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    First Edition


Chapter 13

	On the way back to the dorm I flipped through the materials Theo had given me. Detailed, beautifully handwritten. As I read I happened to glance up — and there was Aiden, downstairs at my dorm. He saw me and walked over.

	"I got midnight snacks for you and Naomi. Lucky timing — you can take them up."

	He'd brought us snacks before when Naomi and I were both around. I didn't think too much of it. I took them.

	"Thanks. But I'm pretty full. I'll bring them up for Naomi."

	Aiden was still smiling, expression unchanged. "Sure. Were you out somewhere?"

	He'd noticed the makeup. He was watching me. Moonlight made his face look paler.

	"Dinner with my brother's friend. Remember the guy you saw the other day? That one."

	It hit me then — if it weren't for Theo, I wouldn't even know Aiden.

	"Oh. I thought he was your brother."

	I'd never been alone with Aiden. I didn't know what to say. The silence got awkward.

	"I'll — head up."

	After we said goodbye, I carried the snacks up and set them on Naomi's desk.

	"Aiden brought these. I'm too full."

	Naomi leaned in conspiratorially.

	"What do you think of Aiden?"

	I answered without thinking. "He's nice."

	"Would you go out with him?"

	Aiden had never asked me out alone, never really started a one-on-one conversation. I hadn't thought about it. But the moment the question was on the table, all I could see in my head was Theo's lazy half-smile.

	"No. I wouldn't."

	I didn't fully understand what I felt for Theo yet, but I knew this: I didn't like Aiden.

	Naomi looked relieved.

	"Then can I…?"

	Oh. That was where this was going. I pushed the snacks toward her.

	"Go for it. I'll stop playing third wheel from now on."

	I told Aiden it would be easier for me to study alone. Asked them not to save me a seat at the library.

	It took until the next morning for him to reply. Just one word: *K.*

	After that I only saw Theo once more. He and Caleb happened to be near campus.

	*Come out. Dinner.*

	I didn't know Theo was there. I didn't bother with makeup.

	I trudged out to the gate and saw Theo standing next to Caleb. I walked over slowly, picking up murmurs from a small crowd of girls passing by.

	"Did you see those two? They're gorgeous."

	"Which one do you like better?"

	"I like the one in the black hoodie. He's got that bad-boy thing. Did you see his eyes? I'm dying —"

	"Eh. He looks like a player. I like the other one — the jacket. Looks unattainable. I love a man who's out of reach."

	Their voices kept going, but I couldn't hear anymore. The wind carried them away.

	All I could see was Theo. In a black hoodie that made his fair skin look almost cold. His eyes caught mine, deep and meaningful. I flustered and looked at Caleb instead.

	"I thought it was just you," I muttered.

	What I meant: you could have warned me he was coming. I wouldn't have shown up in black-framed glasses with my hair in a messy bun.

	"Not happy to see me, little one?"

	Caleb said nothing. Theo walked over and met my eyes through the lenses. The thick frames magnified his face. His skin was flawless.

	"No, it's not that — I just —"

	I just didn't want you to see me looking like this.

	"Just get in," Caleb snapped, climbing into the driver's seat.

	I drifted around the car to the back. As soon as I sat down, Theo's voice came in through the open door.

	"Scoot over, little one. Otherwise I'll have to sit on your lap."

	I blinked. I'd assumed he'd take the front.

	"Hubs, why aren't you taking shotgun?"

	Caleb glanced back. Theo, leaning into the door, just kept looking down at me.

	I shifted over. He'd put on cologne — not mint this time, but warm wood and citrus that filled the cab.

	"Don't feel like sitting next to him."

	Only then did Theo turn to Caleb.

	


Chapter 14

	He quizzed me on grad school subjects and shared some tips from his own prep days.

	Then we drove in silence.

	For the second half I stared at the back of Caleb's head.

	I genuinely could not understand how someone with the back of a head this ugly was considered handsome.

	At the restaurant I ducked out to the bathroom and let them order.

	On the way back I heard Caleb's voice.

	"You see all these pretty girls around campus? Any of them catch your eye?"

	I stopped, waiting for the answer.

	"I'm not going to be the older guy with the college student. Not my thing."

	July, and I felt cold. Theo wasn't into college girls.

	I was a junior. I had grad school ahead. Four years before I wasn't a "college student" anymore. Too far. Too unrealistic.

	I sat down, smiled, ate an entire bowl of the spiciest hot pot without changing my expression. My tongue went numb. My throat burned. The wetness in my eyes I could blame on the chili.

	"I told you not to keep eating. Look at you. Hideous."

	Caleb shoved napkins at me, glaring.

	Through wet lashes I couldn't see Theo's expression. I could hear his voice.

