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Chapter One


Branson North High was about to see the last Reynolds graduate. Unless my brother Luke procreated, and that just wasn’t a good idea. He had his moments, but overall, he was just like dad. Overbearing, annoying, controlling, and a jackass.  
“Randi, wait up,” Lily said somewhere behind me. Her voice was distinct, always perky, and ended on a high note. Besides, she was the only person at school who talked to me, so it was pretty easy to determine who it was based on the process of elimination. She bounced up beside me and bumped my shoulder. “Can you believe we’re graduating? This year has flown by.”
I snorted, but I didn’t reply. Lily hadn’t been at Branson North the entire year. She moved here just before Thanksgiving from Tacoma, Washington. Missing the first three months, she missed my drama. I’d tried flying under the radar since, but it didn’t work out well. 
“So cynical.” Lily pushed her glasses up her nose. They were always sliding down the narrow slope. She couldn’t wait for her new contacts to arrive. Lily wasn’t much of a procrastinator, but her eyesight wasn’t a priority when she knew she could just wear her glasses for a bit. “One more week, Randi, then we’re free for the summer. Are you still staying here?”
“Yep, got nowhere else to go,” I said, not hiding the bitterness in my voice. I’d been waitlisted by every college that didn’t flat out reject me. And I wasn’t going to Southern Community either. Iris was there. After last summer and early fall, she was last person I wanted to see. Well, second to last. Cameron remained at the top of my shit list. “I just wish my decision didn’t punish me more by making me work for my father.”
“Ugh, totally.” Lily hitched her backpack up on her shoulder. “I wish you were going to Houston with me this fall. There are so many great schools. You’d have your pick.”
I didn’t bother to correct her. All the schools there, waitlisted. At least there was a chance. Lily had a tendency to see things through rose-tinted glasses. My grades were shit, but she thought I was brilliant. Or as she put it, “grades aren’t a marker of your true intelligence.” I liked that about her. 
“You’d love it there. We’re not far from Galveston and the beach.” She stopped at her locker. The combination stuck, and she fought with it until I just took over. Lily carried most of her books with her because of the stupid lock. She pulled it open, wisely catching the mess of papers falling out. “My grandmother would let you stay with us.”
“So you say.” I shook my head at her constant optimism. Lily wasn’t like my old friends. Cameron had been all about her music, and Iris had been all about the guys. After last summer, Cami and I were done. She kissed and almost slept with the one guy I cared about. Once Iris started at Southern Community, she only came around to order me to forget about Eddie. That was never going to happen. Thank god, Lily showed up or my senior year would’ve been worse than it had been. 
“I already asked her,” Lily said softly. She grinned and lifted her hands in a oops way. “So the offer’s there. You hate Branson anyway.”
My shoulders shook as I laughed. “You’re pretty amazing, you know that?”
“Duh,” she said. 
“And I don’t hate Branson. I just don’t want to get stuck here.”
“Double duh,” she said before getting distracted by more papers falling to the floor.
I headed toward my locker. It wasn’t like I had to take home. Most of my stuff had been cleaned out last week. I wanted to see him. Eddie’s locker was next to mine just like it had been since middle school. He’d only gotten hotter over the summer. His thick hair was thicker, his biceps more defined, his eyes wider. His current girlfriend plastered herself against him. He met my gaze over her head and smiled like we shared a secret. We shared a lot of secrets. 
“Eddie,” the girl snapped, glaring at me. “Did you hear me?”
“Uh-huh, sure.” He bent his head toward the freshman and kissed her. No doubt he was adding another virgin to his list of conquests. 
I rolled my eyes and stared at the way his lips moved over hers until I couldn’t take it anymore. “You guys wanna go into the chem lab? It’s empty.”
Eddie didn’t lift his head, but he opened his eyes and stared at me. 
“I need to get into my locker.” I pointed at where half of his body blocked the door. 
Eddie raised his eyebrows and stepped to the side, pulling his suction cup with him. I faked a gag, opened my locker, and took out the only notebook left inside. It took two seconds, and it wasn’t necessary. What was necessary though was what I said next.
