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            Welcome to Westbrook University…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where the only thing more elite than the Ivy League academics and exclusive enrollment for the monied is the swimmers.

      

        

      
        Some colleges might revere football, baseball, or even hockey, but not Westbrook.

      

        

      
        At Westbrook, it’s all about the water.

        Or rather, who’s in it.

      

        

      
        More than one Elite swimmer has gone on to become a decorated Olympian and nationwide sensation, so it’s all eyes on the hot men who spend more time in Speedos than jeans.

      

        

      
        Eventually, though, these guys have to get out of the pool.

        And when they do?

      

        

      
        Love, drama, and jealousy await.

      

        

      
        Westbrook Elite is a college sports romance series of standalone novels with sexy swimmers, suspense, and page-turning plots.

      

        

      
        The only promise the author makes is that each book will have a happy end… but who knows what it will take to get there?
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a Westbrook Elite novel

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ever feel like you’re being watched?

        It’s an awareness so familiar I adapted to it long ago.

        Then I enrolled at Westbrook University to chase my dream

        and make up for someone else’s lost one.

        The prying eyes I’d known almost since birth…

        They closed.

        Even still, I never got too close.

        I made friends with everyone but confided in no one.

        My dates were carefully chosen,

        meaning I went out with guys I didn’t really like.

        And then I was attacked.

        I slept in Jamie’s bed while he stayed near me on the floor.

        He gave me his number, told me to call.

        Oh, I wanted to call. But I didn’t.

        Now those invisible, observant eyes that always seemed familiar have returned.

        But this time? They chill me to the bone.

        Someone is watching. Lurking.

        And it’s only a matter of time until whoever is out there does more than stare.

        The only place I feel truly safe is wrapped in the massive wingspan of an Elite swimmer.

        The very man I know I need to avoid.

        But as shit goes down, it becomes clear I’m going to have to surrender something…

        My heart or my life.
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      Jamie

      

      You ever have sex to scratch an itch?

      But then after you get some, the itch is worse?

      Bro, WTF?

      And no, the itch I’m talking about is not the kind you get from having sex. I’m not packing some kind of STD.

      I got checked just to be sure.

      Maybe it was bad sex. Is there such a thing as bad sex? I mean, I never thought so. But here I was… itchy as hell.

      And yeah, maybe pissy as hell too.

      The shrill sound of Coach’s whistle was sharp enough to cut through practice, but I didn’t stop instantly. I did a few more strokes and then dipped underwater before popping up to tread the rippling waves.

      “Owens!” Coach blasted, stalking over to stand at the end of my lane. “What the hell was that?”

      Shifting the goggles up onto my head, I wiped my hand over my face. “What?”

      He made a rude noise. “Are you swimming butterfly or trying to Hulk out in the water?”

      “Coach, if I was going to be a superhero, it would not be the Hulk.”

      He rolled his eyes. “What’s with the aggression?”

      Look, it was one thing for my best friend, Ryan, to point out my shit mood, but it was entirely different when Coach picked up on it. We were supposed to leave all our shit in the locker room, not haul it into the pool. I was usually stellar at this.

      I shrugged. “I’m just tired. Guess I was overcompensating.”

      “Engage your core. You look sloppy. You wouldn’t have to slap the water like that if you were swimming correctly. Technique, Owens. Worry about speed later.”

      I was the best butterfly-stroke swimmer Elite had, but he was acting like I was the worst.

      Ryan appeared, hooking an arm over the rope beside me. “I’ll swim this lap with you.”

      I scoffed. “Your butterfly stroke sucks.”

      Ryan was the best freestyle swimmer we had.

      He grinned, looking like a deranged bug with those goggles and blue swim cap on his head. “All the more reason to practice.”

      “You two wanna get out and go have tea? This is a pool, not a café!” Coach scolded.

      I positioned the goggles back on my face.

      “Do it right this time, Owens.”

      “Bro.” Ryan beckoned. “Be one with the dolphin.”

      I laughed under my breath, a little of the tension leaving me. And then we were swimming, and I shoved everything else out of my head to focus on my core, timing, and body movement. The butterfly stroke was the hardest in swimming. It required more muscle mass, more muscle work, but it wasn’t something you could perfect with brute strength. In other words, you had to not only have the muscle but use it correctly.

      Hence Coach’s shitty comments.

      It requires a lot of concentration, skill, and, honestly, force of habit to keep both arms, the head, shoulders, and part of the chest out of the water for each stroke.

      It also helped to have Ryan swimming next to me because there was no way I’d let him look better at my stroke.

      “Better.” Coach was gruff as if giving even a half-assed compliment would give him a raging case of diarrhea.

      Then he blew the whistle again, calling practice. I started to pull myself up out of the water, but he stopped me. “Not you, Owens. Give me two more laps.”

      “Why me?” I practically whined. I was fucking tired.

      “Because you showed up late to practice.”

      “The hell I did! I was here on time.”

      “Yeah, well, it sure didn’t look like you in the pool. Two more.”

      I cursed under my breath, letting go of the side and gliding into the cold water. The temp made it easier to swim faster, and while I guess I was sort of used to it when I wasn’t swimming balls to the wall, it was still cold.

      Bubbles escaped my nose, rising overhead as I slid deeper beneath the surface. The dense water quieted everything, muting out life above and offering a moment of reprieve. The clear liquid sparkled, and light bounced around the ever-rippling waves. I hung out for a moment, enjoying the weightless, calm feeling as I stared at the wobbling shadows the lane ropes at the surface cast across the bottom of the pool.

      Resigning myself to a few more laps, I broke the top to refill my lungs.

      Ryan sat on the side, feet dangling in the water.

      “Coach torturing you too?”

      “I’d never leave you to suffer alone.”

      “I love you, bro!” I hollered.

      Ryan laughed and dropped into the water.

      “Start swimming, or I’m adding another lap,” Coach ordered.

      By the time we were done, my arms felt like Jell-O and my shoulder muscles were quivering under my skin. I showered off quickly, not even bothering with my hair. It had been under a swim cap and wasn’t even wet anyway.

      Once dressed in a pair of gray sweatpants, T-shirt, and matching hoodie, I jammed my feet into my Air Force Ones and grabbed my bag. My baseball hat was barely on my head when a protein bar flew at my face. I snagged it out of the air, ripping the wrapper in one fluid move.

      “I’m so hungry I could eat a baboon’s ass through an electric fence,” I quipped, shoving more than half the bar into my mouth in one bite. Screwing up my nose, I said, “Why are these things so small?”

      “Wes already ordered for us at the diner,” Ryan informed me as we stepped into the parking lot toward our Wranglers.

      Ryan’s dad owned some of the biggest car dealerships in the state, so of course, the good bros we were, we drove matching four-door Jeep Wranglers. Well, almost matching. Mine was red with black. His was black on black with neon-green accents on the tires. We had different bumpers on the front too.

      Thankfully, Shirley’s wasn’t far from campus, and within minutes, we were stepping into the diner and being waved toward two booths where the rest of the team was already eating.

      My stomach growled angrily, and the second I slid into the booth, a plate piled high with a burger and fries appeared. Groaning appreciatively, I snagged the burger, shoving it between my lips. “Just go ahead and make me another one,” I said as I chewed.

      The waitress, whose nametag read Shirley, laughed. “I’ll get the order in.”

      “If I wasn’t already taken by this burger, I’d ask you to marry me.”

