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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Karina

      

      

      The lights in the house were dimmed, the music was too loud, and Karina Wolfe’s roommate, Savannah Whitley, was wearing a dress short enough to read her lips.

      “How are you dancing in that dress without giving everyone a peep show?” Karina raised her voice enough to be heard over the music and dropped onto the couch, balancing her plastic cup of water. First night at Ritter University, first party—even if it was off-campus at somebody’s parents’ house—first opportunity to embarrass herself. All good reasons why she had skipped the spiked punch and stuck with water.

      “Well that’s easy.” Savannah fanned her blonde hair across her narrow back, the straight strands immediately slipping back in front of her shoulders. Everything about Savannah was narrow—and long—and tall. “I only slow dance, sway, and country line dance.”

      Gabriella Blanco pulled on the pink stretchy material that barely covered Savannah’s lady bits, tugging it down about a half inch. “Sway?” She straightened up, the bling on her belt accenting the way her low-slung jeans clung to her hips.

      “Sway. You know, back and forth. All that arm-throwing and butt-thumping is unnecessary. It’s all just foreplay, anyway.”

      “If only her preacher father could hear her.” Gabi gulped down half her glass of punch.

      Karina laughed. “If only your boyfriend back home could hear you now.”

      Savannah gave Gabi a pathetic excuse for a glare. “Keep my daddy out of it, and Leland would be just fine. He knows how much I love him.”

      Karina sipped her water and wondered about the fake smile at the end—who was Savannah trying to convince?

      Gabi dropped into the space next to her on the couch, her cut-off T-shirt with Latina Princess in pink glitter riding up over her flat stomach. “We’re not sitting here long. We’re going back out to dance.” She pulled her long dark brown hair away from her sweat-soaked olive skin. All Karina needed was four hours in the sun, a boob-job, and butt injections, and she too, could look that good.

      “You can go anytime,” Savannah told Gabi. “Karina and I will go when we’re good and ready, bossy-pants.” Savannah had barely touched the drink in her hand. Her eyes were too busy bouncing from side to side. Maybe that’s why the girl could dance for forty-five minutes and not break a sweat. There was no liquid in her system.

      Karina didn’t have that problem. She lifted her dark blonde hair off her neck, ignoring the sweat beading and dripping down her face. Her hair was barely past her shoulders and it was too hot—how did Savannah stand it? Her black jeans were stuck to the back of her thighs, and she tugged on the neck of her damp T-shirt to get some air on her skin. “How are you not sweating?”

      “My momma, God rest her soul, always told me women don’t sweat. We glisten.” Savannah sipped her drink and Gabi rolled her eyes.

      If it were only that simple. If only Karina would miraculously stop sweating because her mom said so. Her mom would love that, just pull some magic puppet strings and no more sweating… Check. Another pull of those strings and no more “slovenly” wardrobe, all jeans and T-shirts banished… Check. No more “horrible” attitude… Check.

      A boy-band lookalike gazed in their direction across the dance floor. Karina smiled and nudged Savannah. “Speaking of fine. You have an admirer.”

      Boy-band swaggered up to the couch and leaned toward Savannah. “See my friend over there? He wants to know if you think I’m cute.”

      “Whatever for?” Savannah batted her eyelids and flipped her long blonde hair back over her shoulder.

      “Because I’d like to ask you to dance, but couldn’t handle it if someone as beautiful as you said no.”

      “Well, aren’t you just adorable?”

      “Wanna dance?”

      “Sure.” Savannah leapt from the chair and followed the boy-band wannabe. Although the pickup line was bogus, it figured that the one girl with a frickin’ boyfriend waiting at home was asked to dance by a gorgeous guy.

      “I’m going back out there.” Gabi downed the last of her punch as she jumped up from the couch. “Ready?”

      “Give me a minute.”

      “One minute, and I’m dragging your butt out here.” Gabi shuffled through the crowd to where their group of dorm mates was dancing in a large circle in the middle of the floor. Everyone was having a great time.

      Their first party at their new college campus. Away from home. Away from parents. Their first chance to be on their own.

      Bodies jumped and writhed on the makeshift dance floor when the bass thudded a new rhythm. The heat in the room rose, and even sitting off to the side, new sweat lined Karina’s forehead. A guy bumped the back of the couch and landed on her lap. “Hey, sexy.”

      “Hey.”

      He lifted his longhaired head and blew on her with boozy breath. “Dude, did you go swimming? You’re all wet.”

      “Yep.” Karina sighed.

      “Awesome.” He leaned a hand on Karina’s shoulder and stumbled to his feet. As he walked away, he tripped over a set of legs. “Cool. Hey, man, did you hear—there’s a pool.”

      Drunk guys. Gotta love ’em. She puffed a burst of air at her bangs. Nope not working. Air. She needed real air.

