
		
			[image: image]

	
		
			[image: 32648.png]

	
		
			 

			Dedication

			To my son and daughter, who I love with all that I am: As much as I want to shield you from all that’s bad, I can’t. You’re human, so you’ll make mistakes. Just know that I’ll always love you, and it’s never too late to make it right.

		

	
		
			 

			Acknowledgments

			THIS BOOK. TO take a character like Max, who made some pretty big mistakes in the first book of this series, and make him the good guy in his own book . . . well, let’s just say that was a challenge. I hope my readers see past some of the mistakes he made and see that he’s trying to be a better person. Because I fell in love with Max writing this book. I hope you do too.

			This time, I’m going to first thank my readers. Because I love you guys. The response to MAKE IT COUNT was fabulous. You guys laughed and swooned and cried. I couldn’t have asked for greater readers. You sent me messages and texts and, holy cow, I was overwhelmed. This book is for you. I write for you.

			So many bloggers were amazing in getting behind this series: Books by Migs, Painful Reads, Owl Always be Reading, Amy’s Reading Realm, Teacups & Book Love, Hootie and Globug Need a Book, Crystal in Bookland, Allodoxophobia, Lovin’ Los Libros, Too Fond of Books, A Bookish Escape, Lazy Book Lovers and more. I’m probably forgetting some. And I’m sorry. Know that I love you too.

			Huge thanks to my agent, Marisa Corvisiero, who is my biggest champion. And thank you to Amanda Bergeron, who loves what I write and allows me to be me. You are so inspiring, Amanda. And I love working with you.

			I couldn’t write a single word without my amazing critique partners Natalie Blitt, A. J. Pine, Lex Martin, Lia Riley, and Lucas Hargis. Big hugs to you all. You are my everything.

			Thank you to my Cool Kids Mafia, NAAU, ’14 NA debuts and my BUB girls who have been with me before I ever wrote a word of a novel.

			Thank you so much to Jennifer L. Armentrout for reading this book and loving it like I did and lending your name for the cover. I admire you so much as an author, so this was a real honor.

			To every single person that read or reviewed or talked about MAKE IT COUNT, I love you. And I’m writing for you. Because you saw something in my writing and characters that made you want to read more.

			To my family—­thank you for understanding when I ignore your phone calls and retreat to my writing cave. Thank you to my amazing husband and my wonderful kids. Thank you to my friends for supporting me. And Andi—­you still aren’t one of the “little ­people.”

		

	

 

Contents

Dedication


Acknowledgments



Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


An Excerpt from Make It Last


About the Author


Also By Megan Erickson


Copyright


About the Publisher





		
			 

			Chapter 1

			MAX DRAINED HIS cup of beer and closed his eyes to let the sounds of the party sink into his skin and down into his bones.

			This usually worked—­the alcohol in his veins, the music, the friends. The girls.

			He fed off others’ energy, always had. His favorite thing to do to unwind was to head out to a bar or party and just let loose.

			So when his roommate Cam found him cursing and pacing his room like an animal after a particularly delightful phone call with his father—­Max curled his lip in a sneer just thinking about it—­he’d encouraged Max to go out. That’s what his friends did. They knew him better than he knew himself sometimes.

			But for once, Max hadn’t wanted to. He’d wanted to go to the gym and sweat out all the anger, but Cam was persistent. So Max relented.

			He knew now he shouldn’t have.

			Because the beer tasted skunked and the music hurt his head and even the girls weren’t interesting.

			The redhead beside him right now was still talking. He’d asked her one question about her major, and she was still rambling on about it five minutes later.

			He’d said maybe two sentences to this girl, both questions about herself, but she was clearly still into him, pressing her chest against his folded arms. The lace of her bra peaked out the top of her neckline, and he could feel the textured fabric through her thin shirt when it brushed against his knuckles.

			He hadn’t even been in the mood to lay on the charm. He knew how to stand, how to smile with his eyes. Smize, one of his brother’s ex-­girlfriends had called it with a giggle.

			Whatever it was. He knew how to do it. And knew how to get the girl. Too bad he didn’t want her.

			Fuck this shit.

			He set his empty beer cup on a window ledge. “Um, Kelly,” he said, cutting in when she finally took a breath. He remembered her name, because he always remembered names. Kelly blinked and peered up at him through her lashes, lips parted. She was hot. Big rack. A year ago, she would have been his type. Hell, most girls were his type. But lately, they’d reminded him of how much he’d almost fucked up his life.

			Except that one girl . . .

			He shook his head, and leaned down to speak into her ear. He heard a stuttered inhale and resisting rolling his eyes. “I gotta head out. I forgot I need to get home. Early morning.” He leaned back and shot her a smile. Or smize. Whatever.

