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			The two most important days in your life are the day you were born and the day you find out why. 

			—MARK TWAIN 

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Amber

			I FELL FOR THE two loves of my life when I was nineteen. Yes, two. Plural. More than one.

			Immoral? Maybe. I say undeniable. Uncontained. Some say I’m wrong to feel this way about two men. Most call me a whore, a skank, or the town slut.

			I don’t care.

			Simply put . . . they each took a piece of what I wanted to give. No one will ever understand the addiction they pulled me into, both men the needle to my next hit. My dizzying high. They were as opposite as fire and ice, yet I ached for them equally.

			Needed them the same way.

			One was my rock. My strength. My first real . . . obsession.

			The other was my passion, my burn.

			They owned my mind and all its thoughts, every pulse that thrummed through my body, and every inch of my shattered soul.

			A crack of lightning in my dark sky, they were a raging storm I never saw coming, an unforeseen heartbreak on the edge of a dangerous cliff.

			Little did I know that by the time I turned twenty, the death of one of them was going to steal them both away from my life.

			His murderer?

			Me . . .

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Amber

			Four Months Earlier

			A WHIFF OF FAST food hits me as I scan Hadley University’s student dining hall. Juiced-up jocks, bad boys, and uppity sorority girls to my left, creepy loners, hipsters, and random misfits to my right. Every type of personality is present and accounted for, each huddled at their socially segregated tables.

			Cliques.

			Whoever said college wasn’t filled with them must’ve been smoking crack.

			I can do this. I can do this. I can do this, I chant in my head, having not a speck of faith that I can. But what the hell is faith anyway? One huge misconception if you ask me. Either way, college has to be a better experience than the twelve years of mental tedium of public school.

			At least I hope to God it is.

			Inhaling, exhaling, right foot in front of the left, I start for an empty table—right before I feel myself . . . falling?

			Kill. Me. Now.

			Attention so focused on making it to that damned empty table, I fail to notice a duffel bag in my path. Falling forward—momentum picking up—books and papers fly from my hands as my heart flies from my chest.

			With nothing to grab, I face-plant onto something that feels like concrete, my knees buried between two jean-clad, muscular thighs. The chair Concrete’s sitting in screeches sideways across the laminate floor as laughter erupts, exploding in my ears like grenades. Mortified, I wrap my fingers around his firm shoulders, my nose inches from his.

			My “savior” flashes me a heart-stopping smile as he curls his arms around my waist, absorbing our impact. My breath falters, catching like a snagged sweater on a rusty nail.

			Embarrassment hijacks my body as my gaze falls upon a pair of tattoo-sleeved arms. Streaks of orange fire, shaded skulls, and what appears to be Chinese writing twine their way over every inch of thickly roped muscle, from his biceps down to his wrists. My attention travels back north. A blast of jet-black hair, spiked up messily above the most striking I can fuck you into oblivion blue eyes I’ve ever seen, nearly stops my heart.

			In those eyes, I see amusement. I also see trouble, a healthy dose of rebellion, and pure, unadulterated sex. I tighten my grip around his shoulders as his smile widens. There’s a heavy air of arrogance in his smile, and something screams at me to run—that this dude’s going to be my undoing—but I can’t. I’m stuck, Super-Glued by my thoughts to his lap. His features are disarming, perfectly . . . imperfect. Lush, sculpted lips. Hard, chiseled jaw. He’s a perfect composite of every piece of gorgeous, drop-my-panties-now-and-hold-on-for-dear-life male specimen I’ve ever come across.

			God help me.

			A lone dimple dots his kissable cheek. “Have you decided to be my lunch? If so, I fully approve of the meal.”

			“Excuse me?” I try to ignore his clean smell of soap and woodsy cologne. Woodsy? Did I just describe cologne as woodsy? Whatever it is, it’s making me high. He’s making me high. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			He chuckles, and the realization of just how moronic my question was makes me want to crawl under the table and die.

			“It means you’re in my lap and you look good enough to eat.” He runs his callused hands up and down my arms. I tremble, his touch lighting me up from head to toe. “Actually,” he continues, “ ‘eat’ is nowhere near the correct word. ‘Devour’ is more like it.”

			An aggravated huff electrocutes the air, making me whip my head around. Some porcelain-looking blonde is clearly annoyed by our exchange. I narrow my eyes right back at her and bring my attention back to the dude whose lap is holding my body captive.

			“Oh, really?” Though it comes out snarky, it’s the only thing I can think of.

			“Yes, really,” he answers, his voice a low rasp. He flicks his pale blue eyes to my mouth, dragging his bottom lip between his teeth. “ ‘Devour’ is a better term for what I’d do to you.”

			Although we’re surrounded by laughing spectators, an unexpected urge to taste his lips tickles deep within my belly.

			Wait. What the hell am I thinking?

			Control. He’s stripped it from me, and I need to take it back.

			Despite my inner whore’s protest at not becoming a permanent fixture in his lap, I attempt to compose myself as I get to my feet. I smooth my hands through my wavy black hair, and with steely resolve I straighten my spine with every intention of walking away without further handicapping my brain.

			My efforts mean shit when he stands, his smile spreading into a crooked grin. His eyes hold steady on mine, and the sexual intent behind them not only sends a hard punch of desire crackling through my body but also vacuums the air right out of my lungs.

			At this, I mentally berate myself.

			I’m so not one of those girls. A guy’s good looks have never left me a gooey puddle of idiotic hormones. Well, with the exception of right now. But either way, Christ, my traitor body does a flip-flop as I take in the whole length of him.

			This guy’s a beast, standing a good foot taller than my five-foot-three frame. I feel like a speck—a tiny, little speck. To make matters worse, while I thought his lickable tattoos only graced his arms, I find I’m so very wrong. On the right side of his neck, peeking up from his plain black T-shirt, are the delicious horns of what appears to be the devil himself.

			I was right. It’s an omen. He’s the devil, and I’m in a heavenish hell.

			In an attempt to yank myself from my absurd reaction to him, I decide now is the perfect time to pick up my belongings and get the hell out of . . . well, get the hell out of hell.

			“So, what time should I pick you up tonight?” he asks as I drop to my knees and reach for my English Lit book. “I’m thinking somewhere around seven. Go home and take a nap. You’ll need your energy. I’m definitely keeping you up late.”

			I glare at him, my jaw nearly hitting the floor. I’m no stranger to one-night stands, and usually a guy this arrogant would have me on my back in a nanosecond, but for some strange reason, one I may never understand, all this one’s doing is pissing me off. “Are you for real?”

			A smirk hits his face. “When I looked in the mirror this morning, I was as real as they come.”

			He kneels and hands me my sociology book. I yank it from his grip. Great. Another smirk that has my resolve coming close to taking a hike.

			We both rise, and amusement once again flashes in his eyes. His unfairly gorgeous face is way too close to mine. Close enough that I can feel his minty breath feathering over my cheek.

			“Were you born conceited or did you just morph into an asshole over time?”

			He cups his chin, his brows dipped in mock thought. “I think I was born this way, but I could be wrong. You’d have to ask my mother about that if ya want the honest story behind how I turned out this way.” He smiles, clearly getting off on my reaction to his straightforwardness. “Any more questions for me? I’m finding your curiosity cute as all hell.”

			I snort, amazed that I’m still a willing participant in this conversation. “Figures. Honestly, I don’t give a shit that you find anything I do cute.” I pause, tilting my head. “Thanks for catching me, but seriously, can you just go away?”

			Laughter riots from his chest. “Whoa, killer, I’m simply trying to lend you my services. And what’s happening between us is sexual tension at its finest. It’s good—healthier than a cold glass of milk. Just go with it.”

			Oh. My. God. This is getting worse by the minute.

			“Services? Do you take pride in being a male whore? Oh, wait.” I bounce my palm against my forehead, feigning stupidity. “How could you not? You have a dick that shoots orgasmic flames into a girl. Am I right?”

			Laughter sounds from the group around the table as he smirks again, this one cockier than its predecessor. “Yeah. You’re definitely in need of my . . . services. A good lay will brighten your pretty little ass right up.” He tosses me a wink, offering me his hand. “Oh, I’m Ryder Ashcroft, by the way.”

			Exasperated, I don’t take Ryder Ashcroft’s hand. Nope. The only thing I take is an unsteady breath right before I smack him clear across his pretty face, the pain searing my hand worth every bit as I watch Pretty Boy’s eyes go wide. An atom bomb of laughter explodes from all directions, adding to my absolute enjoyment of the payback’s-a-bitch moment.

			I barely have time to catalogue the look on Ryder’s face when I hear him mumble, “Fuck. That was brilliant,” half a heartbeat before his mouth is devouring mine.

			Stunned, I gasp, my traitor lips parting as his sinfully delicious kiss absorbs the uninvited moan that jumps from my throat.

			Some douche yells, “Go for it, dude!”

			A girl squeaks, “He’s officially lost his mind!”

			I also catch several whistling catcalls.

			A split second before I slam my hands against Ryder’s chest, I feel his soft tongue—which I now know has a piercing in it, a barbell to be exact—languidly caress over mine. Oh Jesus. It sends a full, down-to-the-bone shiver up my spine. I unclog my brain from its temporary high and push Ryder back a few feet, leaving us both panting.

			His eyes, intense with lust and shock, darken and lock on mine, another one of his infamous smirks twitching the corners of his lips as he studies me.

			With a huff and a flip of the bird in his direction, I swipe the back of my hand across my lips, gather the rest of my books, and head toward the stupid table I’d originally tried to sit at before I’d fallen into his lap. As soon as I take my first step, I feel a large hand touch my shoulder. With every intention of knocking homeboy out, I spin around, my gaze snagging wide green eyes that do not belong to the previous offender.

			What the? Is every male in this building on growth hormones? This guy’s just as big as Ryder Ass-Croft, if not bigger.

			Hands held up in surrender, my schedule in their possession, he flashes me a cautious yet impish smile. “You forgot this.” He places the paper on top of my books, and throws his thumb over his shoulder, motioning to Ryder. “Don’t mind him.”

			“Don’t mind him?” I parrot, flicking my eyes in Ryder’s direction, who’s now sitting at his rowdy table.

			Blondie, who seemed annoyed earlier, is in his lap, consoling him, her arm wrapped around his neck as she whispers some shit in his ear. Ryder glances at me, a megawatt smile splitting his conceited lips.

			Annoyed, embarrassed, and beyond sexually frustrated, I grit my teeth and turn on my heel. “He’s an asshole.”

			“That asshole’s my best friend.”

			I whip around, but Asshole’s buddy chucks his two cents into the tension-wired air before I can.

			“Still, there’s no disputing his assholeness. It defines brutal, some of the worst shit out there.” His emerald eyes light up in amusement, a grin hugging his lips as he rests a forearm on a metal post. “I also think his mother breast-fed him longer than what’s deemed socially appropriate, so that could be the culprit to his problem.”

			I raise a brow, watching as the dude before me chuckles at his joke.

			“My name’s Brock Cunningham. I was bottle-fed, so I’m nothing like my friend, and I might be wrong, but you look like you could use some help.” Somewhat cautiously, Brock reaches for the mountainous stack of books and papers that are slipping from my grasp.

			With little resistance, I allow him to take half the pile.

			“Cunningham, huh?” Anger waning some, I make my way toward a table and decide that sitting with a group of geeky debate team members suits me. “As in Richie Cunningham?”

			“Richie?” Confusion peppers his voice.

