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Chapter 1

 

Raven’s head tilted to the side, and his eyes captured every part of me with finite detail. My breathing stilled, and the incessant hunger that was building inside of me begged for release. I had fought the feeling for way too long, and I refused to wait another second, minute, or day to experience what he had to offer.

I wanted him to kiss me.

No, I needed him to kiss me.

Kiss me and take my lips captive.

My heart pumped faster, waiting anxiously as he moved closer to me. 

A tender smile played on the edge of his lips. “Are you sure you want me to kiss you?”

I nodded, unable to speak as my eyes zeroed in on my target. His lips called to me, pulling me in until I breathed in all of his air. 

 His mouth pressed to mine and my eyes fluttered closed. He kissed me softly, touching my lips in a gentle motion. I melted as the warmth of his hand caressed the edge of my face. My lips parted, and his tongue slid in effortlessly, and every muscle in my body relaxed. Our tongues swirled together, and I devoured his sweet taste. The kiss was everything I’d ever dreamed of and more. Raven was a damn good kisser. If his lips could reduce me to a puddle of water, I could only imagine what the rest of his body could do to me.

He pulled away slowly. “Lexi?”

“Hmm?” 

“Look at me.”

I didn’t want to let the feeling go, and even though he had stopped kissing me, I held on to it for as long as I could. Slowly, I opened my eyes. 

Holding my gaze, he said, “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to kiss you.” He brushed his thumb across my lips, and it took every bit of my strength not to barrel into him and beg that he take me.

I took a deep breath and counted backwards from five, pacing the beats of my heart. “I’ve been dreaming about you kissing me since the day we met.”

For several seconds, we simply stared at each other. The hunger in his eyes knitted me tighter in his trap, and I was truly helpless. If he was intuitive, I’m sure he knew what I wanted. And even though every hormone in my body screamed his name over and over, I refused to rush in to this. The last thing I wanted was to become another one of his hoes. 

“How about we go grab a bite to eat? I’m starving, and if I don’t—”

He stopped and smiled. He didn’t have to finish for me to know what he thought. I nodded and relaxed back in the seat. “That sounds like a good idea.”

“I’m really craving Mexican food.”

“Perfect.”

We exited the parking lot of Park Hill University’s stadium and headed down the street. Raven reached over the console and took my hand, holding it in his. His rough skin felt good against mine and through his touch, I could sense that he missed me just as much as I missed him. Being with him made me so happy. It took my heart to a place where it finally felt free to beat on its own. My only fear was Raven destroying it, but I had to take that chance because otherwise I’d never know.

He pulled up to a Mexican restaurant off 7th Street, and a slight heaviness hit me. The last time I had been to that area of town was with Collin and my friends when we went bowling. I internally shook off the hurtful memories and concentrated on getting to know Raven better. 

Spanish Christmas music filled the air, and colorful lights decorated the hodgepodge of 1950s car parts scattered throughout the restaurant. For a Saturday night, the place was empty. The hostess led us upstairs to a booth in the corner, and we sat across from each other. I looked over the menu, searching for something on the lighter side because sI hadn’t been eating too much over the last month. 

“Did you have a nice Thanksgiving?” Raven glanced up from his menu.

I closed mine. “No, not really.”

“I’m sorry.” He frowned. “Why not?”

Shifting in my chair, I considered what I would tell him. Did I really want to admit how pathetic I was? “I, um . . . ”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.” 

I shook my head. “It’s okay.” Leaning against the table, I confided in him. “I actually stayed in bed instead of going home to eat dinner with my family.”

His eyes widened, and a look of sympathy settled on his face. “Were you sick?”

“No.” I looked at the table, ashamed to reveal the truth. “I mean, I told my family I was sick.” I grabbed my napkin and unrolled it. “But I wasn’t. I didn’t want to be around my mom. She won’t stop hounding me about my breakup, and . . . ” I took in a deep breath. “So to save myself from the agony, I chose to lie to them instead.”

“Wow. I’m sorry.” He placed his hand on top of mine, and the tension released. 

For some reason, I wanted to tell him everything. Explain to him how screwed up my life was and how I was dying to find a new one. He was so easy to talk to, and it was like I had known him my entire life. “Thanks. It hasn’t been easy.” I grasped his hand for support. “I basically grew up with Collin, and everyone expected us to get married. I just went along with it because he’s all I’ve ever known. But deep down, I knew we didn’t really love each other.”

“It takes a lot of courage to admit that and to do what you did.”

“Yeah, it does. I just want to be happy and . . . well, loved.”

