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            Prologue

          

          CASS

        

      

    

    
      “I promise you’ll have a good night, Cass. Just trust me!”

      Hannah slammed her shot glass down on the bar and gripped my hand, bouncing on her heels as the music thrummed through the building around us where we perched at the bar.

      “It’s just a new place, that’s all.” I smiled and hugged Hannah close, leaving my matching empty glass behind.

      We were best friends and roommates, and we’d done plenty of clubbing and dancing together, but the new place down the street from our apartment had all sorts of light displays and loud music. The dance floor took up almost the entire space, leaving the bar and DJ booth along the walls.

      Hannah squeezed me tightly before she let me go. “Come on. Dance with me?”

      I sighed with a soft laugh. “You’re too persuasive,” I scolded.

      Hannah beamed and dragged me into the crowd.

      It took a few minutes before I was relaxing with Hannah and dancing with her, even if our styles were different and, frankly, ill-suited to each other. She loved to bounce around the crowd, while I liked the smoother dances like the ones where people usually grinded against each other.

      Someone slipped their arm around Hannah, and she beamed at the newcomer, winding her arms around his neck where he towered over her.

      His hand moved to her back as he guided her to dance with him.

      Hannah glanced my way, and I knew she would disengage with him if I wanted her to.

      I smiled and shook my head, turning to find another partner now that I felt looser.

      I danced with a few people, but nothing was clicking.

      Then, a new hand wound its way around my hip, not possessive, but firm. The grip thrilled me, and I turned to find a stunning person in front of me, their limbs long but toned and their hair wild and blonde.

      I grinned. “Hey!” I shouted over the music.

      They smirked back, a lazy and sharp thing that shot liquid heat through my stomach and guided me closer wordlessly. Their hands found my hips and pulled us flush together.

      Our rhythms matched each other perfectly, and I all but melted against them, my hands settling on their flat chest, my eyes roving their tight shirt and the narrow waist beneath it.

      They chuckled, something I only saw because sound wasn’t really helping with the music and sing-shouting around us. Then they moved my hands so one was in their hair and one on their waist.

      No chest then. That was fine for me. I still got to touch their waist and take in their sharp features, strong arms, and how they felt pressed against me.

      I sighed, all of my tension leaving me at once.

      Hannah was right. This was going to be an amazing night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LAYNE

        

      

    

    
      A hand snaked around my waist, and I knew that particular brand of manicured nails and a possessive grip anywhere.

      I turned and met Cass’s gaze as she smirked up at me.

      “Hey there, hotness. It’s been too long.” I winked, and her grip tightened.

      Cass was dressed head to toe in sin, fishnet stockings puckering her dark skin, a violet corset that brought my gaze directly to her impressive cleavage, and a black lipstick that begged a little bite to her plump lips.

      Her gaze sharpened as she took in my more rugged look. I was feeling the masc today, so I’d chosen my bulky watch, jean jacket over a wide-strap tank, and thick-soled black boots that only emphasized our already impressive height difference.

      Cass pulled me close by my belt loops, and our hips found a rhythm on their own as we danced to the thumping bass blasting from the club’s speakers.

      “Hannah got a boyfriend,” Cass explained simply, her other hand finding my left hip as my arms fell around her shoulders. “I had to take the proper time to threaten him.”

      I laughed. “Oh, cute. Bet he appreciated that.”

      “He was pouting. But they went on a date last week, and now they’re inseparable.”

      “Aw, lover, are you pouting?” I teased, unable to help myself.

      Cass glared at me and pinched the skin right above my pants where my shirt rode up. “I’m not!” she growled. “I will never be, because obviously I’m happy for her.”

      “And not jealous at all.” I nodded, unable to stop my smile.

      “Shut it, Layne. She invited him to family game night.”

      I softened, guiding her more fully into my space as we danced—more of an upbeat sway, really, as people bounced and grinded with each other around us. “Invading your space a bit?”

      “Yeah,” she grumbled. “So, I came tonight. Knew you’d cheer me up.”

