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      The coffin clapped shut in front of a makeshift altar.

      “One more time.” I snapped consecutive pictures, each with a different pose. “That’ll do it.”

      Flickering candles on whitewashed pillars surrounded the casket, lending a yellowish glow. Scattered among them were pumpkins, along with orange, yellow, and white mums. The biggest eye-catcher was a twenty-four-by-thirty inch portrait of a young man hung from the wall behind it all. Black silk covered the three bay windows lining the left wall, and the antique oak coffee table, burgundy chaise lounge chairs, and the two black leather couches had been pushed against the opposite wall, opening the expansive room for the rows of folding chairs, each adorned with a single red rose.

      A blonde goddess of a woman with saucer-shaped green eyes bounced over as I reviewed the pictures on the camera.

      “Should we be doing this?” Her pert nose scrunched up in distaste. “It feels… sacrilegious.”

      I scrolled through the series of photos, pausing over one in particular. The woman beamed from behind the food table, which was conveniently centered between the candlelit pillars but in front of the coffin. On the food table sat a black and white skeleton cake. Long blonde hair fell forward against the woman’s shoulders as she held up a gleaming knife in her right hand, exposing an expensive gold bracelet and a bold dragon tattoo with a blue tail on her inner wrist. Her impish smile lit up her face. Krissy Fox, Connor Byrne’s girlfriend, and ruler of all Alpha Pi’s girlfriends. She was queen bee when it came to do’s and don’ts for the female partners of the fraternity brothers. Although she was tough nosed, I liked her.

      “It’s my job.” I glanced up at my dearest friend and grinned. “Halloween parties are supposed to be fun, remember? Fun? It’s what we’re supposed to be doing in our college years.”

      Skylar Wren bunched up her nose again. “You’re pre-med, Kaitlynn. I get it, but skeletons freak me out.” She shivered. “They’re meant to be buried, not an attraction for frat boys having a binger.” Her blonde hair bobbed around her shoulders as she shook her head.

      “It’s not like it’s real. Ashton bought it from a party store. Relax.” I patted her on the shoulder and held up the camera. “Look. Krissy’s having a great time.”

      Skylar peered at the camera, looking skeptical. “Are you sure he got it from a party store? There’s something off about it.”

      I noted her narrowed eyes and pursed lips. She was staring hard at the coffin like at any minute the skeleton would leap up and walk out of the room.

      “Are you okay, Sky?”

      She nodded, a smile lighting up her beautiful face. “Yep. What’s next?”

      While she tried to seem alright, her eyes spoke otherwise, but I’d learned long ago not to push. When Skylar was ready to talk, she’d let me know.

      “Uh, let’s see.” I let the camera drape against my chest and pulled out the slip of paper in my back pocket. “Black and orange streamers.” I scratched my head and searched the room. “Where could they be?” I mumbled and walked out of the ballroom and down the stairs before realizing Skylar wasn’t behind me. When I looked back, she was still standing in front of the pillars eyeing the skeleton in the coffin.

      I strode through the foyer, veering left, past an old-fashioned photo booth, a candy dispensing machine full of bubblegum and red licorice, and a bulletin board with this week’s cleaning schedule. Looked like Ashton was on toilets this week. I bet he’d already paid someone to do it for him like all his other fraternity brothers. These guys came from wealth, and I stifled a grin at the thought of any of them lifting a finger to dust, let alone scrub a commode.

      Stepping into the restaurant-sized kitchen, I scanned the room, zeroing in on my boyfriend of a year. Well, almost a year. It was more like eleven months, ten days, and two hours since we’d made it official.

      “Hey.” I walked up, unsure. As I passed the commercial ovens, a mousy brunette appeared in front of Ashton. She dropped a hand from his bicep, stuffing it into the pocket of her skinny jeans.

      “Hi, Katie,” she said, her lips twitching at the corners. “I was just asking Ash if he needed anything for the party.”