			Confusion crossed her face, but he was over this scene. “Sorry,” he said with a shrug and turned away before she could respond.

			Max searched the sea of bodies for Cam. The guy was over in the corner with a girl, flashing his dimples while she looked up at him with pure infatuation. Max rolled his eyes and hollered, “Ruiz!”

			Cam turned his head and Max gave him the sign he was heading out. Cam waved in acknowledgment and turned back to his girl of the night.

			Max made his way through the crowd, feeling a ­couple of touches on his arms or shoulders, some “Hey Max”’s, but he kept walking because he wasn’t in the mood and enough ­people already thought he was an asshole.

			He wished Alec, his best friend, was around, but he’d decided to stay home with his girlfriend, Kat, tonight. Kat, who used to be Max’s girlfriend. Before he fucked it up.

			Life was complicated.

			Once he stepped outside, he pulled up the collar of his jacket against the early October air and walked briskly back to the townhouse he shared with Alec and Cam. The phone call with his dad still rankled, the words poking him with their sharp edges.

			He’d mentioned changing his major, had barely even spoken the words when his dad proclaimed Paytons stick together! and Max was expected to complete his business degree and then work at his dad’s mechanic shop, helping with the books and business side of things.

			Max didn’t want to, but the obligation to work with his dad and two brothers weighed heavily on his shoulders. Plus, his dad said he wouldn’t hesitate to withdraw his tuition help, and Max couldn’t afford to cover it, despite his two jobs.

			The bastard.

			The lights of the convenience store near his house caught his eye and he changed direction, suddenly hungry for those super-­greasy pizzas they made in the back and kept in a warmer on the counter.

			He was still a little drunk but hopefully the cheese, dough and sauce would mop up the rest of the awful beer sitting like acid in his stomach.

			He crossed the parking lot and then stopped beside the front doors, fumbling inside his pockets. His phone fell out and he cursed as it clattered on the sidewalk. He shoved it back in his coat pocket and then dug his wallet out of his back jeans pocket. He blinked at it blearily and tried to count his bills.

			He kept losing count of his ones and had to start over. Fucking beer.

			The bell on the convenience store door tinkled and he heard a voice—­that damn musical voice that hit him in the gut every time he heard it. And he couldn’t figure out why.

			He looked up from his wallet and there she was, Lea Travers, talking to some tall blond guy, his arm around her slender shoulders.

			Max must have made a sound or movement because Lea turned her head, her long, dark straight hair swirling around her shoulders. In the glow of the streetlights, her eyes were even bigger, rounder and darker than normal, staring at him from under her thick fringe of bangs.

			She wore low-­heeled knee-­high boots and tight jeans and a thigh-­length pink jacket that cinched at the waist. Her full lips were parted and her cheeks flushed, probably from the warmth of the convenience store she just left.

			For a moment, he enjoyed the way she looked at him, a little bit of curious hope.

			He’d met her last year, because she was friends with Kat. There was something about Lea, this power or strength that lurked below the surface of her small, fragile frame. He wanted to grab that strength, roll around in it like a cat in catnip.

			Max looked to the guy who stood next to her, a proprietary arm around her shoulders—­which Max glared at—­and a pizza box in the other hand. The guy was tall and blond and had big blue eyes and looked like he just came from Wimbledon, where he had front-­row seats because he was the heir to his dad’s pharmaceutical business. He was the kind of kid whose dad drove some fancy BMW or Mercedes into the shop and then looked down on Max and his brothers, with their grease-­stained clothes and fingernails.

			He looked vaguely familiar but Max couldn’t place him, and the guy’s perfect hair and collared polo made him want to hurl.

			So she had a boyfriend. And Max was done, absolutely positively fucking done with girls who were attached. He’d almost lost his best friend over the last time he’d let himself get involved with one.

			So, like always, he fell back on what he knew. He curled his upper lip into a smirk, opened his mouth, and let out the asshole. “Hey there, doll.”

			Lea’s eyes narrowed and her lips pressed into a thin line. Well, it’d been nice while it lasted. His fault. Her lips parted one time to sigh. “Hi, Max.”

			He didn’t want it to be this way between them. He wanted to saunter up next to her, wrap an arm around her neck and look down into those dark eyes while they filled with lust . . .

			Shit. Fucking drunken daydreams. None of that was happening because somehow, around Lea, he turned into a six-­year-­old boy, teasing the girl he wanted the most.

			And no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t curb the asshole. He jerked a thumb at the convenience door. “Might want to find a new boyfriend, there, Travers. Clearly Polo Boy can afford to take you to a nicer place.” The words were coming, coming up like vomit, and with them came a heavy helping of self-­loathing. He couldn’t stop them. “Although, if a convenience-­store pizza is all it takes to get a date with you, even I can afford that.”