			“Yeah, Richie Cunningham from Happy Days.” I claim a seat next to a freak wearing Coke-bottle eyeglasses, drop my half of the stack of books on the table, and watch Brock pull out a chair across from me. “It’s only the best sitcom from the seventies,” I continue. “You have to have seen it.”

			Expression bewildered, he scratches his jaw. The sun dripping in through the windows catches his eyes, their flecks of gold shimmering like diamonds. I see a twinkle of mischievousness in their mossy green depths that feels familiar, but I can’t quite place it.

			I freeze, only just now realizing how sickeningly good-looking Asshole’s best friend is.

			To be honest, he’s equally as good-looking as Asshole, but in a different way. The angles of his face aren’t as hard and defined; they’re softer, less intimidating. His hair’s lighter, its blond-caramel blend reminding me of cream soda. I lick my lips, my fingers tingling to test if the wavy strands feel as soft as they look. His boyish smile makes my heart thump erratically, and I find myself getting lost in the cute, confused look planted on his face.

			“Now you have me curious,” he says. “I have no idea who Richie Cunningham is, or Happy Days.” He shrugs, his smile broadening. “You gotta give me something.”

			I can’t believe I’m about to go there.

			I clear my throat, gather my nerve, and do just that.

			I go there.

			I sing the show’s theme song, trying to hit the notes without shattering the windows. Forget about the nomads sitting at the table, who are now looking at me like I’m the freak; a chuckle escapes Brock’s throat, and I want to find the nearest bridge and jump right off it.

			“Although you have a beautiful voice,” Brock points out, “I can’t say I’ve ever heard that song before.”

			“You’re seriously deprived, Cunningham. You are aware of this, right?”

			I adamantly believe this. It’s my generation’s loss that they didn’t grow up watching Mr. and Mrs. Cunningham raise the perfect family. Happy Days was exactly that.

			Happy days.

			Days when parents didn’t get high, craving their next hit more than they craved a hug from their child. Days when that child wasn’t left scared, hungry, and alone without a whisper of heat to keep her warm when winter gripped the city. Days when innocent eyes didn’t witness bloodshed in the home where they were supposed to feel safe, unharmed, loved.

			I steal myself away from my dark, shadowy past as Brock clasps his hands behind his neck. “I might be deprived because I haven’t watched this show you’re talking about, but I felt deprived before you sang that . . . weird melody.”

			“Weird?” A frown crinkles my forehead. “It’s so not even close to being weird.”

			“Sure as shit it’s weird.” Brock crosses his arms, his gaze locked on mine. “Still, you made me like it more than I should.”

			His flirtatious stare makes me swallow hard. What the hell’s wrong with me today? I’m convinced the Frappuccino I inhaled earlier was laced with some kind of date-rape drug, because this is the second time in ten minutes that the opposite sex has made me feel high.

			I draw in a calming breath and attempt to divert the conversation. “So, uh . . . why did you feel deprived before I sang my ‘weird’ melody?”

			The tiniest of smiles tugs his lips. “That’s because I don’t know the name of the beautiful girl who sings weird songs on introduction.” He shrugs, his pectoral muscles bulging beneath his polo shirt. “It’s impossible not to feel deprived without that information. Wouldn’t you agree, Miss . . . ?”

			Oh, he’s good.

			I release the breath I’m holding, my nerves cracking my response into a whisper. “Ber.”

			“Ber?” He spikes an incredulous brow, his smile widening. “No doubt that’s a . . . different name, but I’m digging it.”

			“No, wait!” Mortified, my words come out rushed. “It’s not Ber.”

			Brock cups his chin, his smile ridiculously cute as he studies me. “Are you trying to confuse me, beautiful girl whose name’s not Ber? If that’s your intent, it’s working.”

			Seriously, someone just put me in the ground now, ending this embarrassing moment. “No. I’m not trying to confuse you, I—”

			“You’re nervous around me, then.” He wets his lips, the act nearly stopping my heart. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

			“No,” I retort, praying to every God in existence that he can’t see the lie I’m miserably failing at trying to hide. “I’m not nervous around you.”

			“Yes, you are, but it’s sexy as fuck, so it’s all good.” Brock leans forward, fastening his eyes to mine. “So what’s your real name . . . Ber?”

			I sigh, another whisper clogging my throat. “Amber. Amber Moretti.”

			“Amber,” he repeats, tasting my name on his tongue. I like the way he says it. “Well, Am . . . ber, I know my asshole friend might’ve dampened your day, but I plan to make up for his lack of couth, if you’d let me.”

			Hooked.

			Yeah. I feel like a helpless fish out of water, hooked by a hungry angler. At the same time, I feel like a giddy schoolgirl as a spark of excitement bubbles in my stomach, and to be honest, it makes my skin crawl.

			Just like faith, love is another misconception held by those who believe in fairy tales. Fairy tales don’t exist; neither do knights on white horses. In my honest opinion, every book princess in history was a stupid, naïve twit.

			I can’t deny that I want to be touched by love so I can feel something . . . anything. But the reality of what love ultimately ends up like screams loudly in my ears, its warning seeded deep within my numb, hollow heart. I open my mouth to tell Brock Cunningham he can take his white horse and fake suit of armor and ride off into the sunset with some other dumb chick who will fall for his future lies and bullshit promises, but he speaks before the words hit my jaded lips.

			“Besides, I think it’d be cool watching reruns of Happy Days with you.”

			I snap my mouth shut as he casts me a shy smile, his green eyes zoned in on mine with nothing but warmth behind them. “That is,” he adds, “if you promise to sing that weird melody while we get amped up on too many Red Bulls and nauseate ourselves with disgusting amounts of popcorn.” The smile drops from his lips, sincerity replacing it. “But you also have to tell me the secrets those gorgeous eyes are attempting to hide from the world.”

			It’s here, on the first day of my freshman year of college, that I’m aware a fork in the road of my life has reared its ugly head.

			Part of me wants to hoist myself up onto Brock Cunningham’s white horse, wrap my hesitant arms around his suit of armor, and maybe, just maybe, start to feel something. But the other part wants to jet, running as far away from him as humanly possible.

			I mull it over and decide that I’m up for playing the role of a naïve princess, but I’m not about to make Prince Charming’s battle an easy one. “You talk a good game,” I say. “But it’s going to take a lot more than a few pickup lines to get into my head.”

			He crosses his arms. “A challenge?”

			“Yes, a challenge,” I toss back, my face devoid of emotion. I’m sure that alone will scare him off. Emotionless girls aren’t appealing to guys. They want sugary sweet; I’m piss and vinegar.

			He watches me carefully, his face anything but emotionless. Intrigue lines his forehead, debate hindering his response.

			Yep. He’s outta here.

			“Challenge accepted,” he says, shocking me some.

			Actually, he comes close to shocking me right out of my seat. I thought for sure he was a runner.

			“But you have to tell me a few things before I let you fuck up my head,” he says.

			“Fuck up your head?” I scoff, deciding this is a failed effort at being swoony. The wounded guy who needs to be fixed. Most chicks fall for that fluff.

			“Yeah, fuck up my head. You girls seem to think we’re the only ones capable of doing it, but it’s a fifty-fifty playing field.”

			I’m convinced he’s handing me bullshit. Still, I go with it. “Okay, so your heart’s been broken. Whose hasn’t been?”

			“Has yours?” His eyes soften. “I’m not sure, but something’s telling me that it has, or some kind of shit’s happened to you to stop you from ever opening up. It’s one or the other.”

			Who is this guy? A mind reader?

			The truth is my parents’ wicked excuse of a marriage left me chained, bound to the anger that’s blossomed over the years. Their union—or lack thereof—poisoned me, soiling my spirit. It made me a hater of love, never once allowing anyone to step into what’s left of my world.

			But that doesn’t mean my heart hasn’t been shattered. It’s been hacked to pieces in ways the average person can’t fathom. Trembling on a blood-soaked carpet, I cried more tears than most people purge over a lifetime.

			Still, I’m sure my past isn’t stamped across my forehead. I’ve hidden it well, masking it under a bravado most take years to master. Well, up until this point, I thought I did a good job of hiding it. “That question’s a no-go,” I say, firm on not letting him in on too much. “You can ask me anything else, but nothing that has to do with what my heart has or hasn’t been through.”

			“That’s cool for now.” Brock leans back, brushing a hand through his hair. “Can I get your favorite color, then?”

			Simple enough. “Green.”

			“Florida or Montana?” he continues.

			“I can’t stand the beach, and cowboys don’t do a thing for me, so neither.”

			“Well, young lady,” he says, deepening what I already consider a Southern drawl, “I don’t own a ranch, but I’d take a spicy little snow bunny over fake implants any day.”

			His response strikes me as odd, but I can’t help but laugh. He doesn’t fit the mold. I like it.

			“Flowers or chocolates?”

			“Are you aiming for clichéd?”

			“Mental note taken.” He nods, acting as if he’s writing this down. “Spiked heels or dirty sneakers?”

			I look down at my three-year-old, seen-better-days Chucks. “Uh, sneakers.” The answer should be obvious considering I’m also sporting Walmart-brand jeans and a faded vintage Nirvana T-shirt.

			Brock studies me a moment. “That’s the response I was hoping for. I dig different.”

			I feel red paint my cheeks in a flush as his gaze stays locked on mine.

			As if sensing my nervousness, he clears his throat. “First number that pops into your head?”

			“Sixteen.”

			“Beer or hard liquor?”

			I roll my eyes. “Duh . . . both.”

			He chuckles. “A Perfect Circle or Coldplay?”

			“Polar opposites. They’re both awesome bands. Plus, that’s like choosing your favorite book boyfriend. You can’t.”

			“Agreed, but I have no idea what a book boyfriend is. You’ve sparked my curiosity, though.”

			I smile, not even about to go into detail of their importance to the hordes of women who compare them to every male on earth. “We need a full day for that topic.”

			“Got ya.” He laughs, rubbing his hands together. “Vanilla, chocolate, or strawberry?”

			“All three combined into one magnificent flavor.”

			“A walk in the park or a day spent riding on the back of a motorcycle?”

			“Have you heard of Deuce West?”

			He gives me a confused look.

			I smile again. “Definitely a day spent on the back of a motorcycle.”

			“Very cool,” he replies. “Summer or winter?”

			“Winter. I hate the heat.”

			“Christmas or Thanksgiving?”

			“I’ll take a turkey over a fat man wearing red any day.” That garners me a smile.

			“Favorite sexual position?”

			Sneaky. I like. I almost spill that any position—in any public or private place—is just fine by me, but I stick to innocence and widen my eyes.

			“I figured I’d try,” he admits with a smirk. “Favorite food?”

			“Sushi.”

			He crinkles his nose.

			“For real?” I ask, rocked that any human in their right mind wouldn’t want to consume it every day. “You don’t like sushi?”

			“I only like certain . . . female things raw.” He wiggles his brows.

			“Hardy-har-har,” I tease, giving him a look that tells him I know exactly what he’s referring to.

			Pussy—not money—is the root of all evil.

			“You’re quick.” He swings his chair around to my side of the table, straddles it, and rests his forearms on the back as he stares at me with laser-like precision. “Football or baseball?”

			“Baseball all the way. Football sucks.”

			His eyes widen, a frown dragging down his mouth. He looks like a lost, lonely puppy.

			“What’s wrong?” I’m somewhat disturbed by the sudden change in his demeanor. “Are you an overwired, crazed football fanatic or something?”

			“Captain.”

			“Huh?” Now it’s my eyes that are wide. “Oh God. Not a jock. Please don’t tell me you’re a jock.”

