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            CHAPTER 1

          

          A COLLEGE EDUCATION SHOULD EQUIP ONE TO ENTERTAIN THREE THINGS: A FRIEND, AN IDEA AND ONESELF. ~ THOMAS EHRLICH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Las Vegas University

      

        

      
        20 Years before Come Die with Me…

      

      

      

      Roxanna Horne knew he’d be there. He had to be.

      “What if he’s not here?” Roxy’s best friend Sarina West asked. The two of them stood in front of the sprawling monstrosity nestled in the foothills of Las Vegas. AKA the Southern Highlands, where the houses were big enough to accommodate the abundance of fake boobs and real diamonds.

      “He has to be.” Roxy scanned the bodies sitting and standing around the front yard, Vegas University half-tops and t-shirts covering most of those in attendance. After all, the football team had won, which meant everyone was sporting their maroon and silver college gear. It didn’t hurt the party was happening at the home of the VU star quarterback, Rafe Amato. Too bad they weren’t looking for him. From what little she’d seen of him, he was hot.

      “What was he wearing today?” Roxy asked.

      Sarina shrugged. “His soccer jersey with the big silver rattlesnake on the front.”

      “You mean the same colors as everyone here?” Roxy sighed.

      Sarina nodded, her long blond hair swaying like a shampoo commercial. Everything about Sarina belonged in commercials. Her mother was Latina, and her father was some Norse god—at least he looked like one. Together, they gave Sarina golden-brown skin, blond hair and an hourglass shape that just begged guys to stare. “I’ll just try to find him tomorrow.”

      “Why? If we don’t get that pipe back to your boss-slash-anthropology professor’s office by the morning, she’ll think you stole it—not Trick. Why did you let him in the office anyway?” Roxy had no idea why anyone would trust a guy named Trick.

      Trick. Yep, that’s his name.

      Sarina’s sigh was epic. “I thought he wanted to get back together.”

      “Did he?” Roxy had to ask. Sarina’s boyfriend— sorry, ex-boyfriend— was a pothead and an alcoholic who’d dropped out of college last year. He still came to all the parties though, and did she mention his name was Trick?

      Sarina didn’t respond. Just gave Roxy her version of a death glare. Although Sarina’s death glare didn’t even scare small children. Which meant he didn’t want to get back together. Thank goodness.

      “Why would he steal the pipe, anyway?” Roxy slid through the throngs of partiers on the front lawn, keeping an eye out for the ex on her way to the door.

      “To smoke with it.” Sarina grabbed the door before it closed behind another group of people.

      “Isn’t it just some antique with feathers?”

      “Yeah, but that’s why he took it. He said there might be some ‘ancient hash up in this’.” Sarina managed to say that without laughing, but she did add air quotes.

      “How big is it?” Roxy slipped in the front door, Sarina right behind her.

      “I don’t know. Yea big.” Sarina held her hands five-ish inches apart “The size of a pipe.”

      “Didn’t it have feathers and stuff?” Roxy waved a hand when Sarina nodded. “Anyway, we have to get it back before he sets the thing on fire. Your boss will freak if it’s a brick of charcoal.”

      “I didn’t like that job anyway.”

      “You love that job.” Roxy edged into a living room that was wall-to-wall bodies, red cups waving in the air to the beat of some up-and-coming rapper.

      “I really do,” Sarina yelled over the thumping bass.

      “It’s the ex you don’t like.” Roxy dodged a drunk girl whose sweater puppets were dancing without their costume. She didn’t seem to mind, and the men around her seemed to like it a lot. “Anyway, if you lose the pipe, she’ll probably kick you out of class.”

      “I need the class to graduate.” Sarina sighed. Not that Roxy could hear it over the thumping, but she could see the resignation in the slump of Sarina’s shoulders.

      “So we have to get the pipe. No worries.” Roxy was worried. She’d never survive college without Sarina.

      If only Sarina didn’t like her ex, life would be so much easier. But she was the pied piper of scrubs. If there was a useless guy within fifty yards, Sarina naturally gravitated toward them—and then dated them—and then got left by them. Shit. Roxy loved Sarina, but when it came to guys she needed a hazmat suit and warning cones.