      She laughed again.

      “Anything else?” Shirley asked the table.

      FYI, all the wait staff here wore nametags that said Shirley.

      I was too busy eating to answer.

      By the window, Wes laughed. He swam freestyle like Ryan. “We’re good, Shirley. Thank you for getting that ready for them.”

      “You can call me Veronica,” she said, voice a little shy.

      I paused in chewing, eyes colliding with Ryan’s, who was across the table from me. We both grinned, burger all up in our grills.

      When she was gone, I swung to Wes. “Bro! She told you her name. Her real name.”

      Wes’s cheeks pinkened, and I scooped up three fries and shoved them into my mouth. “These need cheese sauce.”

      Ryan grunted. That meant he agreed.

      “She probably tells everyone her actual name,” Wes replied.

      “Never told me,” Ryan quipped.

      “She brings you extra fries,” Wes pointed out.

      It was true. Ryan always got extra fries. Frankly, it was offensive, so I reached over and took a handful off his plate. “There was a vibe,” I announced, shoving the rest of the burger into my mouth.

      “A vibe,” Wes echoed.

      Ryan nodded. “She’s into you.”

      “No way,” Wes said, picking up his soda.

      I leaned over, wagging my eyebrows at him. “You sure you don’t want to take a walk on the hetero side?”

      Wes rolled his eyes, and Ryan choked on his food. “No. I like the homo side just fine.”

      I was halfway through the mountain of fries when Shirley a.k.a. Veronica brought me another burger. “Yes!” I exclaimed, snatching it up to take a bite.

      “Coach rode your ass tonight,” Wes observed.

      I made a face and kept eating.

      Ryan sat back in the booth, focusing all his attention on me. “I told you to go get laid.”

      I took another bite.

      “That’s why you’ve been in a shit mood?” Wes asked, leaning his elbows on the table.

      “No,” I said, but at the same time, Ryan said, “Yes.”

      The half-eaten burger dropped onto my plate, and I picked up my soda.

      Ryan just wouldn’t let it go. “You should have listened. Now you’re getting distracted in the water.”

      The plates vibrated under the force of my fist coming down on the table.

      The guys in the booth behind us looked up. But when no one said anything, they went back to their conversation.

      Ryan just sat there, waiting me out. Staring.

      “I did, okay?” I hissed.

      Surprise turned Ryan’s eyes wide. Leaning over the table, he asked, “You got laid, and you’re still like this?”

      My lip curled, and then I drooped into the bench seat at my back. “It didn’t work.”

      “Bro.” Ryan drifted back into his own seat.

      “I know,” I said, misery dripping from the words.

      “Am I missing something?” Wes asked, looking between us.

      “You got it that bad?” Ryan whispered the question as though he couldn’t believe it.

      I couldn’t even blame him. I recalled a time when I asked him the same thing. I hadn’t believed it either.

      But it was true… He had it bad.

      And I was very, very afraid I did too.

      “Did you even get a sample?” Ryan asked.

      I groaned.

      Ryan shook his head, a laugh rushing out of him. “This is fucking classic.”

      “Hello,” Wes said, waving his hand over the table between us. “Not cool having a convo and keeping me out of the loop.”

      “Jamie has a thing for Madison,” Ryan told him.

      Wes jolted a little. “Rory’s friend Madison?”

      “That’s the one.” He confirmed.

      Wes gave me a dubious look. “You asked her out, and she said no?”

      I appreciated his clear disbelief in that. I mean, who says no to all this?

      “She’s been avoiding me like the plague, and I haven’t even been able to ask her out.” I scrubbed a hand over my face.

      “How do you know she’s avoiding you?” Wes wanted to know.

      “I gave her my number. She never used it.”

      “Maybe she lost it.” He tried.

      “I put it in her phone myself.” And I was charming as hell about it too.

      He grimaced and glanced at Ryan for help. But Ryan was sitting there looking like something crawled up his ass and died.

      I squinted. “Where’s camera girl?” I asked about his girlfriend, Rory. She was into photography, and she always got annoyed when I called her bro. Didn’t know why. It’s totally gender-neutral. So anyway, sometimes I called her camera girl.

      Ryan cleared his throat. “She, ah, had some stuff to do.”

      “What stuff?” I pushed. Rory always met us here to eat after evening practices.

      Ryan’s lips pursed, but then he sighed. “She’s having dinner with Madison.”

      I growled deep in my throat. Swiveling my head in Wes’s direction, I raised an eyebrow. “See? Avoiding me like the plague.”

      Ryan shrugged. “Some girls don’t have taste, bro.”

      It was the same thing I said to him back then. He didn’t take it too kindly, and now I understood why. And also, I taste so good. I’m everyone’s taste.

      I gave him the finger and went back to my burger. Rory must have known. I mean, Mads would have had to tell her why she didn’t want to come here tonight. Girls always talked about their feelings and shit.

      Chewing, I leaned back to fish my cell out of the pocket of my sweats. Taking another bite of the burger, I unlocked it and called up her number.

      Ryan had like ESP or some shit when it came to that girl because he said, “Who are you calling?”

      “Camera girl.”

      He snatched the phone out of my hand so fast it was already on his side of the table by the time I lunged for it.

      “Give me the phone, Ryan,” I rumbled.

      “Like hell I will. You are not putting my girl in the middle of this.”

      “I don’t even know what this is. That’s why I need to call her.”

      Wes nodded. “He has a point.”

      I raised my hand. See? He knows.

      Again, my bro looked like there was something dead living in his ass.

      “You trying to cockblock me?” I challenged.

      “The fact you think I’m cockblocking you because I won’t let you call my girl…”

      I gritted my teeth. “Who is with my girl right now.”

      Ryan crossed his arms over his chest. “Your girl?”

      Hell yes, my girl. She was mine from the minute Ryan and I ran into the theater to stop our former Elite bad apple from attacking Rory. Madison also suffered collateral damage by that douche-canoe. And now she was mine.

      Even if she didn’t know it.

      “Yes,” I intoned, not a hint of give in my voice.

      “When’s the last time you saw her?” Wes asked.

      I tore my eyes from Ryan to answer. “Right after all that shit with Hughes went down.”

      “And every time you try and see her, she avoids you?”

      I shifted in the booth. “She hasn’t called.”

      “But you’ve tried to see her.” Wes pushed.

      “Noo.” I drew out the word a little. I mean, I wasn’t used to doing the chasing. Most girls just came to me.

      Wes leaned over and snatched a fry off my plate. I smacked his hand, but he grinned and ate it anyway. “Maybe she thinks you’re avoiding her.”

      “I gave her my number.”

      “Pretty sure girls like it when the guy calls first.”

      I tilted my head. “You sure you’re gay?”

      Wes laughed. “I have more time to pay attention to women because I’m not busy trying to get in their pants.”

      “Fair point.” Ryan allowed.

      I mean, I guess it was possible she thought that…

      No. No way. Madison was avoiding me. Deep down, my gut was screaming it.

      I glanced at Ryan, feeling a little twinkle in my eye. “Bro, it’s time I up my game.”

      A slow smile spread over his face.

      Mads was definitely avoiding me. But… no one said I had to make it easy for her.
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      Madison

      

      Rehearsal ran late, so by the time I walked into the pizzeria right near campus, Rory was already waiting at the table with our drinks.