			Polo Boy opened his mouth but Lea tapped his chest with the back of her hand, so he clamped his jaws shut.

			Max’s mouth just had a mind of his own now. “Oh, he replies to hand signals, too? Got ’em trained.”

			“Max, why are you always such an asshole?” The worst part about it was that Lea wasn’t angry, her voice wasn’t biting, it was dripping with disappointment and that was worse. He wanted her to be angry and stomp in a huff. He wanted a reaction.

			He didn’t want pity.

			He spread his arms wide. “That’s who I am, doll.” It was a lie, but he’d perfected being an asshole to an art. Just like the charmer role. It was easier than trying to figure out who he really was or wanted to be.

			Her eyes narrowed more, and then Polo Boy spoke up. “Look—­”

			Lea cut him off. “It’s fine, Nick. Let’s go.”

			They walked away, Polo Boy’s arm around her shoulders, Lea’s limp from a childhood car accident more pronounced in the cold weather.

			Max gritted his teeth. For once keeping his mouth shut from calling after them to ask what would buy him second base.

			He looked at his wallet again in his hands and shoved it back into his pocket. He wasn’t hungry for pizza anymore.

			LEA STARED AT her boots as she walked and curled her hands into fists in the pockets of her jacket. Nick was silent beside her, lost in his own thoughts.

			She hadn’t known Max long, and what she knew of him wasn’t so great. He’d dated Kat and hadn’t been a very good boyfriend. And everything about Max, from his swagger to his snug T-­shirts to his cocky smirk, screamed confident asshole.

			Which meant he wasn’t for her.

			But tonight, for a brief moment, those big, expressive brown eyes had showed a glimmer of hope before he blinked. Then the alcohol haze clouded over them, and that little sliver of another Max disappeared with one curl of his lips.

			She wondered if he realized how much those eyes gave him away when he wasn’t careful. She wondered if anyone ever tried to look deeper.

			She wondered if he wanted anyone to.

			Nick squeezed her shoulder. “You all right?”

			She chewed her cheek. “Yeah, just thinking.”

			“You know I went to high school with him, right?”

			Lea looked up at her cousin and saw his blond stubble catching the rays of the streetlights. “What? Who?”

			Nick gestured behind them. “Max Payton. He went to Tory High School.”

			She frowned. “But—­“

			“I’m three years younger. I mean, I doubt he has any idea who I am. I only know him because, well, everyone knew Max when he was a senior. Popular guy.”

			“Why didn’t you say anything just now?”

			Nick shrugged. “What’s the point? So he can say, ‘I don’t remember you?’ I was just a freshman. Doubt he ever saw me.” He picked at his shirt. “And he was glaring holes in my polo shirt like it personally offended him.”

			“He was just drunk.”

			“I don’t know, maybe he hates horses.”

			Lea laughed. “I don’t think that’s it.”

			“But can you imagine him on a horse? Max is a big dude. Poor horse.”

			Lea elbowed Nick in the ribs. “Stop.”

			“He’d probably try to bench-­press the horse.”

			Lea elbowed him harder. “Nick, stop!”

			Nick chuckled and squeezed her shoulder again before dropping his arm. “So, that’s kind of funny he thought we were dating.”

			Lea wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

			Nick scrunched his lips to the side. “I mean, we’re not actually related by blood, so . . .” he waggled his eyebrows.

			“Seriously, ew. And you have a girlfriend.”

			“Threesome?”

			“Nick.”

			He bumped her with his hip and laughed as they climbed the stairs to his place. When they opened the door, Nick’s girlfriend, Trish, bounded up from the couch. “Finally! What took you guys so long? I’m starving.”

			She grabbed the box from Nick and immediately began to dish out slices onto paper plates. Lea took her plate and sat on the beanbag chair, tucking her legs under her. Trish sat across from her and when Nick sat down, he gave Trish a soft kiss on the forehead. They’d started dating sophomore year in high school, and the affection between them melted Lea’s heart every time.

			“So, Lea and I are together now,” Nick started, “and my name is Polo, and I am a crappy boyfriend who takes her on convenience-­store dates.”

			Trish froze with her pizza halfway to her mouth. “What are you talking about?”

			“We ran into Max Payton and . . .” Nick turned to Lea. “Wait, how do you know him?”

			“He used to date my friend Kat, who is now dating his friend Alec.”

			Nick blinked.

			Lea picked off a slice of pepperoni and dropped it into her mouth. “It’s kind of a long story.”

			“Alec Stone goes here too?” Nick asked.

			“Oh yeah, I guess you know him, too. He and Max went to high school together.”

			“Small world,” Trish said.

