


“I take it we’re going out tonight?” He lifts a brow.


“Aw, cute. You think you’re invited.”


“Aw, cute.” I face forward as Mason steps up, Chase at his side. “You think you girls are allowed to go anywhere without one of us.”


“Us?” I scoff playfully. “Please. Like you won’t be knee-deep in baby shit by seven. You wouldn’t know if we did or didn’t go out.”


Mason grins. “Why do you think I said one of us?”


Ari laughs, and when she looks my way, it’s written across her pretty, little face.


My shoulders fall. “You have a date with a hot jock, don’t you?”


She squinches her nose, guilty. “FaceTime at six thirty.”


I perk up a little. “Does that mean I get something good to eat tonight?”


She smiles. “We’re making something called beef bourguignon.” Pulling her phone free, she winces. “Actually, I need to head back to the dorm. He said the ingredients are being delivered around three.”


“Fine. I’ll allow you to ditch me so long as you keep feeding me.”


“I’ll go.” Brady releases me with a shrug. “Can’t get fucked up ’cause we got practice in the morning, but I can play bodyguard and dance partner.”


“Tempting.” I nod slowly. “But I think I’ll see if Paige is back yet.”


“Back from where?” Chase asks.


Glancing his way, I open my mouth to answer when I spot an interesting little scowl pulling at his forehead. “Why do you want to know?” I draw attention to his question, enjoying the way he straightens when all eyes move his way.


“Yeah, why you wanna know?” Brady doubles down with a chuckle.


“I don’t,” Chase answers swiftly. “She mentioned it, so I figured I’d ask.”


I cock my head, and he scoffs.


He waves us off. “I’ve got a meeting with Coach. I’ll see you girls tomorrow.”


“Later,” the boys call out while we wave, and I turn back to the others.


“Payton wrapped up her shoot with the new squad today, so I’m taking her and little man somewhere tomorrow, get off campus for a bit,” Mason says.


“No invite?” His sister pouts.


“Love you, but no.” He chuckles. “I’d like to actually get to play with my son, and if you’re there, I have to compete for his attention.”


The way he says my son so fluidly and thoughtlessly is…I don’t even know. What a man he is and at just twenty years old. He loves that little boy like his own, and he has maybe even since before he was born.


“This one’s just for the three of us,” he continues. “But we’ll both be at the party after the game tomorrow.”


“Mom and Dad decided to stay the night?” Ari asks.


“Any excuse to get to hang with Deaton.” Mason smirks. “They’re coming to the game and taking him back to their Airbnb from there. It’ll be the first night Payton has spent without him—if she makes it all night.”


Ari scoffs. “Please, it will likely be you who calls Mom and wants to pick him up in the middle of the night.”


Brady smiles. “I’d bet on that. My boy hasn’t spent a single night in his room since we got back to campus.”


Mason only grins, his eyes sliding to the side. “Don’t look now, but there’s a Lancaster fan club coming.”


We all turn to look, and the girls smile, not caring they were caught looking at football’s finest.


Mason chuckles. “See you guys Saturday.”


We nod, and Brady pins me with a hard look.


“If you go out tonight, I better get a call and not only after you’re buzzin’ and need a ride home.”


“Whatever you say, Big Guy.”


“I mean it.” He frowns.


“I know.”


That frown deepens. “Why do I feel like I’m being played right now?”


The twins laugh and my own follows. I take my fave twin and loop my arm through hers.


“Later, boys!” I shout when we’re a few feet away.


“Swear to god, Cammie Baby, if you don’t let me know you’re going out!”


“What’s he gonna do, spank me?” I say to Ari, and the two of us laugh.


We might be out of earshot, but he hears our laughter and shouts again.


“I didn’t mean you can’t call if you get buzzed! Swear, girl, your ass better if you drink somewhere! Do not walk home alone!”


Shaking our heads, we make the five-minute walk to our dorm building.


My mood is uplifted, and I decide a night in with some chocolate pudding, Scooby-Doo! grahams, and last week’s episode of Dateline sounds like a nice way to end my school week.


I’m so glad I didn’t sign up for hours at the child development center on Fridays. I’m living for these three-day weekends.


Perky and ready for a good face mask and junk food, I add a little skip to my step, and Ari chuckles, following along.


And then we walk around the corner, coming face-to-face with Alister freaking Howl.


He grins and I growl.


Of course, that only makes him grin wider.


But why does it have to be such a good grin? All curved and cool and gorgeous and shit.


“Hey, beautiful. Ari.”


