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Maisie
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“Look at me.”

I force my gaze up, taking in the brilliant blue-green of Macallan’s eyes that are hooded with desire.

“I’m looking at you.” I cry out when he thrusts into me hard and deep.

“Eyes open, Mais.” A command I find nearly impossible as he draws almost all the way out, only to slam into me again, pushing me farther up the smooth surface of the desk beneath my back.

Fingers biting into my hips, he repeats the movement, driving my body to the brink, only to retreat just enough to let it settle before doing it all over again. It’s the sweetest form of torture I think I’ve ever experienced in my life. But for the love of God, I wish he’d let me have the release my body so desperately craves.

I feel like a wind-up toy that’s been wound too tight and at any moment my strings are going to snap and I’m going to completely unravel. Ruined from ever being played with again.

And that’s exactly what he’s doing... Ruining me for anyone else. After this... After him... I can’t imagine there’s any coming back from this. And damn it, I don’t want to. All I want is him. Something I never thought I’d feel, especially just a couple of months into my freshman year of college.

I had a plan coming in.

Be free and wild. Unapologetic. Take what I want when I want it. No strings. Nothing holding me back. Live the life my sister never got to. Live it for both of us to the absolute fullest every single day. And that’s what I’ve done thus far. But this man...

I’m afraid he has the power to shatter everything I thought I wanted. Honestly, I think he already has. And for someone who’s never wanted commitment, never wanted to tie myself down to another person, that’s truly saying something.

“Fuck, you feel like you were made for me.” He husks, the sound damn near tipping me over the very precarious edge I currently find myself dangling over.

My heart expands in my chest...

I feel like you were made for me too... I think but don’t say.

“Mac.” I claw at his shoulders, thick with muscle, urging him to move faster. “More.”

“More, you say.” A wicked smile turns up the corners of his mouth, that damn irresistible dimple of his making an appearance.

Before I can react, Macallan withdraws completely, causing me to whimper in protest, only to then gasp when he takes me by the legs and flips me onto my stomach with such ease, you’d think I weighed nothing at all.

Chest flat against the hard wood, he enters me from behind in a powerful thrust that fills me so completely I swear there isn’t an inch of my body that doesn’t feel the effects of him.

After pulling out halfway, he thrusts again, this time so deep it’s borderline painful, and yet all I want is more.

More of this.

More of him.

I never want it to end.

But as he establishes a steady rhythm, his grip on my hips the only thing keeping me in place, there’s no fighting the thick build of release in my stomach. No stopping the tide that washes over me. No preventing the coil of my body as my orgasm crests.

And then I’m crying out. Screaming his name as I drown in the pleasure that pulls me under like a powerful ocean wave, refusing to let me surface until it’s had its way with me.

I submit to it. Submit to him. Hearing him grunt out his own release seconds later like my body triggered his own in response.

As we lie there, Macallan’s weight pressed into my back, his breath hot on my neck, his cock still twitching inside of me, a thought hits me so hard that it knocks the air from my lungs... And once it does, there’s no stopping the onslaught of emotion that follows.

I think I love him...

It seems crazy. We’ve only known each other for a couple of weeks. But in that time, he’s made me feel more alive, more seen, than anyone ever has before.

I think I love him—the thought hits me again, only to be disputed by another part of me that refuses to be silenced. My heart. And she’s not afraid to say what my brain is struggling to comprehend.

You don’t think, you know, it says.

I try to dismiss it. Try to reason with the sudden emotion I feel like I’m drowning in, but there’s no stopping it. Not now, with the knowledge taking root like a tree, unmovable against my denial.

Macallan slowly pulls out and I hear the rustle of his pants seconds before he’s tugging me upright. Turning to face him, when the intensity of his eyes meets mine, I almost let the words spill past my lips. I almost say exactly what I’m feeling.

But then he lowers his mouth to mine and like always, the world washes away. Every thought leaves my head in an instant as I am pulled into the vortex that is Macallan Stewart.

He’s a storm. Violent and without mercy.

So what does it say about me that all I want to do is lose myself in the chaos? That I want to live in his destruction forever?

It says that I am totally and royally fucked.

As if I didn’t already know that much...
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TWO YEARS LATER

“Earth to Maisie.” Someone snaps in front of my face and I startle, having lost myself to the reminisce of the dream I woke from this morning that still feels like a thousand-pound weight sitting on my shoulders.

Macallan...