I leaned down and whispered in the freshman’s ear. “He’s fucked half of the school, chicky. Some sophomore had the pleasure last weekend. Just remember, I was first, and he always comes back to me.”
Spinning on my heel, I strolled back down the hall toward Lily. A smile grew on my face. Then I heard the distinct sound of someone being slapped. By the time I reached Lily, my face hurt from grinning so damn wide.
The last thing I wanted to do was work for my father, yet there I was walking into training for Mountain View Resorts newest hires. Unfortunately, my normal job at Branson Bowl had come to an unceremonious end last fall. Okay, it was far more complicated than that, but that wasn’t the point. I had no job, no prospects, and no other choice than to work at the resort. Dad was big on earning our own way.
The room was a small conference room near the back of the resort on the first floor with four rows of chairs. I glanced around before moving toward the back of the room. There was room to put a seat between each of the trainees, but that wasn’t going to happen once I spied the hot guy in the standard Mountain View Resort polo and khaki shorts. He made the uniform look good. I sat beside him and pretended to be interested as the training began.
“Hello, new hires. I’m Camilla,” a too perky blonde said with a too wide smile. Her fake boobs jiggled as she bounced with excitement. I was certain my brother would try to woo her before long. If he hadn’t already. She’d been here two weeks or, so I was told. She started into her presentation, written no doubt by my father. 
I tuned her out. 
“Is she always going to be this perky?” the guy beside me whispered as he leaned slightly closer toward me. 
“She’s an intern, trying to make a good impression I would guess.” I faked a yawn and stretched my arms toward the chair in front of me. Out of the corner of my eye, I got a better look at him. He was a few years older with ginger hair and a splattering of freckles across his nose. His hazel eyes flicked with amusement as he stared at me. All in all, he was attractive. Definitely a guy who could burn a girl if he wanted to. There was also something vaguely familiar about him. “Or so I’ve been told.”
“I’m Aiden, by the way.” He leaned closer, offering his hand. I glanced at it, then let my gaze drift up his well-defined forearm and bicep before sliding my fingers against his. The rough skin on his fingers surprised me. 
“Miranda.”
“What department are you in?” he whispered. 
Someone shushed him in the row ahead, and blondie’s face dropped for a moment. She obviously thought we’d listen to every word. It took effort not to roll my eyes. She forced a smile and kept going. That took courage, I gave her that. 
“Housekeeping. You?”
He grimaced. “Laundry.”
“Okay, newbies,” Blondie said from the front, clapping her hands like the cheerleader she used to be. “Let’s take a tour of Mountain View Resort.”
I put my hand out, holding Aiden down as he started to stand. “We don’t need a tour.”
“I kinda do.” He fell back beside me anyway. “I don’t know where I’m going. This place is huge.”
“Yeah, but I know it like the back of my hand.” I let my fingers rest on the hard muscle in his forearm. Aiden knew how to work out. “All you have to know is where to clock in and where to go. I’ll show you that.”
“How do you know where everything is?” he asked, rising to his feet. 
“My dad owns this place.” I stood and realized just how tall he was. My eyes leveled with his collar bone. I hadn’t had a lot of one-night stands. Okay, just two last fall, but I wasn’t opposed to another. Anything to get the image of Eddie making out with that freshman out of my head.
Aiden’s eyes widened, wrinkling his forehead. 
“You two, come along now,” Blondie said as she leaned back into the room. 
“Shit.” I took Aiden’s hand and led him toward the door, stopping when I was close enough to the intern. “I’m gonna pass but put me down that I know already. I’ll show Aiden where to go.”
“Excuse me?” Her perky expression dropped to confusion. 
I leaned closer to her, letting go of Aiden’s hand and pointing at the clipboard. “I’m Miranda Reynolds. I know where to go, what to do, and I’ll make your life hell if you don’t note it on your little clipboard that I was a good little girl and followed Daddy’s instructions.” I matched her fake perky smile. “See you around.”
Smiling with a fake sweetness, I turned to head down the hall only to slam into my father. 