Ari gives a tight-lipped smile before glancing my way and motioning with her head to let me know she’s going to go inside.


He watches her a moment, making this even more awkward, then looks back to me.


“How was class?” he asks, stuffing his hands in his pockets.


“Peachy. How’s Allana?”


He winces, nodding as he glances away. “I deserve that.”


Not exactly an answer that clears up if he’s still playing the scorned, stalking lover.


Did he love her?


Better yet, does he love her?


Girl, stop.


You don’t care.


I cross my arms. “Why are you waiting outside my dorm, Alister?”


“This is our thing, isn’t it?” He gives a sad smile. “I follow you around until you pay attention to me.”


A hint of warmth slips over me, yet it’s swiftly followed by that bitter burn of betrayal, freezing out everything else.


Alister sees it, knows that his words backfired, and takes a step toward me. “Cam…”


He reaches for me, but I evade his touch, spinning and putting myself behind him, forcing him to turn too in order to keep me in his sights. A dejected sigh leaves him. “Can we please just talk for a bit?”


“No, Alister, we can’t.” I keep walking backward toward my dorm building entrance and he stays planted where he stands. “I told you before to just let it go. We were hooking up and now we’re not. We’re done. No hard feelings.”


His eyes narrow at that. “I don’t want to be done, and yes hard feelings. Cameron, I hurt you, and I’m sorry.”


I jerk to a stop, my emotions bubbling up inside me and making it hard to tell which is stronger: the feeling of being the pathetic, oblivious girl or the pissed-off, burn-the-world-down one. “I said I was over it. I’m good, so just…go back to whatever it is you did before playing my shadow became your favorite pastime.”


He watches me closely, his green gaze unsettling and making my palms start to sweat. When he finally does talk, it’s not what I want to hear.


“I can’t do that, Cam.”


“And why is that?”


He gives a woeful smile. “Because I realized something in the last several months.”


“That you’re a royal dickhead?”


“That I’m pretty sure I’m falling in love with you.”


My face falls.


My lungs shrivel.


My knees fucking shake.


“Fuck you, Alister.” I hurry toward the dorms.


I don’t look back when he calls my name and I don’t wait around for the elevator, instead running up several flights of stairs until I reach my and Ari’s floor. Shoving the door open, I rush inside, tugging at my long, blond hair as I search for my best friend.


She pops up off her bed the second she sees me coming, her arms open and waiting.


I fall into them, and together we sink onto the mattress.


She doesn’t ask questions, and I don’t offer answers. Words aren’t necessary for us.


She just lets me pout and hugs me while I do it.


I feel the threat of tears burning my eyes, but I won’t let them fall.


I’m not lovesick and broken by what Alister did to me.


Was I hurt and confused and angry when I found out I was a pawn in his little game of revenge seeking? No shit I was. Maybe, more than likely, still am, but mostly that’s only when I think about it. It’s not this dark cloud following me around like a thunderstorm of misery.


The fact of the matter is I was starting to really like the guy, but I wasn’t in love with him by any means. I mean, shit, we were still sort of undercover when everyone found out I was but a fool who fucked a fool.


Yeah, that sounds bad. I mean, it’s college. We all have sex we regret at some point.


Right?


How dare he say he’s falling in love with me.


No, that he’s “pretty sure” he’s falling in love with me. Like, boy, fuck off, ’cause guess what? I’m “pretty sure” I hate you.


I groan, covering my face with my hands.


Pretty sure that’s a lie.












CHAPTER 4



ALISTER


Game days in the locker room are an experience like no other, especially when it’s a home game. It’s that first part of the day you look forward to.


There’s the juice of waking up knowing you get to take to the field for real that day, ready for all the hard work at practice to pay off. Then there’s the drive or walk to the stadium, where you rock out to your favorite hype music, feeling those nerves starting to bubble up. Reaching the parking lot is when the excitement starts to kick in.


Coach gives a single time to arrive, so most everyone is piling into the parking lot within minutes of each other. That’s when the earbuds are ripped out and the shouting and shit begin, amping up to the next level of anticipation. But that’s nothing compared to when it comes time to suit up.


The locker room is pure chaos. It’s loud and overstimulating and carries a sort of magic. There’s anxiety and anticipation and every other emotion in existence.


Your buddies are screaming and shouting across the space, calling you out for a fuckup last week with a grin or jacking you up more by asking for a repeat of some sick-ass play you pulled off the week before. There’s dancing and singing and videos being made for social media. There’s bickering and shoving and full-on fights sometimes, but when Coach comes around that corner, it’s forgotten. Done.