      Karina slid off the couch and angled through the gyrating bodies on the floor, heading for the sliding glass doors at the opposite end of the room. She squeezed and banged her way through the crowd, wrinkling her nose as cigarette and pot smoke mixed with the overwhelming scent of sweat. Num.

      The sliding glass door was open when she reached the Promised Land. Air. Fresh air. Karina drank down the cool evening breeze, cold air sliding down her throat. Through the soft glow of outdoor lighting, she watched couples walking hand-in-hand down the sloping backyard to Ritter Lake on the other side of the trees.

      So relaxing. She closed her eyes and sat back against the railing of the back deck. Shivers crawled up her arms as the breeze washed away the sweat—no—glisten from her skin.

      Thump. Thump. Her body pulsed to the rhythm coming through the railing.

      Thump. Thump.

      Crunch.

      Her arms flew out, looking for something to grab as she fell backward. Anything to stop her downward momentum. Nothing. There was not one thing to stop her. No way to stop the power of gravity. Wood jabbed into her side. Crap. Her eyes closed and her butt puckered as she braced for the cruel reality of hard ground and pointy wood.

      Instead of an intimate introduction with the business end of an improvised spear, strong arms wrapped around her waist. Momentum stopped. Realization hit. She wasn't going to be making that last-minute ER trip this evening after all. She leaned into the large chest of her rescuer.

      “Whoa,” a seductive deep voice rumbled in her ear. He eased her forward until she was standing upright “Are you okay?”

      “I think so.” Karina tested her knees and figured she could manage not to fall in a heap. Damn deck. She lifted her head to thank her savior, and air wedged in her throat.

      Wow. Her gaze locked on his hazel eyes and full lips. Both looked right at home next to chiseled cheekbones and a strong jaw. His brown hair was cut short on the sides, gradually getting longer near the top of his head. The only flaw she could see was a rounded nose—and even that gave him a unique attractiveness. A guy-next-door Adam Levine.

      Did she mention she loved Adam Levine? Too bad she’d given up on dating and guys and anything associated with either, because this one would be just her type.

      Danger. Warning.

      Her type of guy tended to be hot. Stupid hot. The kind of hot that conned unsuspecting women into doing stupid things. Thank goodness she wasn’t unsuspecting—anymore.

      “Are you sure?” He ran a hand through his already disheveled hair.

      What? She thought back—what was the last thing she said? No clue. “Am I sure about what?”

      “That you’re okay. You look a bit confused.”

      “Confused?” She might be a bit confused. On account of the hotness? No—because she almost got impaled. That was it.

      “How many fingers?” He held three fingers up next to his head.

      “Three.”

      “And now?” He lifted one finger.

      “One.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Karina.” Yep. She was sure that was her name.

      “Karina.”

      “Wait, how do you know if I’m right?”

      “I don’t. I just wanted to know your name.” He slid a finger along her cheek, pushing a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “The confusion seems to be gone.”

      “Sorry. I’m fine now. What were you doing out here?” She turned away as heat crawled up her neck. Confused? Maybe a little. But her brain was not pinging from his touch along her face. Not even a little. She was confused after her brush with death. Yep, death by impaling. Yep, that was it.

      “Um, I needed some air.” He stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his blue jeans. He looked so good in those jeans. Narrow hips. Broad Shoulders. Did she mention the Adam Levine thing?

      Okay, so she might have given up on men, but she wasn’t blind.

      “What were you doing out here?” He pointed through the door toward the throng of dancers. “The party’s that way.”

      “Needed some air.” She stole his answer. It was the truth, after all. She looked into his eyes. Kind eyes. Sweet eyes. Eyes that held her in place. Eyes that held… Red and blue lights flickered against the hazel. She turned around.

      No way. It couldn’t be happening. Not again. An all-night rave twerked through her stomach. This was supposed to be her chance to put the past behind her. Move on. A visit from Cedar Glen’s Finest was not in her plans.

      They’d find out. Everyone would find out. Everyone always seemed to find out what she’d done.

      More lights swirled through the back yard as terror gripped her by the throat.

      Karina sucked in a deep breath. “The cops.” Oh no, no, no— “I need to find my friends.” She flew through the open sliding door and searched the dance floor. The dancers kept moving, oblivious to the commotion outside.

      Gabi spun and dipped in the center of the madness. Thank goodness. Karina pushed through the crowd and leaned into her. “We have to go. Now. Have you seen Savannah?”

      “No.” Gabi shook her head as she shouted over the music. “Why do we have to go?”

      “Trust me.” She pulled Gabi toward the stairs to the second floor and stopped. Around the corner, college students stared as the cops talked to the homeowner. When Karina originally thought about her first night away from home, she didn’t think that night would be spent in the pokey.

      “There is no underage drinking here, sir.” The homeowner and the college student tried to reason with the cops. “Just having a small get-together.”