      I stared at Ashton, but he’d taken an interest in a spot on the stainless steel countertops, rubbing his finger over something multiple times until I cleared my throat.

      “Yeah… I bet. So, Ashton…” he caught my gaze, “where are the black and orange streamers? I’ve looked in the ballroom, but⁠—”

      “Right.” He jumped into action, striding toward me without so much as a glance at Victoria. Cupping my elbow, he led me out of the kitchen and into the foyer, where I jerked free.

      “Why is she here, Ash? What were you doing in there?”

      Ashton shifted his weight nervously. Luckily we were alone. “Nothing.” He lowered his voice, pleading. “Come on, babe. You’re my girl.” He glanced at the stairwell leading to the ballroom every few seconds.

      I crossed my arms against my chest. “Why is she here?”

      Ashton shrugged. “Jamie and Vic are on again. Can we go find the streamers now?”

      “Jamie? He’s bringing Amber. Try again.”

      Ashton’s jaw twitched. “I don’t keep track of their love lives, alright?” He stormed toward the stairs and climbed them two at a time, disappearing into the ballroom.

      I took a cleansing breath and slowly climbed the stairs. I entered the ballroom to a flurry of activity. With their dates ogling from the sidelines, loads of frat guys set up round tables and chairs while yet another set up his disc jockey equipment. He bobbed his head to the beat of a popular pop song blaring from the overhead speakers.

      Ashton waved from close to the casket. I marched over, smiling at the chef currently flipping a sizzling steak, its juices dropping onto the hot grill while I willed my grumbling stomach to cease complaining. The last thing I’d eaten, scratch that, the only thing I’d eaten today was a banana and black coffee. I glanced at my watch; it was already half past five. That banana was twelve hours ago.

      Ashton picked up a cardboard box and tipped it over, shaking it before tossing it to the ground. “They were in here this morning.”

      I barely heard him over the blasting music. “I can go get some.”

      Ashton shook his head. “It’s my responsibility, babe. Let me.” But his sights weren’t on me anymore.

      I craned my neck toward the direction he was looking and noticed none other than Vic. She was unabashedly staring at us, tight jeans and all. If they were any tighter, they’d have to cut her out of them.

      Digging my nails into my palms, I forced a grin. “It’s alright. I forgot my dress this morning in the rush to get here.”

      “Are you sure?” Ashton clasped my shoulders, his face inches from mine. “You’re a lifesaver, babe.” He abruptly let go and stalked off toward the door, and Vic.

      An arm draped across my shoulder. “He’s a jerkwad, Kaitlynn. You can do so much better.” She hooked a thumb toward the door. “Olivia’s on her way. Let’s forget about the guys for a night, alright? Come on. Those streamers aren’t buying themselves.”

      I offered a grateful smile and we strolled arm-in-arm through the ballroom, stopping short a few feet later. Raised voices drew everyone’s attention to the DJ’s table.

      “What’s your problem?” Trent Dixon, a rugby player and all around jerk, barked. He slammed a can of beer and crunched it against his chest, belching into the face of Bradley Roberts. “You’re squashing the buzz.”

      Bradley stood, fists balled at his sides, seething in anger. Face bright red, he was rooted to the spot.

      Trent slapped a picture onto Bradley’s chest. “There’s more where that came from, pal.” He shoved Bradley into the DJ table, knocking it over and sending the electronics crashing to the floor.

      “Hey!” The DJ jumped sideways, watching his expensive equipment go flying. “You’re paying if anything’s broken, Trent!”

      Trent was already down the stairs and out of sight. Bradley shoved the picture into his pant pocket and bent to pick up the music equipment. The chatter soon resumed, and thankfully so did the music. Rap this time.

      Skylar and I descended the stairs. “What was that all about?”

      She whispered.

      I shrugged. “Who knows? Trent’s always causing trouble.”