“I understand. I’m sure there are women who just go with it and then several years later find themselves in a nasty divorce.”

“Exactly, and Delaney helped me realize that.” 

I wanted to tell Raven that he was the one who opened my eyes, but I refrained. I wasn’t sure if that was something he was ready to hear.

“Thank God for that. Otherwise, we might not be having this conversation.” He grinned.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“So, why are your parents so overbearing?”

“My mom got pregnant with my older sister when she was in high school. I guess they felt that if they directed all our steps, the same thing wouldn’t happen to us. To be honest, I never really thought I was missing much.” I stalled for a moment. “I just did what I was told, wanting to be a compliant daughter.” My throat tightened, and I pushed the lump down with a tough swallow.

“Sometimes it takes a rude awakening to realize there’s more to life. Believe me, I know.”

I nodded, quickly wiping away a stray tear. 

A tall, skinny guy stopped at our table. “Sorry to keep y’all waiting. Can I bring you something to drink, or are you ready to order?” He had on short-sleeve shirt and shorts, as if it were summer time, and a purple ball cap that he wore backwards. 

 “Do you know what you want?” Raven hesitated, as if unsure if he should tell the guy to come back.

“Yeah, I’ll have the chicken fajita salad with the dressing on the side.”

The waiter nodded. “And to drink?” 

“Water with lemon, please.”

“No problem. And for you?” The guy didn’t bother to write anything down, committing it to memory instead. 

“I want the beef fajitas, tortillas, refried beans, and rice. The whole works. And a tall glass of sweet tea.”

“You got it. And by the way, great game.” The waiter patted the table and smiled at Raven.

“Thanks, man.”

“If you need anything, just holler. My name is Brock.”

“Thanks, Brock.” Raven handed the guy our menus, and he walked off.

I couldn’t help but smile. Being recognized and appreciated by total strangers had to be thrilling, not to mention, ego boosting. “Do you ever get tired of that?” 

Raven shrugged. “Sometimes. Especially if I want some privacy.” He leaned forward, keeping his gaze steady on me. The restaurant buzzed with a low chatter, but the way he looked at me, it was as if no one else existed. 

The waiter promptly returned with our drinks. He placed a basket of chips in front of us along with salsa, guacamole, and cheese dip. “It’s on the house.” 

“Thanks.” I grabbed a chip, unable to resist the tempting food that I’d deprived my body from over the last several weeks.

“Thanks, Brock. I’m starved.” Raven immediately took a chip, dipped it in the guacamole, and shoved it in his mouth. 

“It’s kind of nice to get special treatment.” I dipped another chip in the cheese sauce.

“I won’t deny that.” Raven loaded a chip with everything. “But right now, I want to give you all the special treatment you need.” He winked and I nearly choked.

Kill me, why don’t you?

“You alright?”

“Yeah.” I gulped my water and patted my chest. “Just went down the wrong way.” After the food cleared, I said, “If I seem a little hesitant or tell you I’d like to take things slow, you’d understand, right?”

He swallowed and then took a drink of his tea. “Of course I understand. I just want to get to know you, Lexi. Explore everything about you. From the sweet dimple that forms on your right cheek when you smile, to the curl in your pinkies when you play the piano, to the little shake of your hips when you walk.”

“I wiggle when I walk?” I bypassed all the sweet talk and focused on the last part. “Is my butt that big?”

“Relax.” Raven laughed, and he tilted back his head. “Baby, your ass isn’t fat. In fact, it’s tight,” he growled low in his throat, “and looks too damn good.” 

“Oh, well, um . . . thanks.” His gaze lingered on me, and the air suddenly became thick, making it hard to breathe. A new warning sign told me to proceed with caution, but I zipped past it. Why did his words strike a fire in me? The muscles in my rear tensed, and I made a mental note to tell Delaney I wanted to try that Yogalates class with her. If Raven was checking out my butt, I had to make sure it looked good. Saggy cheeks dotted with hail damage would surely scare him away.

He leaned back in his chair and rested his arm along the top of the booth. “But don’t worry. Like I said, I won’t do anything unless you ask me.”

Would you take me right now, on this table?

“Lexi?”

“Huh?”

“Did I say something wrong?”

I shook my head, trying to think past the tempting thoughts that cluttered my mind. “I promise you, I’m good. In fact, I’m better than good.”