God, how I’ve tried not to think about that time with him, a time where I thought we might actually be something incredible together. A time I’d soon rather forget. Unfortunately, even in sleep, he still haunts me.

“What?” I blink, trying to snap out of it.

“I asked, how’s the new roommate?” Charlotte grins, her green eyes lit with a hint of amusement.

“You mean your replacement?” I huff, letting out a slow sigh as my gaze bounces between her and Lyric—my two best friends whom I adore with everything that I am. Though I can’t deny that I’m a little perturbed with them, considering they’ve both now abandoned me for a man.

We all lived together our freshman year of college, and while it was somewhat of a rough year for me—thank you, Macallan Stewart—living with them made it bearable. I didn’t have a lot of female friends growing up, and I quickly realized how much I needed them when things got hard. Sophomore year, Lyric moved in with her beau, Kai, leaving just me and Char, and while we bickered like an old married couple, I was sad to see her go when she moved out toward the end of the last school year to live with her man, River.

Not that I’m not happy for them—of course I am. I just hate that while they’re living on cloud nine, both so in love it’s nauseating at times, I’m still partaking in meaningless hookups and trying to pretend that’s all I want. In truth, I want what they have... I always have.

I guess some of us simply don’t deserve that kind of happiness.

“She makes Lyric look like a rebel.” I snort, lifting my coffee to my lips to take a tentative sip.

This is the first time I’ve seen either of them since I returned to campus three days ago. Not that I didn’t see them a ton over the summer. I did. Given that they both live in apartments just off campus, and my parents’ house is just fifteen minutes away, we spent most of the break together.

“Oh no. Did you get landed with a dud?” Char visibly pouts.

While I missed Char, I didn’t mind having the room to myself for a couple of months at the end of last year when she moved out, but given that I’m on an athletic scholarship and don’t really have the luxury of opting for a single, I was forced to move in with a new roommate this year.

“Let’s put it this way. Classes haven’t even started and she’s already complaining that I’m distracting.”

“Distracting?” Lyric quirks a brow, pushing her light brown hair over her shoulder as she readjusts in her chair.

“Apparently, she’s finishing her summer reading list and how dare I, I don’t know, get dressed in the room where I live. She gets mad when I come and go. When I make too much noise by simply moving around the room. She even complained about me watching a movie on my laptop, and I was wearing headphones.” I groan. “I can’t even breathe without her throwing daggers at me.”

“Oh no.” Char’s face fills with apology, but there’s still a hint of amusement in her eyes that tells me part of her finds it a little funny.

“You could always request a room transfer.” Lyric’s hazel eyes are soft with understanding. While Char is unapologetic and a bit of an asshole sometimes, Lyric is a saint. Quite literally, the sweetest person you will probably ever meet on the face of the planet. Both are very different, and yet, I love them equally for different reasons. Even if I do want to throat punch Charlotte from time to time.

“I already tried,” I whine. “Yesterday, when I came back from soccer to change before leaving again, she complained that it was also too distracting. I tried to explain to her that between classes and soccer, I would likely be coming and going frequently. She just loved that. Anyway, so I went to the housing office because if she’s already complaining this much after three days, I can’t imagine how bad it’s going to be after three weeks, or three months, but there’s nothing else available. Basically, I’m stuck, unless I want to pay for an apartment or live with my parents this year and commute, which I certainly do not. The biggest draw for my athletic scholarship is that it includes housing.”

“I’m so sorry, Mais.” Lyric reaches across the table and gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “I can’t help but feel somewhat responsible.”

“No. This isn’t on you. Either of you.” I shake my head, wishing I had tied my hair up when the too-thick strands brush across my back, drawing my attention to the small beads of sweat at the nape of my neck.

August in Virginia is stifling, even if we are sitting inside an air-conditioned coffee shop.

“I wish you had gotten someone a little more suited to you.” She continues, “I hate the idea of you having to deal with that every day.”

“Me too.” I shrug. “But given that most juniors and seniors live off campus, it’s not like the roommate pool is overflowing.”

“Perhaps we should take her out, show her a good time,” Char chimes in.

“Why in the hell would we do that?” I look at her like she’s sprouted a second head.

“Why not? Ply her with alcohol, maybe introduce her to a cute guy. Maybe getting laid will help ease the stick out of her ass.”

“I don’t think that would work with this one.” I blow out a hard breath, looking between my two best friends.