      “We’d like to check it out.” The officer craned his neck, trying to see around the front door.

      “Shit, cops.” Gabi whispered behind Karina.

      Karina’s thought exactly.

      “Don’t you need a warrant or something?” The homeowner stepped into the doorway. Karina nearly cheered— Keep it up, guy. The warrant would keep the cops busy for a few minutes, anyway. Maybe they could get out of here before the cops started their walk-through.

      “Let’s split up,” Karina told Gabi. “I’ll head upstairs, you check this floor. Find Savannah and the rest of our floor and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Gabi slipped into the family room and Karina headed up another flight of stairs and down a darkened hallway. Family pictures lined the walls. Not that she could see any of the specifics in the dimness.

      She opened the first door. “Savannah,” she stage-whispered. No answer. No sound. She closed the door and turned around.

      “Who are we looking for?”

      A scream lodged in her throat as she jumped back against the door. Edible porch rescuer guy stood in front of her. His hands were up in a don’t shoot gesture.

      “You scared the crap out of me.” Karina pulled away and walked to the next door. “What’s your name?”

      “Ryan.”

      “Savannah?” Karina opened the door and flipped on the switch. The girl stopped riding the guy on the bed long enough to shout some interestingly-worded instructions. Something about Karina getting her own room and things she could shove up her backside when she found that room.

      Karina slammed the door. Well, Savannah wasn’t in there, not unless cowgirl-chick lassoed and gagged her.

      “Who’s Savannah?”

      “My roommate. She was dancing with some guy and then disappeared.” Karina walked further down the hall and threw open the next door. Empty.

      “Well, I’d be happy to help you find her, if you’d like.”

      “Sure.” She closed the door.

      “So, do you lose your roommate often?” He opened the nearest door and held it open while Karina snuck under his arm and flipped the light switch. Another empty room. She made the mistake of looking back at his gleaming hazel eyes. Eyes that stopped brain functions. Rendered her speechless. Dammit, she forgot he had those eyes.

      “Karina?”

      There was a question in there somewhere. She was sure of it. Oh yeah, lost roommate.

      “I don’t think so. Who knows?” She sighed. “I just met her this weekend.”

      “She might have headed back to this guy’s room.” Ryan opened the next door and turned on the light. Karina forced her eyes off him and peered around his gorgeous body to the empty room.

      What if Savannah had gone off with this guy? She’d been dating the same guy since she could walk. And now she was off with some unknown guy. He could be a predator of sweet innocent girls.

      Savannah was a sweet, innocent farm girl. A preacher’s daughter, and one who had lost her mom at a young age, for goodness sake. What had Karina done, letting her go off on her own? What kind of crappy roommate was she? She let the innocent sheep wander off with the wolf. He could be a knife-wielding psycho— or a dick-wielding psycho— he was probably shaking his sword in her horrified face as she and Ryan strolled down the hall.

      “She wouldn’t go to this guy’s room on her own. She’s dating someone back home. She’s in love with him.” Karina flung open another door. “Savannah?”

      Nothing.

      “That doesn’t mean anything. Maybe she’s sowing her wild oats.”

      “Sowing her wild oats? What is she, ninety? I don’t think oats have been sown since the Depression.” She stopped in front of the next door. “Anyway, she’s not like that. She’s a southern pastor’s daughter. Just because guys can’t keep their thing in their pants, don’t assume we can’t.”

      Jerk. She opened the next door with a bit too much force. Bathroom. Empty.

      “Men don’t have a corner on the infidelity market. It’s human nature. She might not have even told the unsuspecting fool that she has a boyfriend.”

      “Why are we still talking about this? She’s not sowing her wild oats or anything else with anyone.”

      Disappointment slithered down her spine. He looked so pretty. It’s a shame a jackass hid behind that beautiful smile. Everyone cheats. It’s human nature. Jerk.

      “We should separate.” She pointed at a door to the left as she headed to the last one on the right. The further away the better. “You go that way.”

      He laughed and opened his door. Karina opened hers, the last door on this floor. The master bedroom. A head bobbed up from behind the floral couch along the side wall. Savannah. She was crouched behind the couch with a guy. Crap. Karina hadn’t actually met Savannah’s boyfriend— he went to another school— but Savannah had pictures of him in their room. And the guy standing next to her? Not her boyfriend Leland.

      It was Boy-Band.

      Savannah fidgeted with the straps of her baby-doll dress, and he was straightening his clothes.

      Fire swelled in Karina’s stomach, following the gasoline creeping up her spine. She couldn’t decide what angered her more, that Savannah was cheating on her boyfriend or that Ryan was right. Although, she could admit, Savannah’s infidelity didn’t really bother her at all, but that crap-eating grin on Ryan’s face when he walked into the room annoyed the hell out of her.