The waiter appeared with our food, and I was glad. I was an emotional train wreck. One moment, I was excited about being with Raven, and the next, I was mad that Collin hadn’t fought for me. But after a month of not hearing from him, I knew I had done the right thing by calling of our engagement and breaking up with him. He didn’t love me enough to marry me. Despite knowing that, it still hurt, and the pain told me that I wasn’t over Collin, at least not completely. But I couldn’t deny my feelings for Raven. There was something about him. Not only was I happy with him, but also sensed a connection like I’d never experienced before. 

We ate our food, chatting a little more about my overbearing parents and how they ruled my life as well as my brother’s. Raven sympathized with me and assured me that I didn’t need to feel guilty about wanting to live my life. His support gave me the confidence that I had made the best decision.

I placed my fork and knife across my plate and relaxed against the seat. “We’ve been talking all about me, and I really haven’t asked you anything about yourself.”

Raven scraped the last of his beans from the plate with a tortilla. “Go ahead, shoot. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

“For starters, how was your Thanksgiving? Does your mom make a big feast?” 

“Actually, my granny does. My mom and her sister help with the side dishes and pies. She lives in New Orleans, and we usually go there every year. This year I missed out because of the game.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

With a slight mouthful of food, he said, “It’s no big deal.” He cast a flinty expression, but I could tell it bothered him. “I actually went to my friend Josh’s house.”

“That’s good. So you were able to have turkey and all the fixings.”

“Yep. His dad fries a turkey, and it’s the best.”

“Hmm. Never tried it.”

“Well, you’re missing out.”

The waiter appeared again and took my plate. “Can you bring the check when you get a moment?” I pulled out my wallet from my purse, prepared to fulfill my promise of paying for the next meal.

“The manager said it was on the house.” 

“Wow, thanks.” I was slightly disappointed that I wasn’t able to pay but grateful for the act of kindness.

“Thanks, man. Tell him we appreciate it.”

“Will do. Can I get y’all anything else?”

“I’m good.” Raven turned toward me. “Do you want any dessert?”

Only if it’s you.

I let out a small giggle, and they both gave me a weird look. “I think that will be it for now.” The waiter loaded up his arms with the dirty plates and scurried toward the kitchen.

“I hear you talk a lot about your mom, but I’ve never heard you mention anything about your dad.”

“Oh, yeah, um . . . ” Raven rolled his shoulders a few times and took a deep breath. 

I sensed that I’d crossed the yellow caution tape and needed to take several steps back. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer that question.”

“It’s cool. You’ve shared your issues with me, it’s only fair I do the same.” He stalled for a moment and then said, “I’ve never talked about my dad because I don’t know who he is.”

“Oh.” My heart dropped to my stomach. I wanted to tell him how horrible it must have been not to know his dad, but I didn’t. “I’m so sorry.”

His gaze traveled to the table, and he picked at the edge of his napkin, shredding it in the process. He inhaled a deep breath and then released it in a slow, steady stream. The tension  was building like a sturdy brick wall, and I waited, as he struggled to tear through it. I almost told him never mind, but he spoke again. “I’m the result of a gang rape.”

I covered my mouth, and I wanted to punch myself in the face for asking. “Oh, Raven, I—I  don’t know what to say.” My insides twisted at the revelation, and I couldn’t imagine growing up knowing that.

“It’s okay.” He looked up momentarily. “There’s nothing you can say that will change it.” His mouth twitched to the side, and his shoulders caved. He appeared a bit relieved, like sharing his secret with me had removed some of the bricks in his way. “It’s was tough growing up . . . knowing that my mom really didn’t want me. She thought about aborting me, and” he snickered, “she even tried to, but I guess God had bigger plans for me because here I am.”

He held out his arms, and I wanted to leap across the table and hug him tightly. Take away the hurt and pain etched deep into his eyes. Let him know how wonderful and special he really was and to ignore or refuse to accept anything different. Tears gushed from my eyes as I placed my hand on top of his and squeezed his fingers. 

“You’re right, Raven. God does have bigger plans for you. And don’t you ever forget it.”

 “Don’t cry.” He reached across the table and wiped away my tears. “Especially for me.” 

“I’m sorry. It’s just that . . . I feel your pain. I really do. I know you’ve been through a lot, and although I don’t know if the rumors are true—”

“They are. It’s no secret. I’ve had a drug problem, off and on, for a few years.”

I swallowed the thick lump in my throat. “But you are so talented, Raven. Don’t throw it away for a good high or buzz.” 

“Sometimes it’s easier said than done.” He wadded up the napkin and tossed it aside. Was that how he felt about his life? Like it was a piece of a paper that wasn’t worth anything? Did his mother care about him or bother to show him any love?