You don’t snitch and you don’t bitch.


You turn to your boys and get back to the good shit, running down all the ways you’re going to attack or defend against the jerseys you’re facing on the field.


I’ve always looked forward to the pregame locker-room nonsense. Which is what has me clenching my jaw as I enter on my own, groups of players at my front, a few not far behind, and as I round the final corner leading to where my locker sits, another good dozen—not a single one acknowledges my presence, looking through me as if I’m a goddamn ghost.


The shitty part is I deserve it. Everyone knows you don’t throw punches at your starting quarterback without consequences. Hell, hit him by accident on the field and you get the cheap shot you had coming.


Coming at him off the field at the football house no less?


Yeah, I’m officially iced out like a kicker on a crucial play, only worse.


My own damn team is against me.


Not that it’s my team.


I could have had my own team. I had a starting quarterback position of my own, and I turned it down to come play second-string here at Avix U.


Why?


Why else do men do stupid, poorly thought-out shit?


For the love of a girl.


My high school sweetheart, who graduated a year ahead of me. We made all these plans about what our future would look like, and when she went off to college, it was okay. I played my heart out on that high school football field and it paid off.


My offers had offers.


I knew coming to Avix meant I’d have to, one, battle it out for the starting position and hope I earned it or, two, prepare to play a few downs a season until it was my time. I didn’t care. I just wanted to be with my girl.


Imagine my surprise when my girl was clearly pregnant and I hadn’t touched her in a lot longer than what would have made that possible.


Grinding my teeth, I unzip my bag, shoving my phone inside, but I don’t take out my earbuds just yet.


She could have thrown out any random person—Joe Blow at the corner store would have been better than the route she took— but instead, she told me the quarterback who I’d have to go up against for playing time was the man she was having a baby with.


Mason Fucking Johnson.


Cameron’s best friend’s twin brother.


It was all downhill from there.


Sighing, I shake my head.


I can’t fucking believe Allana lied the way she did, but I had no reason to question her. After all, she was already pregnant with someone else’s kid when I thought she was over here missing me like I was missing her. She cried throughout the entire conversation, told me he didn’t know and would likely want nothing to do with her. And stupid fucking me, I became upset on her behalf.


I was pissed at her and him and my-damn-self.


I’d like to blame her for ruining what should have been one of the most exciting times of my life, but the truth is it’s my own fault.


I should have just walked away, gave her what she deserved— absolutely nothing.


I didn’t, and then I met a girl who was more than I knew was out there.


Soft and kind yet full of fire and sass, and she gave it all away freely.


I’d had to earn everything I had in my life, Allana included.


Cameron is different.


It’s too bad I realized this after the fact.


I don’t know why I didn’t just let Allana go when I started to feel something real for Cameron, but I didn’t. I guess four years of firsts and loyalty to someone messes with your head more than you expect.


It’s a poor excuse, but it’s all I’ve got.


I want to prove to Cameron that I—


My train of thought dies when I’m jolted from behind, and I whip around, a frown instantly in place as I tear my earbuds out, the rowdiness of the room making my ears ring for a split second. “What the fuck, man? You mind?”


Brady Lancaster, the O-lineman turned defensive end, cuts me a glance over his massive shoulder for nothing more than a lazy blink before facing forward and yanking his shirt over his head.


Because of course Mason’s and his two best friends’ lockers are directly opposite mine.


Shaking my head, I go back to getting dressed—and being ignored as conversation after conversation happens all around me.


God, I sound like a whiner.


It’s not that I don’t have guys I talk to on the team. They’re just few and far between…and happen to be on the opposite side of the locker room.


I’m almost fully laced up and preparing to shoot to my feet and hit the field early for some stretches—anything to get me out of here—when I pick up on the conversation behind me.


“Girls are already here. Payton wanted to bring little man to meet the mascot and walk him around for a bit, hopin’ he’ll nod off during the game.” Mason tells his friends, “Kind of want him to stay awake and watch.”


“Dude, he’s what, almost two? He’ll watch for all of five seconds, and he ain’t gonna have any idea which one of us you are once the helmets are on anyway. He’s more likely to get excited by the frozen lemonade guy.” Brady chuckles. “Let her wear the kid out the way you’re gonna wear his mama out tonight.”


“I don’t know if that’s fucked up or not,” Chase adds. “So your parents are taking the baby. You walking over with me and the others or hanging back and waiting for Cam and this guy?”


Mason asks exactly what I’m wondering: “Why are you and Cam coming late anyway?”