	"She's not hideous. She's pretty."

	That word — pretty — landed right where it hurt. The hiccupping crying wouldn't stop.

	"Did you get dumped or something? Crying under the cover of spicy hot pot?"

	Brothers really do know. Caleb's joke hit too close. I wiped my eyes quickly.

	"No way. The questions on the practice tests are just too hard. I'm stressed."

	It was a flimsy excuse. Once my vision cleared, I caught Theo looking at me. Thoughtful.

	


Chapter 15

	After that, until the first round of grad school exams, I didn't see him. He'd suggest dinners. I'd cite stress and turn him down. He'd drop off snacks at the security desk. I told myself: if I don't see him, I won't feel anything.

	I told myself this: the still pond had had a stone dropped in it. The ripples would settle.

	The day exams ended, my roommates dragged Naomi and me to a bar. Pressure off, we didn't think twice.

	I was on a break, sitting in a booth, when I happened to glance across the bar and see him. A man in a jacket. One look. I knew it was Theo.

	I'd gone the better part of a year telling myself the surface had calmed. The pulse in me right then proved I'd been lying.

	I stood up and started walking toward him.

	Then I saw the girl with him — short skirt, very visible — and stopped. I'd never thought about it before, but I had no idea if Theo had someone he liked.

	My legs felt like lead. By the time I forced myself to turn around —

	A firm grip on my wrist.

	"Quinnie."

	The bar was loud. He leaned in close. His voice was rough.

	I turned. His dark eyes reflected the bar's flashing lights. I glanced past him at the girl.

	Cold night, and she was in a tank top with a faux-fur jacket hanging open, miniskirt, knee-high boots. Tall, slim, hot, sweet face.

	He had so many options.

	He stayed close, mouth near my ear. "Come outside with me. I have something for you."

	I looked at the girl. My throat went dry.

	"Some other time. Don't keep your girlfriend waiting."

	He held my gaze and smiled. The smile worked its way up from his mouth to his eyes — eyes that, somehow, held all the light in the room.

	"She's not my girlfriend. It's too loud in here. Let's go out."

	I bloomed back to life. A wilted flower in dust suddenly sprouted.

	He took the girl by the hand. She didn't look pleased.

	Outside, Theo turned to her. "Stella, the driver will be here any minute."

	She really was pretty. Innocent face, sexy body — a perfect collision.

	I stared, mentally measuring up. Her chest was bigger. Her face was prettier. Her body was —

	"Are you Theo's girlfriend?"

	Her question yanked me back. Apparently the sexy-baby look came with manners.

	"No, I'm not."

	She gave a small smile, who knows if she believed me, and got into a sleek black car.

	


Chapter 16

	"She's my boss's daughter. He asked me to keep an eye on her."

	I let out a breath. Then, somehow, felt worse anyway.

	"Theo's always rescuing lost girls."

	The second the words were out, I realized how pointed I sounded. I had no right to be jealous.

	I was casting around for some way to take it back when he just pulled a small paper bag out of his car.

	"Here."

	I took it, lost.

	He'd been drinking — there was a flush spreading along his cheeks.

	"Saw it a while ago. Made me think of you. Couldn't find a chance to give it to you. I was going to leave it at the security desk, but I thought it'd be better in person."

	I felt suddenly small. I'd been suppressing every flutter of feeling I had for him, refusing to even see him — and he'd just been carrying a gift around.

	I opened the box. Inside, a delicate necklace with a tiny crescent moon pendant, faintly glowing in the dark.

	"I…"

	It looked expensive. I wanted to refuse. I also didn't want to.

	"Like it?"

	After a long pause, I followed my heart and nodded.

	He bent down. We were inches apart. His eyes crinkled. There was warmth in their brown depths. And a barely visible tease.

	"Want me to put it on you?"

	I only realized I'd agreed when the cold metal touched my collarbone.

	


Chapter 18

	Back in the dorm I drifted to sleep. Naomi shook me awake the next morning, beaming, saying she had something to thank me for.

	"What?"

	I was barely conscious. I'm not sure she even heard me.

	She'd gotten back later than me, but she looked completely awake — practically vibrating.

	"Quinn, I was going to let you sleep, but I'm too excited."

	Her energy yanked me upright.

	"What is it?"

	"Aiden and I are official! He'd never made a move and I thought I'd be ninety before he said anything, but he saw us at the bar last night and apparently it lit a fire under him. He confessed!"

	Her face was glowing.

	I was genuinely happy for them. And the smallest, bitterest part of me wasn't.

	The difference between into someone and not into someone is right there. Into-someone gets possessive. Gets jealous.

	Not-into-someone — that's how Theo seemed to feel about me. Every line he threw was a joke. He'd actively encouraged me to add another guy on social.
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