      “Um…” Karina looked at Ryan. Yep. That darn grin was definitely boiling her blood. She turned back to Savannah. “We need to leave, now. Did you want to come back with me or will your new friend be walking you home?”

      “No. I’m coming. Let me get myself together.” Savannah straightened her dress. Not-Leland was pushing the tails of his shirt into his tan chinos. He ran a hand through his long blond hair, his bangs immediately falling back into his eyes. His only focus seemed to be Savannah.

      Ryan nodded at Not-Leland. “Hey, I'm Ryan. You’re Ski’s cousin, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, Joe,” Not-Leland said before turning to Karina. “And you must be the roommate. I've heard a lot about you.”

      Really? How the heck could he have heard a lot about her, when he’d just dropped that cheesy pick-up line a couple of hours ago? From what she could see, most of that time was spent with Savannah's hands down his pants. She would be disturbed and surprised if her name was brought up during any of that mess.

      “Well, we need to go.” Karina ushered her roommate to the door.

      “Okay.” Savannah turned to Joe. He leaned in to kiss her on the lips, and she turned her head, his lips falling on her cheek instead.

      “Call Me.” Joe-Not-Leland turned and headed out the door into the hall.

      “Do you have everything? We need to get out of here before the cops swarm.” Karina pushed her into the hall and peered over the edge of the banister. She had no plans on getting thrown in dorm-jail or grounded or worse, real jail.

      No cops.

      “Yes,” Savannah said, unable to meet Karina’s eyes.

      As they flew down the stairs, Savannah grabbed Karina’s arm. “Don’t be mad at me. There’s something I didn’t tell you.” She looked at Karina, tears building in her eyes. “Leland and I, we have an arrangement. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to think less of me.”

      “Arrangement? Can we talk about this later?” Karina pulled Savannah down the stairs, but Savannah just kept talking.

      “The Vegas Arrangement. What happens at college stays at college. That way we can stay together, but still get the full college experience.”

      Karina stopped in the center of the stairs and gaped. Really? Of all the things she thought would fall out of Savannah’s mouth, the “Vegas Arrangement” was not one of them.

      “Don’t be mad.”

      “I’m not mad. I’m just a little surprised.” Karina stopped and waved to Gabi across the room. She pointed at Savannah and mouthed, I have her.

      Meet you at the dorm, Gabi mouthed over the partyers, and headed out a side door with their rest of their group.

      Karina grabbed Savannah’s hand and bolted straight through the kitchen and out the back door. That familiar cool air hit her skin as they walked around the house, hugging the side and watching for cops.

      “Are we in the clear yet?” Savannah and Karina moved to the sidewalk, blending into a group of spectators. Savannah turned to the man following behind.

      Oh, crap. Karina forgot he was still there. “So, Ryan, right? You look a little old to be a freshman.”

      “I’m a junior.”

      “A junior,” Savannah winked at Karina, “and you’re with my roommate.”

      “Um…not so much. He’s not with me,” Karina snapped. “He’s not my type.”

      She didn’t go for jerks who thought everyone cheated… Wait, she did go for that type in the past. That’s why she was avoiding them in the future. They led to nothing but heartache.

      Ryan frowned. “Yeah. She’s not my type.” Why was he upset? She was the one who had to listen to his whacked-out theories for the past half-hour. And what did he mean she wasn’t his type? Just because she didn’t buy into his disgusting ramblings, she wasn’t his type?

      Not that it mattered.

      He nodded to Karina. “I should get back to my friends. It was nice to meet you both. And…um, Karina…I’d be happy to explain my assumptions on wild oats, anytime.”

      “Funny.” She rolled her eyes, wanting to be pissed. She wanted to hate him, but he was so darn adorable. “Thanks for your help.”

      Really, he wasn't so bad—he did help her find Savannah. It wasn’t his fault her roommate was in flagrante.

      Whoa. That was the type of thinking that got her in trouble in the past. A jerk was a jerk. The way they found Savannah might not have been his fault, but his crappy attitude was. Back home had been overrun with crappy attitudes, so she had no plan to surround herself with more of them.

      “My pleasure.” He disappeared into the backyard.

      “What did that mean?” Savannah whispered.

      “Nothing. We need to get hell out of here.” Karina turned and headed down the sidewalk, back to campus. She missed her car. The college didn’t allow freshman to have cars. Hell, they weren’t even allowed to have keys to the outside of their building for two months. It was like being back in grade school. One of the downfalls of going to a private Christian college. “So do you want to talk about this ‘Vegas Arrangement’?”

      “There’s nothing to talk about. Leland and I have an agreement. We’re exclusive during breaks and summers. However, while we’re at school, we can date whomever we like. We just, A, can’t get serious about anyone and, B, can’t talk about it.”

      “I don’t mean to pry, but are you sure that’s going to work? Doesn’t it bother you to think about him with someone else?”