      “I’m sorry,” I rushed out, sliding into the chair across from her. “I hope you haven’t been waiting too long.”

      “Not long,” she answered. “Just enough time to order us some drinks and a pizza. I hope you like pepperoni.”

      “Is it even pizza if it doesn’t have pepperoni?” I quipped, hanging my bag on the corner of my chair and settling back into the seat.

      “How was rehearsal?”

      I made a face. “Exhausting.” It wasn’t lost on me that I probably shouldn’t complain about my passion and major in college, but it was the truth. Besides… “I do love theater, but this play is not one of my favorites.”

      Rory’s ginger brows lifted. “Romeo and Juliet is a classic, though.”

      “Yes, a classic that reeks of toxic masculinity. All of them were so guided by male pride and anger. Women were seen as weak and submissive.” I lifted my soda, shuddering a bit. “And Juliet was thirteen when she married Romeo. Gross.”

      Rory wrinkled her nose, propping her chin in her hand. “Is it strange playing a thirteen-year-old in love?”

      “Love.” I scoffed. “They were totally in lust. And yes, it definitely pushes my comfort zone, but I suppose it will just make me a better actress.”

      “Ah, I guess you fall on the side of thinking of Romeo and Juliet as a tragedy and not a love story.”

      “Suicide, murder, and pride are not my idea of romance,” I said, trying to keep my voice light and conversational. In reality, there was a knot in my stomach, the tight yet familiar sensation of panic lying in wait, threatening to rob me of all calm.

      I hope I don’t have nightmares tonight.

      Swallowing down the impending doom stealthily climbing up the back of my throat, I refocused on my friend and smiled. “But I can totally appreciate why some people consider it a love story.”

      Rory nodded. Her shoulder-length red hair was pulled up in a small ponytail high on her head, and it bounced with the movement. “For the record, I’m not one of those people.”

      “Ah, just another reason to like you,” I mused, then deftly steered the conversation away from me by asking about her major and passion: photography.

      By the time the waitress arrived with our giant pizza dripping with melted cheese, I was relaxed again.

      “This looks so good,” I said, stomach grumbling appreciatively.

      Cheese stretched all the way from the pan to the plate when Rory dished up the first slice. Laughing, she scooped up the long strings to pile them on top before handing the plate to me. Setting it in front of me, I grabbed up my napkin to unroll my fork.

      Yes, I use a fork to eat pizza. I’m not a savage.

      “So…” Rory began, sliding an equally cheesy slice onto a plate for herself. “Are you going to tell me why you’re avoiding him?”

      I glanced up as she plucked up a round pepperoni to pop it into her mouth.

      “Actually, I was hoping to avoid that too,” I admitted, not even bothering to pretend I didn’t know who we were suddenly talking about. Evading her gaze, I twirled some of the extra melty cheese around my fork and slipped the bite between my lips.

      Warm, gooey flavor burst over my tongue in the form of tomato sauce, creamy mozzarella, and grease. The crust was thick and hand-tossed, tender as I chewed. Even so, I couldn’t revel in this carb-lover’s dream because he was ruining it.

      Ugh, men ruin everything.

      “Did he do something?” Rory asked.

      Despite my previous and very passionate thought, my very first reaction to that question was to defend him. Exactly a reason to avoid him like the plague.

      I paused in chewing and looked up. Across the table, our eyes met.

      Rory offered a small smile. “I know we haven’t really known each other long, but we’re friends, right?”

      My heart pinched. I was friendly with everyone but not really friends with anyone. I preferred to keep people at arm’s length and my relationships to surface level. It was just easier that way. But I couldn’t deny having a friend—a real one—appealed to me. And Rory was definitely friend material. The thing with Rory was… her boyfriend, Ryan, came with her. And Ryan came with Jamie.

      Jamie a.k.a. the person Rory was asking me about. Jamie was also Westbrook Elite.

      Elite were the very best of our exclusive university, the male swim team everyone coveted and revered. Ryan and Jamie were two of Westbrook’s best swimmers. I’d been exceedingly skeptical about them, considering the last date I went out on was with an Elite… and he would have raped me had Rory not shown up and stopped him.

      Jonas Hughes was just further proof of why men in general couldn’t be trusted. But men with money and influence? They were the worst of them all.

      Problem was it was hard to keep those two men at arm’s length when they literally stopped Hughes from attacking us again. Even harder when they opened up their dorm room for us when we were too scared to go home. Jamie gave me his bed and slept on the floor without so much as one complaint.

      His sheets smelled faintly of chlorine and expensive cologne, a scent I still thought of weeks later. I’d never met him until that night… but it had been enough.

      Enough to scare me silly.

      Aware Rory was still watching me, waiting for an answer, I pushed the memory away to say, “Of course we’re friends.”

      Her shoulders relaxed, and she smiled. Leaning over the table, she said, “So about Jamie…”

      “He’s very charming,” I commented, taking another bite of the pizza.

      Rory laughed. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “You don’t think he is?” I was almost offended she would think otherwise.

      But then I reminded myself, You should think otherwise too.

      “Oh, no, he definitely is.” Setting down her fork (See? I’m not the only one to eat pizza with a fork), she lifted her soda. Wide, stormy gray eyes studied me over the rim of the glass as she sipped. As she lowered it, she said, “He’s a lot like Ryan.”

      “Well, considering you’re dating Ryan, I’m assuming you don’t think that’s a bad thing.”

      “It’s overwhelming. Especially at first. They’re bossy and stubborn.”

      I jabbed my fork in her direction. “Exactly. And it’s those exact qualities I try to avoid in men.” In a much softer voice, I muttered, “Even if they are ripped with muscles and have a giant wingspan.”

      Rory looked amused. “Jamie does have a wide wingspan.”

      I glanced up. I wasn’t jealous. I was just curious. “You’ve noticed?”

      Her face screwed up. “Hard not to when all the Elite act like life is clothing-optional.”

      We both laughed. I mean, them walking around in Speedos definitely didn’t hurt their popularity.

      Rory’s laughter ebbed, leaving behind a more solemn look that made the pizza stick in my throat as if I’d suddenly forgotten how to swallow.

      “You like him, right?” Her voice was gentle, but the words made me feel like I was being stabbed.

      “What?” The notably high tone of my voice totally negated the disbelief I was going for. Scoffing, I tried to play it off. “How could I like him? I barely know him.”

      “Actually, I think you know him quite well,” she said, no challenge in her voice at all. In fact, she talked like it was no big deal, going in to slice off a bite of her pizza with the side of her fork. “That’s the thing about intense situations. You see who people really are. He totally watched out for you the night Jonas attacked us. He let you sleep in his bed alone, and he even spared you his epic morning moodiness.”

      “He was just being nice.” I played it off, trying so hard not to think too much about that morning. It took too long to forget.

      “Jamie is a lot of things, but nice isn’t one of them. He is very loyal, though, and very dedicated to the people important to him.”

      I didn’t say anything. It sort of made my stomach hurt that I wasn’t one of those people. That’s the way you want it.

      “He gave you his number.” She went on.

      “Yeah.” I agreed.

      He’d put it into my phone the morning after I met him. Wingspan was his contact name. “In case you ever need to borrow my wingspan again,” he’d said.

      “You haven’t called him.”

      “Maybe I have,” I countered.

      Her smile was quick and rueful. “Yeah, and that’s why we’re eating pizza instead of meeting them at the diner.”