			Nick shrugged. “A lot of kids from surrounding high schools apply here.” He looked at Lea. “And can we talk about how he was flirting with you?”

			Lea snapped her head back. “In what world was that flirting? He was an asshole.”

			“Wait, what happened?” Trish asked.

			Nick held up a hand. “Okay, I admit it was a poor attempt. But he didn’t like my arm around her shoulder, I’ll tell you that,” Nick muttered.

			Lea rolled her eyes. “I don’t think Max has a problem picking up girls, so if he wanted to be effective, he would have been.”

			Nick picked at the cheese on his pizza. “I don’t know, maybe he didn’t want to be.”

			“I’m really confused right now,” Trish said.

			Lea shifted on the beanbag chair. “Me too.”

			Nick looked up. “I’m not saying it’s mature, but sometimes, when a guy wants a girl but knows he doesn’t have a shot? Well, he’s kind of a dick.”

			Lea narrowed her eyes. “Max has no interest in me.”

			Nick cocked his head.

			“Seriously!” Lea threw up her hands. “There is no way.”

			“Why?”

			“Because . . .” She pressed her lips together. Nick’s previous girlfriend was Kat. Beautiful, effervescent, nothing serious—­until she met Alec—­Kat. Lea was . . . well, cynical and a little grumpy sometimes and wouldn’t stand by while Max acted the asshole. She waved her hands. “I think I’m done with this conversation.”

			Nick’s opened his mouth, but Trish knocked his knee with hers, so he rolled his eyes and took another bite of pizza.

			But as they talked about classes and Nick imitated his professor’s deep tenor, all Lea could think about was that hopeful glint she’d seen in Max’s eyes for that brief moment.

			No matter how much she tried to deny it to herself, she wanted to see it again.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			THE CAT WAS back.

			Its left ear was shredded but healed, and that scar on its chin a hairless C amid the black fur.

			It was limping and Max could see a dark, wet spot on its haunch. Small red footprints marked its path leading to Max’s back door.

			He crouched down and held a hand out. “If you could talk, bet you’d say, ‘you should see the other guy.’ ”

			The cat sat down ten feet away and licked its black lips as if in an affirmative answer.

			“I bet you got some good licks in, huh?” He said, reaching behind him for the can of tuna he’d opened when he saw the cat through the window of his college town house.

			The cat didn’t move, just studied him, yellow eyes glowing in the setting sun. From what Max knew of cats—­which was limited since his dad threatened to shoot any potential feline pet when Max had been a kid—­the cat must be hurting to let the injury sit without cleaning it thoroughly. So he quit the small talk, scooped out the tuna onto a small plate and shoved it toward the cat.

			Then he waited. And the cat didn’t move.

			This wasn’t their normal routine. Max always left immediately after supplying the food, like he was the cat’s dirty secret and if its big cat-­gang buddies found out it had a human on the side, it’d be laughed out of the alley.

			But he didn’t like the way the cat was favoring its leg. He had a massive hangover from the night before. And he was tired of being a dirty secret.

			Next he grabbed a plastic bowl of water and shoved that alongside the food.

			Then he waited. And still the cat didn’t move.

			“Come on, buddy,” he whispered, hearing the concern in his voice. “I’m your friend.”

			The cat’s yellow eyes never left Max as it dipped its head and slowly crept forward, body tense, clearly fighting the flight instinct.

			Max didn’t move.

			The cat reached the plate of food and crouched, then scarfed up bits of tuna in between glances at Max. Max ran his eyes over the sleek, battered body and sighed. He didn’t know if the cat was male or female. But it seemed like a big tomcat, so Max guessed it was a he. He didn’t necessarily want to get closer to find out if he was wrong.

			When the cat ate all the tuna, he gave Max a long look before lapping at the water.

			He was close, only about two feet away, and if Max just stretched out his arm . . .

			The screen door banged open behind him and the cat took off like a shot, bounding down the alley and disappearing through a hole in the neighbor’s shrubs.

			“Dammit!” Max swore, jumping up from his crouched position and whirling to face whoever interrupted the moment. “Could you be any fucking louder—­”

			Lea stared at him, an empty water bottle dangling from her fingers. She dropped it in the recycling bin and wiped her hands. “Didn’t want to litter in your house.”

			He winced. He should apologize for swearing at her, but the words stuck in his throat. His head pounded, reminding him how he’d drunk too much last night. And hadn’t he made some shitty remarks to her and that blond guy . . . ?

			Lea cocked a hip. “What are you doing out here anyway?” Her eyes landed on the empty plate of food and bowl of water, then roamed past his shoulder.

			The scrutiny unsettled him. Made him cranky. Okay, crankier.