“Miranda, where do you think you’re going?” Dad asked with a cool, calm on the surface voice. That was my father, no emotion whatsoever. Carly had been right. Dad would’ve made an excellent politician.
“Home,” I answered, crossing my arms. Aiden had slipped back to the group so any hanky panky was off the table. Probably for the best anyway. 
Dad nodded over my shoulder and I knew Blondie was leading her group down the hall, Aiden among them. His gaze darted back to me. “I’m not putting up with your childish actions around here, Miranda. You’ll not only be representing this resort but this family as well. Do I make myself clear?”
“Fine,” I snapped, letting my hands fall to my sides. “But you and I both know this orientation is ridiculous. Like I don’t know where housekeeping is or laundry or human resources. I’ve spent more time in your office than any of the staff.”
“While that may be so, you’re not my daughter when you’re on the clock.” He lifted his arm and glanced at his smart watch then rolled his eyes. 
“Need to get your steps in?” I asked with a smirk. 
“No, it’s your sister. We’re having a disagreement about the caterer.” 
“It’s her wedding, Dad. You and Mom need to let her have her way.” My parents loved that they had a certain amount of control over my sister’s wedding. It wasn’t easy planning it when she lived in Nashville and the wedding was here. Carly’s stress was at an all-time high with the constant back and forth. 
Dad pointed toward the retreating group. “Catch up. Play nice. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”
I threw my hands up then turned toward the other newbies. Aiden glanced back at me, his eyebrows raised. Maybe this tour wouldn’t be so bad after all. 




Chapter Two


“Come on. It’ll be fun,” Lily said through my Bluetooth. My car filled with her voice. “My brother’s been here for three days, He’s dying to know my Branson bestie.” 
I laughed at that moniker. Lily loved nicknames. I wracked my brain to remember her brother’s name. It was on the tip of my tongue, the edge of my brain, and I knew I’d remember it when I least expected to. Honestly, I had seen pictures of her dorky looking brother, and I wasn’t in the mood to fall from the pedestal Lily had put me on.
“I just left the world’s most boring training after the world’s more boring day at school. Now you want me to meet your boring brother? I need my Real Housewives and a tub of ice cream.”
“I can’t promise Real Housewives, but we can have ice cream after dinner. Please, Randi.”
“Why do you want me to come over so bad?” Suspicion crowded my mind.
“Because I want him to like you so you’ll come to Houston with me.” She sighed, and it echoed around my silent car. “He just finished his sophomore year at Baylor and lives with Grandma, too. She’s got a huge house, five bedrooms. We can all stay there. She’s already agreed. Please, I want you to meet him.”
“I’m not moving to Houston, Lil. We’ve talked about this. The only reason I applied to TCU was because you asked me to.” And they waitlisted me, too. 
“You might change your mind.” She practically sang the words as if that would make it all happen. 
“Fine, but I’m leaving after dinner. I really am exhausted.” 
Lily squealed and hung up. Typical. I stopped at a red light and called my mom to let her know I wouldn’t be home. She didn’t answer. Also typical. Since the wedding planning started, she’s not answered a lot. Only my sister could make everything about her when she wasn’t even here. I left her a voice mail, then turned and headed the other direction toward the lakefront properties. 
The Kings lived in one of the older homes on Table Rock Lake. It had the rare private dock, which is what jacked the price up. Newer homes shared docks. Her dad had made a killing in the Seattle tech boom, and for some reason, they decided to move to Branson. Apparently, her mom grew up in Kimberling City and wanted to come home after living away for most of her adult life. With both of her parents rich and retired, Lily was dealing with them always being around and in her business. They did not like me at all. And I was totally okay with that. My parents thought Lily walked on water.
I pulled onto the steep road that led to their house. The view of the lake broke through the trees. The sun hit it just right, blinding me for a moment. I slowed down and turned into the driveway where a new car with Texas plates was parked in my usual spot. That must be her brother’s ride. It wasn’t anything fancy, just a simple white two door coupe. 