      “I told you we could have canceled.” I defended, a little hurt.

      Rory reached across the table, her hand covering mine. “I didn’t want to cancel. You’re my friend.”

      “He scares me.” The confession rushed out like hot air from a deflating balloon. I couldn’t meet her eyes, so instead, I stared at our hands.

      Rory’s small fingers squeezed mine before pulling back to her side of the table. “Why?”

      “Because I like him.” I like him so much.

      “Okay.”

      Startled, my eyes flew across the table to hers. “Okay?”

      How could she just be so calm by what I said? I wasn’t. Hell, ever since that night I’d met Jamie, everything inside me felt turned upside down. It was why I had to stay away.

      She gave a delicate shrug and reached for her fork. “Of course. Ryan scared me at first too, so I understand.” She hesitated but then went on. “You obviously have your reasons that you don’t want to get close to anyone, and I won’t push. I just want you to know that you don’t have to return Jamie’s feelings for us to be friends. You can talk to me, and it stays between us.”

      Wait. Did she just say return Jamie’s feelings? That meant he had some and they were directed at me… right? Right?

      Forgetting all about the totally delish pizza, I was about to dive all into that statement when the bell on the door across the room jingled.

      New energy buzzed through the air, and people started to whisper.

      My back was to the entrance, and even though I sorely wanted to turn around, I refused. Not that I had to turn to know who it was.

      Rory’s eyes lit with recognition, and the corners of her lips turned up. But then her attention shifted to me, concern in her expression. “I didn’t invite them.”

      The greetings being called out to them as they moved toward our table basically fell on deaf ears because of the sudden roaring in my veins. My stomach fluttered while my lungs stuttered with anticipation. Breathing unevenly, I slid my fingers between my thighs, squeezing them together while I awaited the sound of his voice.

      The second they reached the table, I held my breath, heart faltering as I fought the urge to turn.

      This is ridiculous, I told myself, but at the very same time, his voice loosened all the knots his presence had tied up inside me.

      “Ooh, pizza,” he mused, hand shooting out to the middle of the table.

      My eyes wandered to his arm, which was well defined with muscle. His skin was smooth, completely hairless, and the size of the hand helping itself to a large slice of pepperoni made me think of the wingspan he offered to let me borrow.

      If I borrowed it, I would never want to give it back.

      Aaand that thought was like a bucket of frigid ice water dumped over my head.

      Get it together, Madison.

      “Bro, you sitting here?” he asked someone nearby.

      I really like the sound of his voice.

      “It’s all yours, Jamie.”

      “Bro, thanks,” he said.

      The scraping of chair legs over the hardwood floor was like nails on a chalkboard as he dragged it right up beside me. Instead of turning it around the right way, he straddled it, the back up against his chest. One of his large forearms balanced on the top as he chowed down on the pizza with his other.

      “Didn’t you just eat?” Rory asked, amusement clear in her tone.

      Ryan pulled a chair up beside hers, though much less savagely because I hadn’t even heard him sit down. His arm was draped across Rory’s shoulders. Her body looked small pulled up against his side.

      “Jamie’s stress eating,” Ryan told the table.

      Jamie took another bite and gave him the finger.

      Ryan merely smirked and said, “Coach rode his ass the entire practice.”

      I totally forgot I was trying not to look at him. Stiffening, I immediately turned. “Why would he do that? What happened?”

      Jamie paused and lowered the slice to angle his head toward me. The little glint in his eyes made my stomach bottom out. “You worried about me, Mads?”

      Why does he have to call me that? I looked away. “Why would I be?”

      “You tell me,” Jamie replied, his voice much lower than it was before, and it brought my head back around. The glint in his stare deepened, almost like he wanted.

      I bolted up, my chair flying back.

      Jamie caught it easily, stopping it from flying into the table behind us. “Whoa now.” He cautioned.

      “Madison?” Rory asked. Clearly, she felt bad about our unexpected visitors.

      I wanted to reassure her I wasn’t upset, but my knees were unsteady and my throat felt tight.

      Pulling in a breath, I used a technique I’d learned in acting class and forced a false calm over me, refusing to acknowledge the way my stomach literally acted like it was on a trampoline.

      Finding my voice, I said, “Sorry, I just remembered I have to do some corrections on a paper that has to be turned in by tomorrow morning.”

      Rory frowned. “But you barely ate.”

      I was aware of Ryan watching me closely, and it made the back of my neck burn. But really, it was nothing compared to the unparalleled focus Jamie had locked on me. It didn’t matter if I avoided looking in his direction, I could not avoid feeling him. Even as my brain screamed to get away, my body practically wept to be closer.

      “I’m not really that hungry,” I said, pulling my crossbody bag off the back of the chair. My long dark hair was down tonight, and I shifted it over to one shoulder, dropping my chin a bit so it gave me a bit of protection from Jamie’s inscrutable presence. When my bangs caught on my eyelashes, I welcomed that too. Any kind of shield, in this moment, I would welcome.

      I reached into my bag to pull out some cash to cover my portion of the bill, but my mind went instantly blank when large, warm fingers closed around my wrist.

      I stared for long seconds at the way he clasped me, partly alarmed that he looked so much bigger, so much more powerful. And the other part? The other part quietly reveled in his strength.

      Fear slammed into me so hard I gasped. Ripping my wrist free, I teetered precariously on the heeled boots I was wearing. Graceful and swift, Jamie stood from the chair, catching me around the waist to keep me from toppling over.

      His arm enclosed my waist just as easily as his hand did my wrist.

      “I need to pay,” I said, voice hollow and honestly dumb.

      He grunted. “I just ate more than you did. I got it.”

      “No, I—”

      “I said I got it.” The edge to his voice snapped me out of the fog slowing my thoughts.

      Eyes wide, I blinked up at him. He had blue eyes. Like a California sky.

      That same fear from moments ago came back tenfold. Wrenching away, I offered a rushed, lame goodbye to Rory and dashed out.

      The second the cold fall air ripped through my hair and bit into my cheeks, I folded like a house of cards. Blowing out a breath, I collapsed against the side of the brick building, pressing a hand against my racing heart.

      “You’re an actress, Madison.” I scolded myself. “You could have faked it.”

      But I couldn’t have. Not just then. Not with Jamie.

      It was why I tried so hard to avoid him. Why I looked at his contact number but never used it.

      I pushed off the wall with a startled huff when the bell banged against the glass. The pizzeria door flung open, and a wide body rushed out.

      “Madison!” Jamie yelled, his voice carrying across the street toward the gravel parking lot.

      His body was so wide, so powerful and honed. And he controlled it effortlessly. All that contained power, and he wielded it like an expert. It was exciting. It was also frightening.

      He could easily use it against you.

      I sucked in a breath, the sound so light, but he heard. He spun gracefully, his bulk rotating seamlessly.

      “Mads.” His voice was soft despite his strength. Like he was a giant capable of being indulgent. Oh, how I wanted to succumb. And that was what made Jamie more dangerous than even his massive size.

      Don’t be like her. The thought gave me strength.

      “Don’t call me that,” I said, lifting my chin in a show of defiance. I would not show any kind of fear. I would not surrender.

      “Why’d you run out like that?” he asked, ignoring my declaration.

      “Why did you follow me?” I countered.

      He pursed his lips. The backward hat on his head made his cheekbones look even sharper. It also made his eyes look bottomless.

      “You’re avoiding me.”