“I’m sure it is.” I grabbed his other hand. “Do you remember when we sang Lean on Me that day at my dorm?”

“Yeah, why?” He cocked his head to the side.

“If you’re ever feeling that down . . . ” I paused, searching for the right words, “to the point where you feel you have to resort to the unthinkable, I want you to call me. I’ll be there for you.”

“Lexi,” he said, as he shook his head, “I don’t expect you to help me with my problems.”

“Look, Raven, I know we haven’t known each other that long, but I won’t allow you to destroy your life when I know there is something great and big planned for you.”

“Thanks, but the truth is—I don’t know what I’m doing with my life. Sure, I have dreams of going to the pros, but that’s what they are—dreams. I’m just taking everything day by day. If I make it, great. If I don’t, it’s no big deal.” He relaxed against his seat nonchalantly.

I gripped his hands tighter. “You will make it to the pros. I know you will. You have a special talent and when you’re on that field, it comes to life. So, if you need someone to help you battle those demons, I’ll be there for you. I swear on my life, Raven Davenport, I will be there for you.”

∑


Chapter 2

 

“So what do you want to do next?” Raven turned on the car as I fastened my seat belt.

My body knew what it wanted to do, but I reminded myself to take things slow. “I don’t know. There are so many things I haven’t done.”

Raven’s head turned quickly in my direction. “I think you need to make a list.”

“A list?”

“Yeah, you know, like the top ten or twenty things you want to do before you graduate.”

 I giggled. “You know, that actually sounds like a great idea.”

“And you can already mark one of them off.” He grinned.

I shot him a questioning gaze. “I can?”

“Yeah, you said you’ve never had a beer, and we already took care of that.”

“Oh yeah.” I smiled as I recalled that day in the stadium suite. It was one of the best moments we’d shared. “I’ve always wanted to sneak into some place while it was closed, so I guess I can check that one off, too.” I wiggled in my seat, trying to contain my excitement. This was beginning to sound like a fun challenge. Especially, since it was with Raven.

“See, you already have two down.” He put the car in reverse. “I know one more you can check off tonight.” He stretched his arm across the seat, resting it behind me. My checks burned as his stare turned knowing.

I know several I could mark off by midnight if you’d let me.

“Really? What’s that?”

“A party.”

I pressed my lips together, trying to hide the huge smile dying to escape from them. “Let’s go.”

Raven headed toward the university and turned on a street a few blocks from my dorm. He parked on the grass near the front of the house after one of the guys directed him to a spot saved especially for him. I guess being the star quarterback had its perks. 

“Are you sure I’m okay dressed like this?” I looked down at his jersey I still had on from the game. 

“You bet you are. In fact, no one will mess with you because they’ll know you belong to me.”

My hand stopped on the door handle. “Belong?” Even though the idea of being with Raven thrilled me, I wasn’t so sure that I wanted to belong to anyone. Not yet.

 “I’m sorry.” An apologetic look softened his eyes. “That came out wrong. I guess what I was trying to say was, guys will know you are with me and won’t try to hit on you.”

I pushed the car door open, relieved at his explanation. “Okay, I think I can handle that.”

Music blared from the house, reminding me of a movie Delaney and I watched a while back. Empty beer bottles and red plastic cups cluttered the yard, and it was only nine o’clock. I couldn’t imagine what the place would look like by midnight. Several people hung around the porch, talking and drinking. Some were dancing, and it was hard not to join in with the beat of the music. I took a deep breath and climbed the steps. If this party was anything like the one in the movie, either I was going to love it, or I would be ready to get the hell out within the first ten minutes.

 “Relax. Just stay next to me, and you’ll be safe.” Raven grabbed my hand, and I clasped my fingers tightly around his as we walked inside. We entered the living area, and several people did a double take.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” Raven greeted a couple of guys standing by the pool table.

I looked around, wondering if Delaney was there with Shelby or anyone else. “Whose place is this?”

“One of the guys on the team lives here with some of his fraternity brothers,” Raven answered as he shook hands with a few more guys.

 “It’s a nice house.” I noted the dark mahogany staircase and bookshelves in the craftsman style home. The floor squeaked as we walked through the great room, and it reminded me of Collin’s parents’ house. I sighed and fought to push those memories out of my head.

“Yeah, but after tonight, it’ll look like shit,” Raven said as he continued to guide us through the house.

 “Lexi!” Delaney scurried toward me, and I was a bit relieved that she was there. “You made it.”

“Yep, I’m here.” I shot a quick glance toward Raven, and he smiled.