      “I don’t think about it. This gives us a chance to get all the others out of our system. When we’re done we’ll be together, so it will all work out.”

      Karina knew her mouth was open. Speechless. She was speechless.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” Savannah rolled her eyes.

      “Like what?”

      “Like I told you there was no Easter Bunny.” Savannah pulled on her dress one more time, and straightened the hem.

      “I’m just surprised.”

      “I know. It’s just…you don’t understand. I spent the past eighteen years in a glass prison, watching others living their lives without restraint. Enjoying all the things I was denied. I was representing my daddy in everything I did. No parties. No secular music. No movies above a—” She gasped. “—PG rating.

      “My only glimpse at a real life came from cartoons and Leland. I’ve never been with anyone but him. I’ve never lived.” She sat down hard on one of the benches lining the campus sidewalk. “I’m finally away from my daddy’s eyes. I’m finally on my own to live my life the way I want. I’m taking this chance. And when school’s over, I’ll probably marry Leland.”

      “Probably? You don’t sound so thrilled.”

      “I don’t know. It thrilled me when I was younger, now I’m not so sure.”

      “Have you thought about breaking up with him?”

      “Yeah. A lot. I don’t know. I do love him. I figure taking this chance to experience it all will make me love him even more.”

      Karina nodded her head. She didn’t have the heart to tell her that the idea sounded about as good as two Germans playing with big cats on stage. Both incidents would lead to injury. Of course, maybe it could work for her—stranger things had happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryan

      

      

      Ryan walked back down the stairs. The police were still at the front door, so he had a few minutes to grab Brent and get out. News of the visitors in blue must have gotten around, because the room was practically empty.

      Most of them were freshman, anyway. Too young to drink. He never should have come—he knew this was a bad idea when Brent suggested it. Sometimes Ryan didn’t know why he hung out with the guy. Oh yeah… He was the president of their fraternity, and he played a mean game of golf. True, he was an acquired taste—a complete jackass around women, but a helluva lot of fun when there was no estrogen present.

      Tonight, though, they were surrounded by women, and the six-pack Brent downed before the party had him in rare form. That was the real reason Ryan needed to be there tonight—he was playing babysitter and designated driver.

      Not that the evening hadn’t been fun. So far, Ryan had seen a few nice-looking women in the freshman class, including the redhead Brent had sitting on his lap in the corner. But none compared to Karina. He liked that she fought with him. Hell, he hadn’t believed half the crap coming out of his mouth, but he loved pissing her off.

      Most women were too busy ogling his father’s money to fight with him. They had no idea he would walk away from his father and his money in a minute, if he could.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Ryan Kent. Aren’t you a bit old to be crashing a freshman party?”

      Speaking of gold-digging… “If it isn’t Parker Breckenridge. I’m a junior. It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “I suppose.” She ran her nails down the length of his arm, and he nearly jerked it out of reach.

      He resisted the urge to rub away her touch. “I was surprised when I heard you chose to attend humble Ritter University. I figured you’d go to some Ivy League school. I’m sure the pick of rich husbands dwindles here. You know, small Christian college…”

      “Oh, but there’s you, darling.”

      “I hardly doubt you came here for me, Park.”

      “Why not? Our parents have been trying to set us up for years.”

      “You know why that will never work.”

      “I know no such thing. Anyway, your mom said you’d watch over me. My big, strong protector…” She moved her claws to his chest. There had been a time when he found Parker hot, and then she’d opened her mouth to speak. Killed all attraction. Now, they were quasi-friends. He put up with her overt passes and materialism—after all, her parents and his were best friends—and they tolerated each other since they both spent many hours together at the country club and other parental functions.

      “Of course, I’ll watch out for you Parker. You’re like a sister to me.”

      “Ouch.” She placed her hand on his cheek, her full lips drawing into an over-pronounced pout. “That hurt.”

      He removed her hand and she rolled her eyes. “I bet you’ll get over it.”

      “Your loss, darling.” She stood next to him as they perused the disbanding party. “See anything interesting?”

      “Interesting?”

      “See anyone worth removing that ginormous chip from your shoulder and sharing a movie or a meal. You know, the generally accepted first date choices.” Parker sighed.

      “I’m not talking about my love-life with you, Parker. I seem to remember we tried that before, too. That ended badly.”

      “Whatever. It wasn’t my fault she couldn’t take a joke.”

      “You called her tramp-clamp, affixing herself to me for my money.” Never mind that she really had been. But he’d never tell Parker that.

      “She wasn’t good enough for you, anyway. How could you waste six months on her? I don’t know why you insist on attracting the poorest, most pathetic girls in the room.”

      “Park.” Tension crept up his neck and wrapped around his head.

      “Fine.” She tossed her hair. “Your father didn’t like her much either.”