“You won’t know unless you try,” Lyric offers, seemingly on board with Charlotte’s plan. “You could invite her to the party at Alpha tomorrow night.”

“We’re going to that?” My brow furrows in confusion.

“Of course we’re going to that.” Char leans back with a slight shake of her head, my attention momentarily drawn to the thick waves of red hair she has tied up in a messy bun that she’s tried more than once to teach me how to do. For some reason, I simply cannot master it.

“I just assumed...”

“What? That we’re tied down now, so we don’t know how to have fun?” Char asks with a smirk.

“You two are practically married at this point.”

“No, she’s practically married.” Char hitches her thumb toward Lyric, and my gaze flicks to the diamond ring on her finger.

“I still can’t believe Kai proposed,” I say more to myself than to them.

I’ve known Kai for most of my life. He’s like a second brother to me. And when I say the last thing I ever expected was for him to settle down with one woman, I mean that wholeheartedly. But to also ask her to marry him, I sometimes feel like I’m living in an alternate universe.

“It’s been six months,” she reminds me.

“I know. Still can’t believe it, though. How long do you think it’ll be before your brother slaps a ring on this one’s finger?” I point to Charlotte.

Yes, Charlotte is dating and living with Lyric’s older brother. It was a whole thing last year. They lied about it for months. Kept it quiet from most everyone, including Lyric. If she were less of a person, she and Char probably wouldn’t still be friends, but like I said... Saint.

“Knowing River and how head over heels in love he is, I’d say sooner rather than later.”

“Why do you say that? Did he say something?” Charlotte pales slightly.

“No.” She smiles. “Just a feeling.”

“Well, let’s hope your feeling is wrong because I’m not ready for marriage. I’m only twenty years old, for Christ’s sake.”

“I’m only twenty,” Lyric reminds her.

“Yeah, well, you’re you.” She gives her a quick once-over.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lyric crinkles her small nose.

“It just means you would have probably agreed to marry Kai after one night together. I, on the other hand, am not so easily tied down.”

“Says the girl who can’t spend more than an hour away from River before she starts having withdrawals.”

“I do not.” She insists, even though she knows I’m right.

“Sure, you don’t.” A knowing smile tugs at the corner of my mouth.

“Besides, just because I agreed to marry Kai doesn’t mean we’re going to be tying the knot anytime soon. Getting engaged doesn’t instantly mean marriage.” She’s speaking directly to Char, obviously. I don’t even have a steady booty call, let alone a boyfriend, so what she’s saying doesn’t really apply to me.

“When are you two going to walk down the aisle anyway?”

“Kai wants me to graduate college first, so not for at least a couple more years.”

“Then why propose at all?” Char snorts.

“To show his commitment to me.” A small blush slides up Lyric’s neck, spilling across her cheeks. “It’s a promise... For the future. For our future.”

“Well, I, for one, think it’s amazing,” I say. “And for what it’s worth, I can’t think of anyone else that I’d want to be my sister one day.”

While no, Kai is not technically my brother, he is in all the ways that count, and I’ve always considered him as such. When he and Lyric marry, she will be my sister in all the ways that matter.

“And if I’m lucky, I’ll have another sister someday too.” She gives Char a knowing look.

“So the party...” Char clears her throat, clearly eager to move past the conversation.

“If you two are going, I’m going,” I say like it should be that obvious.

“And your roommate?” Lyric asks.

“I’ll invite her. But I’m telling you, she’s not going to come.”

“Doesn’t hurt to try.” She lifts her shoulder in the semblance of a shrug.

“In this case, it might. I’m pretty sure she’s already making a plan on how she can murder me in my sleep and get away with it. If I turn up dead, it was her.”

“Stop it.” Char barks. “She can’t be that bad.”

“Why don’t you come see for yourself. She’ll just love that.”

“You know what, I think I might.” She gives me a cheeky grin.

“Your funeral,” I mutter.

“Or yours.” She chuckles.

“That’s probably true,” I grumble.

I don’t know what I did to this girl, but clearly, she hates me. Maybe it’s because she’s very serious about her schoolwork and I really am distracting her. But something tells me there’s more to it. Like she actively hates me and I have no idea why, considering she doesn’t even know me.

We spend the next few minutes talking about classes and what our upcoming schedules are going to look like before Lyric announces she has to get going. Apparently, Kai has some special date planned tonight to celebrate the two-year anniversary of the day they met. Gag...