      “Yeah, someone ought to put him in his place. One day it’ll happen. I just hope we’re around to see it.” She squeezed my shoulder, stopping me directly in front of the front door. “Tonight, though, is all about fun, right? What’s better than dressing up, eating good food, on the men, and making you the belle of the night. I’ve got a surprise, and before you protest, hear me out. Olivia’s bringing her makeup bag. Tonight’s all about the ladies!” She squealed with glee, and as if on cue, the front door opened, Olivia’s head popped in.

      “Who’s ready to play?” She shook a travel-on sized suitcase bag that sounded like there were fifty rocks inside. “He won’t be able to take his eyes off you, lady.”

      They both whisked me out the door, but when I looked back into the home, my heart sank. Not only was Victoria dressed in a plunging, sparkling sequence gown that made her eyes pop and her skin look radiant, but Ashton was by her side, their arms linked. She lifted on her tippy toes and kissed his cheek.

      “That will take a miracle,” I mumbled.
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      It only took five minutes to purchase the streamers, and then we headed to my apartment. I’d hung my gown from the bathroom door the night before to avoid wrinkles. I stood back and admired the floor length powder blue chiffon dress, and my friends admired it with me. It had taken ages to find it. Olivia, Skylar, and I had taken an afternoon last weekend and shopped around, but with my measly budget, we’d ended up at the co-op store. I’m not complaining. Lots of beautiful pieces were donated weekly, some with their tags still attached. Once, Skylar had found a Gucci dress and splurged. We teased her for months about it because she’d worn it to bed that night. From that point on, we’d made weekly visits, mostly for fun. None of us was rich.

      “It’s gorgeous!” Skylar gushed, rubbing the chiffon between her fingers. “Look at the details. With your rack, Ashton won’t notice anything else.”

      I playfully slapped her hand, and she dropped the gown. She perched next to Olivia on the bed, watching with amusement as she crammed a cheeseburger into her petite mouth. Olivia had threatened us within an inch of our lives if we hadn’t stopped off at the local burger joint, and now the greasy smell of fries and burgers hung in the air.

      “Shev’es rought,” Olivia garbled, her mouth full of burger. She swallowed and sucked down some of her soda. “It’s beautiful, Kaitlynn. He’s a right arse if he takes up with Victoria Bedingford.” She grimaced. “What a louse.”

      Skylar smirked. “You mean a witch with a capital B.”

      Olivia arched a brow. “If the shoe fits…”

      I slid a finger over the tight bodice of my gown and smiled. They were right. I’d struck gold with this one. Zipping up the dress bag, I carefully draped it over my arm, picking up the streamer bag with the other.

      “Alright, ladies. Are we ready?”

      Olivia wiped a napkin over her ketchup stained lips and picked up my purse from the bed. “One thing… are the guys you set us up with pushy?”

      Skylar gazed off into the distance next to her. She often appeared miles away. We chalked it up to her being flighty, but I’d always wondered if it was something else.

      “Uh, yeah. They’re perfect gentlemen. Ashton promises they’ll behave.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “That’s a relief,” she grumbled. “If Master Ashton, lord of the manor, says they’re gentlemen, then who are we to disagree? Am I right, Sky?”

      Olivia peered at Skylar, still miles away. “Hey…” She nudged Sky’s arm.

      Skylar blinked. “What?” It was as if she had snapped out of a trance. “Oh yes. They’re complete gentlemen. I’ve seen them around campus, and they never litter.”

      “Oh my” Olivia splayed her hand on her chest, batting her lashes. “An environmentalist. I’m swooning already.”

      “Mock if you will, but the Earth matters, and I, for one, appreciate a man who cares.”

      Olivia snorted. “That and six-pack abs.”

      Skylar frowned. “It’s not all about the physique.”

      “Isn’t it?” Olivia charged. “Name one guy you dated that didn’t fit the jock stereotype. Go ahead. We’ll wait.”

