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Chapter One

 


As the arguing began to crescendo, Malik
Seif sipped his gin from a plastic Solo cup and wondered if his
girlfriend and his lover—in this case, two separate people—wanted
to fight or fuck. They said one thing when apart, but the moment
they shared breathing space, they were at each other’s throats.

“It does not.” Portia sat cross-legged on the floor of
Malik and Ezra’s dorm. Her penalty shot remained full on the floor
in front of her. “That’s something you’d make up just to get
a gotcha over
someone.”

Ezra raised an eyebrow, his back resting
against the frame of his bed. “Google it.”

“Right, I’m going to trust a fascist
search engine to give me accurate information.” She folded her
arms. “The proof rests with you, prick. I’m not
drinking.”

Malik sighed. Since they were too
wrapped up in the argument, he poured himself another drink. At
this rate he’d be wasted from sheer boredom, not the game. What
were they on, the fourth trivia question? In an hour?

It always ended up like this. He’d tried for
months to get them in the same room. Not even for anything sexual
at this point—just to see if they could find a way to get along.
When pressed, Portia would tell him she thought Ezra would be fun
in bed, and Ezra said the same of her, if in more colorful
language. But once they exchanged words in person, any sense of
civility dissolved into bickering.

A shame. Malik liked them both for the same
reasons they seemed to hate each other.

“Malik.” Ezra’s voice brought him back
to the argument. “Look it up. Does Jell-O have crushed hooves as a
main ingredient?”

“Show the proof yourself.” Portia’s
voice rose a notch with each word. “He’s not your
bitch.”

“Right, he’s my bottom.”

Malik rolled his eyes. His preferences in
bed had nothing to do with this, but these two always managed to
drag it into their fights anyway. “Can’t we just pick a different
question?”

“No,” said Ezra and Portia
simultaneously.

Great. He might as well just nurse the gin
and fuck around on his phone.

While the two continued to argue, Malik
grabbed his phone from the bed and swiped it open. No new messages,
and he wasn’t big on social media, so he scrolled through a few
random websites to alleviate his boredom. Out of habit, he opened
his e-mail, debating if he wanted to play a game.

A new heading caught his eye.
Your Loan Status Update.

He opened it. Scanned the words.

A sudden, loud crackling startled him. When
he looked up, Ezra and Portia were staring at him. He realized he’d
started crushing his Solo cup.

Malik tossed the phone on his bed and did
his best to smooth out the cup without spilling any gin. “My
bad.”

Portia’s eyebrows stitched with visible
concern. “Is something wrong?”

Given her default expression
was don’t get in my way or I’ll
destroy you, it looked a little out of place on her.
Comparatively, Ezra didn’t say anything, just watched Malik with
those sharp amber eyes.

Malik shrugged. “Not really. Just wasn’t
paying attention.”

Silence hung over them for a long moment. At
last, Portia turned back to Ezra. “Anyway, the answer key was
wrong, which means you, as the almighty researcher of trivia
questions, failed. Drink your penalty shot.”

Ezra sighed and knocked back the rum with a
grimace. “It was a nitpick difference.”

“Bones and hooves aren’t the same
thing at all,” she said.

“They’re made of similar
elements.”

“Not similar enough to use in Jell-O,
apparently.”

Malik watched them descend into another
argument. His heart thumped hard, drowning out their voices. The
e-mail was emblazoned in his head, stark as if he were still
staring at it.

Denied.

Shit. That had been his last shot.
He’d already filed the paperwork to change his major, but once his
father found out, he’d yank the college funding. Seifs didn’t
study music theory. They
studied useful degrees. Malik
had only chosen economics because it looked the least boring, but
he still wasn’t satisfied. Who the fuck would want him in a suit
and tie in some high-rise office building debating the
ever-shittier economy? He didn’t even want to hear
himself talk about it, and Malik
wasn’t exactly a man who hated his own voice—though Portia and Ezra
would disagree. Why they were so obsessed with his vocalization or
lack thereof in bed confused him. Just enjoy the moment. What did
the rest matter? Yes, it was hot when they made noises, but Malik
couldn’t recall a time he ever really had. And he
made noise—they just weren’t
satisfied with it.

High maintenance. The both of them.

Malik took a long swallow, careful to keep
his expression neutral so his girlfriend and lover didn’t ask any
more questions. Their arguing at least appeared to be winding down
a little.

“All right,” said Ezra. “I’m too sober
for this.”

“Convenient,” said Portia. Before Ezra
could retort, she turned to Malik. “I won, so it’s my turn. Where’s
the question cup?”

Malik held it out while she averted her eyes
and fished for another slip of paper. Her hair fell in her face,
not quite obscuring the scrunch of her nose.

Portia leaned back, eyed the question,
and then bunched it in her fist. “All right. Regarding Brahms, how
many Hungarian Dances are
there?”

“Twenty-one,” said Malik immediately.
“Only three are original compositions, though.”

Ezra scoffed. “Might as well make sure the
next is a medical question if that’s how we’re playing it.”

“You wrote the questions,” said Portia. “Stop
complaining.”

“I’m not complaining. I’m pointing out
you practically handed him that point.” Ezra drank his shot anyway.
“Christ, couldn’t you find anything other than rum?”