“Randi!” Lily screamed as she ran out the front door, her arms opened wide as if we hadn’t seen each other in years instead of three hours. She yanked open the driver’s door and pulled me out. “You are going to freak. Mom and Dad decided to go out to eat so we’ve got pizza and cheese sticks. Isn’t that great?”
“Okay,” I said dragging the word out so maybe she’d figure out how insane she sounded. “What about the ice cream?”
“After the pizza, silly.” Lily rolled her eyes and grinned. “The last time they left me alone, we had a bit of a party. Remember, before Christmas?” 
I nodded and smiled because that was a great party. Right up until her Mom and Dad showed up. Fortunately for me, I was out on a boat with Eddie. Unfortunately for Lily, she had to explain it to her parents and do some community service with a million Hail Marys. 
“It’s probably because Aidy’s home, but still they left.” She bounced in a circle then grabbed my hand. “Come on. Let’s eat. It just got here.”
I laughed as she dragged me inside. The glorious smell of fresh herbs, pizza sauce, and cheese hit my nose with such force I almost stumbled back. I’d skipped lunch, and my stomach growled angrily at me. It was hard not to push her out of the way to get to the food. 
Lily bounced down the short hall that had old pictures covering the faded forest green paint and past the front living room and another hall that led to the bedrooms. It opened to the large kitchen that opened to a comfy family room. 
My laughter stopped when I saw the back of a guy leaning over the kitchen island. I knew that ass. I’d just spent an hour with it, well with him. When he turned around, his smile disappeared. 
“You?” he asked, as if he didn’t know it was me. 
“Duh,” I responded. Lily’s brother did not look at all like the dorky guy in the pictures she showed me. That guy had thick glasses and a wiry flame. Aiden had clearly been working out. At least now I knew why he had looked familiar. Talk about feeling like an idiot. 
“Wait, what?” Lily asked. Her gaze darted to Aiden then back to me. “You two already know each other?”
“We met today at the orientation for my summer job.” Aiden leaned back against the island. “Apparently her dad owns the resort.”
Lily pointed at each of us. “Oh my god, you didn’t tell me you were going to work at Mountain View. This is great. You guys can get to know each other, then when the summer’s over, Randi can come with us.”
Aiden raised his eyebrows. “My turn. Wait, what?”
I smiled at him. “Your sister wants me to move to Houston when she goes to TCU.”
“So I’ve heard.” Aiden reached around to the counter. He brought out a plate, offering it to me. “Pepperoni?”
“Sure. Thanks.” I stepped forward to take it and glanced at the box. “Alphonso’s. Best pizza in town.”
Lily’s phone rang and she groaned when she saw who it was. “I’ll be back. It’s Mom.” She walked down the hall toward her room. “Hey, Mom.”
I glanced back at Aiden. The tension in the room amped up. We’d had a moment during orientation. Even though I kept my distance during the tour, he’d caught me checking him out. Not that I hid it. 
“So I know you for an hour and you’re already moving in with me? Either I’ve got better game than I thought or I’m a bigger idiot than I realized.”
“I keep telling her it’s not going to happen.” I took a bite of the deliciousness of Alphonso’s. Grease coated my tongue. “How can I leave this pizza behind?”
We fell into a tense silence. I wasn’t sure if it was the attraction kind or the uncomfortable kind. It could be hard to tell. I’d had my share of both. I stepped to the kitchen island and leaned against it beside him, brushing my arm against his.
“So… what’s your major?” I asked, trying to make casual conversation. 
Aiden laughed, and his head fell back. “Worst college pick up line on campus.”
“You think I was using a pick up line?” I smirked. Okay, so he was hot and funny. I’d never been into gingers before, but my motto was “Try everything once, and the fun things twice.” Aiden fell into the try category. I shook that thought out of my head. Hot guy, yes, but also my best friend’s brother so no. Not a good idea.
He leaned in front of me, glancing down the hall. His smile turned almost predatory when he turned toward me. “I think you planned on doing something nefarious during training. What was that?”