“Gotta get her ass back to the dorm. She has a debt to pay, and I can’t wait to cash in.” Brady chuckles, and the others join in.


I frown at my locker, blindly picking up my bag and setting it inside.


What’s that supposed to mean?


“She waiting for you after the game or what?” Chase asks.


“Nah. She’s going back with the buddy-walk crew so she can get shit ready for me. She doesn’t want to stick around here longer than she has to.”


I wince at that, knowing those words are for me and not missing how they all go silent the moment I stand.


I should walk away. I know that.


The last thing I need is to stir up more shit with three starters and my team captain. I’ve already been hit by two of these guys. I’m not looking to add a third.


For some reason I spin, plastering on a careless, asshole-like grin as if I’m completely unbothered, and I’m met with three hard stares.


I quirk my lips up higher. “So no need for me to show up early tonight, huh?”


Brady shoots to his feet, but Chase catches him around the collar and Brady clenches his fist, allowing his buddy to tug him back down.


I don’t want to hear what might be said after that. I hustle out of the room, stepping into the tunnel that will lead me to the field.


I can’t think about this shit right now. There’s a game to play soon, and I need to focus just in case I’m called off the sidelines.


Right now, I’m going to worry about the plays on the field, and tonight, I’ll decide which ones to use off it.


Win the game, then win the girl.


That’s the plan.


We won’t talk about how every plan I’ve ever made for my life has failed miserably.


Damn it.












CHAPTER 5



CAMERON


I shuffle back, smoothing out the final edge of the towels, and stand. Staring at my arrangement, I purse my lips, wondering if I should have set us up on the floor. In the end, I shrug and move into the kitchen. “He’ll just have to put his arms at his sides if they hang over the edge.”


Opening the fridge, I peer around the drinks in search of some of Ari’s leftovers from yesterday, but there’s no luck. All that’s staring back at me is several bottles of chocolate Ensure shakes and fresh ingredients I want nothing to do with. One of the best parts about being away at college? My parents aren’t hovering over my shoulder every couple hours, asking what I’ve eaten so far today. It’s sweet and I’m blessed with a family who cares, but sometimes I just want to pretend it doesn’t matter if I’m having too much fun to remember to eat.


I was thirteen and still hadn’t hit puberty when my parents and I realized something might be wrong with me. I wasn’t overly active like the boys, so we knew that wasn’t the cause of the “late blooming” as Mom called it, and then there’s the fact that I was, and still am, an eater—I eat all the time and I’m almost never full. Well, at least not for long.


I was hungry after breakfast but before lunch and then raiding the fridge before dinner just to do it again before bed—sometimes twice. Not just snacks either but actual food, though I have always been a bit of a snacking queen, too. There is never not some sort of munchies in my purse or backpack, and it’s always been that way.


All that food down the hatch, and I was stick skinny, sometimes sickly so. My clothes had to be sewn or pinned if I wanted to wear what others my age were wearing. If not that, then I was stuck in leggings meant for a seven-year-old and what looked like oversized T-shirts, but that was before it was an actual trend to do so.


Kids were assholes until Brady and Mason chased them around the playground, and my teachers thought I was neglected or underfed. It didn’t help that I was taller than all the girls in my class at that age.


Turned out I have an overactive thyroid. They say I’m “one of the lucky ones” because I can manage my disease with meds, and I didn’t learn about the other challenges the disease would leave me with until I was a little older. But we don’t think about that part, Cameron.


I don’t remember to take the pills every day, but I remember enough that I don’t have hardcore issues, and I’m no longer worried about blowing away with the wind. It helps now that I’ve forced myself not to hate weight training and have built muscle over the bones to help me look fit rather than frail, but it takes a good amount of carbs to manage. I still have to down some less-than-desirable shakes a few times a week and eat some nasty greens here and there, though.


Yeah, I am not feeling either of those options at the moment.


I sigh, staring longingly at the empty shelf meant for leftovers in the fridge.


Ugh! Does the dream couple have to be all into health shit right now? What a girl wouldn’t give for him to start teaching Ari how to bake. Maybe then I wouldn’t have to drink shitty shakes at all.


There’s a hard rap on the door, and I frown, moving to look out the peephole. My eyes flick to the ceiling, and I tug the damn thing open, blinking at the guy on the other side.


“You look…” Alister grins, eyes traveling over my game-day outfit. “Damn.”


Today I’m wearing the white AU T-shirt that I turned into a fun, fringy thing. I cut the bottom nearly up to my bra line, the pieces even with each other and about a half an inch wide. The AU is outlined and bedazzled with little diamonds, also in the matching colors of the lettering.