      Skylar opened and closed her mouth multiple times before standing and heading for the bedroom door. “Tonight starts a new trend.”

      Both Olivia and I squashed a giggle and followed her out.
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      When we arrived back at the Alpha Pi fraternity house, the outside slate walkway was lit up with tiny pumpkin lights strewn with fake cobwebs. The pale brick exterior glowed orange and purple under a flashing strobe light someone had planted in the yard. It was an enormous home with one residential wing resembling dorm rooms, albeit a rich man’s idea of them. The other wing held the ballroom up the stairwell to the left of the front door. Behind that, and off to the left, was a meeting room of sorts. Leather couches and tables were strewn throughout, mostly for studying or fraternity meetings. There was an opening into the kitchen, so the men ate in this room as well. They also held party nights here, reserving the ballroom only for formal events and initiations.

      Olivia, Skylar, and I strolled up, arms full of party gowns, streamers, and makeup bags. I jutted my hip and hit the doorbell. The door creaked open, and we stepped inside the darkened foyer. “The Monster Mash” played over the speakers, and a court jester popped out from the residential wing to our right.

      “Greetings, fair maidens, and welcome to Alpha Pi’s Halloween Bash.” He bowed, jingling the bells on his jester’s hat. Standing upright, he grinned, shoving his hat about his ears. “If you wish to freshen up, please use the designated restroom in the fraternity meeting hall. Are any of you interested in a beverage? Perhaps a witch’s brew? A vampire’s kiss? Or what about a corpse reviver?”

      He held out a silver platter with multiple drinks brimming with smoke drifting out of them.

      “Ah, no thanks, Connor. Maybe later.” I readjusted the bundle in my arms and stepped toward the common room, blocked off as the ladies’ dressing room and bathroom for tonight’s event.

      Connor backstepped out of the room only to step in once again when the next set of girlfriends appeared at the door. He was an amiable guy, always minding his business and never passing up the chance to play Dungeons and Dragons, thus the jester’s outfit. It was the rage at the frat house, and the girlfriends always knew that Thursday nights were off limits because of it. None of us heard a peep out of them. Not even a text. I wasn’t familiar with the game, but they sure loved it. Next to the game, Connor was most devoted to his girlfriend. That was the  thing I admired the most about him; his devotion to Krissy. He doted on her, granting every whim, from grabbing cappuccinos on the fly to buying her tampons if it was her time of the month. He was the best boyfriend, and a part of me craved that.

      My friends and I ambled into the dressing room and dumped our belongings onto the couches. I arched my aching back, twisting to get the kinks out. It was time I started running again. This freshman fifteen was becoming twenty.

      Skylar secured the door and pulled off her ripped sweatshirt and leggings. “When do we meet our dates?” she asked. She stepped one foot, then the other, into a slinky fuchsia gown that glided over her like water. It was a simple silk slip dress, but somehow, anything Skylar wore looked good enough for the runway. Most people always asked why I hung around her because guys would never notice me in her presence, but I didn’t care. Sky and I preferred our own type of guy. She loved the jocks, and I loved nerds. Though Ashton was different. He’d stormed in like a hurricane and swept me off my feet the second I entered freshman comp.

      “As soon as we get done here. I’ve texted them to give us another fifteen minutes. Ashton says they’re eager to meet you.”

      Olivia hovered her lipstick over her plump lips. “Eager? Are they socially inept? Please tell me you haven’t set us up with guys only a mother would love.”

      “Give me some credit.” I stepped into my gown, motioning for Sky to zip me up. Spinning around, I looked expectantly at my friends. “Well? What do you think?”

      Both of them grinned.

      Skylar winked. “You look fabulous, Kaitlynn.”

      “I agree. At least your dress fits.” Olivia tugged at her gown, her bosoms on full view. “I’m practically giving a peep show in this number.”

      I giggled. “The dress is stunning, as are you, my friend. Have you never worn a plunging neckline before?”