After saying our goodbyes, Lyric heads across the street where Kai’s car is parked. The coffee shop is the farthest for her, and given the blazing temperatures, I don’t blame her one bit for not wanting to walk.

“Where are you going?” I ask Char when she follows after me instead of heading in the opposite direction to where her apartment is.

“I’m coming back to the dorm with you. River is in meetings all day and I don’t really want to disturb him. Besides, if anyone can help you with this little roommate problem, it’s me.”

“Somehow I doubt that.” I snort.

“Hey!” She knocks her hip into mine.

“I’m just saying, you’re like my twin.”

“You sure about that?” She holds her arm up, showing the pronounced difference between my light brown skin against her pale, ivory complexion.

“You know what I mean.” I give her a soft shrug. “If she hates me, she’s not going to like you either. I call you my spirit sister for a reason.”

“Okay, so we’re a lot alike. But maybe it’s not your personality she finds lacking... Maybe it’s just you.”

“Ouch.” I feign offense.

“Oh, shut up. You know I’m kidding.” She loops her arm through mine.

The walk back to my dorm feels a lot longer than the ten minutes it takes us to reach my building. By the time we step inside the cool foyer, sweat is dripping down my back, making my tank stick to my damp skin.

“Thank God.” Char holds out her arms, letting the air conditioning cool her. “Why is it so freaking hot out today?”

“Try practicing in this heat,” I tell her. “It’s brutal.”

“Damn, I forgot you’ve already started conditioning for the season.”

“Thankfully, it’s only three days a week right now. Hopefully, it won’t be as hot when we start full-on practicing.”

“So, which way are you?” Char gestures around the narrow space that leads nowhere except straight into a large set of stairs.

“First floor.” I point at the steps.

“Aren’t we on the first floor?” She wrinkles her forehead.

“We’re on the ground floor, and the only thing down here is what you see.”

“Finally got a first-floor unit and you still have to climb stairs.” She looks like she just tasted something bitter.

“At least it’s only one set this time.” I remind her of last year when we lived on the third floor of a building with an elevator only used for handicapped students and maintenance.

“I guess that’s true,” she agrees, following me up the wide staircase onto the first-floor landing.

“I’m just this way.” I lead her to the second door on the right, having to resist the urge to knock to let my hateful roommate know I’m here before pushing my way inside.

Her big brown eyes find mine over the top of her book as she watches in annoyance as Char and I enter the room.

“Great, now there are two of you,” she mutters under her breath, loud enough for us to hear.

“You must be Maisie’s roommate.” Char plasters on a bright smile, crossing the small space between the door and my roommate’s desk.

The room is similar to the one I lived in last year, only the building is newer, so it’s a bit nicer. Plus, we have a small kitchenette, which I’ve never had before, and an en suite bathroom rather than having to share with another room, which is honestly my favorite part. If it weren’t for the fact that my roommate hates me, I think I’d rather like living here.

“Lana,” she offers, a permanent sneer on her lips.

“It’s nice to meet you, Lana. I’m Charlotte.”

“I know who you are.” She practically groans in annoyance.

“Oh?” Char quirks a brow.

“We had American Sign Language together last year.”

“We did?” Charlotte studies her for a long moment.

Lana has big brown eyes and shoulder-length hair nearly the same shade. She’s more petite, like Lyric, but a little curvier, though you can hardly tell through the oversized tees she seems to live in. Or at least, that’s all I’ve seen her in thus far. Big shirts, small shorts, clunky high-top shoes. Not my style, but to each their own. She has a small hoop on the right side of her nose and always wears colored eyeliner. Today she’s wearing blue, which looks a hell of a lot better on her than it would on me. I’d look like a clown if I tried to wear something like that.

I’d go as far as to call her pretty, if it weren’t for the scowl that seems permanently attached to her face.

“Oh, yeah. I remember,” Char announces after a long moment. “You sat up front next to... Eric? Is that his name?”

“Surprised you know that.” She lowers her book into her lap, her expression softening the tiniest bit.

“I’m usually horrible with names,” Char admits, pulling out the chair at my desk before plopping down onto it with an audible sigh. “And faces.” She smiles. “Did you know Maisie before you moved in?” she asks, already knowing the answer. No, she did not. Pretty sure I would have remembered the perpetual look of hatred that she wears when she looks at me.