“I can’t believe it!” She flung her arms around me, and a strong whiff of liquor hit me. “We’re going to party all night long,” she hollered in my ear, and I quickly jerked my head away to avoid hearing loss.

 “Damn, did you down a whole bottle or what?” I hugged her quickly before pushing her away.

“Uh, no.” She rolled her eyes. “Just took a few shots. C’mon, you have to try this.” 

Grasping my hand, she pulled me away from Raven’s side. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’m going to see who’s here and then I’ll come find you. Flip your phone to vibrate in case I can’t find you,” Raven said as he headed off in the opposite direction.

I reached in my back pocket for my cell phone and switched it to vibrate as Delaney dragged me into the kitchen. 

Several people gathered around the center island as they chanted, “Go, Abby . . . Go, Abby.” I stood on the tips of my toes, trying to get a better look, but I couldn’t see over the horde of people surrounding her. Delaney squeezed through the people, pulling me along behind her. My stare immediately drew to the long, slender legs sitting on a stool. Legs that belonged to one of the Silicone Triplets. 

Great.

The brunette’s long fingernails curved around a small glass that she held up to her mouth. She lowered the glass for a quick second, as though hesitant to take the shot, and caught my gaze. A snarky grin spread across her lips, and she rolled her eyes at me. Abby tilted her head back and downed the reddish-brown liquid in one gulp. Everyone clapped and screamed as she held up her hands in victory.

“Shit! That was hot.” She fanned her mouth as she placed the glass on the counter. “Give me another one.”

“You have to do one.” Delaney pushed me toward the bar.

“What?” I tried not to shove the guy standing in front of me but plowed right into him as she yanked me forward. “Sorry,” I apologized as I pushed past him. “Laney, I don’t know if that’s a good idea. Maybe I should start slow. Like with a beer.”

“Don’t be a puss.” She wiggled us through the people until we had front row access. “I’ll do one with you.” Delaney danced to the beat of the music as she kept a watchful eye on Abby.

“Go right ahead.” Abby stepped aside as she gave us a once over. Delaney huffed and waved her off with a dismissive hand.

“Delaney!” someone called out. We turned and saw Shelby dancing her way toward us.

“I wanna do one,” she yelled in a singsong voice. Pushing through the crowd, she made her way to the island. When she saw me, she gave me a big smile and threw her arms around. “Hey, um, don’t tell me . . . Lexi.” A mixture of beer and cinnamon fanned over my face, and I had to hold my breath so I wouldn’t puke all over her.

“Hey, Shelby,” I said with a restrained voice. Between the pre-party back at the stadium and the house party, I was certain they had drank their share of whatever they came across.

A short, thin guy wearing a white T-shirt with a fraternity logo on the pocket manned several bottles of liquor. He turned over three glasses and filled each one of them. “Bottoms up, girls.”

“Can I drink it slowly?” I pulled the glass toward me, unsure if I really wanted to drink it.

He laughed. “I don’t think you want to drink this stuff slowly. Unless you enjoy your tongue burning like it’s on fire.”

Delaney tossed her long, dark curls over her shoulder. “Just swallow it all at once and you’ll be fine. I promise.”

I eyed her, not believing one word she said. But I was there to have a good time. Straightening, I picked up the glass and brought it to my lips. A hint of cinnamon layered with a strong infusion of alcohol infiltrated my nose. When the crowd around us started clapping and egging us to take the shots, I forgot all about how it would feel once it hit my tongue.

“Wait! Wait!” Shelby yelled. “On the count of three, okay?”

Delaney and I nodded. The crowd started the countdown. “One. Two. Three!”

I titled my head back as I dumped the ounce of liquor in my mouth. A burning sensation scorched my tongue as the warm liquid slid down my throat. “Ugh! What the hell was that?”

“A Fireball. Haven’t you tried one before?” the bartender asked, giving me a weird look.

All eyes navigated toward me, and I shrugged. 

“She just transferred here from St. Mary’s. Ya know, the Catholic university down in San Antonio,” Delaney told the group of people gawking at me.

“Yeah, I was studying to be a nun, but it didn’t work out so well,” I quickly blurted, not wanting to look like a prude.

“Oh.” The group all nodded, and I wanted to laugh at how pathetic my excuse sounded. 

“Do you want to do another one?” The bartender held up the bottle in his hand.

“No, that’s okay.” I retreated. “I better start slow.”

“One more! One more!” the crowd yelled, but I ignored them, determined to do things on my own accord.