      Olivia nibbled on her lower lip. “My parents forbade it. They’re rather conservative.”

      I took her hands in mine and drew her to the full-length mirror the men had set up for us, which was thoughtful.

      “Look at you. It won’t be me stopping the show, Olivia. It’s you.”

      She was stunning. Even Skylar nodded approvingly.

      “I don’t know.” Olivia cocked her head, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Unease marked her face. “Are you sure?”

      Skylar rested her chin on Olivia’s shoulder from behind and looked into the mirror. “One hundred percent. Plus, it’s too late. The dress shops are closed.”

      Olivia sighed. “Fine, but this guy better be worth it.”

      We got ready within another thirty minutes, and it was a good thing because the room had filled up fast.

      Stopping by the door, I placed my hand on the knob and turned to face my friends. “Ready?”

      Olivia smoothed down the front of her full skirt while Skylar squared her shoulders. Her blonde hair hung in waves about her shoulders. “Ready,” they said in unison.

      We stepped out into the darkness of the foyer and walked until we made it by the ballroom stairs. I squinted into the dark lit with only candles and spotted the two dates for my friends.

      “Here we go.” I gripped a hand of each and stepped forward. “Marcus and Ben, meet your dates, Olivia and Skylar.”

      Olivia held out a shaky hand toward Marcus. “Um, nice to meet you, Marcus.”

      He shook her hand warmly and held up a wrist corsage. “I hope you like lilies.”

      Olivia gaped at the beautiful corsage. “They’re my favorite.”

      He placed the corsage on and they walked arm in arm to the ballroom. Olivia turned around and mouthed, “He’s hot” to me.

      Skylar took the initiative and thrust out her hand. “Ben, there are rules. No kissing, no fanny patting, no boob grazing, got it?”

      Ben’s eyebrows shot upward. “Uh… yeah, that’s fine.” He stuck out his elbow. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t realize we needed corsages.”

      Skylar looked down at his elbow and then looped hers through his. “Fields are where flowers belong.”

      Ben smiled broadly. “I agree.” He stood up, nerves forgotten. “What’s your major?”

      I watched them walk across the foyer and up the stairs to the ballroom, feeling proud of myself. While Ben wasn’t the typical man Skylar dated, he was attractive, fit, and smart. He’d be a match for her feisty yet flighty temperament. As for Olivia, how could I not set her up with the hottest guy? Next to Ashton, of course. She rarely saw the beauty the rest of us did, too engrossed in her studies to look up from a book. Men admired her even when she wore sweats and a ponytail. Skylar was gorgeous, but Olivia was radiant. It was sad that she couldn’t see it.

      “Vic, for the last time⁠—”

      I spun upon hearing Ashton’s disgruntled voice. My smile all but faded when I realized Victoria was holding his hand.

      I turned and stormed off.

      “Kaitlynn, wait!”
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      Ashton released her hand and hurried after me, but I was hoping to be anywhere other than there. Up the ballroom stairs I flew, my footsteps pounding all the way, into the roaring party. The scent of alcohol hit my nose as I weaved through the dancing, jumping, swaying crowd. After getting jostled a few times, I finally saw my friends at the DJ table and made my way over.

      “Kaitlynn…”

      A firm grip on my arm halted me in my tracks. A young woman dressed in an ivory laced, beaded maxi dress more fitting for a wedding than a formal, spun at both of us as we stood between her and her date.

      “Watch it,” she said, along with a few terse words which do not bear repeating. She’d clearly drunk a few too many spirits already.

      Tears brimmed my eyelashes, and I fought to blink them back. “It’s fine, Ash.” The effort to speak stung my throat.

      In an attempt to appear calm, Ashton leaned in, his jaw tight. An overwhelming sense of panic radiated from him.

      “It’s not what it looked like, Kaitlynn. Vic wants Jamie back. That’s all.”

      “She has to hold your hand to do it?”