			Considering he’s sporting a polo shirt and Dockers, he doesn’t dress like a jock. He looks preppy and unjuiced by steroids. Okay, so he’s built like a jock—broad, sculpted shoulders, pumped yet lean forearms. I crane my neck and peek at his stomach, confirming that under his polo shirt exists a six-pack slab of raw muscle. Still, he could’ve gained his glorious physique by lifting weights, lifting tiny girls with fake implants, or lifting cars on impulse.

			But, Jesus, not a jock.

			Brock nods, a dot of a grin hinting at his lips. “I’m the university’s football captain. Does that kill any hope I’d had?”

			“It comes close to it.” I nervously pick at the edge of my schedule. “Really close. Like borderline-walk-away-now close.”

			Curiosity slants his brows. “And why is that?”

			“It just is. But whatever. I can deal with it if you give me enough reasons to.” My thoughts travel back to the night I all but sold my virginity on a muddy high school football field to a dick named Josh Stevenson. I was fourteen and wanted beer. He was seventeen and had a fake ID.

			A deal was struck.

			Thank God the whole, sickening ordeal lasted less than five minutes. I guess I’d expected him to treat me like the whore I’d acted like, and that’s exactly what happened. By the next morning the rest of his teammates knew what we’d done, making sure to call me the appropriate names every time they saw me.

			In a small fishing community just outside of Rivers Edge, North Carolina, I was the new girl known as the slut who’d fucked the captain of the football team for beer. I can’t recall if it was the second or third town I’d lived in by that point—I just know it as the one where my hatred of jocks, and my self-loathing for what I was morphing into, began.

			I shift, uncomfortable with Brock looking at me like he’s trying to figure me out. “What?”

			“I’m just happy you’re willing to tolerate me and my . . . jockiness.” He slides me a grin. “And I will give you enough reasons to deal with it.”

			I sense that he wants to say something more, possibly deeper, but I don’t push.

			“Okay, so you’re stuck alone on a deserted island,” he continues, “and you can only have two things other than water. What are they?”

			“That’s easy. Twizzlers and my journal,” I answer, wishing I had both right now. Mainly the Twizzlers. They’re one of my many crutches. My nervous, go-to addiction. Any flavor—the almighty Twizzler owns me.

			“Twizzlers?” He looks at me like I’m the worst kind of crazy. “The squiggly licorice candy? Out of anything in the world, that’s what you’d go with?”

			“You’re quick,” I smart back, shooting him my best amused expression. “Very quick, Cunningham.”

			A hint of inner debate settles across his face, but soon confidence replaces it. “Well, since we’re two quick young adults, and we’re both in mutual agreement that Ryder’s the asshole of the goddamn universe, I’m wondering how soon I can get you to go out on a date with me?”

			“You have to work harder for an actual date.” Though my words come out with conviction, even I can hear the doubt behind them. My conscience is bugging, asking what the hell’s wrong with me. “Again, it’s going to take work on your part.”

			Brock nods, extending his hand to me. After a beat, I take it, not sure where he’s going with this.

			Eyes on mine, he gently circles his thumb over my knuckles. “I’m gonna work my ass off to get you to go out on a date with me. But I’m warning you now, no matter what I have to do, I will get into your beautiful head, Amber-Ber.” He cracks a smile. “More than I already have. You’ll see.”

			Before I can blink, he brings my hand to his lips and plants a soft kiss on it. I shiver in the best way possible, his light stubble causing my flesh to pop with goose bumps. He smiles, but without another word, he rises and walks clear across the dining hall and out the doors.

			With my pulse knocking around like a Ping-Pong ball, I’m left not only speechless but wondering if Brock Cunningham can do what no one else has ever managed.

			Slide past every defense I’ve created.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Amber

			“YOU NEED INTRO to Biology, Miss Moretti,” the woman in the registrar’s office informs me.

			“I didn’t think I needed that class,” I say, frustration knotting my chest. “If I have to take it, it’ll put me behind a whole semester.”

			“Your academic program calls for it. I’m not sure what else to tell you.” She shoves her glasses up the thin bridge of her nose, eyeing the impatient, growing line of students behind me. “Make an appointment with an academic advisor if need be, but there’s nothing more I can do for you.”

			Beyond annoyed, I hitch my satchel over my shoulder and turn, running headlong into the god of arrogance himself.

			Ryder Ashcroft.

			Though I’m struck stupid by the sharp planes of his face, the hint of stubble dusting his jaw, and the smirk he’s wearing, I roll my eyes toward the heavens and attempt to brush past him. When I do, he moves in tandem with me, blocking my path. A second attempt at an exit on my part, followed by a second blocking on his, and I feel myself starting to fume.

			“Seriously, Ryder? What’s your problem?”

			“You’re my problem.” His smirk pulls higher. “It’s been a few days since we’ve seen each other. Did ya miss me?”

			“No,” I say in all honesty. Can I deny that the last forty-eight hours consisted of me repeatedly hitting the replay button on our kiss, or that I have a gnawing urge to tunnel my fingers through his thick, dark hair? Nope. I can’t deny any of that. But still, I haven’t missed him.

			“You’re lying,” he says, finally letting me past him.

			“And you’re annoying.”

			He follows me out of the office and down the crowded hall. “I may be, but you’re gorgeous and annoying. That’s one helluva lethal blend.”

			I stop and spin on him, my eyes saucers. “I’m annoying?”

			“Yeah. You fucking drive me crazy.” He shrugs, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Nuts out of my mind.”

			I blink, completely taken aback. “I drive you crazy? How is that even possible?”

			He grins and steps closer, his chest nearly pressed to mine. I draw in a sharp breath, my pulse thudding as I try to ignore the bolt of energy between us.

			“It’s very possible, and there you go again with your cute questions.” He reaches for a strand of my hair, leans down, and sniffs it before whispering, “Mm. Raspberry.”

			“Wh . . . what?” I stammer. Lost to the sound of blood speeding through my veins, the buzz of the loud conversations throughout the hall goes mute.

			“Your shampoo.” He twirls my hair between his fingers, and steps back, his gaze slowly moving over me. “It smells like raspberries. I like it. It’s just a little piece of you that drives me nuts. Never mind your pissed-off pouty lips or badass sexy attitude. I won’t go into what either of those things do to me, but I’m sure ya have an idea. You were sitting in my lap the other day. I’m positive you . . . felt what that did to me.”

			There’s no doubt my body reacts to him in disturbing yet delicious stages. My heart comes close to stopping, arrested by the sound of his deep, raspy voice. Then my breathing picks up from the heated look in his translucent blue eyes. And last, but certainly not least, my head shits visions of animalistic, sheet-clawing fucking as he runs his pierced tongue over his lips.

			“Did you say something?” I ask, honestly trying to remember.

			“Your shampoo,” he says, somewhat puzzled. “It smells like raspberries.” A smile crinkles his eyes. “I . . . lost ya after that, didn’t I?”

			Yes. He. Did.

			Somewhere between him mentioning the smell of my hair and some shit about my eyes, I fell into a woodsy-cologned-Ryder-­induced fog, my head warped in a matter of seconds. Hating that he knows how much he gets to me, I smile wryly. “Look, I’m sure you have hordes of girls who willingly spread-eagle for you on your command, but it’s not happening with me, buddy.”

			“It’s Ryder,” he deadpans. “And believe me, we will happen.”

			“I know your name.” I sigh. “And we won’t happen.”

			With a chuckle, Ryder trails me as I try to locate the hall that’ll lead me to my bullshit Intro to Biology class.

			“Besides,” I go on, shouldering my way through the crush of students, “I’m sure the blonde who so eagerly replaced my spot in your lap will slice your balls off—machete-style—once she finds out you’re trying to hook up with me.”

			“Blondie watched me kiss you, and my balls are still intact, so if that doesn’t tell you she’s a hit-and-run kind of thing, I’m not sure what will.”

			I mentally slap myself. He has me slightly irritated and beyond sexually frustrated, and because of that, I failed to remember that mammoth detail.

			“And was that . . . jealousy in your tone?” he adds, his tone beyond wiseass.

			I stop outside of the classroom, turn around, and find Ryder with his hand cupped behind his ear.

			“Mm, yes. Yes. It’s jealousy.” He closes his eyes, thick, dark lashes and all, and lets out a deep, slow, tantalizing groan.

			I come close to swallowing my tongue as I envision that groan snarled against my ear while he thoroughly fucks me from behind.

			He opens his eyes, pinning them to my lips. “And such a sweet, sweet sound it is, coming from that pretty mouth of yours.”

			“It’s not jealousy,” I insist. And it’s not. It’s . . . it’s . . . Shit, I don’t know what the hell it is, but I know it’s not jealousy. My fingers go stark white as I clutch the leather strap of my satchel. “You wish it were jealousy.”

			He snags his bottom lip between his teeth and shakes his head as he slowly walks backward into the throng. “It’s jealousy,” he calls out. “But I’m okay with you not wanting to admit it. It only adds to your cuteness, so it’s all good.”

			I roll my eyes, a mental ugh! shooting through my head.

			“And you never answered my question,” he adds.

			“What question?” With my hand poised over the doorknob, I pull my brows together. I know the last five minutes spent with him has me feeling like I just stumbled out of a psychiatric ward, but I don’t remember him asking me anything that I haven’t answered.

			“What’s the name that belongs to the gorgeous face?”

			I dig a hand into my hip. “You didn’t ask me that.”

			“But . . . I just did.” He sends me a panty-dropping smile, continuing his backward pursuit down the hall. “Did I not?” He scratches at his jaw, mock confusion pinching his forehead. “I mean, I could very well be wrong about my assumption, it’s been a long day, but I swear to the good Lord above that I asked ya.”

			This dude honestly finds himself entertaining. I guess some perverse part of me does too.

			“Brock didn’t tell you my name?” I find that hard to believe. Guys talk, and considering they’re best buds, I have no doubt I was mentioned. “I’m sure you asked him what it was.”

			“Ah, very, very true. And had I seen or spoken with him since the other day, I would’ve, but I haven’t. Hence the motivation behind me asking you.”

			I blow out a breath, knowing this is a losing battle. “Amber.”

			He halts, a slow smile curling his mouth. “Mm, it all makes perfect sense now.”

			“What does?”

			“The reason your parents named you Amber.”

			I stare at him, having no clue what he means.

			“The color of your eyes, beautiful girl.” He pitches me a wink, a genuine smile hinting at his lips. “And try not to take some of the shit I say too personally. It’s just . . . who I am.” His smile falls away, a sinfully delicious smirk replacing it as a group of students brush past him. “But have no fear, sweets, you’ll eventually get used to, and quite possibly fall in love with, all of my fucked-up personalities. Every. Single. One. Of. Them. If I have to annoy you every goddamn day, which, if I were you, I wouldn’t doubt my ability in doing just that, I will. Believe me, I will. By the time I’m done with you, I guarantee I’m gonna be the first thing that pops into that pretty head of yours when ya wake up in the morning, and the last image floating through it before you close those hypnotizing eyes at night.” A shrug, this one following the reappearance of his smile. “Just giving ya the appropriate fair warning you deserve.”

			He turns around and, with a wave from over his shoulder, vanishes around a corner.

			As I walk into the classroom, my breath hijacked by his statement, it occurs to me that Ryder Ashcroft—with all the annoying, sexually frustrating traits he doesn’t want me to take too personally—just may be correct about one thing. Maybe my parents did name me Amber because of my eyes.

			Still, how can you ask your dead loved ones questions?