      Roxy stepped further into the house party. Well, it was technically a party in a house, but this wasn’t like any party she’d been to on campus.

      Food lined the far wall. Not chips and cookies. A huge spread of pizza and pasta. An actual chocolate fountain stood all by itself on a table. Five feet of chocolate. How much chocolate did it take to keep that thing going? And would they mind if she sat down and cricked her neck back and let the chocolate slide down her throat? Probably.

      She didn’t have time for that anyway. “Where would he be?” she muttered.

      “Check the keg,” Sarina and Roxy said at the same time. There was always a keg.

      Roxy led the way through the crowd to the keg on the back deck. Wait. Not a back deck. It was a giant courtyard in the center of the house. Wow. Tables surrounded by trees faced a small stage, where the rappers she’d heard inside were bouncing back and forth as they told everyone how they came to party down.

      “Roxanna Horne.” Ever since Wanda Moore announced to everyone in earshot that Roxanna Horne sounded like a stripper name, she’d been sure to use it in its entirety.

      Roxy’s feet stopped forward movement. Sarina disappeared into the crowd, the traitor. “Wanda Moore.”

      “Why are you here?” Everything that came out of Wanda’s mouth was drama. Or drama adjacent. It must be a gift. Or a curse.

      “I was invited.” Roxy tried not to snarl but honestly, invited was an exaggeration. Stoner-ex had mentioned the party to Sarina. If it was a secret, then they shouldn’t have told Stoner, who told Sarina, who told Roxy. Invite by association. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      Wanda’s boyfriend had been Roxy’s, but Wanda stole him last year. Wanda was known for wanting what she couldn’t have—and then taking it.

      Wanda flipped her hair and smirked. “I’m totally done with him if you want him back.”

      And then dumping it.

      Roxy totally hated her.

      “No thanks. I have a boyfriend.” Roxy smiled, so no one could see the doubt creeping around her edges. She did have a boyfriend, but he’d been so busy with school, she hadn’t seen much of him.

      “Where is he?” Wanda widened her eyes. See? Drama.

      “He’s studying.” On a Friday. Even Roxy couldn’t keep the skepticism from her voice. No one studies on a Friday night. But Grayson Williamson III did. He had just been accepted at Yale School of Medicine. He needed to study, and there was no reason to question it. He was driven. A grown-up.

      Wanda’s lip curled. “Are you sure you have a boyfriend? I heard he dumped your ass.”

      “Yeah.” Viviane Leroux— one of Wanda’s mini-mes— came up behind Roxy. “I heard he broke up with you because he didn’t want to get crabs again, especially with him going to medical school.”

      Roxy’s face heated. “I didn’t give him crabs. That was a rumor.” It was a rumor that started months after they’d started dating—before she’d even slept with him—so it would have been some immaculate infestation.

      “Well, someone did.” The smug look on Viviane’s face, showed she knew she’d hit Roxy where it hurt. Grayson swore he hadn’t gotten crabs when the rumor broke, but he had been rather standoffish for a few weeks. “If it wasn’t you, I wonder who it could be? I bet it’s Candace. Wasn’t she out sick around the same time?”

      “No one ever said Grayson had crabs.” There. Roxy told her.

      “His medicine cabinet said differently,” Viviane shot back. “Roger was at the store buying his mom a birthday gift and who does he run into, but your boyfriend buying Nix. If the head doesn’t have lice, there’s only one other use for that.”

      Roxy’s teeth snapped together, hard enough to make her jaw vibrate. She was so sick of Wanda and her pack of mini-bitches.

      “Grayson wouldn’t date Candace.” Wanda almost seemed angry on Roxy’s behalf. Roxy knew better, though. It was probably some new gloaty-tone she’d started using because she thought it was trendy. Bitchy is the new black. “Isn’t she some pothead now?”

      “True. I saw her sparking up in the back room with the other stoners.” Viviane nodded toward the opposite side of the courtyard.

      Stoners. Back room. Trick. The missing pipe. She needed to find Sarina and get the real investigation back on track before Sarina got kicked out of school for theft.
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