      My stomach lurched as my hand curled into the folds of the skirt I was wearing. “Not everything is about you.”

      “You seemed just fine until I sat down beside you.”

      “I told you I have a paper…”

      He took one long-legged step toward me, and the rest of the sentence died on my tongue.

      His eyes narrowed, turning his impenetrable gaze into glistening half-moons. God, his intensity should have been terrifying… but it was mesmerizing.

      He took another step and then another. My heart beat so hard I felt it knocking against the inside of my ribs. The hand in my skirt squeezed tighter, and the other came up to grip the strap of my crossbody.

      I needed an anchor, something to keep me in place because he was like a powerful magnet, and I was being dragged in, unable to fight against his incredible pull.

      “Jamie,” I whispered, my voice shaky and breathless.

      “Are you afraid of me?” It wasn’t the icy temperature of the words but the underlying anger that kept me from swaying into him completely.

      Somewhere in the distance, a car engine started up. The door to the pizzeria opened and closed again. These were all just background sounds, a world moving on when we were on pause.

      He was so much taller than me, so much broader. The heat from his body stretched closer, carrying with it the scent of chlorine and something much spicier. The V shape of his body was incredibly alluring, but I couldn’t even admire it properly because I was completely ensnared by the enigmatic way the deep-blue pools of his eyes beseeched me.

      He’d asked me a question…

      “Mads.” He beckoned again, his giant palms enclosing my elbows.

      Currents of want zipped through me, up my arms, racing across my shoulder blades and dropping into my lower belly. Wide-eyed, I stared up at him, the fringe of my bangs falling into my eyes, trying to obscure my gaze. It didn’t matter, though. I stared at him still.

      “What?” I echoed, everything under my skin coming alive.

      His fingers tightened around my elbows. “Are you scared of me?”

      Yes. No. I don’t want to be.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, I pulled free. “I told you. Not everything is about you.” Spinning on my heel, I rushed away, putting every ounce of effort I had into not turning back.

      Sudden blinding-white light made me recoil, and I threw up my arms to shield my eyes from the harsh brightness. The rumble of an engine made my head snap up, and I screamed, realizing a car was about a second from plowing me down. I stumbled backward, heel knocking into the curb, and I pitched sideways, bracing myself for the inevitable impact.

      The hit knocked into me from behind, but instead of my body bouncing off, I was wrapped up and snatched off my feet. I screamed, not expecting to get tangled up in the impact, but the squealing of rubber tires against pavement and the fading roar of an engine had me reassessing where I was.

      Blinking, I looked up, realizing I wasn’t on the street anymore but on the sidewalk facing away from the road. I wasn’t lying on the ground, broken and bleeding, but wrapped up whole and safe. I let out a small, relieved whimper, and the body tucked around mine somehow hunched in even closer.

      Relief coursed through me like a gentle rainstorm washing away everything it touched, soothing me with gentle pressure and inviting me to sink into him deeper. I heeded the invitation, turning boneless as I waited for my body to catch up to what my brain already fully understood.

      I was safe.

      Despite the realization, my body trembled and shook. He enveloped me farther, those wide shoulders conforming around my shape like a blanket but reassuring enough to feel like armor.

      “You’re okay,” he murmured against my ear, making goose bumps race over every inch of my skin. “I got you.”

      I sagged into him, and he took all my weight like it was nothing at all.

      “I got you, sweetheart.” The breath ruffling my hair made my heart stutter anew.

      My feet touched the ground, but he was the reason I was upright. I stood on the sidewalk, swallowed up by his body, completely shielded by everything he was. Blinking into focus, I noted the rough exterior of the brick and realized he’d turned so his body was between mine and the street.

      “Car,” I whispered, realizing then I’d almost gotten hit.

      Jamie growled against my ear. It was menacing and mean, but for once, I was not afraid. “Fucker is lucky he missed.”

      My lungs wobbled, the gravity of what just happened finally penetrating my fear-soaked brain. “Someone tried to run me over?”

      “Could’ve been a drunk.”

      “B-but he almost hit me.”

      “Shh.” He soothed me, dragging a large hand down over the length of my hair. I was so plastered against him that for a moment, it felt like we were one. “He didn’t. I got you.”

      A sob broke in my throat, and I wrapped a hand around his forearm, clinging to him as though he might disappear. I didn’t know how much time passed, but it was enough that eventually, clear thoughts trickled back in. And oh, what thoughts they were.

      Just how big is his wingspan?

      “Six feet five inches.” The answer rumbled right against my ear.

      My eyes flew open. I tried to glance around, but he was so tightly wrapped around me it was impossible.

      “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Mm.” He agreed. “And all six feet five is yours.”

      My stomach flipped. My heart started galloping again.

      “I have to go,” I said, wiggling a little to get free.

      He hugged me close a moment longer, and I forgot to fight because his whisper held me still. “Don’t be afraid of me, Mads. I won’t hurt you.”

      I sagged back into him. Suddenly, the urge to cry was so strong my vision blurred with tears. “That’s what they all say,” I whispered, voice damp.

      I thought he might shove away. Or disappear inside.

      Instead, my feet left the sidewalk, and he carried me across the two-lane street, the gravel crunching under his feet when he hit the parking lot. My shoes didn’t touch the ground until we were beside my white Mercedes E-Class.

      He remembers what I drive. It had been weeks since that one time he rode in my Mercedes. But he remembered.

      “You gonna let me drive you home?” He was still wrapped around me from behind, his voice like an echo deep in my ear… reaching into my heart.

      I closed my eyes so I wasn’t tempted to look at the reflection of us pressed so closely together in the window of the car. But I was tempted.

      So. Damn. Tempted.

      “No.” I denied him. Denied us both.

      “Promise.”

      “Promises are nothing but extreme lies.”

      I felt him pause. His chin hit my shoulder, and my lower lip wobbled. “Promise you are calm enough to drive.”

      “Hamlet Hall is like three miles from here.” Geez, he acted like I was driving across the state and not to my dorm.

      “Promise me, Mads.”

      “I can drive.”

      “Call me when you get there.”

      “No.”

      “Text me.”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m driving you.”

      My teeth sank into my lower lip. If he drove me, the inside of my little Mercedes would smell like him for days. I could never withstand it.

      “I’ll text you,” I rushed out.

      Shifting, one of his arms unwound from around me, and for the briefest of moments, it left me feeling bereft.

      But then his pinky appeared in front of us. “Pinky swear.”

      I laughed under my breath. “What?”

      “Promises might be extreme lies, but pinky swears are legally binding.”

      “No, they aren’t,” I argued.

      “Yes, baby. They are.”

      Inside me, my chest collapsed. I had to get out of there.

      In desperation, I hooked my pinky around his wide one, not marveling at all at the size difference between us.

      “If you don’t text, I will show up at your dorm.” Never before had a threat sounded so delicious.

      I started to pull away, but he yanked me back. If I sank into him immediately, it was because he was warm and the autumn air was cold.

      “I don’t like it when you avoid me, Mads.” The whisper clutched my heart.

      “Let me go, Jamie.”

      He let go.

      I slid into my car, completely attuned to the way he stood right there as I locked the doors, put on my seat belt, and started the engine. He didn’t even back up when I put the car into drive.

      Finally, I gave in. I was just not strong enough to keep my eyes off him. Lifting my chin, I stared through the tinted windows, our stares locking like the tint wasn’t even there.