I turn my back on the two, rifling through my bag like I’m looking for something when in reality I just need something to do with my hands.

“Not personally, but I knew who she was.”

My ears perk up at this, but I don’t turn around, figuring she’s more likely to continue if she thinks I’m not really paying attention.

“Oh yeah?” Char urges her to continue. “How’s that?”

“She hooked up with my boyfriend freshman year while we were still together.”

A hard knot forms in my stomach, and I brace for her to continue.

“I actually went to a party to surprise him, when I saw him with his tongue down her throat.” 

I feel her eyes burning into my back as she no doubt stares daggers at me.

“Oh...” Char murmurs softly as she starts to fully grasp the situation.

Any hopes I had of connecting with this girl just went straight out the freaking window.

“Yeah. Oh.” Her voice drips with disdain.

“You know, Maisie would never hook up with a guy if she knew he was otherwise entangled.” Charlotte tries to reason with her, but I have a feeling it won’t do her any good.

“I’m sure.” 

I can hear the sneer in her voice as I turn to face her.

“So that’s why you don’t like me? Because I hooked up with your boyfriend, not knowing he had a girlfriend?”

“Ex-girlfriend now. Thanks to you.”

“Who is your ex?” I ignore the jab she throws, trying to place blame where it doesn’t belong. Char’s right. I would never hook up with someone if I knew they were in any way involved with someone else. That’s simply not my style.

“Macallan Stewart.”

My stomach completely bottoms out and it takes every bit of willpower I have to keep my expression from slipping.

Macallan Stewart... I cringe at the thought of the dark-haired man with eyes so breathtaking, sometimes they’re hard to look into. A bright blue-green that looks teal when the light hits them just right. The man who made me want more, only to turn around and treat me like just another average whore. Of course he had a girlfriend when we hooked up. I’m honestly not even a little surprised... Maybe by who she is, but definitely not that he was capable of such a thing.

He’s the worst sort of man and being with him was a mistake that still haunts me nearly two years later. He hurt me... He humiliated me... And I’ve spent the better part of two years hating him for it.

“No shit.” Char is the first to speak, her green eyes flashing up to meet mine. “I take it you two are no longer on good terms after he cheated on you.”

“You could say that.”

“Well, it would appear as though I’ve just found some common ground between you.” Char smiles like this is a victory and not a worst-case scenario.

“I doubt that.” Lana’s brown eyes narrow like she wishes she could shoot lasers out of them and annihilate me where I stand.

“Macallan did something similar to Maisie. Told her he wanted to be with her. Got her into his bed. Then treated her like a piece of garbage afterward. If you ask her who her number one op is on the entire campus...”

“It’s Macallan Stewart.” I say his name with enough venom to portray just how I feel about him.

“Well...” Char abruptly stands. “I think this is the part where I leave you two to talk. It was nice meeting you, officially, Lana.” She tips her head toward my roommate before turning to me, pulling me into a one-armed hug. “Call me later. I’m dying to find out how this goes.” She hisses in my ear before releasing me. Seconds later, she’s tugging open the door.

“Oh, and, Lana.” She turns back to my roommate. “We’re going to the Alpha party tomorrow and we’d love it if you could join us.”

Lana opens her mouth to refuse, of that I have no doubt, but Char doesn’t give her the chance.

“Just think about it. I think you’ll find Maisie makes a much better friend than she does an enemy.” She throws me a wink, disappearing into the hallway moments later.

Awkward silence fills the room, tension so thick it feels almost hard to breathe.

I open my mouth to say something, close it, and then open it again, a million words sitting on the tip of my tongue.

“Did he really do what your friend said?” Lana asks after a long moment.

“Worse.” I lower myself into the chair Charlotte occupied just moments ago. “I really liked him. He’s the only guy I’ve ever met that I actually wanted to date. That is, until he reminded me why I don’t date.”

“What did he do?” Her guard isn’t down, but she’s not looking at me like she actively wants to beat me with the book she has clutched to her chest, so at least there’s that.

“Basically, what Char said in a nutshell. I was attracted to him the second I saw him. I had never met anyone so...”

“Mesmerizing.” She guesses.

“Something like that,” I agree. “We hit it off instantly. I won’t deny that I was completely enamored by him. Blind even. I was. He just had this way about him.”

“Trust me, I know.” She blows out a hard breath, her features softening.