      My eyes widened. “Really?”

      Cass nodded, struggling to keep her gaze on me without flickering away—she mostly managed it. “I just. . . I don’t know, you’re in my corner. You’re mine, you know?” She bit her lip, and I felt myself sway.

      “I am?”

      “Yes!” Cass snapped, a challenge written in her every muscle as her grip tightened enough that her nails puckered my waist on either side. “You are. When I’m here, it’s us, and I don’t have to–” she growled, clearly frustrated.

      “Hey, you’re safe with me, Cass. I’ve got you. I promise.”

      Cass sighed, the fight melting from her as quickly as it had come. “I am happy for her, you know.”

      I nodded. “But they’re your family. It’s tough to share. And it doesn’t help that you’re the one without a partner now.”

      I understood. It wasn’t my first rodeo, either.

      Cass nodded forlornly; her brows tilted up in a sad expression I hated instantly.

      I lifted my hands to her face and gently massaged that tension on her brow, feeling accomplished when she softened, and it vanished. “Tell me what I can do,” I whispered. “I can make you forget for tonight, if you’d like.”

      I would give her anything, offer her anything she asked for. Even if it just meant one night. But I was selfish. If she would have me, I would take it and run with it.

      Cass had always respected my weird little boundaries, the ones that no one but genderflux folks like me would think of. She used my correct pronouns, touched me with a fire and surety, but also with respect. Today, I was feeling the masculine parts of myself, so she touched my waist, my ass when she was a couple drinks in, and she tugged on my hair.

      On my femme days, she touched higher on my waist, my thighs, and I’d even caught her eyeing my collarbone when I wore a sleeveless shirt about a month ago.

      We’d been doing this dance of flirting and touching but never going home together. Never swapping numbers. We hadn’t even exchanged names until the third weekend we’d met at the club.

      “You could come, you know.”

      I blinked. “Where?”

      “To game night. You should come with me.”

      Cass gripped my waist more tightly and tugged me impossibly closer, our hips already flush together as they mindlessly moved together to the beat. “It would mean so much to me, Layne. Please?”

      I couldn’t breathe. My lungs had constricted, and I couldn’t breathe as I stared down at her and her insufferably adorable pouty lips.

      “I-you’d want me to?” I spluttered, not nearly as put together as I liked to be around her.

      “I really would. You can meet my friends. Hannah’s been asking anyway.”

      My eyes widened further. She talked to Hannah about me regularly?

      But this is definitely meeting-the-family territory. Cass always talked about her friends—Cade, Haines, and Hannah—when we got onto family conversations. I understood, of course, having gathered my own small queer found family. But Cass wanted me, who has been flirting and touching and yearning, to meet hers.

      “Yeah,” I breathed.

      Cass beamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          CASS

        

      

    

    
      “Layne’s on xir way,” I inhaled shakily, pacing from my and Hannah’s dining area to our coffee table and back.

      It was an open floor plan, and you could see our living room, kitchen, and fire escape balcony from the door. You could also see our bedroom doors to the far end, and the entrance to our bathroom nestled between the bedrooms. We kept it a basic color scheme, with all of Hannah’s yellow decorations and my purple ones, all tied together with a light gray.

      We’d never been subtle.

      “Cass, breathe.” Haines intercepted my path and pulled me into a hug that engulfed me completely. “We aren’t going to jump xem. You’ll get your crush dating you in no time.”

      “Really, they’re already dating,” Hannah called helpfully from where she assembled our charcuterie board in the kitchen, her giant boyfriend Byron helping her by slicing the cheese and meat options. “They just don’t know it yet.”

      I whined against Haines’s chest, like no one could hear me if I was hidden away.

      “We’ll even be nice to xem since you’re so nervous,” Cade offered casually from his seat on the floor in front of the couch, where he organized the game options and was setting up our first one—we always started family game nights with Spit, a card game that ended in at least one slap fight trying to hit the lower stack of cards and run
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