			That’s right . . . you can’t.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Amber

			I TRY NOT TO choke on the balmy August air as I step out of my car. It’s the kind of heat that’s dense, a thick, wet towel suffocating my body. In less than a second, I’m soaked in sweat, drenched from head to toe. Over the past week, though I’ve secured a waitressing job, and classes are going relatively well, with each passing day, I’ve nourished my growing hatred for Maryland by feeding on my ache for Washington. I miss living there. Even if that’s where my crippling past began, it was never humid, and the air wasn’t rife with the smell of crabs.

			I swipe a palm across my sticky neck, and with memories of a stolen childhood corroding my irreparable mind, I slam my car door shut and make my way across the student parking lot. Eager to get into the air-conditioned building, I haul ass and take the stairs two at a time, knocking into exhausted shoulders and lazy arms carrying books. Though I hand out the appropriate apologies, I’m shot evil glares by gangs of students who seem to be just as pissed off at the rising mercury as I am.

			I swing open the doors and my skin jumps awake, frosty air coating every inch of my body like a lover’s kiss, as I head toward the library. By the time I walk into the quiet, two-story space, I’ve cooled down and am ready to get some much-needed studying done.

			After setting my belongings on a table, I head for an aisle and trail my fingers along wrinkled leather spines lining old-world-style mahogany shelves. My eyes devour rows of books, my nose pulling in their familiar scent which, no matter where my barbed-wire thoughts are, has always managed calm my spirit, bringing it some sense of normalcy amid the ghost playing hopscotch with my past. Even if just a little bit.

			I locate a revised edition of John Milton’s Paradise Lost and flip through the pages. Landing on the battle between the faithful angels and Satan’s forces, I read over the words, instantly taken and somewhat disturbed by what’s unfolding on the pages. Engrossed, I feel a hand brush my hair away from my neck, and I jump, my breath leaving me in a hard rush.

			“Shh,” Brock says, holding a finger over his lips. “You’re in a library, Miss Moretti.” He pauses, seduction rolling off him in electrifying currents as he rests a hand on the shelf just above my shoulder. “Though I love the way you sounded when you . . . gasped.”

			“I didn’t gasp,” I answer quietly with an abashed smile.

			“You gasped, but I’m not complaining.”

			I swallow, unable to ignore the air instantly charged with chemistry. “What are you doing here? I didn’t think jocks frequented libraries.”

			“Ah, you’re incorrect. We frequent them when we know beautiful girls who’d pick Twizzlers over any survival tool while stuck on a deserted island are here.” With a lazy smile, he fishes a pack of Twizzlers from his back pocket. His emerald eyes go dark, almost hunter, as he grazes the pack against my lips. “You look pretty today.”

			“So do you,” I breathe, sexually restless. My palms, pressed to the books, go damp, my heart thwacking as he continues to brush the pack in soft, slow strokes along my lips.

			He brings his face within inches of mine. “I’ve never been called pretty, but since it’s coming from you, maybe I should take it as a compliment.”

			“You should.” Emboldened, I wrap my fingers around his wrist to aid in his seduction. The heat from his skin billows up my arms, down my back, and between my legs. “Compliments from me are a good thing.”

			“I like good,” he says, his eyes locked on my lips.

			The plangent clearing of a library monitor’s throat distracts us from each other. Hands digging into her thick hips, she shoots us a classic stink-eye, her scowl twisting her usually pleasant features.

			Brock takes an easy step back, his face impassive as he nods in her direction. “Mrs. Anderson. I was just helping Amber find”—he smoothly glances at John Milton’s creation in my hand—“Paradise Lost.”

			“Mr. Cunningham . . .” She sighs with annoyance, moving a rod of curly hair away from her forehead. “The library is for research and studying. Nothing more.”

			“We were about to do some serious research,” he mutters, ducking his head to conceal a smile.

			I don’t conceal shit. I burst out laughing—the deep, can-barely-catch-a-breath kind. God, it feels good. It’s been forever since I laughed like this.

			My unacceptable reaction garners me another stink-eye from Mrs. Anderson but also rewards me with a shocked yet impressed look from Brock.

			I grab Brock’s hand, dragging him toward my table as I bat apologetic lashes at the less-than-thrilled librarian. “Pardonnez-nous. Brock est une influence mauvaise, peut-être, mais j’ai l’intention de le briser de cette. Nous allons aller avant, et faire un peut de recherche véritable. Merci.”

			Now she just looks all-out confused. I’d be lying if I said Brock looks any different.

			“Did you just speak . . . French?” Brock probes as we claim a seat at my table. “And what the hell did you say?”

			“Yes, I did.” I smile and pluck a notebook from my satchel. “I said something about you being a bad influence and how I plan on straightening you out. How’d you guess it was French?”

			Chuckling, he shakes his head. “I’m familiar with the word merci, but that’s where my jock brain ends in its understanding of the language.”

			I laugh, enjoying his sense of humor.

			“But I’ll be honest, my need to see your French-speaking mouth consume Twizzlers has magnified.” He grins one of those killer grins, leans back, and crosses his arms. “It’s definitely sexy.”

			“Sexy? I never thought of it like that. I always thought it added to my hidden geek factor.”

			“Well, start thinking it, because it is, and nothing about you screams geek. Even if it did, you’d be one fucking sexy geek.” He swipes the Twizzlers from the table, opens the pack, and hands me one. “Get eating. This jock’s dying over here.”

			I smile, convinced we’ve officially established an ongoing joke. Taking a small bite, I watch him watching me, carnal satisfaction blooming in his eyes.

			“Where’d you learn to speak French?” he asks.

			From one of the crazy foster homes I landed in. If I messed up a lesson, dinner was withheld from me that night. “I took it in high school,” I say, not ready to open that casket. “How’d you know I was here?”

			“I saw you in the parking lot, and I followed you.”

			“So you’re stalking me?”

			“If you wanna get technical, yes.” He cracks a sinful smile. “Are you cool with my dementedness?”

			“Can’t say that I am,” I lie, unwilling to admit that part of me is.

			“Can’t say that I’m willing to stop,” he clips, his mouth curved wryly. “And keep chewing, Amber-Ber. I’m thoroughly enjoying the show.”

			Unsure of how to react to him, I smile like an idiot, my deft wit vanishing with every slick comeback he tosses my way. I want to kick him in his teeth for beating me at my own game, making me work harder at what usually comes naturally to my warped ego . . . ­manipulating a conversation. But, God, I can’t kick him. Aside from his teeth being perfectly white, their ghostly shimmer as straight as a stick figure’s dick, he’s too adorable, too inwardly twisted to inflict physical pain upon. Jock or not, and wiseass or not, this good boy’s as bad as they come. I can see it, smell its deliciously dirty presence. My intuition tells me he’s aware of it, and that I’ll soon be introduced to the inner workings of what makes him hard.

			Continuing to smile like a virginal imp, I obey and take another bite from my Twizzler, all the while wondering how long it’ll take him to show me where his inner demons really lie.

			“So do you have any exciting plans this afternoon?” he asks, entertained curiosity on his face.

			“Maybe,” I lie again. Well, if you consider studying until your eyes are about to bleed exciting, then maybe it’s not a lie.

			“Wait, did I just hear you say that you’re stopping by the field to watch me practice?”

			“Uh, nope.” I laugh. “That must’ve been the little schizophrenic man in your head.”

			“Nothing on my body is little. Let’s get that out of the way right now.” His eyes sparkle with mirth as I sigh. “But, no. I definitely heard you say it. Besides, I know you wanna see me in my uniform. You’re curious. I can tell.”

			“Oh, can you?” I ask dryly.

			“Yes, ma’am. Sweat. Raging hormones. Me coming close to murdering someone. There’s a certain amount of appeal to it. Don’t lie.”

			There is a small amount of appeal to it. Though I’d gladly choose a double root canal over an afternoon spent watching any kind of agonizingly boring action on a football field, I can’t deny that I ­wonder—just a little—what Brock’s already-fine ass looks like in those tight pants. However, considering it’s close to a billion degrees outside, the idea loses its attraction real fast.

			“I have to study,” I say, snatching a second Twizzler from the pack.

			He pitches his head to the side, his green, seawater eyes intense. “I guess I need to tempt ya a little more, then.”

			“You think you’ve tempted me at all?” I balk, amused by his confidence.

			He shrugs, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck. “Well, I hope my gift of Twizzlers has.”

			His gaze, pinned to my lips, and the boyish grin lifting his cracks my resistance, unlacing me with a sweet yet petrifying anxiety. The inescapable truth is . . . I think I like it.

			I rest my elbows on the table, my hands folded beneath my chin. “And how do you plan on tempting me more than you think you already have?”

			Brock stands, and I have to crank my head back to look up at him. “That’s easy.” He touches his knuckles to my cheek, my breath kidnapped by the shadow of promise in his eyes. “I’ll watch every episode of Happy Days with you, and I’ll always be the guy who brings you Twizzlers.”

			As Brock walks away, yet again without saying another word, my empty heart teeters between curiosity and absolute fear over something I’ve rarely experienced.

			Human warmth.

			Though I’ve craved it, I’ve been dehydrated of it, a desert thirsty for even the smallest trickle of water from a passing storm. Sure, I’ve received warmth in small doses, but it usually came from someone who had thwarted reasons behind showing it to me at all, including my parents.

			The people who were supposed to put me before anything.

			The people who were supposed to give up their breaths so I could take an easy one.

			The people who were supposed to choose my smiles over a dirty needle.

			After they died, I shot through a series of homes where warmth, love, and being recognized as an actual person was dangled in front of me like a meaty bone to a hungry dog.

			A scrap of day-old food to a soul seeking nourishment.

			Inside those homes, I was physically beaten, mentally raped, and inwardly stripped down to nothing but stagnant memories of a life that I’d sought to escape. Still, no matter how stagnant my memories of my parents were, they became the only place my mind desperately clung to in the middle of the chaos that had replaced what I had thought was evil.

			What I had eventually wanted back.

			It’s funny how our minds execute many purposes, the two main contenders of our psyches conflicting beyond confliction. One side teaches us that it’s our grand escape, while the other preps us to play the role it never wanted: our worst enemy.

			It wasn’t until I was placed in the caring arms of my most recent foster parents, Cathy and Mark, that I experienced any sense of feeling wanted or loved. Any sense of feeling . . . human.

			But their safety net came too late, unable to save me from my ancient habits. I continue to disconnect, self-destructing one man at a time, using sex as a brain detox. Sex is and will always be where I find control, a hidden shelter keeping me benign from the cancer that will forever disease the dark, frayed edges of my thoughts. Starting at the age of fourteen, I’ve abused, loved, craved, and hated sex in ways most people can’t fathom. It’d rock their skulls. I’ve given it away without feeling a morsel of anything for the person on the receiving end and, many times, accepted it from those I knew couldn’t stomach me.

			With the fear of possibly experiencing something real, true, and healthy eating through my bones, I head out of the library, fully aware that the only world I’ve ever known may become disrupted by the beautiful chaos of a boy who promised me more in two seconds than anyone ever has.

			Such a bittersweet, twisted paradox . . .

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Amber

			WITH MY FINGERS curled around the fence surrounding the football field, the sounds of helmets crushing against helmets, deep guttural grunts, and what could honestly pass as bones snapping in two cut through my ears. Feeling bad for the guy at the bottom of the pile, I squint my eyes and watch a herd of sweaty athletes peel off each other.

			To my surprise, the guy on the bottom of the pile is the one and only Twizzler-giving captain: Brock Cunningham.

			As if unaffected by the elephant’s worth of weight that just crawled off him, and with the football secured between his thick forearm and broad chest, Brock stands. Pulling off his helmet and wearing a proper fuck you smirk aimed in the direction of the herd, he tosses the ball to the quarterback and drags a hand through his hair. Dripping with sweat, its usual dirty-blond color is now grizzly bear brown.