“Nefarious?” I raised my eyebrows, the smirk turning sultry. “Like I told you, I know Mountain View like the back of my hand. Every nook, closet, room being rehabbed. Maybe I just wanted to give you the real tour.”
He nodded, and his fingers grazed over my hand. It sent shivers everywhere. “But now that won’t happen. Too bad. I don’t date my sister’s friends. No matter how tempting.”
I lifted on my toes, my lips dangerously close to his full, kissable mouth. “Who said anything about dating?”
“Oh my god,” Lily screeched. 
I stepped back, putting enough distance between us. Aiden moved around to the other side of the island by the time Lily appeared in the kitchen. His hand shifted under the counter, clearly adjusting himself. I’d seen enough guys do it over the years. I raised my eyebrows, my gaze darting to the general area of his crotch. Aiden just grinned.
“You are not going to believe her,” Lily said as she stomped toward the island. “She totally threatened to take away my car if I threw a party.”
“Lil, why don’t you just fess up? Tell her the truth.” I put my hand on her shoulder. “The party was amazing, and it was kind of my fault. She hates me anyway.”
“Kind of?” She stared at me, a smile playing at her lips.
“Okay, totally my fault. I take ownership of the situation. Have you ever seen me not?” I pressed my hand to my chest. 
“I’m not throwing you under the bus.” She shook her head. “Besides, you weren’t even at the house when they got home.”
“Oh?” Aiden stared at me. “Where were you then?”
I smirked. “Rocking a boat.”
Lily erupted in laughter and slapped my shoulder playfully. “You’re so funny.”
I raised my eyebrows at her brother, and his gaze heated again. I could have him if I wanted. Guys were so easy to read. 
Did I want?
Yes, I did. It would be easy, amazing even. I sucked my upper lip between, and Aiden’s gaze shot to my mouth. So easy.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I raised my eyebrows and took it out. My desire to tease Aiden senseless disappeared when I glanced at the text. 
No, I didn’t want Aiden. I wanted Eddie.
Come over, he’d texted. He knew I would. I knew I would. It didn’t matter if I wanted to or not.
It always came back to Eddie Blake.




Chapter Three


After pizza, I left Lily and Aiden’s blaming exhaustion and a need to actually be on time for school the next day. Then I drove over to Eddie’s. He strolled out the door, twirling his keys around his finger. He walked with confidence, and confidence was sexy. 
“Hey,” he said, getting in the passenger side. “Take the back roads to our spot. I don’t want anyone to see us.”
“Why?” I asked, already knowing the answer. 
“Too many questions.” He didn’t look at me as I drove. 
“What happened with the freshman? She clamp her legs together?” 
Eddie smirked as his hand slid between my legs. “Not exactly.”
We didn’t talk the rest of the way. So the freshman probably wouldn’t go all the way, but Eddie was bored. He scored quickly with his conquests. I wasn’t one of them. I was the Queen, waiting patiently while the King sowed his royal oats. Not that I hadn’t had my own fun with other guys in the past. It wasn’t always sex with them. Most of the time I made out with them, maybe let them feel me up. There had only been two other guys I’d had sex with, and both were last fall after the incident. They just didn’t mean anything to me. Not like Eddie did. 
He’d always been there. From the first day of school until the last. I had no idea what was going to happen after this summer. He’d never told me where he was going to school. Rumor was Southern Community, but another rumor was some small college in Georgia. 
I parked in our usual spot. A house used to sit here on the lake. It caught fire our freshman year, and nobody had rebuilt. The family refused to sell, so it sat empty. Perfect for our needs. 
Eddie climbed out and walked to the back of my car. I popped the trunk for him. Like I said, this wasn’t new for us. He led the way to the shoreline and laid the blanket out. Then he kissed me. It was wet, sloppy. He wasn’t into it, but kissing wasn’t what Eddie was into. He also wasn’t patient. 
Less than ten minutes later, Eddie was satisfied. He tossed the condom toward the tree line. How many had he tossed over there? He pulled up his pants, then a cigarette. I would’ve refused, but it would have been nice if he offered. I dressed quickly. We laid on the blanket, not cuddling. Eddie wasn’t a cuddler. I’d accepted that about him. 