			It must have shown on his face, because Lea’s pixie features hardened into an indifferent mask. He waited for her to leave so he could clean up after his cat—­shit, his cat—­and get to class.

			She crossed her slender arms over her chest. “It takes time, you know?”

			“What’re you talking about?” he snapped.

			Lea didn’t flinch. She nodded toward the cat’s dinner area. “Cats. Takes a long time for them to trust. And sometimes feral cats never trust humans.”

			Who died and made her an expert? He’d get that cat to trust him if it killed him. “Well thanks, Miss Veterinarian. Didn’t know you were studying that on top of your Shakespeare and Dickens.”

			She dropped her hands at her sides, fingers curled into little fists. “Why do you always act like this?”

			He didn’t know. If he did, he wouldn’t do it. But with her, the words he wanted to say never came out. Instead, all he was able to do was snark and snap. “Why are you still bugging me?” he shot back.

			Those liquid brown eyes fired. “Grow up, Max.” Then she turned around and walked back into the house, her limp more pronounced then he’d ever seen it.

			He didn’t watch the way her ass looked in her tight jeans. Or how her hair shone in the sun. The sight of her eyes—­so alive and challenging, calling him on his bullshit—­didn’t linger in his mind.

			His phone rang in his jacket pocket and he pulled it out, eyes still scanning the road to see if the cat came back. He glanced at the caller ID and sighed. “Yo.”

			“Max,” Calvin’s voice grunted in his ear.

			“Who else would it be? You called me.”

			His oldest brother ignored the question. “Friday afternoon, you don’t have class, right?”

			As a senior, he’d had his pick of classes, so he’d made sure to keep his Fridays open. That was his day. A day for himself. One where he didn’t have to attend class in a major he hated or work in his dad’s automotive shop, doing work he hated. A constant reminder he was about to be stuck doing that same work he hated for the rest of his life. Unless he crawled out from under Jack Payton’s steel-­toe boots. Which he didn’t see happening.

			“You know I don’t,” was all he said.

			Another voice murmured over the line and Max recognized Brent’s voice—­the middle brother. “That’s what I’m doing right now, assface,” Calvin’s voice was muffled as he spoke to Brent, and Max rolled his eyes.

			“Max,” Calvin’s deep voice came back on the line, clearer.

			“I didn’t go anywhere. You called me. What do you want?” Max growled.

			Silence.

			“What crawled up your ass and died?” Cal asked.

			“Cal—­“

			“Can you drive to Dad’s Friday? That big-­ass dying tree in the backyard finally cracked under last week’s ice storm. Dad wants it cleared out and if we don’t do it Friday, he’s going to do it over the weekend. And then he’ll throw his back out and be even more miserable than usual. Brent and I don’t want to deal with that shit, so we need to get this tree taken care of. You in?”

			Max gritted his teeth and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. His older brothers had to work with their dad every day at the shop. And sparing them from their father’s wrath was the only reason he said what he did next. “Sure.”

			Cal’s voice was muffled again. “Will you quit yapping in my ear? I asked him and he said he’d do it. Fuck, you’re annoying . . . What? . . . Christ, fine, Brent.” More muffled sounds and again the clearer voice. “Max?”

			This time, he didn’t even dignify it with an answer. Cal continued, “Brent wants some of your cookies.”

			He couldn’t help but grin. “Last time I saw both of you, looked like you needed to lay off the cookies.”

			“Fuck you,” Cal said, laughing, and Max grinned wider.

			“I’ll be there. With cookies.”

			“Later, bro.”

			Max ended the call, took one last look at the alley and then gathered the cat’s dishes before trudging into the kitchen. As he washed the dishes, voices filtered in from the living room, Kat’s laughter, Lea’s quiet murmuring, Alec conversing with their other roommate, Camilo Ruiz.

			Amazing how the voices of a full house made Max feel even more alone.

			A breeze ruffled the back of Max’s T-­shirt. He glanced over his shoulder at the open screen door and frowned. He must have forgotten to shut it. He dried his hands, pulled the door shut, and then walked into the living room.

			Lea and Kat sat on floor in front of the coffee table, books open in front of them, heads bent to their task. Alec sat behind Kat, his spread legs on either side of her.

			Alec, his best friend since elementary school, turned his head when Max cleared his throat. Alec’s face turned wary, and Max hated he’d been such a prick lately that even his best friend was cautious around him. “Hey, man,” Alec said.

			Max nodded. “What’s up, Zuk?”

			Alec smiled, clearly loving that Max used the old nickname. Max had given it to him years ago because of his pompadour hairstyle—­like Danny Zuko from Grease.

			Alec’s fingers absentmindedly shifted through Kat’s hair. “Cat let you touch it yet?”