“Anyway, we hooked up a few times and then that’s when he showed his true colors. He stopped vying for my attention. Stopped replying to my text messages. And then when I saw him at a party and went up to talk to him, he humiliated me in front of all his friends, saying something along the lines of I think I’ve pity fucked you enough, don’t you? Now you just look pathetic.”

“He didn’t.” She clenches her book harder.

“The worst part was I really did like him.” I close my eyes for a brief moment. When I open them, I find Lana watching me. “What about you? What’s the story between you two?”

“We were high school sweethearts. He was a year ahead of me, but we stayed together while I finished my senior year of high school. Then I came here so that we could be together. He acted like he was happy about it, but I could tell something had changed. He was different. Then I saw you two together at that party and I realized why he was acting so strangely. Because he had moved on but hadn’t bothered to tell me about it.”

“I’m so sorry he did that to you.”

“I was devastated, of course. But I soon realized the boy I fell in love with was gone. College changed him. He became cocky and cold-hearted. When I confronted him about seeing you two together, he basically laughed in my face.”

“What an asshole.”

“Yeah.” She sets the book on her desk before leaning forward slightly. “I’m sorry I blamed you. You’re just... Well, you’re everything I’m not, and I felt inferior to you. I see now that maybe I misjudged you.”

“It happens,” I admit. “Just know, I would have never hooked up with him if I had known about you. I may be a bit on the promiscuous side, I won’t deny that, but I’m not someone who would ever knowingly pursue or allow myself to be pursued by someone who is involved.” I pause for a brief moment. “Do you think maybe we could start over?” I ask, almost hopeful.

“I’d like that.” She smiles, and I’m struck by how much prettier she is when she’s not scowling at me.

“Good.” I smile back at her. “And about that party tomorrow. You really should come.”

“I avoid any place where I think he might be.” She shakes her head.

“Which is your first mistake. Don’t give him that kind of power. Come with us. If he’s there, perhaps we can have a bit of fun.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Let’s see if he’s there first. I’m sure we can find creative ways to make him squirm.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her. “In the meantime, find something sexy to wear.” I push to stand.

“Where are you going?” she asks as I gather my things and head toward the door.

“I have a soccer meeting to get to, but I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“Okay.”

I peel open the door and then turn back toward her.

“I am sorry, Lana. I really do hope we can put this behind us and be friends. I think you’ll find I’m a pretty good person to have on your side.”

“I’d like that.” She smiles again, this time the action lighting up her entire face.

I’m starting to see what Mac saw in her.

“I’ll see you later.”

“Yeah, see ya.”

I pull the door closed behind me, feeling optimistic that we can turn our rough start around and, at the very least, tolerate each other this year.

I make a mental note to text Char later and thank her. She was able to get further in five minutes than I was in three days.

I don’t have to question how lucky I am to have her and Lyric in my life. I already know how extremely blessed I am. Between them, my family, and soccer, I have a lot going for me. And yet, even with that, I still can’t deny how incredibly unhappy I am.

I can’t explain it, or even truly begin to understand it myself, but it’s always there. This nagging feeling that tells me I don’t deserve any of it. Maybe because deep down, I know I don’t.
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“I can’t believe you convinced her to come,” Lyric says, her gaze falling to Lana, who’s standing in the doorway of the kitchen, laughing at something Charlotte said.

“I can’t believe Kai let you leave the house without him,” I say in lieu of commenting on my roommate and our less-than-ideal situation.

I still haven’t been able to fully wrap my head around the fact that she was Macallan’s girlfriend. That when we hooked up, they were technically together. I feel sick over the whole thing. Sick that I didn’t heed the warning signs. Sick that I unintentionally hurt her in a way I would never want to hurt another person.

What are the odds that out of every junior on campus who didn’t have predetermined roommate selections this semester, I somehow ended up with the one person on campus who hates me, and for good reason. It’s irrelevant that I didn’t know Mac was involved with anyone, let alone her. At the end of the day, I still wear the face of his betrayal.

Though I do feel like things are better now that we’ve talked it out, a part of me still can’t help but feel like she’s never going to be able to look at me without seeing him and I hate that so much I can’t even begin to put it into words how it makes me feel.

“He probably wouldn’t have if it weren’t for the fact that my brother is here.” She gestures to the tall, blond stud who slides up next to Char, leaning down to kiss the side of her neck.

I audibly sigh.

“Is it bad that I wish that were me?” I ask, watching the two of them together.