			I bite my lip, my fingers aching to touch, grip, and tug on it. Preferably during wild sex.

			“Fuck off, Cunningham,” a beefy-looking lineman growls. “I’m coming for you, pussy.”

			“That’s if your fat ass can catch me,” Brock notes, shoving his helmet back onto his head.

			Beefman snarls some shit, flips Brock off, and—in true caveman style—beats on his chest. I roll my eyes, praying to Buddha, Allah, Jehovah, hell, every God in existence, that Brock makes the dude look like a dick.

			“Come at me, fucker,” Brock taunts as they get back into position. “Hey, I have an idea. Imagine your mother’s lips are wrapped around my cock while you’re trying to catch up to me. Maybe that’ll help ya some.”

			The whole team, except for Brock’s target, rocks with laughter. After another growl from Beefman and a series of numbers yelled out by the quarterback, Brock’s off and running, zigzagging down the field as he dodges Beefman and his pack.

			With serious NFL precision, the quarterback Hail-Marys the ball down the field. I stop breathing, watching as gravity carries the spinning bullet through the sticky air. Brock stops, whirls around, and the ball nails him in the chest. With little to no effort, he catches it. A split second before a duo of amped-up whatchamacallits reach him—­neither of whom are Beefman—Brock turns and takes off again, howling his way into the end zone for an in your face, fucker touchdown.

			The air rips with excited squeals from cheerleaders who are also in the midst of practice. Unable to contain my own enthusiasm, I follow suit, squealing in a less gag-worthy way than the team’s little groupies. I’m behind the fence where Brock scored his in your face, fucker touchdown, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise that my ridiculous squeal catches his attention. But it does, my heart screeching to a stop as he jogs his fine ass toward me. He pulls off his helmet, the mother ship of sexy grins landing on his lips.

			“Ah, she came,” he says triumphantly. He drops his helmet and threads his fingers through the fence separating the bleachers from the field, resting them over mine. “So?”

			“So?” I stare into his smiling eyes as I mentally tell my fingers to chill out despite his touch.

			“So what’d ya think?”

			“I think it’s hot as hell.”

			“I already know you think I’m hot as hell,” he points out, smacking his lips together.

			I shake my head, my need to kiss those lips increasing with each uneven breath I take.

			Inching his face closer to the fence, his grin broadens. “Get your mind off my pecs and try to concentrate on the play that just took place. I know it’s difficult, but I know you got it in ya.”

			“It’s actually closer to impossible, but I’ll make an honest-to-God attempt.” I let out a pseudo-dreamy sigh.

			Brock chuckles, his face showing his amusement.

			“In all seriousness, it was great,” I continue. “Between you and the quarterback, it was a kick-ass play.”

			“Thank you, Twizzler girl.” He taps my nose. “Me and Ryder are good like that.”

			“Ryder’s the quarterback?” I hear the shock in my voice as my attention shoots to the sideline.

			Though he’s surrounded by a flock of please pay attention to me and I’ll be the next to suck you off cheerleaders, Ryder still manages to catch my gaze from across the field. I look away, unnerved yet enthralled by everything about him. I’m not sure why I react that way around him. Maybe it’s because he reminds me too much of myself.

			We’re both broken whores.

			Still, I can’t help but inwardly laugh at the way some chicks have no shame in demonstrating their whoriness to him, let alone the world. I’m a silent whore, a different breed, the shocking kind. I’m the whore a dude can safely bring home to his mother without fearing that she’ll suspect I’m swallowing her baby boy’s seed better than the best of them.

			“I didn’t know he played anything but the role of an arrogant bastard.”

			“I’m arrogant,” Brock says with a shrug.

			“True.” I nod, tapping his nose. “But you’re arrogant in a different way.”

			“Shit. You think I’m arrogant?” Brock asks, concern edging his eyes.

			“You even just said you’re arrogant.” I giggle, a little confused. “Are you trying to prove to me that you indeed do have a little schizophrenic man living in that arrogant head of yours?”

			He grins. “I’m really not arrogant, but I just may have a little man talking to me in my head.”

			“I’d be shocked if you didn’t.”

			“Wanna know what he’s telling me now?” he whispers.

			“I can’t deny that I’m somewhat fearful about what he’s telling you, but you both have piqued my curiosity. Shoot.”

			“He’s insisting you watch the rest of my practice, wait a few minutes while I hop in the shower, and then take a drive with me.”

			“Tsk, tsk. No dates yet, Cunningham. You’re halfway up that ladder but not quite to the top.”

			Several of his teammates call to him from across the field. Without tearing his eyes from mine, Brock holds up a finger, signaling them to wait. “It’s not a date. It’s just a ride, Amber.”

			“A ride can turn into a date.”

			“And a dance can turn into a kiss,” he counters. “A kiss can turn into relationship. A rich asshole can turn into a poor bastard. Get where I’m going with this, beautiful?”

			I drop my hands to my side. “Yeah, I get where you’re going with it. But still, I told you that you’re going to have to work hard to get into my head.”

			“Then give me the chance to work hard,” he implores, his eyes intense as his teammates kick it up a notch, chanting his name in loud unison.

			I look off to the rowdy crew, my eyes landing on Ryder. With his elbows resting on his knees, he’s sitting on the bench watching me and Brock like a hungry hawk scouring his next kill. I stare at him a long moment, our gazes locked in some kind of showdown. I bring my attention back to Brock and gnaw at my lip, my unhealthy fear of falling in love settling on the conveyer belt of distrust circling my frozen heart.

			“Get your fingers back up here.” Brock flexes his on the fence, an easy smile spreading across his lips. “Come on. I promise I won’t bite.”

			After a second of debate, I bring my fingers to the fence. I have to remind myself to breathe as he touches his fingers to mine, slowly intertwining them together.

			“Something about you feels . . . right, natural,” he says, his voice soft and calming. “I can’t explain it. I just know that you’re different in a good way, and I like it. I want different in my life. You have no idea how much I fucking need it.” He shrugs and studies my face, reading me in a disturbing way. “My heart’s no less bulletproof than yours. Believe me. But if you feel like you have nothing, then you have nothing to lose, right? Give yourself a shot at being my . . . different.” He looks at the ground then back at me, his breath unsteady, somewhat nervous. “Take a ride with me after practice, Amber.”

			I’ve never been confronted by so many messy emotions all at once. On top of that, I’ve never once been struck speechless. Words, feelings, memories, instinct, fear, longing, adrenaline, want, and anxiety all digging their razor-sharp claws into my brain. My wretched past has always been mine to keep hidden from the world, and whether or not he knows it, Brock’s asking me to expose the wreckage of my life to him. He’ll ask questions and expect answers. When I can’t answer them, he won’t think I’m different in a good way. He’ll just realize I truly am a freak, a freak he’ll wish he’d never tried to figure out.

			Still, despite everything inside me screaming for me to run, to flee faster than I ever have, as I stare into Brock’s eyes I feel like a magnet’s grounding me to this spot, to this moment, this very second in time. An internal clock’s ticking, the crashing sound of its pendulum tocking through my ears and reminding me that I’m running out of seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, and years. We’re each given only so much life, and I have yet to live a speck of anything that resembles one.

			Running on empty and having absolutely nothing to lose, I nod. “Okay.”

			“Yeah?” Brock asks, his expression a mixture of shock and uncertainty.

			Another nod.

			“Thank you.” A slow smile tilts his mouth, his gentle voice a caress. “You know if I weren’t behind this fence, I’d kiss you, right?”

			I quirk a brow. “You know I may or may not let you, right?”

			He taps my nose again and picks up his helmet. “I think you’re gonna be the ride of my life.”

			“That’s possible,” I call as I make my way toward the bleachers. Rounding the track, I watch Brock jog over to his teammates with a smile worth a million Polaroids.

			Nerves a scattered mess, I’m pretty sure the sun is melting the flesh from my bones as I climb the bleachers, finding a spot under an overhang. It offers little reprieve from the heat but will do for now. Considering I won’t get much in the way of studying done for the remainder of the day, I retrieve Paradise Lost from my satchel. Before I can read three words, I hear giggling along with footsteps traipsing their way toward me. I raise my eyes, noticing one of the cheerleaders headed in my direction is the chick who hijacked my spot in Ryder’s lap the day he decided to . . . devour me.

			“Great,” I mumble, positive she’s about to start with me. Though Ryder said she was a hit-and-go type of thing, girls can go all Carrie over shit like this.

			With a perfect button nose, waist-long chardonnay-hued hair, and full lips any girl would kill to have, the chick could seriously be a supermodel. “Amber?” she says in a Tinker Bell voice, extending a perfectly manicured hand to me. “I’m Hailey Jacobs. I’ve heard . . . a lot about you.”

			I take her hand, convinced she’s up to something. I can hear it in her overly sweet tone, see it in the way her periwinkle eyes are slightly narrowed, and feel it in the way she’s gripping my hand a little too tightly.

			“Well, hi there, Hailey Jacobs.” My tone is sugar, spice, and everything nice multiplied by a thousand. “I haven’t heard a thing about you. Odd.”

			Her eyes narrow further. She’s onto me as much as I am her. She turns and quietly dismisses her redheaded friend, who’s as equally snotty and uppity-looking. Hailey’s accessory casts me a shark’s smile, all teeth, letting me know she’s also hungry for my blood. On a huff, she turns on her heel, swinging her dainty little ass back down to her crew of jock-worshipping followers.

			Hailey brings her curious gaze back to me, a fake-as-they-come smile plastered across her glossy lips. “So you’re dating Brock Cunningham?”

			“Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m taking a ride with him after practice.”

			A shadow of a pout darkens her face, just enough to let me know they must have some kind of past. “Brock’s not what he appears to be on the outside.” She snaps her bubblegum inches from my nose. “He wears an overcoat of some of the best charm out there to hide what lies beneath his . . . front. You’ll soon learn what that is. But he knows how to fuck for hours like a pro, and something tells me that’s exactly what you want. You ooze slut.”

			She drags her attention out to the field, where Brock’s hauling his duffel bag over his shoulder, heading toward the locker rooms. She rolls her snake eyes back to me, a sneer curling her lips. “He’ll definitely take you for a ride, that’s for sure. And once he’s finished with you, he’ll toss you aside just like the rest.”

			“You mean, he’ll toss me aside just like he did you,” I grit out, my mind warped by this bitch’s audacity. “That’s what you’re talking about, right? ’Cause something about you leaks bitter ex-girlfriend. A bitter ex-girlfriend who’s going Fatal Attraction because she lost a freak who can fuck like a pro.”

			A muscle twitches in her jaw, a clear indication that I’ve pissed the bitch off.

			I continue, not quite finished. “Let me tell you something, Hailey Jacobs. I’m glad Brock knows how to fuck like a pro, because otherwise I’d get bored and toss him aside. Just to be safe, I plan on teaching him a few fresh tricks that you probably couldn’t think of. So while you’re chucking your sparkly pom-poms from one end of the field to the next, just know that I will be fucking the captain of the football team in ways he’s never been fucked before. I doubt that’ll garner me a toss aside.”

			Eyes wider than tires, her dot of a nose scrunches up as she surges to her feet. “Fuck you!”

			Trying to contain my laughter, I give an unaffected shrug, my eyes pinned to my book. “I go both ways, sweetie. Actually have been told I lick a memorable pussy. Just give me a time and a place.”