To go with the cowgirlesque style I created, I’m wearing my cutoff jean shorts, some dark blue fishnets underneath, and short cowgirl boots. My hair is up in a high pony with glitter helping to slick it back, and my lips are so pink they’d make Barbie jealous.


Too bad none of it was for him.


I just like to dress for every occasion.


“What are you doing here, Alister?”


“I heard you were headed home right after the game…” He trails off, a strange look in his eye, as if he wants to ask me something but isn’t sure he should.


I’m gonna call that progress.


“Well.” I lift my arm, motioning to my living room. “Looks like you heard right.”


His lips form a tight line, and he just continues to stare.


I raise my brows. “Okay, well, I wish I could say thanks for stopping by, but considering I asked you to back off a bit and you’re here, I—”


“A bit?”


Confusion bubbles within me. “What?”


Alister steps forward, and I hold my breath. “You said you want me to back off a bit.”


“Um…” Did I say that? “I didn’t mean that…like—” I cut myself off, flustered, and my cheeks start to pinken when Alister’s grin slowly grows, showing off his perfect, pretty-boy teeth. It’s like he had braces twice or something. And monthly whitening appointments.


And a lifetime membership to the gym…


Alister chuckles, coming so close I don’t notice his hand lift until his palm is closing over my hip.


I curl my toes in my boots, hating how familiar his touch is and the reminder of the last time his hands were on me.


It just so happens the last time we had sex was also the same day I learned he pretended to like me to try and get dirt on his competition.


My face must show where my mind has gone, as Alister’s grin begins to fall.


His free hand comes up then, attempting to cup my cheek, but I turn away at the last moment.


“Please,” he whispers, and to my disgust, I feel the heat of tears building.


And to my absolute horror, the most protective man in our entire crew appears.


Even with my head turned away, my eyes find mossy brown ones over Alister’s shoulder.


I’m not sure what he sees, but my fun, flirty guy turns red and then his fist is locking around the back of Alister’s neck.


Alister tenses as he releases me and tries to yank free, but Brady’s hand is wider than the guy’s neck, his fingers curling around so far, they press against his throat.


Brady jerks him backward, and his eyes meet mine, silently asking me what I want him to do.


Alister is bitching, but I don’t hear anything he’s saying.


I give Brady a subtle shake of my head and step to the side, opening the door up more. That’s all the answer he needs, tossing Alister into the hall like he’s nothing but a rag doll and not a five-eleven football player.


He gives Alister not another moment’s attention but slips inside and eases the door closed behind him.


With the soft click of the lock, he completely transforms, his giant smile and glittering gaze now staring down at me. “You look like Ken’s wet dream.”


A laugh flies from me and Brady’s smile widens. He kisses my temple and shuffles by, dropping onto the carpet, his back hitting the ground with a loud thump.


That’s when I actually get a look at him, realizing he’s still got eye black smeared all over his face and turf tape up to his elbow.


I look to the clock above the TV and back. “Rush out tonight or what? You told me you’d be here closer to nine thirty–ish.”


“That was before fuckface booked it from the locker room before I could even get my damn pads off.”


“Ah,” I chuckle. “Yeah, I figured he must have overheard something.”


“Yeah, and then I got stuck on my way out and it took me even longer.”


“Let me guess, Lancaster Ladies in waiting?”


“That’s good. You should lead the fan club, suggest an official name. Maybe suggest they take a couple days off a week.”


I scoff a laugh, but it’s light.


Brady’s smile slowly falls as he looks at me with a gentler expression. “You good, Cammie Baby?”


I manage a half grin, grabbing his shoulder and giving him a little squeeze. “I’m good, mountain man. Go shower and I’ll order us something to eat.”


He shakes his head as he kicks his shoes off and digs into his bag for a fresh outfit. “Delivery drivers won’t be able to get through the shit show of traffic for another hour. If we wanna eat, we’ll have to scrape something together here or walk somewhere before the party.”


“Ugh, fine, fine. Hustle your ass.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he chuckles, disappearing into the bathroom and closing the door behind him.


Back in my room, I light the candles and jump up on my bed, spraying the misting spray I decided was free—seeing as it was on the counter of the hotel we stayed at in Denver when we went to Noah’s preseason game the week before school started—up into the low spinning fan.


It gets in my mouth and I cough, hopping back down and fixing the towels on my mattress again.