      “You know I don’t care what my father likes.”

      “Don’t shoot the messenger. I apologized and I swore I’d stay out of your love life. What more can I do? Anyway, it was different then, your mom didn’t like her either, and watching you and your father argue wasn’t good for her.”

      “I know.” He rubbed a hand down the back of his neck. Watching his mother wither away had nearly killed him. But somehow, she’d found the strength to keep going. Somehow, she was cancer-free for over a year now.

      “How is she doing? I just hear snippets from my mom.”

      “With her last check-up she’s still clean.”

      “Good.” Her eyes roamed the room. “Well, I’ll see you around, darling.”

      She sashayed toward the sliding doors just before Brent walked up with the redheaded freshman on his arm. He leaned into her and kissed her lips before saying. “Honey, can you go get me some more punch?”

      “Sure.” She turned, and Brent tapped her on the ass. She giggled as she bounced toward the table covered in plastic cups.

      “Looks like you found someone. Who was the smoking blond?” Brent asked as he eyed Parker’s ass up and down as she walked out the door.

      “Parker. And I didn’t find someone. She’s an old friend.” Ryan didn’t care who Parker dated, but she was off limits to Brent. Brent might have money, but he had no class, and while Parker might be a pain in the ass, she was like a sister to him. He promised his mother he’d watch out for her, and he planned on keeping that promise.

      “Hmmm. I wish I had old friends that looked like that. You do her?”

      Ryan rolled his eyes. Is that really all Brent thought about? Oh, yeah—it was.

      “I’m joking, dude. Get the pole out of your ass and take a joke.”

      “I’m heading out. Are we bringing the newbie with us?”

      “Hell yeah. She’s all primed and ready to go. Didn’t you find one for yourself?” Brent scanned the remaining undergrads.

      “No.”

      “I could see if she has any friends she can bring with her?”

      “Not interested, Sinclaire.” Ryan headed toward the sliding glass doors.

      “Fine, but a little froshy ass might get that snarl off your face.” Brent yelled as his minion brought him a beverage. Ryan flipped up his middle finger as he continued to walk out the door into the cool August air. He popped the door locks on his Mercedes just as two adults—probably the parents—ran up to the cops. The real homeowners. Brent stumbled out to the back yard with two co-eds carrying him. Got out in the nick of time.

      Ryan pressed a button and the window rolled down.

      “Matthew, who the hell are all these people?” the parents yelled as they rushed in the front door.

      Ryan gunned the engine to drown out the yelling, and to remind Brent to hurry up. He was tempted to hit the gas and get the hell out before things went bad. And given the number of cop cars pulling down the block, things were going to get bad real quick.

      Brent crawled in the back seat, his followers squishing in beside him. “Let’s hit it.”

      Ryan shook his head as he pulled away from the curb. He couldn’t help but wonder what Karina was doing now. Had she taken Savannah home? Or had they gone to Joe’s room for a party?

      Not that it mattered. She wasn’t his business. So why the hell couldn’t he stop thinking about her?
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      Sun slid through the wall of windows in the cafeteria as Karina picked up a sandwich for lunch the next day. Last night had been great, hanging out with the rest of the women on her floor. They seemed nice. So far, everyone had been nice. But wasn’t everyone nice until the shit hit the fan? Then you really saw their true colors. It was never good.

      After the party last night, Savannah, Gabi, Megan and a few others sat up most of the night talking. Karina managed to keep the focus away from herself with well-timed redirects and the mention of snacking. Anything to keep the conversation off of her. No one needed to know about her life before Ritter. In fact, the whole point of coming here was to forget about it. Forget it ever happened.

      Life before Ritter… What’s that?

      She made her way up the back stairs and into the open door of her room. The sound of Savannah cooing into the phone wafted to her ears. Darn, she thought her little lunch-run would have given Savannah time to get all that kissy-face out of her system. Karina tried to block out the sound.

      “…of course I miss you so much. I don’t know how I’ll survive until Thanksgiving. Maybe we can get together for Labor Day? Oh yeah, I definitely miss that thing you do with your tongue…”

      Karina stopped in the doorway. Please make it stop. Turn around. Run. Run far. Savannah waved to Karina in between gag-inducing display of affection.

      She wanted to shout, “Get a room.” But technically Savannah was in her own room. Karina dropped her sandwich onto her desk and crinkled the wrapping. Anything to block the sound. Anything to keep her hands and eyes busy.

      She couldn’t bring herself to look at Savannah without thinking about the things Leland would do with that tongue. Crap. Maybe she was a prude or something, but it wasn’t just that she was embarrassed by the thought of his KISS tongue-imitation. She was jealous.

      No guy had ever cared enough to make sure she enjoyed herself. Granted, she hadn’t technically slept with anyone, yet. But she’d experimented with her boyfriends. They just never experimented back. Maybe that’s why she never went any further. Why give up the milk, when they wouldn’t even pet the cow for free?