			Though I have yet to swing to the other side—I like to keep my options open, thank you—that bit of made-up information works its charm. Speechless, Hailey whips around on an aggravated heel and bolts down the stairs without a backward glance. As I watch her join her cult, I can’t help but acknowledge that today is turning out to be far more exciting than I’d pictured.

			• • •

			“Okay, you have to answer two questions for me,” I say as Brock and I drive west on I-68.

			“Anything.”

			“The first is where are we going?”

			“That’s a secret.”

			“Hey,” I pout, “you said you’d answer anything.”

			“I changed my mind.” With a smile, he rests his hand on the nape of my neck, massaging my skin. It takes everything in me to keep my eyes from fluttering closed. “What’s your second question?”

			I clear my throat, trying to regain my bearings. “How does a guy who’s twenty-one—”

			“Twenty-two,” he corrects. “Soon to be twenty-three.”

			I sigh. “Whatever. How does a guy your age afford a brand-new Hummer? One that’s pretty decked out, no less.”

			He shrugs. “My parents are two of the most well-known defense attorneys in Maryland. They share the wealth with their kids.”

			“You have siblings?”

			“I do.” He turns onto Route 219. “An older sister.”

			“Aww, you’re the baby in the family.”

			“No ‘awws’ required. It was hell growing up with her.” Grinning, he pitches me a sidelong glance. “Between her monthly visitor and fighting over the phone and bathroom, I nearly lost my fucking mind before I hit puberty.”

			I giggle, seeing his point.

			After a moment, I relax my head against the window, watching the scenery melt into nothing but lush green. Thin ribbons of blue sky cut through an array of trees against a mountainous backdrop. For a brief second, a sense of peace runs through me, something I’m not used to. Before I can settle into the foreign feeling, my attention jolts from the rare beauty when guitar chords from a song I haven’t heard in years begin to strum from the speakers.

			I clear my throat, my body instantly plagued with unwelcomed memories. “Is this the radio or your personal playlist?” I ask, hearing the shakiness in my voice.

			Brock holds up his phone. “It’s my playlist from Spotify.” He gives me a reluctant smile. “Go ahead, just say it.”

			“Say what?” I question, confused.

			“That I’m weird for listening to Ray LaMontagne.”

			“No, it’s not that at all. I love him. I grew up listening to all his songs.” The haunting words of “Lesson Learned” reverberate in my ears, Ray’s smoky voice as familiar as a cozy sweater. “My . . . my father used to play this for me on his guitar.”

			“On his guitar?” Brock turns down a barren gravel road, and I already know the question perched on the tip of his tongue. “Is he a musician?”

			Shit. I should’ve kept my mouth shut. Still, I had to ask. Ray LaMontagne isn’t an artist many in my generation find appealing. Just another reason my age bracket sucks. They wouldn’t know a good piece of music if it hit them on their heads.

			Though he’s unaware of it, Brock Cunningham’s managed to sneak his way into my heart just from being different, in a good way.

			“So come on. We’re in the middle of nowhere.” I gesture to, well, absolutely nothing. There’s nothing but nature around us. Pouting my lips for effect, some of the most disturbed horror film scenes spring through my mind as I attempt to change the subject away from my father. “Please tell me where you’re taking me.”

			Diversion accomplished, Brock grins and points at a colossal sign saying: deep creek lake.

			Duh. “A lake?”

			“Not just a lake.” He stops the vehicle in front of the most breathtaking, God-touched creation I’ve ever seen. “It’s the largest, deepest lake in the state of Maryland.”

			“It’s amazing.” I jump from the Hummer and with my arms spread wide, I spin in a circle, breathing in the fresh air. I come to a stop, my brow spiked in curiosity. “Do you have fishing poles with you?”

			“Why, you fish?” Brock slips from the vehicle. “If ya do, I’m pretty fucking sure you’re the coolest girl I’ve ever met.”

			I take a graceful bow. “Well, then consider me the coolest fucking girl you’ve ever met. Fishing is one of my better addictions.”

			“No shit, Miss Moretti,” he says with a smile as he opens the trunk and produces not only a cooler but two fishing poles.

			“Would you stop calling me Miss Moretti?” I roll my eyes, getting annoyed with the whole Christian Grey thing. “And do you always carry a cooler with you?”

			After he closes the trunk and sets everything on the ground, amusement glides along his face as he leans against the back passenger door. “No, but I had a feeling that a certain beautiful girl would show up to my practice. I also had a feeling that a certain beautiful girl would take a ride with me to the lake after practice. This here boy came prepared.”

			I shake my head, a smile lifting my lips.

			“And you don’t like when I call you Miss Moretti?”

			I shrug and lean against the vehicle too. “Maybe if I were close to retirement I would.”

			“It’s settled, then.” He sidles up next to me, lightly jerking his hip against mine. “I’ll kill calling you Miss Moretti, but I’m all for nicknames, especially for cool, beautiful girls who have a fishing addiction.”

			“Are you?” My voice comes out thin, gauzy. I turn to look at him. Jesus. He’s as beautiful as they get, an eye-orgasm-worthy blend of rough and rugged, hard and soft.

			Another jerk of his hip against mine, his breath curling over my neck as he dips his head to my ear. “I am,” he says, candy-shop seduction melting from his voice, the look in his eyes breaking down my battlements as a slow smile works his lips. “And I’ve decided my nickname for you will be . . . Ber.”

			“Ber?” My breath falters as he steps in front of me, resting his hands on top of the Hummer. “Now you’re just being a wiseass.”

			“Why? Besides never forgetting the cute embarrassment on your face when you said it, I think it fits you. I loved it the day we met, so I’m simply making it permanent.” His smile widens, the fire in his eyes imprisoning me. “It’ll be our private little joke. You might not like it now, but I’m gonna make you ache to be called it.”

			“You think so, huh?” Every cell in my body rebels, exploding into a fight for self-control. It’s not working, the merciless work of art before me making the battle in vain. He’s stripping away my defenses, not only buckling my knees, but also the promise I made to myself to never fall. “I wouldn’t be so sure if I were you.”

			“I wouldn’t be so unsure . . . Ber.”

			Brock’s smile collapses into something so indescribably male, fierce, and primal, I want to bare every inch of myself to him—emotional scars included. His gaze is undecided on where to settle, skidding between my lips and eyes. Along with mine, his breath hitches as he leans down, stroking the side of my nose with his. My back’s pressed to the hot vehicle as I attempt to think, but I can’t. My thoughts are chained, frozen in this moment. Want quakes between my thighs, its strength growing as Brock barely touches his lips to mine.

			But that’s all he gives me.

			Before I know it, his lips are suddenly at my ear, his whisper teasing my senses. “Are you ready to get your fishing on, Ber?”

			Disappointment kicks through me as he slowly backs away, stacking the fishing gear on top of the cooler. I give an unaffected smile as I try to quell the shaking that’s taken over my body. Heart stuck in my throat and unable to do otherwise, I simply nod.

			Brock watches me intently, his eyes creased in amusement with every step we take toward a graying, old wooden pier. I move to the edge and look out over the water. It’s huge, its ending nowhere in sight. Miles upon miles of nothing but pristine lake, filled with small boats, families in canoes, and people fishing for as far as my eyes can see. Though we’re surrounded by life in every sense of the word, we’re in our own world, tucked away in a private cove.

			I take a deep breath, relishing the sun on my skin as Brock sets everything up. Nevertheless, it’s sweltering out, so I do what I deem necessary to avoid succumbing to a slow, heat-induced death. I kick off my Chucks and slip my T-shirt over my head, leaving me in only a bra and red cotton shorts.

			From behind me, Brock roughly clears his throat.

			I turn and find him staring, wide-eyed, his mouth parted. “Stop. A bra is the same as a bikini top. Besides, the little schizophrenic woman inside of my head is telling me you’ve seen your share of bras.”

			He smiles and reaches into the cooler for two beers. “Want one?”

			“You’re going to serve alcohol to an underaged girl?” I take the ice-cold Heineken and slide it against my neck, enjoying the temporary chill it brings to my flesh. “Such a bad, bad boy.”

			“How old are you?” he asks, his eyes playfully narrowed.

			“Nineteen, soon to be twenty.” With no luck, I attempt to twist off the cap.

			Brock takes the bottle and de-caps it with an opener. However, he doesn’t hand it back. Instead, he takes a long gulp, emptying half its contents.

			“What the heck?” I snatch the bottle from him. “Not cool. I just deducted a point.”

			He turns and jogs toward the Hummer, calling over his shoulder, “Well, you are underage, my beautiful Ber. But it’s all good. I’ve got a few million points left.”

			“Wiseass,” I mumble, watching him open the driver’s-side door. I enjoy the view when he leans in to flip on the stereo, his cargo-short-covered ass in my line of sight as The Script’s “Broken Arrow” pelts from the speakers.

			Brock leaves the door open and jogs back to the pier. “We needed music.”

			I nod in agreement.

			“You like The Script?” He unbuttons his shirt, his smirk letting me know he’s about to torture me with his bare skin.

			A second then third sporadic nod, a nervous swallow greasing my throat as he peels the material from his body. The dick’s beating me. I may have to reconsider not flawing his gorgeous teeth. Left only in his cargo shorts and Nike Free Runs, Brock smiles, and I’m the one who’s staring now. I’m also pretty sure my mouth is hanging open, drool possibly involved in this embarrassing, mathematical turn of arrogant equations.

			His chest is cut, layered with slabs of lean muscle from the hollow of his glorious neck down to the delectable V between his hips. He has the kind of chest I can lick without getting my tongue twisted up in wiry hair. Not that he doesn’t have any, but he has just the right amount of hair a girl such as myself can appreciate while she rubs oil or chocolate all over it. As he turns, reaching for a fishing pole, my eyes land on a tattoo covering the top half of his right bicep. Barbed wire encases a heart, a skull’s evil, flaming eyes peeking out from the bleeding organ.

			He attempts to hand me the fishing pole. “Good. So do I.”

			“So do you what?” I ask, my attention still on his chest.

			He tucks his finger underneath my chin, lifting my gaze to his. I exhale the breath I’m well aware I’m holding.

			“I also like The Script,” he says with a knowing smile. “And stop. It’s just a chest. The little schizophrenic man in my head’s telling me you’ve seen your share of them.”

			“I wasn’t staring,” I blurt, yanking the pole from him.

			“Whatever you say.” He laughs and squats next to the tackle box.

			I sigh, hating that he caught me ogling.

			He peers up at me, dangling a helpless worm between his fingers. “You might love fishing, but are you willing to get your hands dirty for it?”

			“Everything has to die, right?” I take the slimy worm and hook it onto its awaiting electric chair.

			An impressed grin shadows his lips. “Yeah. You’re definitely the coolest girl I’ve ever met.”

			With the worm swinging in misery, I bat my lashes, deposit myself on the edge of the pier, and dip my bare feet into the cool water. After removing his sneakers, Brock sits next to me, also dipping his feet in the water. A pleasurable chill runs along my spine when I feel his bare flesh against my ribs.

			“I can tell you’re not from around here,” he says, breaking me from the stupidity that seems to have made a cozy nest within my brain.

			I cast my line into the water. “How so?”

			“You have a West Coast accent.”

			“I’m not from the West Coast, and I definitely don’t have an accent.”

			“I’m pretty positive you’re from the West Coast, and you sure as fuck have an accent.” He casts his prisoner into the lake, a lazy smile on his face. “But don’t be embarrassed by it. It’s a part of your sexiness.”

			“I’m not embarrassed,” I scoff. “You’re the one with a Southern twang.”

			He throws his head back and laughs. “Maryland’s far from Southern, but if you say so, I’m nothing but a Southern boy for you, Miss Ber.”