			Lea’s eyes were on Max. He could feel them, like twin heat-­seeking missiles. “No,” he said.

			Alec nodded encouragingly. “He will. Just give it time.”

			Max shrugged, playing it off like he didn’t care.

			“Wanna play?” Cam asked, tilting the controller to his video game system, eyes on the TV as his army guy dodged a grenade and took aim at a sniper.

			Max chuckled at their roommate. “No thanks, man. Got some studying to do.” Even though he didn’t give a shit about his major, he was so close to graduating, he could smell it.

			He took one step forward, when a black blur flew past him and raced up the stairs. “Holy shit!” Max yelped, losing his footing and crashing painfully into the coffee table. The girls screeched. Cam threw his remote control, and Alec joined Max on the coffee table, both of them clutching each other like it was some B-­rate horror movie.

			“What the fuck was that?” Alec’s low voice vibrated in Max’s ear.

			“A raccoon?” Cam guessed.

			“A dog,” Lea said.

			“A real big dog,” Kat added.

			“I think it was a bear,” Max said.

			Alec’s nails dug into Max’s biceps. “I don’t think bears move that fast.”

			“Okay, so, like a freak bear.” Max gently pushed Alec off of him before he could develop bruises.

			Cam stood up slowly, eyes on the stairs. “I wish I had my gun.”

			Alec rolled his eyes. “We’re not in a combat zone.”

			“I’m going to get a broom,” Max declared, heading for the kitchen.

			“A broom?” Alec called after him. “What’s a broom going to do?”

			Max grabbed the wooden handled broom from the corner of the kitchen and walked back into the living room, brandishing it like a sword. “I don’t know, I’ll poke it.”

			Alec narrowed his eyes. “I’m sure this freak bear is going to love being poked.”

			“You have a better idea?” Max retorted.

			Alec was mute.

			Kat tapped her finger to her lips. “Should I grab the fire extinguisher? That seems like something someone would do if this was a movie.”

			Alec laced his fingers with Kat’s. “I’m thinking we don’t need the fire extinguisher.”

			Max drew his eyes away from the ­couple to see Lea quietly climbing the flight of stairs. “Hey,” he said, shouldering past her, broom held out in defense. “You don’t know what that thing is. Don’t just march up there alone.”

			Lea eyed the broom, then him, and raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to protect me, then? With a broom?”

			Max’s cheeks warmed. “Well, I don’t see your Polo Boy around to help you . . .”

			Her eyes narrowed. “His name is Nick,” she said through gritted teeth.

			Again, a flash of recognition hit him, but he pushed it aside and focused on the petite spitfire in front of him. “Well, you wanna call him and see if he has any better ideas?”

			He swore Lea growled under her breath before she waved him on. “Fine, you first then.”

			Max walked slowly up the stairs, broom handle out, while the caravan followed him, Cam bringing up the rear. Alec’s room was at the top of the stairs and Max poked his head in, looking around.

			“All clear!” He called out.

			“Christ,” muttered an exasperated Alec behind Lea.

			“All clear!” Kat echoed, followed by a “Roger that!” from Cam.

			Next was the bathroom, and Max used the broom handle to slowly push aside the shower curtain. The only creature in there was a wad of hair Kat had left behind. “All clear except for a Kat hairball!” Max called.

			“Hey!” Kat protested.

			“Roger that!” Cam repeated.

			Lea laughed behind Max and he decided he liked that sound.

			Next was Max’s room, and the door was definitely open wider than he had left it. He held up a closed fist and Lea bumped into him. “Don’t you know the hand signal for stop?” he whispered over his shoulder.

			Those eyes pierced him. “Excuse me. Your massive head is blocking my sight and I can’t see anything.”

			“Hey,” Max said, affronted. “Cam, you gotta teach Lea the military hand signals or whatever.”

			“Roger that!” Cam called again with a laugh. He was in the Air National Guard and knew all that fancy stuff.

			Max focused back on the task at hand—­ridding their campus apartment of unwanted wildlife.

			He motioned for Lea to stay outside his bedroom door and peeked in, broom handle at the ready to defend his person.

			And right there, in the center of his unmade bed, was a ball of black fur. Yellow eyes blinked at him and a pink mouth opened to reveal white teeth and a chipped fang.

			“Well fuck me,” Max said, lowering the broom handle and releasing the tension in his shoulders.

			“What’s going on?” Alec called and Max turned around to survey his makeshift backup.

			“It’s him,” he said, still in awe.

			“Who?” Kat asked.

			“Him,” Max waved a hand toward his bedroom. “The cat.”

			Kat’s eyes widened. “How the heck did he get in the house?”