“What do you mean?” Lyric raises an eyebrow in question, her hazel eyes bouncing between me and the couple who can’t seem to keep their hands to themselves for more than thirty seconds.

“I mean, look at him.” I gesture to River, who is gorgeous on a bad day. On a good day... Don’t even get me started.

“River?” She chokes, her eyes widening.

“No, I’m not into your brother.” I smile, reassuring her. “But he is fine.” I draw my bottom lip through my teeth in appreciation. “And maybe I’m a little jealous that you and Char are so happy. I mean, I’m happy for you.” I quickly move to explain.

“I get it.” She rests her shoulder against mine. “It’s only a matter of time, you know. Before someone comes along and scoops you up. And when that day comes and that man realizes how incredible you are, he’s never going to let you go.”

“I don’t even know if I want to be in a relationship.” I blow out a breath. “I mean, I guess the meaningless hookups are starting to lose their luster, but then I think about settling down and I don’t know... It makes me feel restless just thinking about it.”

“Which is why you need a man who loves your adventurous spirit and embraces it rather than trying to tie you down.”

“I don’t think such a man exists.” I give her a small smile.

“I didn’t think men like Kai existed either and now look at me.” She holds up her hand, flashing the beautiful diamond that sits proudly on her finger.

“Kai is rare. I knew that pretty early on.”

“Did you ever...” She swallows hard, contemplating her words. “Have a crush on him?”

“On Kai?” Laughter vibrates my shoulders. “No.” I shake my head. “Definitely not. I mean, I appreciated his good looks—I’m not blind—but because I grew up with him around and always looked at him like a brother, it was impossible to ever see him as anything else. Don’t get me wrong, I see the appeal—again, not blind—but my feelings for him have always been familial.”

“That’s what I always assumed... I guess I just needed to hear you say it.”

“It’s been two years,” I remind her.

“I know.”

“Where is Kai, anyway?” I clear my throat.

“He’ll be here in a little bit. He had a few things he needed to finish for a class.”

“It’s our first week back. He has schoolwork already?”

“He has more assignments this week than I think we get in a whole month.”

“Who knew the Civil Engineering Master’s program was so intense.”

“I know. And he’s already so busy with his internship. I worry he’s going to run himself into the ground.”

“Then I guess it’ll be up to you to make sure he doesn’t.”

“Yeah.” She gives me a soft smile, not saying more as Char bounces up to us, looking like an absolute bombshell in the deep blue minidress she’s wearing, her red hair curled and left to hang freely down her back. It’s no wonder River couldn’t resist her. I doubt any man could.

“Why are you two standing around like little sad saps?” She takes my hand and then Lyric’s, pulling us deeper into the house, toward the pulsing music.

“What about your new friend?” I ask, looking back toward the kitchen.

“She’s getting a drink and then she’ll be joining us.”

“At least she likes you,” I grumble.

“She doesn’t not like you.” She chuckles. “Just give her time.”

“I’m not nearly drunk enough for this,” I grumble when we enter a large living room packed wall to wall with people dancing and talking, even though it’s damn near impossible to hear yourself think, let alone be able to carry on an actual conversation.

“Riv.” Lyric turns toward her brother, who follows behind Char like her own personal bodyguard. “Would you be so kind as to grab us some drinks?” She gives him a wide smile.

“I guess.” He leans down, speaking directly into Charlotte’s ear. I watch the way her eyes darken and her skin flushes, and I can take a guess on what he’s probably saying based on her reaction.

Moments later, he disappears, heading back in the direction from which we just came.

“You’re so fucked,” I tell Char, who still looks slightly flustered by whatever River said to her.

“What?” She smiles, the color not fading from her cheeks.

“You. Are. So. Fucked.” I repeat it more clearly, gesturing to where River just stood.

“Not fucked. Well, I will be later. But right now... I’m just...”

“In love.” Lyric finishes for her, a knowing look in her eyes.

“That.” Char smiles so widely it damn near splits her face. “Now come on. I want to dance.” She nudges us farther into the room.

It doesn’t take long for Lana to join us. Even though I know she probably still hates my guts, she’s been a lot more friendly toward me since our talk. Now, instead of complaining about everything I do, she simply tolerates it. That doesn’t mean I have any delusions that she likes me. But I’m hopeful I can win her over with my wit and charm—insert sarcasm.

When River returns with our drinks, sweat has already gathered at my nape from the too-warm room, even though we’ve
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