      She shook her head. Maybe she needed a new idiom. She was sadly aware she was the cow in that scenario. But that’s what she’d felt like. The guys she dated were never into her. They were into her reputation, the reputation given to her by Craig.

      Craig.

      Her one true boyfriend. Her first love, or so she thought. She honestly believed they had something special. She thought they’d go to college together and eventually build a life together. White picket fence and all.

      Well, that had blown up in her face. Spectacularly. And if that meant she avoided good-looking men like the plague, well then she’d keep her distance.

      Of course, she would love to coo into the phone with someone special. Have inside jokes and shared secrets. She’d love to have someone to talk to about her family, about the bullshit of the past…

      Stop. Been there. Messed up that. She’d tried the whole damn thing and it always ended. Ended with another shred of her dignity ripped away. She didn’t have much left.

      She focused on the turkey on rye. Num. Turkey. Num. Rye. She was so busy blocking out the call, she didn’t notice Savannah was no longer talking on the phone.

      Karina turned around to a small snuffle coming from the scrunched-up human ball on her roommate’s bed. Another gasp escaped from the shaking body.

      “Are you all right? What happened?” She abandoned her meal and ran over to Savannah’s bed.

      “I’m fine. I just miss him.” Savannah sat up and ran her tissue over her red-stained cheeks.

      “You’ll see him soon. I heard you mention Labor Day. That’s only a few weeks away.” Karina placed an arm around her shoulders, leaning her head on Savannah's cotton T-shirt.

      “Yeah, I guess. We won’t be able to see each other though. My brothers are busy and won’t be able to pick me up.”

      “What is all of this? Did you miss church or something?” Gabi glided through the open door and sat on Savannah’s bed.

      “Of course not,” Savannah snipped. “I just got off the phone with Leland.”

      “Ooh,” Gabi snarled and swiveled her hips. “Told him about Joe the sex machine, huh? He didn’t take it well, did he? Guys don't like to share.”

      Karina attempted to give Gabi the evil eye. The one that said, shut the hell up. Gabi turned to her with a shrug that said what?

      “That’s not it at all. I just wish we were together. I never should have told you about Joe. You make it sound so vile.”

      “Hey. I think it’s great. You are way too young to be committed to one man. I just figured with your open relationship, you’d share each other’s conquests. Hell, it could make for great phone sex. Oh baby, he rode me like a stallion.” Gabi pranced around the room, twirling her invisible lasso. “Do you wanna spank me for bein’ bad?”

      “Ew, you are vulgar.” Savannah laughed and spanked Gabi’s ass. “We decided not to share our stories. I don’t want to hear about any other women and I don’t think he does, either.”

      “I bet if you were with another woman, he’d love to hear about it.” Gabi ducked as Savannah’s pillow flew at her head. “What? Guys are into that.”

      Savannah dropped her head to her knees and sighed. At least the tears had stopped.

      “Anyway, I have a great idea on how you can forget all about your man troubles. My brother’s friend Keith invited us to play games at the Mehnk Student Union. They have pool tables, video games, bowling, and bunch of other entertainment. Keith’s a sophomore, frat boy, adorable. The best part is he has some really hot friends.”

      “So we’re solving my man trouble with more men.” Savannah shook her head. “No thank you.”

      “Absolutely. What’s the saying? The best way to get over an old horse is to get under a new horse…or something.” Gabi dropped to Savannah’s bed, stuffing her feet under her.

      Savannah huffed and pushed Gabi’s feet off the bed. “Don’t put those stinky things on my bed. Now I have to wash the blankets again.”

      “They don’t smell. For goodness sake.” Gabi lifted her bare foot to Savannah’s face.

      “For the love of God.” Savannah pushed her leg away. “If I wanted to smell something nasty, I’d take a whiff of the garbage chute.”

      Gabi rolled her eyes and jumped over to Karina’s bed. “Are you happy now?”

      “I’ll be happy once my bedding’s in the washer.” Savannah pulled a pillow out of the case and started stripping the bed.

      Karina jumped up as bedding was pulled from under her ass.

      “So, anyway, tonight—guys—Mehnk.”

      “Hot guys?” Danger! Danger! Karina cringed. She couldn’t exactly explain her hot-guy ban to her friends. “I don’t know about that.”

      “What else you got to do? Read?”

      “I'm reading a great story. The guy...” Karina went to grab her e-reader, but stopped as Gabi shoved her fingers in her ears. Seriously, in her ears.

      “La. La. La,” Gabi sang. Apparently, she had learned everything she needed to know in kindergarten... And behaved like she was still there.

      “You’re going. Maybe you’ll see your boy-toy, Ryan.” Gabi crossed her arms. “I didn’t get a look at him. I want to see what the dreamy rescuer looks like.”