A fiery eyebrow vanished beneath Portia’s
tumble of curls. “What did you expect me to bring, 925 Pasion Aztec
tequila?”

Ezra stared at her, wearing as close
to a flabbergasted expression as Malik had ever witnessed on him.
“I know you’re rich, but are you kidding
me?”

“Of course I am!” Portia refilled
Ezra’s shot. “God, why are you so smart but so stupid?”

“Fine line between flattery and
insults,” said Ezra.

“They were direct,” she
said.

“Either way, bring something else next
time.”

She folded her arms. “Seriously? You
ask me to provide the drinks
and this is the attitude I get?”

Ezra downed the shot despite already taking
his penalty. “I was hoping you’d bring tequila again so we could
see what other cute panties you wear.”

“Listen, you prick…”

Another fight. Great. Malik sipped his gin
and chose a trivia question. If Ezra kept losing, he’d regret it in
the morning.

The game was meant to finish either when
people started passing out or they ran out of trivia questions. By
the time Ezra fell asleep—sitting up, his head flopped back on his
bed—they’d only gone through a third of the questions and more than
two-thirds of the liquor.

Portia helped clean up. Despite her apparent
dislike for Ezra, she kept her voice quiet as she replaced the tops
of the gin and rum bottles. “Are you really doing okay?”

A little beyond tipsy himself, Malik
remained sitting on the floor as he tossed empty cups into his
trash bin. “I’m fine. Why?”

“Just…” She stopped, glanced at him,
and changed the subject. “We’re going to get a later start than I’d
hoped tomorrow.”

He almost said it was because she and Ezra
spent more time poking each other—not in a fun way—than just
unwinding like they’d planned. After some consideration, Malik
decided he liked his head on his shoulders and not up his ass, so
he chose a different approach. “It’s only a six-hour drive, right?
Even if we leave at noon, we’ll make it.”

“It’s the principle,” she said. “We’re
allowed to pick up the keys at
noon. That would be six to eight hours wasted.”

“Eight?”

She put a hand on her hip. “Always plan to
stop for gas, food, and restroom breaks.”

He gave her an incredulous look. “A whole
two hours?”

“Look, I’ve traveled with men before,
and your bladders are unbelievably small—” Portia stopped and shook
her head until her curls smacked her cheeks. Malik didn’t bother
repressing a grin that he knew alcohol made stupid. He loved
everything about her of course, but something about her wild hair
enchanted him.

“The point is, try getting up
earlier,” she said. “I don’t want to fight traffic, and if you two
sleep through this, you’ll miss out on one of the smoothest rides
ever.”

“Oh?” Malik wasn’t much of a car guy,
but he wasn’t opposed to luxury as a concept. Besides, she’d made
clear her plans to cut free of her mother’s purse strings the
moment she graduated and landed a decent job.

Portia knelt on the floor. Malik wrapped an
arm around her waist and pulled her into his lap until their
foreheads touched. Hard brown eyes softened as she looked at him
beneath curls of flame and a freckle-spackled forehead. She leaned
forward that last bit, kissing him with an aftertaste of spiced
rum.

It was a sweet kiss, even tinged with
alcohol. Afterward, Portia seemed content to just sit there for a
moment. Then she opened her eyes. “I need to call a cab.”

Malik frowned. “Just send for an Uber. Way
cheaper.”

She snorted. “And risk having my head cut
off by a serial killer with a fetish for redheads? No, thank you.”
She must have read the discomfort on his face, because she added,
“Besides, Uber has put honest cabbies out of business. Since I can
afford to help them, I should.”

He couldn’t help smirking. “Ezra’s converted
you to another cause, huh?”

“Oh, shut up.” Portia leaned back a
bit, not quite meeting his eyes anymore. “He’s a prick, but he’s a
prick who makes sense sometimes.”

Solemnly, Malik said, “His actual prick
makes even less sense.”

“Well, it was enough to seduce you,
wasn’t it?” Malik smiled bashfully, as she wasn’t entirely wrong.
Seemingly satisfied with his silence, she changed the subject. “Get
some sleep. If you spend all night screwing and we’re late, I’ll
punch your dick.”

“Sounds fun,” he said. “Maybe I’ll
wake up Ezra.”

She smacked him on the arm. “Seriously.”

“I know, I know.” He kissed her again
and reluctantly let her stand. “I’ll go to bed like a good boy and
pour water down his throat first thing in the morning.”

“That better be all you pour down his
throat.” She studied Ezra’s prone form for a moment. “Want me to
put him to bed?”

Malik wriggled onto his own bed, relieving
his numb ass from the floor. “Yeah, just don’t try fixing he’s
hair. It makes him gropey.” Not that it was a bad thing on
principle, but if Portia wasn’t in the mood, it’d just start
another fight, this time with actual fists. Maybe. Ezra would be
stupid to try. Malik was pretty sure his girlfriend could kick
Ezra’s ass.

Portia looped her arms under Ezra’s armpits
and heaved him onto the bed without so much as a grunt. Her muscles
shifted like water, even as she adjusted Ezra into a more
comfortable position on his side.

Damn. Malik wished he could tease her into
staying. They hadn’t fucked with Ezra in the room yet, but it
sounded really appealing right then.

“Habibti,
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