			Max bit his lip. “I left the back door open while I washed the dishes. I guess he crept in and hid or something, then we saw him when he ran up here.” He shifted his weight. “And he’s hurt, I think.”

			“You just going to leave him in there?” Kat said.

			Max shrugged. “Sure. I mean, he could use a break from the cold and he seems to be loving my bed.”

			Alec slung an arm around Kat’s shoulders. “All right, well, we’ll leave you alone with your cat, then. Let us know if you need anything.” They walked downstairs, Cam at their heels. “I’m glad it’s not a bear,” he muttered.

			Max stood in the doorway of his room, staring at the cat on his bed. He seemed right at home, lounging on the worn gray comforter.

			“What’re you going to name him?” A musical voice said beside him, and he looked down at Lea at his side. Her head barely came up to his armpit as she gazed at the cat.

			Max looked around his room, at the shelf that held his favorite hockey stick and the game puck he won when he called into a radio show and had to belch the Ocean City Devils’ fight song.

			Then his eyes fell back on the cat. His scarred, chipped-­toothed cat. “Wayne.”

			Lea’s head tilted, and a soft lock of hair brushed his bicep. “Wayne?”

			He nodded. “Yeah, after the hockey player Wayne Gretzky. The cat’s kind of . . .” He almost said scarred but he remembered Lea’s limp, and he stopped short. “He seems tough. You can take one look at him and see he’s won his fair share of fights.”

			Lea pursed those lips, the ones he’d stared at many times, all lush and full with a cupid’s bow. Her eyes searched his and he didn’t know what she was looking for.

			Then she hummed in the back of her throat and her hand fluttered at her left thigh. “Guess so,” she said quietly. Then she turned and peered at him from over her shoulder as she left his bedroom. “I’ll leave you two alone, since you have some ‘getting to know you’ to do.”

			Then, with a quick smile, she was gone.

			Max turned to Wayne, whose eyes shifted from the door back to Max. “What you think of her, buddy?”

			Wayne licked his lips, and Max laughed. “Yeah, me too.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			LEA BALLED HER fist and kneaded her left quad to ease the soreness out of the overtaxed muscle. Normally she worked behind the desk of the library, where she sat in a comfy chair, but like a dummy she’d volunteered to reshelve these book returns because Nick—­who’d just gotten a job at the library with her—­wasn’t feeling well. So he sat behind the desk, coughing and infecting everyone with the plague.

			She waved to him and he began to wave before he went into a coughing fit.

			So maybe he would have been better off in her place.

			“Hey Lea,” said a voice, followed by a crunch of teeth sinking into an apple. She turned her head and looked into the bright green eyes of her roommate, Danica Owens.

			Bright green, as in almost neon. “New contacts?”

			Danica fluttered her eyes. “Yep. Like ’em?”

			Lea shrugged. “I like your natural eye color.”

			Today—­because Danica’s look changed every day—­she had a grunge thing going on. Black jeans, motorcycle boots, ripped Guns ’N’ Roses T-­shirt under a studded leather jacket.

			“Rock on,” Danica said, sticking her tongue out and making the devil horn gesture with her hands.

			Lea snorted and went back to shelving books. “How’s Monica?”

			Danica toed a tear in the library carpeting with her boot, her gesture unusual. Uncertainty wasn’t a look she normally wore. “Okay,” she answered, that one word saying more than she probably meant it to about her on-­again, off-­again girlfriend.

			Lea stopped what she was doing and turned to Danica. “What’s going on?”

			Danica shrugged, the leather of her jacket squeaking where she leaned against a shelf.

			“Dan—­”

			An irritated sigh. “She wants me to go home with her over Thanksgiving break.”

			“Okay . . .”

			The neon eyes narrowed as they honed in on Lea. “She wants me to meet her parents.”

			Lea opened her mouth and then closed it again. She needed to think before she spoke again, because even though Danica munched her apple like she like she was carefree, her eyes hadn’t left Lea’s, clearly gauging her reaction.

			Danica was a rare creature. Like an albino deer. Everyone wanted her, but they wanted her to keep. And she didn’t like to be kept. Pinned down. Forced into any sort of consistency.

			Her loyalty was unrivaled, but it was hard-­earned. Lea still didn’t know how she’d managed to become part of Danica’s inner circle. Which really only consisted of her and Alec.

			Lea licked her lips, and even though she knew the answer, she asked anyway. “And how do you feel about that?”

			Danica’s black-­manicured hand reached up and pushed Lea’s bangs out of her eyes. “Why do I have to do meet them? Why can’t she and I just be together without all . . .” Her hand fluttered as she pulled it away. “ . . . without everyone else.”

			Lea took a deep breath. “That’s not really fair to her, Dan. You can’t live your lives in a vacuum.”