      He studied me as though he could see right through me, like every secret I harbored would soon be his. And even though I felt so transparent and utterly scared, I couldn’t rip my eyes away.

      It wasn’t until he broke the spell, lifting his stare and rapping his knuckles on the roof of the car, that I was finally able to drive away.
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      Jamie

      

      She promised to text, and she kept that promise with two words.

      I’m home.

      That’s all I got. I should have been pissed off. I wanted to be. But those two lame-ass words somehow felt like a hard-won victory. The second they appeared on my screen, the familiar rush of that hell yeah, winning feeling hit me in the chest.

      I took a screenshot. I mean, it could be my new favorite text.

      And now I had her number. After saving it to my contacts, I texted back.

      She ignored me.

      So I sent her a selfie.

      She ignored that too.

      Total burn.

      Lucky for me, I couldn’t feel the pain of said burn because the chemistry between us at the pizzeria had already singed off all my skin. Mads was definitely into me. But she didn’t want to be.

      And I wanted to know why.

      It was practically a hum beneath my skin, a whisper in my veins. It bothered me a whole hell of a lot that Mads seemed afraid of me. I mean, I knew I was a big guy, but scary? Sure, I could be intimidating when I wanted to be, but never with her.

      Madison was a whole box of secrets just waiting to be found out. And the idea that anyone else would do it made me hella ragey.

      Rory was already in our usual booth when part of the team stepped into Shirley’s. She was sort of like the Elite mascot now—always around, and no one questioned that she belonged with us. Perks of being Ryan’s girl, ya know.

      Her red head perked up the second she saw us, and Ryan smiled, breaking free from the group to make a beeline for her. Before he could make it far, I held out my arm, clotheslining him.

      His sneakers screeched lightly against the floor, full offense written on his face as he glanced down to where I held him back.

      “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do,” I told him, patting him once on the chest before hot-footing it to the booth ahead of him.

      Rory was full-on amused when I slid into the booth beside her, casually draping my arm across her shoulders. “Camera girl, we need to talk.”

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Ryan glowered from beside the table.

      “Bro. I need to borrow your girl for a few.”

      His arms crossed over his broad chest. “No.”

      Rory giggled.

      I poked her in the side, and she squirmed, giggling louder.

      “I will rip off your arm and beat you with it,” Ryan warned, making Rory gasp.

      Completely unbothered, I said, “Come on, Ryan. What’s the point of your best bro having a girl if I can’t use her sometimes?”

      A low rumble drifted over the table as his hand closed around the shirt stretched over my chest. He yanked, pulling me away from his girl, but not hard enough that my ass left the seat. “I don’t share,” he intoned, voice low.

      I widened my eyes. “Ew, bro. No.” I smacked at his hand to dislodge where he was totally wrinkling my hoodie. Now I was gonna be walking around looking half-washed. “I just meant I want to talk to her. You know better than that.”

      Ryan let go with a grunt. I noticed that pretty much everyone in the diner had stopped what they were doing to stare.

      “We’re all good here. Everyone back to chewing,” I announced.

      Planting both hands on the table, Ry leaned across it, pushing his face into camera girl’s. “Give me some sugar.”

      She giggled softly, and I groaned.

      “Please,” I whispered loudly. “We’re in public.”

      They ignored me and kissed. Rude as hell.

      “Keep rubbing it in that you’re getting some and I’m not,” I muttered.

      Ryan pulled back and smirked. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

      I rolled my eyes. “She isn’t my type.” And even if she was, I’d never. Bros before hos and all that.

      Rory made a sound.

      I glanced at her. “No offense, bro. You’re so small I’d break you.”

      “Ryan is as big as you are,” she deadpanned.

      “Not quite,” I quipped, flexing my upper body.

      “Madison isn’t much bigger than I am.”

      I didn’t even blink at the fact that she was bringing Mads into this. Mads was mine. We all knew it.

      Except for Mads.

      “Madison has at least a few inches on you, shrimp.”

      “Watch your mouth,” Ryan said, slipping into the booth across from us. Guess he finally realized I wasn’t getting up.

      I rolled my eyes. “Please, you call her that too.”

      “She’s mine.”

      Rory ignored us, turning sideways in the booth to look at me. I wasn’t lying when I said she wasn’t my type, but she was pretty. I could see how she brought down my bro.

      Amusement shone in her wide gray eyes. “Madison always wears heels.”

      I blinked. “So?”

      “So she’s shorter than you think.”

      I frowned. That couldn’t be right. I mean, our time around each other had def been limited, but I mean, she slept in my bed. She wasn’t wearing heels then.

      She’d been lying down, though.

      Fuck. Just how small was this girl? She couldn’t possibly be as short as camera girl. I thought back to the way she felt tucked against my chest. How I had to lean down to put my chin on her shoulder. She’d been wearing heels then? Fuck.

      Ryan laughed under his breath, making me look up. “Welcome to the club, bro. You won’t ever get a moment’s peace.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rory demanded, offended.

      Ryan moved out of the booth, kicking at my foot as he unfolded. Sighing, I stood, moving away so he could glide across the bench. Without hesitation, he lifted her, depositing her in his lap, belting his arms around her waist.

      “Now, baby, don’t go getting all feisty on me. You know I’m overprotective of you.”

      “What’s that have to do with Jamie?”

      “Now he’s got a shrimp of his own to worry about.”

      I grunted, taking the seat Ryan had been in before.

      “So she told you why she’s avoiding you?” Rory asked me.

      I perked up. “Nope, but obviously you know.” I knocked on the table in front of her. “Which is why I need to talk to you.”

      Ryan made a sound. “I told you. No putting Carrot in the middle.”

      Did I mention he calls his girl Carrot ‘cause she has orange hair? She swears it’s auburn, but my bro says it’s orange. I mean, he ain’t wrong.

      I leaned over the table. “So what’d she say about me?”

      “That you smell.”

      My mouth fell open.

      Ryan laughed.

      “I do not,” I said, horrified. I made a point to take a whiff of myself, then glanced back. “See? Fresh as a daisy,” I told her.

      Besides, I didn’t pay too much money for cologne imported from Thailand for nothing. Most scents mixed with the chlorine I lived in and never quite washed away, making it turn into some weird funk. But not this one. This one had notes of sandalwood, grapefruit, gourmand, and some other stuff that chlorine seemed to enhance instead of ruin. The point? I smelled damn good.

      “I’m not telling you what she said.”

      “C’mon, camera girl,” I begged. “Help a bro out.”

      She shook her head once, definitive. “What me and Madison talk about stays between us. She’s my friend.”

      “But you have talked about me.” I needled.

      She pursed her lips and said nothing.

      I sighed. “Loyalty. I can respect that.”

      After a moment, Rory sighed. “I don’t think you should give up, though.”

      Behind her, Ryan grinned big.

      A smile of equal measure filled out the lower part of my face. “Bro, did you just help a bro out?” I asked her.

      “I just gave my opinion. I think you two would be good together.”

      My heart skipped, and anticipation buzzed in my stomach. My stomach that was empty by the way. I glanced around for Shirley, catching the server’s eye.

      “Where is she right now?” I asked Rory.

      Leaning away from Ryan’s chest, she lifted her cell to glance at the time. “Probably rehearsal.”

      “She rehearses a lot, huh?”

      “Just as much as Elite,” she replied. “She seemed kinda tired last night.”