It had been at another party early in our sophomore year. We went out on a boat, and Eddie took my virginity. Well, I gave it to him. Either way, it was a two-way street. People sometimes forget that when it comes to sex. It was after when things went to shit. He told me he regretted it. We’d shared this beautiful moment, and he wanted to take it back. To say it crushed me would be an understatement. 
The rest of my sophomore year wasn’t great until Jeff Fisher asked me to senior prom. That was the second time I had sex. Iris and Cami believed Jeff took my virginity. I let them, because I was too ashamed of the fact that Eddie didn’t want me. But he’d came when I called after Jeff ditched me at the prom. I sort of sealed my reputation that night. 
We’d been coming to this spot regularly since. 
“We have to stop, Miranda,” Eddie said as he exhaled smoke. It danced around his gorgeous face.
“Why?” I put my hand on his leg, and he moved out of my reach. 
“I’m leaving for Georgia soon.” He crushed out his cigarette and stared out at the dark lake. “I’m not coming back. My parents… they want me to go at the end of June. They think it will be good for me, straighten me out.”
My heart clenched and fear wrapped itself around me like a warm blanket. “What about me? Us?”
Eddie turned to glare at me like I was stupid. “There is no us, Miranda. We fuck. That’s it.” He shook his head and stared at the lake again. “You know I don’t… I don’t love you. Right? This thing between us is just mutual satisfaction.”
I didn’t say a word as tears streamed down my face.
“You did know that, right?” There was no hint of regret or even caring. 
I nodded because what else was I supposed to do. My entire body froze. I wasn’t good enough. I was never good enough. Even after last summer, after what I went through because of him, he wouldn’t look at me like I mattered. 
“Good,” he said, sounding totally relieved. 
“Why?” I asked, as something bubbled inside me. Anger? Fear? Regret? I didn’t know what it was, but I went with it. It was time he saw what he did to me. What he always did to me.
“Why what?”
“Why am I not good enough for you?” I faced him, letting him see how much he really was hurting me. “Why can’t you love me?”
“Jesus, Miranda, I thought we were past this,” he snapped. How could he be angry? He was destroying me, and he was the one who was mad. “Sex is just sex. It’s not love. You… I don’t love you. If you left tomorrow, I wouldn’t miss you. Why don’t you get that?”
He might as well have slapped me or stabbed me or even shot me. I died a little in that moment. As much as I wanted to gouge his eyes out, I couldn’t. He didn’t love me, but I have loved him from the day I met him. 
I stood and walked to the car. He yelled something after me, but I wasn’t going to let him win again. I got inside, locked it, and drove away. 
He chased after the car. 
If only he was really chasing me and not just another ride.




Chapter Four


Last day of school was a half day. Principal Gibbons gave me one last glare as I left the building. Instead of lingering around after the final bell like some of the other seniors, I clocked in for my first shift at Mountain Valley Resort. Camilla, aka Blondie, sneered at me with a quivering lip. It was like she wanted to hate me, but she didn’t want to get caught. Whatever. I just smiled and looked at my job for the next four hours.  
Great, I got lobby duty. Easy peasy, plus I’d get to talk to Michelle at the front desk. She graduated with Carly. They hadn’t been friends or even friendly, but I liked her. Michelle had eyes on the comings and goings of not just the guests but the staff too. 
I strolled to get my supplies when I ran into Aiden. 
“Hey, you bolted kind of fast last night.” He shoved his hands into his khaki shorts. Not many people could pull off a turquoise polo shirt, but he was definitely one of them. “Hot date?”
I scoffed. Like a quickie by the lake counts as a date. “Something like that.”
“Guy wasn’t good enough for you? That the problem?” He waggled his eyebrows, but my sudden scowl must have tuned him in to how off he was. He stepped back. “Sorry, that was out of line.”
“You have no idea.” I walked around him but stopped halfway down the hall. When
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