“C’mon, Lexi!” Delaney called, but I continued pushing through the crowd.

“Don’t back out now,” Shelby added. “This party is just gettin’ started.”

I held my hand up in the air and waved bye to them. Shoving past a few people, I finally broke free, but not without stumbling. 

“Whoa. You alright?” Raven reached forward and caught me before my face met the floor. 

“Yeah, I just—um.” The words died in my throat as he pulled me close to him. He wrapped his arms tightly around my waist, and I tensed. I silently took in a deep breath and relaxed against his strong, muscular chest. 

I could definitely get used to this.

“What’s Shelby complaining about now?” Raven’s scent swept over me, and my knees weakened once more. I stared deeply into his eyes and was instantly pulled into his trap. My mind drifted as I became infatuated with the curve of his full lips, and I imagined them kissing me until I couldn’t breathe. 

Raven tilted his head from side to the side, breaking my hypnosis. “How many shots did you do?”

“Just one.” I smiled. “Now I can check that off my list.” 

“Good. But what did you take?”

“A Fireball.” I straightened, proud that I had done it.

He gave a slight nod of approval. “I’m glad you only did one. That shit’s like sixty-six proof, it’ll knock you on your ass.”

“Is it stronger than tequila?” I placed my hand on his chest, and it took all my strength not to rub the hard muscles under my fingers.

“Depends on the tequila. Cheap tequila isn’t as strong, but a good bottle is about eighty proof.” Raven sounded like he was a pro when it came to liquor, and I couldn’t help but wonder what else he specialized in when it came to his reputation.

“I guess a Fireball was a good choice to start with.” 

“We’ll see.” He had a sheepish grin on his face. “Just wait awhile before you do another one, okay?”

I nodded and relaxed even more. The liquor was taking effect quickly, and I liked how it brought out a different, flirtatious and daring side of me. 

“Hey, have you seen Shelby?” A guy with short, blond hair placed a hand on Raven’s shoulder.

“Yeah,” he said, as he pointed toward the kitchen, “she’s over there doing shots.”

“Aw, hell.” The guy shook his head, and his eyes narrowed.

“Hey, Josh.” Raven grabbed his arm before he took off. “I’d like for you to meet Lexi.”

Josh stopped and turned toward me. “Lexi? The tutor?” 

“Yes, the tutor.” I shook his hand and a little happiness filtered through me, knowing that Raven had talked about me to his friends.

“Nice to meet you, Lexi. I’m Josh Marshall.”

Raven wrapped an arm around his shoulder. “This guy here is not only my teammate, but also my best friend.”

“And don’t forget roommate.”

“Oh, yeah. That, too.”

“Let’s go dance!” Delaney crashed into us, flailing her arms in the air and shaking her body wildly. 

“Damn, girl. Take it easy on the shots. We’re going to be carrying you out of here if you don’t stop,” Josh said.

Delaney threw her head back as a laugh bellowed from her. “I can hang with you guys. Trust me.” Her eyes drooped. I’d never seen Delaney act so carefree.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Josh waved her off. “Where’s Shelby?” 

“Right here.” Shelby shimmied up next to him, rubbing him up and down like he was a pole she was ready to swing on.

“And how many have you done?”

Shelby hiccupped and then giggled. “Enough to make this one wild night.” She winked at him. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply, as if they were alone. 

“Damn, go back to the apartment.” Raven pushed them aside, and they stumbled out the front door, lip-locked the entire way.

 “C’mon. I wanna dance.” Delaney gyrated to the beat of the music, and I couldn’t help dancing along with her. Latching on to my hand, she pulled me to the great room where the music blared. I gripped Raven’s hand and brought him with us. 

“No, that’s alright,” he protested but didn’t stop me from leading him toward the makeshift dance floor.

The floor shook beneath our feet as the lyrics to Moves Like Jagger filled the air. We huddled in a group, dancing like we were trying out for a music video. Delaney sang at the top of her lungs, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her to stop, even though she sounded horrible. Raven laughed, and I shook my head at her silly impersonation. 

It didn’t take long for the cute guy with spikey blond hair that we’d seen after the game to make his appearance. With fine moves, he worked his way across the dance floor until he was dancing behind her. Delaney turned when he neared the side of her face. I waited for her to push him away, but instead, she started moving against him. 

I looked away, not wanting to know what she would do next. Did my brother know she was here? Not wanting to get involved with their complicated relationship, I turned my focus to Raven.

His skin shimmered under the array of disco lights flashing across the room, mesmerizing me. Our eyes locked and he grabbed my hands, raising them high above our heads. 