      Shirley stepped up to the table. “Sorry for the wait, guys. We’re short-staffed tonight. But when I saw you come in, I put in your usual orders. Is that okay?”

      “Perfect, thanks,” Ryan answered.

      “Drinks?” she asked.

      “Actually, can you pack mine to go? And I want to add something else,” I said.

      Shirley, who was the waitress Wes was allowed to call Veronica, nodded. The two buns her hair was in bounced a little. A few hairs had escaped at the back of her neck and around her ears. “Sure, what do you want to add?”

      I glanced at Rory. “Burger?”

      She shook her head. “Caesar salad.”

      I pointed at Rory but looked at Shirley. “That,” I told her. “With chicken.” Quickly, I glanced back at my bro. “Coffee?”

      “Latte.”

      “One of them too. Actually, make it two. And put some of those sugar packets in the bag.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No. I’ll be right up to pay.”

      “Sure thing, Jamie.” Shirley hesitated before turning to leave.

      “You need something?” Ryan asked.

      “Where’s Wes?” she asked, her voice a little shy.

      Ahh, shit. She totally had the hots for our bro. He should tell her he didn’t swing that way and put her out of her misery. But that was against bro code. His sexuality, his business.

      “He had some classwork to catch up on, so he went home after practice,” Ryan explained.

      “Cool,” she quipped, then went off to put in the rest of my order.

      It didn’t take long for my order to hit the counter in a large brown bag with handles. Beside it was a drink holder with two lattes in white paper cups with black lids. At the same time, Ryan’s burger and extra fries slid across the table, accompanied by Rory’s chicken sandwich.

      “I’ll see you two lovebirds later,” I said, sliding out of the booth while helping myself to some of Ryan’s fries.

      “Asshole,” he muttered.

      “Love you too, bro,” I said, eating another. Then to Rory, I said, “Thanks for the tip.”

      She gave me a wave, and Ryan told her to eat.

      She told him not to boss her, but, bro, I understood his bossiness. I mean, hell, here I was tossing cash down on the counter and taking food over to Mads to make sure she ate too.

      Ryan and I used to be free-range chicken… just roaming around, answering to nobody but ourselves. And now just look at us.

      Two tiny women trying to run us around.

      And what were we doing? Feeding them so they had the energy to do it. This was some messed-up shit.

      But damn, if my stomach didn’t flutter as I pointed my Wrangler in the direction of the theater building, knowing I was going to see her again.

      The building looked like an old, dramatic castle, so perfect for theater. It actually seemed a little creepy against the backdrop of the night sky with cold fall air swirling around. The building itself was made of light-colored limestone and pitched roofing. What gave it more of a castle-like feel were the several tall, Gothic-style round towers.

      Spread out around the massive building was a green lawn with mature trees. I drove right past the front of the building, bypassing the sidewalk and wide limestone stairs that led up to the massive dark-wood door.

      Following the road, I drove around toward the back where I knew the auditorium was located. A wall of thick glass doors allowed light from the inside to spill out over the sidewalk, proving the theory that the cast was inside rehearsing.

      I’d never been to one of Westbrooks’s theater productions. I was too busy swimming, and when I wasn’t in the pool, I was thinking about it. Or trying to keep up with my business management courses. Honestly, I wasn’t much of a book guy. Or a school guy. But I couldn’t just swim at Westbrook. I had to take classes too. And since my dad had his nose in a bunch of businesses, I figured learning to manage some would be good. A career in swimming was hard to come by, hard to keep, and something that didn’t last forever.

      Just because I had my pick of which of his businesses I could walk into and take over didn’t mean I had to be an asshole about it. The least I could do was earn the right to be there with education and not just my last name.

      To be honest, though, bro… I can call you bro, right? Putting on a monkey suit and bossing people around all day seemed kinda tiring. Still, I wasn’t going to half-ass it.

      I didn’t half-ass anything.

      Which was exactly why I was pulling open the wide glass doors leading into the lobby of the impressive auditorium.

      It was a big place with the capability of holding an impressive-sized audience. Just because I never came around to watch the productions here didn’t mean other people didn’t. Hell, some of the most famous celebs in Hollywood came out of Westbrook. Most recently, the actor who was dominating the box office with his action roles.

      There’d also been that one actress years ago that people still talked about. The next Marilyn Monroe, they called her. She polarized Hollywood the minute she stepped in front of a camera, but her success was cut short when she died tragically. In true American fashion, though, her death only made her more famous.

      Last I heard, they were gonna make a movie about her life and use this campus for some of the shots.

      My stomach growled aggressively, reminding me it had been empty too long, and vanished my drifting thoughts. Balancing the bag of takeout and the cup holder in one hand, I tugged open a heavy door leading into the auditorium.

      It was dark where I entered. The seating above me created an overhang, shadowing the space where the doors led inside. Long rows of seats stretched out in front of me, all upholstered in the school color of ivy green.

      All the wood was polished walnut, and the three stories stretched up to a coffered ceiling that glowed with warm lighting.

      Sweeping past the grandiose of it all, I looked directly to the massive stage that sat front and center. Light-colored fabric draped above it, framing out the wide space to make it feel a bit more intimate.

      I expected to find an entire cast milling about, noise, and a space humming with energy. I wouldn’t have been surprised by brighter lights and music.

      There was none of that.

      Instead, there was a heavy moroseness dallying in the air with a certain hint of frustration. I probably wouldn’t have cared much if my girl wasn’t standing in the middle of it all. If I couldn’t practically see the invisible currents snaking around the room attach themselves to her ankles to slowly climb up her leg…

      She was wearing one of those cute little skirts again.

      Did the girl even own pants?

      All that leg…

      Focus, Jamie.

      “My bounty is as boundless as the sea, my love as deep. The more I give to thee—” Her voice was strong enough to carry into the back of the auditorium where I remained rooted in the shadows yet soft enough to impart emotion—

      “Stop!” a man bellowed, the sharp demand followed quickly by the loud slap of a rolled-up set of papers smacking into the back of the seat in front of him.

      Tearing my eyes from Madison, I glanced at one of the front rows to whom I assumed was the director.

      “You can do better than that, Madison!” he insisted, rising to his feet. The rolled-up script in his hand waved in her direction. “You’re desperately in love. It’s your first taste of the true emotion, and it has taken over your body and soul. Convince me. Make me believe!”

      I glanced toward Mads, whose shoulders dipped just a fraction beneath her gray sweater.

      What the fuck did he just say to her? Oh, hell noes.

      That man must have been on some damn good drugs to think he could just insult her like that. I started forward, about to let him know my fist was about to give him a one-way trip into rehab, but then my feet stalled when Mads spoke up.

      “I mean, come on!” she snapped. “She’s a thirteen-year-old girl. Practically a child. She doesn’t even know about love as boundless as the sea. And even if she did, Romeo?” She scoffed.

      “Hey,” a man I’d barely even realized was there admonished, taking a step toward her. He had light-brown hair styled up like he spent too much time looking in the mirror (or you know didn’t wear a rubber swim cap most of the day) and was wearing jeans and a polo.

      I didn’t like him.

      Mads slid him a look. “No offense. You play a great Romeo,” she offered, turning back to the director. “He forgets all about his broken heart the minute he lays eyes on Juliet. Not only that, but he’s blinded by rage and kills her cousin.”

      I mean, when she put it that way… My girl had a point.