Less than five minutes pass and Brady slides in, in a pair of boxers, flopping right onto my makeshift massage table. “Ready, Glinda the Good Witch. Work your magic on me.”


I toss my phone onto the pillow and climb over him, sitting down on his thighs because I’m too lazy to stand.


I get straight to work, pouring some warm oil along his spine and slowly working it into his muscles. He’s tense, likely sore from playing a kick-ass game tonight, so I take it easy to start but press into him a little firmer as I go on.


I’m almost positive he’s fallen asleep after about ten minutes of nothing but his deep, even breaths, but then he lets out a satisfied moan.


“You should be paid for this,” he mumbles, his face half pressed into the towel beneath him. “I mean, not from me but…”


I chuckle and press the tips of my fingers along his spine, working up and down. “In another life, I would totally open a day spa.”


“Why not in this life?”


I shrug, trying not to think about what it could mean for me if I didn’t choose a career that allowed me time with little ones, and press my palms into the space below his shoulders, kneading out the knot there.


Brady groans long and loud, and I smile to myself. “You’re too sweet to be so mean with your hands twenty-four seven, aren’t you?”


“Ha!” I mock and Brady laughs, but it’s quickly cut off when I dig my knuckles along the tension line in his shoulder blade, his sharp hiss following. Biting back a laugh, I bend down, whispering in his ear. “You were saying?”


“I take it back. You’re not Glinda. You’re Maleficent. Evil, evil woman.”


I do laugh now, easing my touch and gliding my hands down, collecting a little more of the oil and sliding back up until my fingers are curling around the front of his shoulders. I skate them out and down his biceps, then back again.


“Jesus. No I take it all back. You’re not allowed to be a massage lady. Stick to the hot kindergarten-teacher thing. None of you girls are ever doing this professionally. This shit is bonerfide.”


“Bona what?”


“Boner. Fide. As in boner inducing. As in dudes will be getting hard anytime you—”


“I think I get it.” I smile, shaking my head. “Honestly, I only took that class this summer because I was bored. Ari stayed with Noah most of the time, and you guys were doing all your offseason training shit, so when Paige told me about the little studio near hers offering it right there in Oceanside, I figured why not. We signed up that same day.”


“So what you’re telling me is I should tell Chase that Paige has magic hands too?”


My mouth gapes and I slap him, sliding off his ass so I’m beside him and can meet his eye, a laugh bubbling up my throat. “Oh my. Shit, I fucking knew it! He wants to bone her down, doesn’t he?”


Brady’s whole body shakes with his chuckle, and he shifts, lifting an arm and tugging me up higher so we’re face-to-face. “I mean that’s the vibe I get, and I can usually tell when someone’s fuck meter is full, but I mean, if I asked him, he’d probably say he more wants to strangle her than straddle her.”


“And because you’re a fantastic fucking friend, you would then remind him that that very frame of mind will lead to the best of sex.” I smile wide.


Brady coughs and releases me, pushing up and swinging his legs off the bed. “What are friends for, right?”


Why does that sound so evasive?


I push up into a sitting position, meeting his eyes when he glances at me over his shoulder.


“Come on, girl. Let’s get some food and get to the party before all the good beer is gone.”


I roll my eyes but do as he says. “We’re in college, Brady. There is no such thing as good beer.”


I slide my boots back on, checking myself quickly in the long mirror as Brady pulls on some pants and tugs a T-shirt over his head. He runs his fingers through his golden-boy, dirty-blond hair and gives his head a little shake.


“Do you even have to try and get laid, or do girls just fall from the sky and land on your dick?”


“What the fuck?” Brady laughs, looking up at me as he drops down to put on his shoes.


“You’re like hot jock mixed with the naughty pool boy. Like Scott Eastwood, the Suicide Squad and The Longest Ride versions mashed together. But somehow even hotter.”


“Somehow, huh?” He climbs to his feet, making a show of running his hands down his torso and doing a little stripper hip roll.


“Okay, Magic Mike. Save it for the dance floor.” I head for the door, and Brady reaches past me, tugging it open.


Once outside, I let out a little yawn and Brady laughs, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “Food first?”


“Food first.”


The two of us head over to the small pizza place across the road, and just as we’re walking through the doors, the others call, saying they’re starving too.


Forty-five minutes later, we’re sitting on the patio of the place with our best friends, a couple pitchers of beer being passed between us and three empty pizza trays.


We never make it to the party.


And I forget to remember that this time last year, I was like Ari and Payton and had a man I considered my own.


I’m oh for two at college.


Here’s to hoping junior year won’t make it three.
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