			“Oh my God. Would you stop with the whole ‘miss’ thing?” I giggle, knowing this dude, this beast of a competitor, just might shake my faith in all I’ve ever believed in.

			“For now I will, but I’m not making any long-term promises on that one.” He grins, and I shake my head. “So what’s the deal with you and Happy Days? I did a little research, and no one I know grew up running home to watch that shit.”

			Do I choose honesty and tell him that between the ages of four and eight, when my parents were looking to score their next fix, they’d leave me unattended for hours on end with nothing but a bag of Doritos and VHS tapes of Happy Days to keep me occupied, or do I go with the classic lie?

			“My parents worked a lot, and the babysitter had a thing for Henry Winkler.” I shrug, trying to downplay the only good memories I have of being left alone. “She was a bit of an outcast in the social department.”

			He smiles, suspicion glimmering in his eyes. “Right.”

			“Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“Because you were the one who had the crush on Henry Winkler. Not the babysitter. Nice try.”

			I might’ve grown up with Henry keeping me entertained, but that’s about as far as my noncrush went. “Are you nuts?” I ask over a laugh, positive he lost his mind long before I stumbled into the picture.

			“I’m as close to crazy as they get, darlin’. But come on,” he urges, lightly elbowing my ribs. “You like that I’m a little out there. Admit it.”

			“I’ll do no such thing.” And I won’t.

			Though he looks as though he belongs on the cover of a magazine, has a cute sense of humor, and is trying hard as hell to get into my panties, Brock has another thing coming if he thinks I’ll admit to anything this early on. If ever. It’s as if he’s trying to open me up and read the torn pages of my heart. To be honest, I don’t like it. I’ve already reduced myself to acting like an excited ball of anxiety around him, and I have no intention of letting the situation get out of hand.

			Well, at least not the mental part. I’m all for the physical, though.

			“I can’t figure you out,” he says, searching my face.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Never mind.” He looks out at the water, his expression distant.

			“No. Tell me,” I press, nudging his arm.

			He brings his attention back to me, a million questions floating behind his eyes. “From you not giving me your number, to making it close to impossible to get you to go out on a date with me . . .” A pause, a shake of his head. “I don’t know. I just can’t figure you out.”

			“Why are you trying to figure me out?” I ask, my concentration turning to the light tug on my line.

			“You’re like a jigsaw puzzle.” He shrugs, his voice soft. “One that’s in desperate need of being put together.”

			I swallow, my heart rioting in protest. “I don’t need your pity, and besides, maybe I don’t want to be put together.”

			Another lie.

			I think I want to be put together, but I’m pretty damn sure no one can accomplish that without losing their sanity along the way.

			He licks his lips and stares at me a long moment. “I’m usually not a pity-giving dude, believe that, but something’s telling me you might be worth it. What if I leave you no choice?”

			“Huh?” Thrown by his response, I pull my attention from what I’m sure is a fish murdering the worm on my hook. “I don’t understand.”

			“Ah, sure you do. You heard what I said, Ber. What if I leave you no other choice but to let me put you back together?” He shrugs again, his eyes alight with challenge. “I’m all for nicknames and figuring out people who I think need something more in their lives. Especially ones who I’m pretty fucking sure stepped into mine for a reason.”

			Though his declaration comes out as a soft whisper, the conviction in it torches my ears. I clutch the fishing pole tighter and stare at him, my heart pounding as my mind replays his words. I don’t say anything. I can’t. Instead, I look at the water, wishing I weren’t so handicapped about opening up to others.

			“You deny having an accent,” Brock says, reeling in his line a little, “but seriously, which West Coast state are you from?”

			Persistent—I can’t deny I like it . . . sometimes. I sigh. “Washington.”

			“I knew it.” A triumphant smile stretches his lips. “So why Maryland? Did your parents insist on Hadley U?”

			The question flares old wounds, opening the levee guarding my memories. “My parents are dead,” I say flatly, my attention honed in on a canoe pulling up to a dock. I watch a couple stumble out, their laughter thundering over the sound of ducks fighting for their next meal.

			“That blows,” Brock notes without a hint of solemnness.

			“What? You’re not gonna go into the whole sorry for your loss, I understand what you’re going through, and if you need someone to talk to I’m here spiel?” I bite my lip, realizing what a bitch I sound like.

			Shock jumps over Brock’s face, but he sobers. “To answer your first example: Yeah. I’m sorry you lost them, but I told you I’m not a pity-giving dude, and that seems to be what you want. You’re closing yourself off to me; I can feel it. I sensed it the moment we met. So fuck pity, right?”

			I open my mouth to speak but snap it shut. I can’t form a coherent thought. Nothing’s there. I’m blank.

			He continues. “To answer your second example: No. I’m not gonna say I understand what you’re going through because I don’t. I’ve never had anyone close to me die, but I know I will one day. When that happens, then we can live bitterly ever after.”

			Wide-eyed, I just stare, swallow, and listen to the rest of what he says.

			“And to answer your third and final example, my beautiful, mysterious Ber, who I will eventually piece back together no matter what the hell I have to do: I have ears, and if you ever decide you wanna talk, I’ll listen. I’ll listen to everything you need to get out. But for now, the only thing these ears wanna hear from your pretty lips is my name being called out while I fuck away every bad pent-up memory and twisted shit you’ve ever seen right out of your mind. Cool?”

			I’m sure I just fell in love for the first time in my life. I nod. Jesus, the only thing I can do is nod.

			“Cool,” he repeats, reeling in and recasting his line. He looks at me, his eyes soft with curiosity. “So do you live here with extended family?”

			Like the first time we met, in those clear peridot pools of warmth, I see something familiar yet unfamiliar. All the same, I feel as if we’ve met in a different space and time. Somewhere along the ragged edges of my sweetest dreams and darkest nightmares, I’ve talked with this boy. He’s told me his secrets, and I, mine.

			Still, I’m nervous about revealing too much in fear that I’ll scare him off. I’m sure it’s not often that he comes across a girl who watched her parents rot away into nothing but pale flesh covering bones under their heroin addiction. Add that spectacular picture to the same girl witnessing her father take out her mother with one bullet reserved for the back of her skull, and the second reserved for his mouth, and you’ve got yourself a chick no sane parent would approve of their son dating.

			Murder-suicide makes for some great evening news. It also scares most decent families away from the one who was left in the aftermath of its destruction.

			Nauseated, I decide to let Brock in on just enough that he no longer feels like I’m trying to push him away. “Can I just give you a summed-up version of my past so we can talk about something else?”

			“Absolutely.” He nods.

			I pull in a shaky breath. This is the first time I’m about to spill my story, even a little bit, to someone I barely know. “I live here by myself and don’t have any extended family members who I speak to. They ditched my parents after I was born, so I never met them, only know what they look like from old photos my mother showed me. My foster parents were set on me going to Hadley because they both graduated from there. They live in Florida now, and out of the three or so foster parents I’ve gone through, they’re the best I’ve come across. I still have a relationship with them.”

			The curiosity in Brock’s eyes thickens.

			I’m aware I’ve already said too much, but the sutured scars have ripped wide open, and there’s no turning back. Might as well keep going. “I have foster parents because my . . . my father shot and killed my mother, then turned the gun on himself in front of me when I was eight.”

			Brock’s face clouds over with the shock I’ve come to know.

			I brush it off, hoping to push him away from the subject for good. “Six therapists in three different states, spread over the course of eleven years of intense counseling, couldn’t get me to talk. Neither could those three or so sets of foster parents, including my latest. Before them, the others couldn’t take my mood swings, depression, or anger issues, so they handed me back to the state. Cathy and Mark were the only ones who held on to me.”

			Looking at the water, I think about how much Cathy and Mark have done for me. How much they’ve endured with me over the last two years. A knot of emotion wraps around my heart. Though I’m what most would consider a walking tragedy, a complete mental mess, I owe any sense of normalcy I’ve had to them.

			I sigh and bring my eyes back to Brock’s. “Fake friends at several schools talked behind my back and eventually ditched me the second I had a meltdown. I mean, shit. Even my last remaining living grandparent ditched me. Her great excuse when the state of Washington’s Child Protective Services contacted her to notify her of her son’s suicide?” Though there’s nothing funny about what she told them, I can’t help but let out a light laugh. “She couldn’t fathom taking care of a grandchild who she never considered hers to begin with.” I blow out a puff of air, a shrug lifting my shoulder. “I guess I’m unlovable. So, please, don’t try to get me to talk about any of this again because . . . I won’t. Cool?”

			I feel completely naked, exposed. I’m no longer looking at him, but I can sense Brock’s eyes on me, heavy, suffocating. I wonder how many judgmental thoughts are pelting around in his mind. I’m pretty sure he’s thinking about how fast he can shuffle me back into his Hummer and as far away from his life as possible.

			Silence mantles the air for the longest minute of my life before Brock breaks the tension. “Is it okay if I say I’m sorry?” he asks, his words soft, hesitant. “Or are you gonna rip into me if I do?”

			More silence while I study his face. It could just be me, but he seems genuinely concerned I might hack him to death.

			“If it matters at all,” he continues, “I really want to say I’m sorry that happened to you and your family, Amber.”

			Feeling like the queen of bitches, I see nothing but sincere remorse, not a shred of judgment, behind his eyes. “I’m sorry for jumping down your throat. I just—”

			“No. Please don’t apologize,” he states through a whisper. “That’s some pretty heavy shit.”

			“It is, but I’m good.” Yet another lie. I’m not good. I’m sure I’ll never be. Either way, I’m finished talking about my shit-stained past. “So you and Hailey Jacobs had something?”

			A grin quirks the side of his mouth. “Quick change of subject.”

			“Well, she approached me while I was waiting for you to finish up practice.” I shrug, trying to play it cool despite desperately wanting to know their story. “She made it seem like you two have some kind of past. One I’m positive didn’t end on a good note.”

			Anger flashes across his face, washing his expression into something that disturbs yet intrigues me. “What the hell did she tell you?”

			A hard tug on my line pulls my attention away from him, my gaze flitting to the water. “I don’t know. Some shit about you appearing to be the way you want everyone to think you are. That it’s all an act and, within time, I’ll see you for who you really are.” A second tug, this one violent. I jump to my feet and attempt to reel in whatever’s on the other end.

			Brock hops up and positions himself behind me. Large hands seeking mine, his chest is pressed tight to my back, his chiseled jaw cushioned against my cheek, as he aids my fight with what I’m sure is Jaws. Though I’m trying hard to concentrate on the task at hand, every nerve ending fires, heat simmering in my bones as we continue to brawl with nature. A second goes by, and the line snaps, sending us both flailing backward onto the pier with a thud loud enough to shake the wooden structure.

			Staring up at the cloudless sky, lying on top of Brock’s chest, I giggle. He bursts out laughing, the sound heaven to my ears as I take in the unexpected moment. Still giggling, I attempt to get off him, but with viperous speed, Brock stops me by resting his palms on the flat of my stomach, gently tugging me back down onto him.

			“No,” he whispers, his nose buried in my hair. “I want to stay like this for a minute. I’m digging the way you feel in my arms.”

			The drowsy cadence of his voice slips through me, centering deep within my belly. I swallow, acutely aware of his soft fingertips dragging up my bare rib cage, our breathing turning into lyrical notes of want punching from our lungs as I digest his words.

			“Turn over,” he says, his tone soft but authoritative. “I want to see your beautiful face.”