His body rocked against mine and my body claimed his instantly, moving in perfect sync. 

Oh. Dear. God.

The friction of his body against mine caused my breath to hitch in my throat. The room spun to the point where I thought I would faint. The movements from his hips told me that if I would’ve asked him to go home with me, he would’ve cradled me in his arms like a football and sprinted to his car. I sucked in a deep breath, filling my lungs because I refused to pass out. The experience was too damn good to miss. 

He pulled me closer, rubbing his cheek along the side of my face. A half-strangled cry escaped from my throat, and I was glad the music covered my yelp. 

When he serenaded me, my heart totally freaked out. The entire room froze as Raven lured me in, one line at a time. The lyrics described our situation perfectly. I was broken and scared, ready for him to make me believe that he had that key. 

I was definitely in The Raven’s trap. No questions asked. We exchanged another silent understanding, like the day outside the library, and I had to remind myself that handing over my virginity might end it all. Ignoring the warning, I decided to tease him. Lacing my fingers around his neck, I sang in his ear, telling him that I wanted him to take control. I was ready for him to own me tonight. I was ready for him to rub me right from head to toe. But dare I share my secret and tell him I was a virgin?

Raven dug his fingers into my hair, and his full lips covered mine. My stomach tensed and then relaxed. The room spun around us, and I responded fervently, moving my lips against his and sliding my tongue into his mouth. He tasted like beer and gum, but I didn’t care. I could have kissed him until my lips turned blue and even then, I’m sure they would have to bury me with my lips puckered. 

Maybe I was ready to hand over my virginity. Tonight.

∑


Chapter 3

 

The night ended too soon thanks to Delaney. I knew she had taken too many of those burning shots. I was glad it was her instead of me, even though I was the one that was supposed to be having a great time, especially since it was my first real college party. In all honesty, other than the Silicone Triplets showing up, the night had been exciting and thrilling. Being with Raven was unexplainably incredible. 

“Laney, why are you crying?” She had one arm hooked around me and the other one around Raven. Her feet dragged as we stumbled across the grass to Raven’s car.

“Why?” She sobbed and moaned. “Why doesn’t he want to talk to me?”

“I’ve got her, just open the door.” Raven handed me the keys as he held on to Delaney. I unlocked the car and then pushed the seat forward. “You better not throw up in my car,” Raven told her, as I helped him lay her in the backseat. “That’s all I’m asking.”

“I’m not going to throw up.” Delaney’s words slurred from her mouth as she wiped away her tears. “I never throw up.”

“Maybe we should put her in the front seat?” I moved my hair away from my face and took a deep breath. “Just in case she has to puke.”

“It’s only a few blocks. Hopefully she’ll be alright.” 

“Okay.” 

Raven waited for me to get in the car before he shut the door. The kind gesture reminded me of the sweet things Collin would do for me, and I shook my head, determined to stop thinking about the past. I turned around to check on Delaney and saw that she held her phone close to her chest. 

“Why won’t he text me back?” she whined.

Raven started the car and with the help of one of his frat buddies, backed out onto the street. Cars lined both sides of the road, and it was a narrow squeeze all the way to the dorm. 

“Darn. Is the whole school at the party?”

“That’s nothing.” Raven motioned with his hand. “I think they only had about half the crowd they normally have.”

“Seriously?” I looked down both sides of a street we passed and saw the never-ending line of cars parked everywhere. There wasn’t an open spot for blocks.

“Yeah. I think students are still out of town for the Thanksgiving holiday.” 

“Wow. I can’t even imagine a party with more people.”

 “What the hell is she crying about?” Raven ran a hand down his face, and I could tell Delaney’s complaining was wearing on him, as well.

I turned around to face her. “Delaney, what’s wrong?”

She held up her phone. “He doesn’t want to talk to me. Ever.”

I grabbed the phone from her hand. Luke’s name appeared at the top of her text messages. Not wanting to get in the middle of their spat, I handed the phone back to her, refusing to read the messages. 

“She’s fighting with my brother,” I sighed.

“Call him for me,” she begged.

“No.” I adjusted the seat belt and turned to face the front. “I’m not getting in the middle of this.”

“But you have to tell him that I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Why does he think you’ve done something wrong?” I tried to keep my voice steady and calm, but irritation seeped through.

She continued to cry like a two-year-old not getting her way. “Because he saw the pics I posted on Facebook, and he thinks I hooked up with that guy.”

“With Matt?” Raven shot me a questioning gaze.