      “He was adorable,” Savannah added. “I wasn’t too busy to notice that, but I should stay in tonight.”

      “Did I hear hot guys?” Megan Stewart asked as she sat down on the floor by Karina’s bed. Her cutoff Indiana Colts shorts were hidden by an oversized Pacers T-shirt, and her fire-red hair was tied in a knot on the top of her head.

      “Hot guys. Six PM. You in?” Gabi asked.

      “Heck yeah,” Megan said.

      “No thanks.” Savannah turned to her phone.

      Karina grabbed her tablet and dropped onto her bed. “I’ll stay with Savannah.” Thank you, Savannah, for a good excuse to stay home.

      “Why aren’t you going out tonight? Is everything okay?” Megan must have noticed Savannah’s tear-stained cheeks because her tone went all maternal and smooth.

      “She’s fine. The phone won’t ring while we’re gone. You have to go. We’re all going. You don’t want to be left out. Only the cool people are going. Aren’t you cool?” Gabi pulled out the sing-song tones.

      “Peer pressure. Really?” Savannah rolled her eyes as she shook her blond hair.

      “Come on, Savannah. It won’t be any fun without you,” Megan whined.

      “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of fun.” Savannah leaned back against the headboard.

      “Please. You have to go.”

      “Pretty please with sugar on top. We’ll even wait till your blankets are out of the dryer.” Gabi shook her head at that last part.

      They all whined and pestered her relentlessly until Savannah heaved a theatrical sigh. “Okay. I’ll go if y’all leave me alone.”

      Darn it. And with just a dash of peer pressure, Karina’s reason for staying home was gone.
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        * * *

      

      The Mehnk was packed. The four women walked into the shiny atrium and there were students everywhere, spread out around the tables and chairs scattered around the glass-ceilinged reception area. The layout focused on the large white-brick fireplace that led up, at least fifty feet, to the atrium ceiling.

      Hallways broke off from the main area to the different parts of the building. A large archway led to the Meeting rooms and Grand Hall, another passageway led to the school’s main cafeteria, and another hall led to a set of stairs with a sign that said, “Scoreboard”.

      The girls headed toward the sign, walking down the dark set of stairs and descending into the popcorn-infused air.

      Ding-ding-ding.

      Beep. Beep.

      “Round one, fight”

      Pop. Pop.

      Multiple foosball, air hockey, and pool tables lined the left-hand walls of the dusky room. To the right were three lanes of bowling, with at least twenty-five video games—everything from Ms. Pacman and Street Fighter to Dance, Dance Revolution—separating the two areas.

      Neon signs and televisions lining the walls cast an eerie glow over the patrons shouting to be heard over the rock music blasting from the jukebox. College students sat on bar stools next to bar-height tables, drinking non-alcoholic beverages—the only drinks available from the café at the far end of the space.

      The women looked around the crowded room, hoping to find Keith and his friends. Even though only one of them knew what he looked like, that didn’t stop every woman from craning her neck. Heck, maybe the guy wore a T-shirt with his name on it or something. Who knew? And it didn’t hurt to look. To be prepared.

      “Hey girl,” a wanna-be surfer dude with brown hair and a rounded face shouted. He wrapped his wiry, sun-tanned arms around Gabi. “How’s my little sis?”

      “Is he your brother?” Karina asked. If they were related, those were some good family genes. He might be skinny, but his lips were full and his eyes were deep set. The smile he threw their way probably had girls lining up out the door.

      “No, but I’ve known her since she wore diapers.” Surfer dude rubbed his knuckles on the top of Gabi’s head, noogie-style.

      Karina’s brother hadn’t given her a noogie in years—well, maybe months. Not that she missed it. Her brother’s knuckles were famously hard—just ask the eighth grader he punched when he found Karina and said eighth grader exchanging their first kiss. Her first kiss ever.

      “Wow, you did not disappoint, Gabs. Way to supply hot friends. I’m Keith.” He grabbed Karina’s hand and planted a kiss on the back. If the attempted smoldering look he gave as he slid his wet lips over her hand wasn’t so smarmy, she might have ended up standing in the line out the door.

      He slobbered on each girls hand, and then pulled Gabi toward the pool tables and began the introductions. “Gabi, this is my friend Ski, and this is Danny. Their other roommate is roaming around here somewhere.”

      “These are my friends Karina, Megan, and Savannah.” Gabi pointed to them as they each gave a little wave, and the Gabi Show unfolded. Hair was tossed. Eyelashes were batted. The men hung on every move. Karina was in awe.

      “What are we playing?” Gabi asked as she grabbed the white ball and spun it in her hand, massaging the orb. The hormone-ridden male eyes ate it up. Except for Ski, who was completely oblivious as he racked up the balls before he pulled out his phone and started texting. Either he was
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