			Not an ounce of rebellion runs through me as I obey his request, adjusting my body to his. Chest to chest, his gaze devours me, stroking between my eyes and lips. Brock’s hands find my cheeks, his touch causing a delicious fog to overrun my mind, their warmth expelling every fear I had about opening my heart to him. My entire being focuses on the way he’s staring at me, his dark rain forest eyes dominant with urgency to taste my lips, but still patient as he waits for permission. Sparks whisk through my nerves as I melt into the sensation of his fingers sinking into my hair, their adept movements eliciting a violent tremble deep within my core. I nearly go liquid as he lifts his knee, wedging it between my legs.

			“I’m gonna kiss you, Ber.” His words come out as a husky whisper as he lifts his head, pulling my face a breath away from his. “And it’s gonna be a kiss you won’t soon forget. It’s gonna be a kiss I want burned into your fucking memory whether or not we get together. One that’ll make you hate every other kiss from anyone else after me. You’ll have no other choice but to think of this kiss when another dude gets his lucky chance. Cool?”

			Nervous, I nod, my pulse thudding in anticipation as our gazes connect with a sizzle right before he brings his lips up to mine. The kiss starts off soft and slow, a sinuous trail of desire testing limits and exploring unknown turf. Brock’s lips are silk, the taste of his tongue tinged with mint and beer.

			I love the parallel between the two.

			A primitive groan rocks from his throat as he pulls me tighter to him, one hand caressing my nape, the other buried in my hair. My nipples awaken, my heart stuttering like a worn-out engine. Ecstasy floods me, washing away the world around us. I barely register the hum of boats, birds, and people as the intensity of our want explodes, unleashing a string of harder strokes from our tongues. Brock moves his hands down my rib cage, his thumbs kneading the sides of my breasts along their journey. His touch is gasoline to my fire, fueling the maelstrom inside me as a soft symphony of moans fall past my lips. My head’s dizzy, my body high from his touch, its rapture for him already an addict.

			“You taste so sweet,” he growls, nipping at my lip as his hands find their way back to my cheeks. The sticky air stirs with the sound of our heavy breathing as he pulls me closer, tighter against his chest. He licks into my mouth, his kiss reverent, skillful, one I’m sure will hold its weight against future contenders. “So fucking sweet.”

			“You don’t taste too bad yourself,” I purr, twining my fingers through his hair.

			He smiles against my mouth. “Do I taste better than . . . Twizzlers?”

			“Now you’re pushing it, buddy,” I playfully warn. Brock chuckles as I move my lips to his jaw, teasing my tongue over his stubble. “And I want to keep tasting you, but you still haven’t answered my question.”

			“What question?” he probes, dusting additional mind-fucking kisses along my neck as he settles his hands on my waist and squeezes. “Seeing that I’m preoccupied with something insanely delicious right now, something I plan on repeating as often as possible, I don’t recall you asking a question.”

			I shiver, close to trembling in the midday heat. God, this feels so good. He feels so good.

			“Hailey,” I remind him, smiling angelically. “You two had something?”

			He rests his head on the pier, a shadow of aggravation passing over his face. “You sure know how to kill a mood, eh?”

			“That’s not fair.” I frown. “I asked the question before we wound up in this position.”

			With a grin, one I’m sure he’s wearing in an attempt to distract me, he cups my cheeks. “We barely had something.”

			“Define ‘barely,’ because nothing about the way she acted made it seem like you two were a ‘barely’ kind of thing.”

			Grin holding steady, he fishes his iPhone from his pocket and taps on it. After a second, his eyes light up with mischief. “Barely. It says here that it’s an adverb. It also says ‘hardly’ or ‘scarcely.’ People use it to say that someone or something only has a specified small size, age, length, etc.” He draws up a brow. “Just to make things very, very clear, I’m small in neither size, girth, nor length. At. All.”

			Giggling, I yank the phone from him. “Did you seriously just look up the definition?” I glance down at his phone. Yep. The wiseass looked it up.

			A megawatt smile twists his mouth. “You said ‘define barely,’ no?”

			I set his phone on the pier, and with a mock scowl, it’s me who cups his cheeks. “Yes, I did, but I’m being serious, Brock. She was . . . weird about you. I’m gonna ask the questions, and you’re not allowed to do anything but answer. Got it?”

			With a wink, he salutes me. “Yes, Miss Ber.”

			I roll my eyes, knowing I better get used to his formal nickname. “How long did you two date?”

			“We never dated,” he whispers, leaning up and slowly kissing my lips.

			I pull back to look him in his eyes, mine narrowed. “You’re trying to seduce me.”

			“Is it working?” He drags his lips to the hollow of my neck, letting them linger there. “Because if not, I can do better.”

			It is working, my body screaming to pull down my shorts, yank his off, and take a long test-drive on what he claims isn’t small in size, girth, or length. However, I’m not about to let him know my thoughts, so I do what’s necessary to get the answers I seek.

			I give him a proper mash to his forehead with my palm, an innocent shrug following suit.

			With eyes as wide as balloons, he laughs. “Holy shit of all fucking shits. I’m making you mine. You know this, right?”

			“Yeah, we’ll see about that.”

			He grins, tightening his hold around my waist.

			“Now you say you never dated, so you two just . . . fucked?” I ask.

			“Mm. Blunt. This here Southern boy likes.” He nods, his lips twitching in amusement. “Correct. We fucked. She was a classic booty call. The I’m drunk and feel like getting laid hookup. The mutual this-is-going-nowhere fling.”

			“Mm-hmm,” I hum, eyeing him suspiciously. “So I’m assuming that’s why you don’t care that Ryder’s hitting that now?”

			It’s his turn to shrug. “Ryder can do what he wants. I’m completely cool with him tapping my seconds. Sharing is caring. And besides, what are friends for, right?”

			“Mm-hmm,” I hum again, watching him carefully. There’s a gleam in those green eyes that I can’t quite decipher, something that’s telling me there’s more behind his statement.

			Brock leans up and brushes his mouth against mine. “Do you have any more questions for me?” He snags my lower lip between his teeth, gently sucking. “Or am I still under interrogation?”

			“You’re still under interrogation,” I confirm, trying to catch my breath, the ache between my legs threatening to explode as he threads his hands through my hair.

			“Well, there’s no denying you’re a sexy detective.” He smirks. “Continue on, my little vixen.”

			“You have secrets.” I lift my face away from his, going with my intuition. “And I think they’re the kind that can hurt me.”

			“We all have secrets,” he whispers, bringing my lips back down to his.

			He stares at me long and hard before kissing me deep, each stroke of his tongue unraveling everything I’ve ever known myself to be. Without breaking the rhythm of our kiss, Brock cocoons me in his embrace, gently rolling me onto my back. 

			A shocked gasp fights past my throat as he hooks his arms under my knees, drawing my legs up around his waist. Scarlet heat covers me from head to toe, perspiration dripping between my breasts as Brock pulls back, slowly eye-fucking every inch of my body.

			“And none of my secrets will ever hurt you.” He kisses the slope of my neck, his words muffled against my sweat-slickened skin. “I promise you that. Swear it on my life.” Hands cradling my head, he brings his gaze back to mine, his expression serious as his thumbs make a pass over my lips. “You’re gonna be mine, do you hear me? No matter what I have to do, I want you to be my girl.” He kisses my nose, cheeks, and forehead. “I won’t take no for an answer, and whether or not you want me to, I’m gonna find your pieces so I can put you back together.”

			His promise steals my breath as he crashes his mouth to mine. My lips part on a moan, and I grip his shoulders, my nails clawing into his golden flesh as I writhe beneath him, ignoring the pain of the splintery wood at my back. Our flavors fuse together, an intoxicating blend of beer and urgency. I kiss him hard, his sweet, musky scent invading my nostrils like a potent aphrodisiac.

			And just like that, the loud ringing of his phone jolts our attention away from each other.

			Brock swipes it from the pier, glances at it, and, with frustration hardening his jaw, he groans. “I have to take this.” He swathes my lips in a quick kiss and stands. “I’ll be right back.”

			I nod and push up onto my elbows, trying to cool myself down. Try as I might, I can’t escape my body’s need to fuck. On a sigh, I get to my feet and attempt to eavesdrop on Brock’s conversation. Not only has his voice disintegrated to a heated whisper, but he’s walking toward the Hummer. After a while, annoyance grabs me tight. Before I allow it to talk me into hitchhiking home, Brock pockets his phone and saunters over to me.

			“I apologize.” He cups my cheeks. “I was waiting on an important call.”

			“Secrets,” I mumble, looking at the pier below us.

			“No,” he says softly. Lifting my chin with a gentle finger, he presses his forehead to mine, his eyes imploring. “Prior commitments. That’s all.”

			Seeing pure sincerity in his expression and feeling somewhat embarrassed that I actually said that to him, I nod. “Okay. Do you have to get out of here or something?”

			“I do.” He sighs, wariness all over his face. Sliding his fingertips down my arms, he pulls in a slow breath. Tingles scatter along my skin as he brings my hands to his chest and rests them over his heart. “I know my prior commitments kind of fucked up our day, but I’m hoping you’ll give me another shot at proving I’m really not an asshole.”

			“I don’t think you’re an asshole.” I’ve dealt with my share of assholes over the years and, as of now, thankfully he hasn’t earned that title.

			“No?” he says, somewhat shocked.

			I smile as he lifts my hands to his lips. “No.”

			“So since you don’t think I’m an asshole,” he says, still holding my hands to his lips, “I’m wondering if you’ll let me take you out on an official date.” He pauses, his eyes gleaming pure mischief. “I mean, considering we came close to showing each other the way we really feel about being together—right here on a public pier, no less—I’m thinking we can get something to eat or some shit. But, hey, it’s up to you. No pressure, Ber.”

			I shake my head, my smile spreading. “I know I’ve said it a few times today, but has anyone else ever told you that you’re a wiseass?”

			“Never once,” he deadpans.

			“Well, then I’m happy I’m your first.”

			Expression softening, Brock kisses my right then left hand. “You wanna know what I hope for?” he whispers, winding his arms around my waist.

			“Sure,” I all but stutter, my concentration split between his warm fingers caressing the small of my back and the primal look in his eyes.

			“I hope that you’ll become my first for a lot of things.” He dips his head, barely touching his lips to mine.

			I shiver, my mind wiped clear of everything but the here and now. With his lips still teasing mine, Brock continues to seduce each of my senses in ways I never imagined possible.

			“I hope that I become everything you need in your life.” He kisses my cheek, his grip tightening around my waist. “I hope there never comes a time when you think I’m an asshole. I hope that at least once a day, even if only for a second, I can make you smile.” He pulls back, and stares into my eyes, his voice a soft hum of promise. “I hope that nothing I ever do makes you cry, and most of all, I hope that some part of you eventually trusts me enough to let me into your heart. Really let me into it.”

			From the depths of my shattered soul, I feel his words drift over me like a warm blanket on the coldest of nights. Still, an anxiety so powerful against commitment of any kind blossoms to life within my gut, reminding me where this could lead.

			Where this could ultimately end.

			Yet above everything, I can’t deny he’s jolted something loose inside me, cracked a few codes. I take a nervous breath, unable to ignore the voice in my head telling me he’s already captured a tiny piece of my heart. It’s whispering to me that he’s about to hold my hand, guiding me with care along a fork in a road I never intended to walk.

			I just hope my warped past and the ghosts who still visit me don’t make either of us stumble down it . . .

			Praying that I don’t mess up my chance at something resembling happiness, I flatten my palms against Brock’s chest, push up on my tiptoes, and seal my lips over his, dipping my tongue inside his mouth for a kiss I know neither of us will soon forget.
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