“Who’s Matt?” I pulled out my phone and hit the Facebook app. I quickly typed in her profile name and went to her page. Several photos were posted, including ones with her and me. “Is this the one you’re talking about?” I showed her a picture of the cute blond guy with spikey hair that was freaking her on the dance floor.

“Yes. I knew I shouldn’t have posted it.” She wiped her eyes and let out a huge hiccup.

Raven pulled up to the dorm and parked in the loading zone. “Can I see?”

I handed him my phone. “That’s my friend, Matt Russell.” He scrolled through a few of the pictures. “Hey, look at us.” Raven pointed to a picture of him and me, cheek to cheek. The guy had the face of a model with a square jaw, straight-line nose, and stark white teeth. He really was out of my league. 

“Let me see that.” I slipped the phone from his hand and stared at the cute pose of us together. “Aww. I want that pic.”

He leaned closer to me, and I wanted to snuggle up to him. “Tag me because I want it, too.”

“How do you do that?” He looked at me like I was crazy. “Sorry, I’m not on Facebook that often.”

“Oh.” He touched the screen. “Just tap on the picture, and it will take you to another screen. See that thing that looks like a price tag at the bottom?”

“Yes.”

“Hit that, and then tap the picture again.” A box appeared with several people’s names listed. “Now you can type our names.”

“That’s easy.” I typed in my name and then Raven’s. 

Before I could check to see if the pictures posted to our pages, Delaney yelled, “Open the door. I’m gonna hurl.”

We threw our doors open, and Raven pulled her from the back seat quicker than catching a forty-yard pass. He held her as she purged the contents of her stomach all over the sidewalk. I felt bad for her and knew it was going to be a long night. After Delaney was done puking, Raven picked her up in his arms. I was slightly jealous that she was the one being carried instead of me. But after seeing how sick she got, I was fine walking into my dorm room. 

“Are you sure they won’t tow your car?” I pulled the keys from the ignition.

“Just make sure you turn on the hazard lights.” He looked over his shoulder as he headed up the front stairs.

I reached into the car, hit the hazard button on top of the steering wheel, and then shut the door. I pressed the alarm button as I dashed up the walkway. With haste, I removed the access badge from my pocket and scanned it. The back door to Charter Hall unlocked, and I held the door open for Raven. We quickly rounded the corner and waited for the elevator. Several people passed by us, doing a double take at Delaney lying limp in Raven’s arms.

“She’s going to hate tomorrow.” Raven looked down at her while I brushed the strands of hair away from her face. 

“Better her than me.” I raised my brows.

“I’m sure you’ll have your turn one day,” he said as the elevator doors opened.

I hit the button for the sixth floor and leaned against the wall. “I don’t think that’s something I want on my list.”

“Oh, come on,” he laughed, “everyone experiences drinking too much and paying for it.”

I shook my head. “Doesn’t mean I have to.”

The elevator doors opened, and he shifted Delaney, holding her closer to his body.

“Is she heavy?” I walked quickly down the hall toward our suite.

“Anyone that’s passed out is heavy,” he grunted. “It’s dead weight.” I now understood what Luke said about my ass being heavy when he carried me up the stairs after my mimosa incident. 

As soon as I opened the door, Delaney’s cell phone rang. I glanced at it and saw Luke’s picture flash across the screen. 

“Ugh,” I moaned, trying to decide if I should answer it or not. “Lay her on the bed.” I pushed the door to her room open and stepped back. 

“Hello?” 

“Who’s this?” Anger laced his voice, and I held the phone away from my ear.

“It’s your sister,” I snapped, feeling a little irritated by the situation. 

“Where’s Delaney?”

“Passed out. Drunk.” I motioned for Raven to help me pull off Delaney’s boots. 

“Oh shit.”

After we pulled off her boots, she popped up from the bed. “I need to throw up.” She motioned to the bathroom, and Raven quickly picked her up. I pointed to the door across from her bed, and he shot through it. A few seconds later, I heard her heaving and hurling. I stepped into the living room so I could talk to Luke.

“I take that back. She’s in the bathroom throwing up again.”

“Great.” Heaviness filled his voice, and I knew that wasn’t the first time she












































































































cover.jpeg
= |
;&i ;

THE SAME
SIDE

UNIVERSITY PARK SERIES BOOK 2





images/Seriesbanner_3.jpeg
"UNIVERSITY PARK SERIES





images/image.jpeg
o &
- 0LeEM DOPORT%%;Q/ =

) THERE'S A HEROINE IN ALL OF US (*