      I diverted my gaze towards the group of dancers. A slow song played, and the ladies leaned their heads against their dates’ shoulders, completely engrossed in the moment.

      “Kaitlynn,” he took my hand, tilting my head up with a finger under my chin. He observed the shimmering sequins on the strapless gown, paying special attention to the full bodice. This was his first time seeing me in formal attire. After a moment, he shook his head, a smile growing over his handsome face. “You look marvelous.”

      He drew me close, encircling my waist with his arms. Pressing his lips to my temple, he murmured, “You’re the only one.”

      With closed eyes, I let the music carry me away, tuning out the crowd and the past, and leaned into him, catching a whiff of his musky cologne mixed with a hint of soap.

      After a few moments, the music picked up, and I withdrew slightly, lowering my gaze to our intertwined hands. His long, lean fingers were those of an accountant or financier. They’d never seen a hard day’s work while mine toiled in the garden, at a restaurant, or any other job fit for working. Though I was a pharmacist’s daughter, our lineage was of Vikings and Scots, used to laboring. From my pale hand to his tanned one, we were opposites. I was studying pre-med, all thanks to my demanding mother, and he was studying business like his father and grandfather before him. Born to generational wealth, they were charming and polite, but after our first meeting, I got the keen impression that they only tolerated me. I was a fling, something to get out of his system. Prestigious families only wed into prestigious families, and while mine were both pharmacists, it wasn’t enough. We were new money, and there wasn’t anything worse than new money.

      In an instant, Ashton’s adoring face became filled with rage. He went from gazing into my eyes to shoving me aside in a matter of seconds.

      Something slammed into my back, knocking the breath right out of me. The room spun and I careened sideways. Ashton lunged for me but it was too late. With a grunt, I crashed onto the wooden floor, hitting my head.

      “Whoa!” Ashton knelt beside me, a hand held up in warning. The music shut off. “Take it outside, Trent. Not in here.” To me, he said, “Are you okay? Can you sit?”

      “Kaitlynn?” I heard Skylar’s high-pitched squeal. She was by my side in no time. After hiking up her slender skirt, she sank to the floor on her knees. “What happened?”

      “Trent pissing people off again. One day he’ll meet a bigger bully.” Ashton frowned. “Do you need ice?” He beckoned over a frat brother with a snap of his fingers, ordering him to grab a plastic bag of ice and a towel. The frat brother rushed off before I could say otherwise.

      “It’s only a bump.” I propped up on my elbow, immediately regretting it. My stomach churned with the movement.

      “She’s green.” Olivia had arrived, Marcus in tow. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      I breathed in. “Three. I’m fine. It’s just that I haven’t eaten since this morning.”

      Ashton ordered the chef to bring over a slice of bread with butter, and I nibbled on it, growing redder by the second. The party had come to a halt, and I despised being the focal point. That was Skylar’s role, and while I’d like to think they were all staring at her, I knew better.

      As if sensing my tension, Skylar called out to the DJ, “Play something. Anything.”

      Thankfully, the music started up again, a little softer this time.

      “Here. Let me help you up.” Ashton offered a hand and pulled me up.

      With shaky legs, I pressed the back of my hand to my sweaty forehead. No telling what my makeup looked like. “I need to freshen up. Sky and Olivia, would you help me, please?”

      Legs threatening to give way, I clung to my friends, allowing them to lead me out of the ballroom. Right after we landed in the foyer, I saw a woman engaged in a heated argument with the jester near the residential entrance wing. Her arms flailed wildly as she spoke with great intensity.

      “You cretin!” The young blonde shoved a colorful scarf into Connor’s shocked face.

      His expression shifted from confusion to alarm. Usually calm, his jaw was clenched, his eyes darting around the room with a mix of disbelief and anger. “Krissy, it’s just a scarf.”

      Krissy’s usually cheerful face was contorted with frustration, her brows furrowed and lips pursed.
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