			“But—­”

			“You care about her.”

			Danica snapped her jaw shut and didn’t deny it.

			“She cares about you and if introducing you to her parents is important to her, you need to recognize that, you know?”

			Lea liked Monica. And she understood her desire for Danica to meet her parents. Lea hadn’t ever really dated seriously, never cared enough about a boy to want to meet his parents. But she got that it was a big step, the need to introduce your family to the important person in your life.

			Danica focused again on that rip in the carpet.

			“You’ll think about it?” Lea asked.

			She raised her head, a smile tugging at her lips. “Yeah. Yeah, I will.”

			A booming laugh caught Lea’s attention. She turned her head toward the sound. Max Payton’s deep voice blasted through the silence of the library as he talked to Cam Ruiz. Students sitting at nearby tables stared at the disruption.

			She’d volunteered in libraries since high school, so a loud voice in a quiet room full of books made her react like Pavlov’s dog. So without conscious thought, Lea raised her index finger to her pursed lips. “Shhhhh!”

			Max jerked his head up and froze, those chocolate eyes zeroing right in on her finger at her lips. She dropped her hand and gripped her thigh.

			And then he strode toward her, all long legs and wide shoulders and big hands. He wore a pair of worn jeans that hung just right on his hips and she clenched her jaw for even noticing. He was a jerk. A jerk with a nice butt and a rip in his jeans that strategically showed an inch of muscular thigh. She hated how the sight of him heated her skin. How his voice rumbled down to her bones.

			The asshole.

			He stopped a foot away and cocked his head. “Did you just shush me?”

			Crap, she did, didn’t she? She shushed him.

			“Your voice has a high decibel level.” That was the first brilliant thing that came to mind. She should have said, I carried a watermelon.

			“Decibel level?” He raised an eyebrow, and the corner of his mouth twitched.

			And it irritated her.

			“This is a library. Students are studying so would it behoove you to keep your voice down?”

			“Behoove?”

			“Do you only speak in questions?”

			“Do you only speak in SAT words?”

			They went into a stare down. Lea glared as Max furrowed his brow. Out of the corner of her eye, Lea saw Danica’s gaze ping-­pong between the two of them.

			Max took a step forward, resting a hand on the shelf beside her head and leaned forward, smelling infuriatingly good, like soap and man. She resisted breathing him in a like a lunatic and instead placed her hands on his chest to push him back. Except her hands met firm pecs and then she wasn’t pushing at all. Instead her fingers curled into the muscle, and she relished the strength under her palms, surrounding her.

			She raised her eyes and met his: long lashes surrounding liquid brown. Screw him and his attractiveness. She stiffened and dug her nails through his T-­shirt as he grunted but didn’t step away. “Back up, Max.”

			Why did he have to be so hot? With those eyes and long lashes and chin dimple? For God’s sake.

			“I don’t know if I should,” he said. “Need saving from anything today? I can get my broom.”

			If only he knew just how little Lea needed saving. From anything. “Maybe some other girls are impressed by the size of your . . . broom . . . but I’m not.”

			He threw back his head and laughed, then clutched her hand where it pressed against his chest. “Oh doll, you wish you could get a shot at checking out my . . .” he leaned close, his minty breath a promise on his lips “ . . . broom.”

			She opened her mouth but before she could say anything, Nick went into another coughing fit at the front desk.

			Max’s head snapped up, and he looked in Nick’s direction. Then he jolted away from her as if she were on fire, palms out. His eyes now icy cold to douse the flames.

			His whole body radiated tension and discomfort. He ran his tongue over his top teeth, a gesture she’d seen him use before when he was uncertain. His one tell. Then he jerked his head in Nick’s direction. “Never mind, you have Nick, huh?”

			She blinked at the rapidity of his mood change. She should correct Max, tell him Nick was her cousin, the closest thing to her brother she had. She knew Max had a history with unavailable women. She knew what he’d done to Alec, almost wrecking a decade-­long friendship. If he had learned anything from sleeping with his best friend’s girlfriend, it would be to treat non-­single women like the plague.

			And the way Max was looking at her, she was infected.

			Nick as her imaginary boyfriend was her shield. He kept Max at a distance and was her excuse for keeping Max there. She’d seen Max flirt, flashing his smile at girls and pouring on the charm until they were putty in his hands. But not with her. Oh no. He talked to her with a sneering curl to his lip. Well, screw him. She wasn’t interested anyway.

			But in the back of her mind, part of her wanted that challenge. She wanted to see what happened to Max Payton once all that charm had drained to zero and the real Max emerged. She’d caught a glimpse the other day when she saw him crouched outside of his townhouse, coaxing the battered cat to eat.

			Max shook his head, and the cocky
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