      “You are taking this too personally,” the director told her, leaving his row of seating. “You may not believe Juliet is in love, but she believes it, and that is all that matters.”

      As he ascended the stairs toward the actors, he went on. “It is not your job to judge their love, only to portray it so the audience can feel it.”

      “Well, it’s hard to portray something I don’t feel,” she muttered. “I understand this play is basically iconic, but couldn’t we have done something a little less… toxic?”

      The director made a strained sound. “People love classics. They love star-crossed lovers. Tragic endings of true love ripped apart—”

      “True love doesn’t end in murder-suicide.” Her voice was tight and underlaid with something that sent warning bells ringing in my head.

      Shoving away from the door, I started down the long aisle.

      “You’re tired.” The director spoke, almost like he was humoring her. I didn’t much care for it. “We will regroup later. Try again.”

      “Maybe we should spend some time together.” The guy playing Romeo spoke up.

      My gaze whipped to his, narrowing.

      “You know, maybe work on our chemistry a bit? Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to pretend you loved me if you liked me a little.”

      No.

      “Wonderful idea, Foster! Your dedication to the theater is noted.” The director nodded enthusiastically. The older man turned to Madison. “You are quite talented. It’s why you were chosen for the lead role. You have to get out of your own way. Get some rest, and we’ll regroup day after tomorrow.”

      The director passed by me on his way out. The second he saw me, his eyebrows shot up, and I arched one of mine.

      His gaze fell onto my Elite hoodie, and recognition sparked in his eyes. “I didn’t realize Elite was into theater.”

      “I’m not,” I deadpanned, keeping my voice low. “I’m into her.” I tossed my chin in the direction of the stage. “So you might want to watch how you talk to her.”

      Anger sparked in the man’s eyes, and he drew himself up to his full height. I was still taller. “I beg your pardon. I said nothing of concern. This is regarding our production.”

      I leaned in, pushing my face toward the man, which caused his words to sputter out.

      I spoke evenly. Quietly. “Telling my girl to go off and spend time with another man is my concern.”

      The man turned bug-eyed. I enjoyed it. “You’re dating Miss Hartley?”

      “Mm.” I agreed. He didn’t need to know I was still working on it.

      “Well, congratulations. I’ll look forward to seeing you in the audience on opening night.”

      Inwardly, I grimaced, but outwardly, I stood tall, keeping my face impassive. “I’m sure you will see me around before then.”

      He swallowed like I was threatening him. Dude needed to grow a pair.

      “Jamie?”

      Dismissing the sackless director, I looked up to the stage. Madison was standing there gaping at me.

      I smiled. “Hey, Mads.”

      “W-what are you doing here?”

      The director took his chance to bolt, and I didn’t give him a backward glance.

      Heading up to the stage, I held up the drink carrier. “Thought you might need some coffee.”

      “That’s for me?”

      “No one else,” I quipped, hoping lame-o Romeo took the hint and got lost.

      A look of relief passed behind her eyes, and I closed the rest of the distance between us, holding out the drinks.

      “Which one?” she asked, nibbling on her lower lip.

      God, the way she tempted me.

      “Whichever one you want, sweetheart.”

      She sucked in her breath at the endearment but kept her eyes averted. She plucked the one closest to her out of the carrier, using her other hand to steady it so it didn’t fall out of my grip.

      “There’s sugar in the bag,” I told her softly.

      With her hands wrapped around the cup, her russet-colored stare drifted to the bag. “Just one.”

      “Go on, then,” I encouraged, holding the bag out so she could reach in.

      She asked, “What else is in there?”

      “Your dinner.”

      Surprise lifted her stare, finally giving me the full weight of it settling wholly on me. Fucking incredible. “You got me dinner?”

      The guy taking up space behind us made a sound. “Shouldn’t you be in the pool?” Clearly, he didn’t get the hint before.

      “Shouldn’t you be leaving?” I deadpanned.

      “Jamie!” Madison admonished.

      It made me feel like I was sucking on a lemon.

      Lame-o Romeo turned gleeful. Asshole. Taking a small step toward Mads, his chest puffed up when she rotated toward him.

      “So about what I said. How about it?”

      “Uhh…” Madison hedged, obviously trying to remember the dude asked her the hell out.

      I wanted to laugh, but someone asking out my girl was not funny.

      “We could go get dinner. Hang out. You know, get to know each other.”

      Madison took a very small, barely perceptible step toward me. It was so small it was almost like a shift of her body weight, but oh, I saw.

      “Not like a date.” The guy hurried to say as if he read that subtle reaction as well. “Just, you know, to help with the play. We could talk about the characters.”

      “For the play,” Mads echoed.

      Oh, for shit’s sake. Did she actually believe this?

      “No,” I intoned, stepping up so my front was against her back.

      She jolted a little, likely about to flee, but I reached over, the pads of my fingers pressing into her hip. She settled immediately.

      “I wasn’t asking you,” he said, lips pinched.

      “Well, I’m answering. Madison is mine, and she doesn’t need to have dinner to talk about the play. If you want to talk to her about it, you can do it at rehearsal.”

      Madison stiffened, her head rotating so fast she nearly clobbered me with the messy knot at her crown. I saw the sharp denial form on her tongue and was nearly stabbed by the daggers in her stare.

      “You two are dating?”

      The incredulity in his tone made me look away. “Is that so surprising?”

      “You never mentioned a boyfriend,” he said, this time directing his words to Madison. There was an underlying note of hurt in his voice.

      Aww, he had a crush. Too damn bad.

      “I wasn’t aware she owed you the details about her life,” I said, unforgiving.

      Madison stiffened again and opened her mouth. I applied a little extra pressure at her hip with my fingertips.

      “It’s new,” she told her costar.

      “Well, considering how you feel about this play, I’m surprised you would date someone who tells you who you can and can’t be friends with.”

      She made a sound deep in her throat.

      The guy grabbed up a jacket nearby as well as his script. “The offer to hang out is still open. I think it would help with the play,” he told Madison, refusing to look at me.

      Guy had balls. I’d give him that.

      “I have coffee every morning at the coffee shop across from campus. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

      My eyes narrowed.

      “Okay. See you later, Foster.”

      Lame-o Romeo was a better name than Foster. The only good Romeo I knew was Romeo Anderson who was the best quarterback the NFL had ever seen. I didn’t even live in Maryland, and I was a fan of the guy.

      I said nothing until he was gone and the door at the back of the auditorium latched loudly, the sound echoing up to the high ceiling.

      Madison turned, her stare deepening to a shade of rich mahogany. The hand not holding the coffee fisted on her curvy little hip, and frankly, she turned me the hell on.

      But then she had to go and yell at me.

      “What in the hell is wrong with you?”
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      Madison

      

      “Take off your shoes.”

      The answer brought me up short. Was he out of his ever-loving mind? First, he shows up here unannounced looking like… well, like he does. And then he hands me a coffee and tells me he brought dinner.

      My mind was spinning.

      But that’s not all. Then… Then he tells Foster we’re dating and has the nerve to try and boss me in front of him.

      What’s worse? I just stood there.

      Now here I was asking him what in the hell was wrong with him, and he says, Take off your shoes.

      Um, hello. Was this the twilight zone?

      Unable to process, I blinked. Then blinked again. “Excuse me?”

      He made a rough sound that made my stomach flip. “If you want me to tell you what’s wrong with me, I’m going to need to see you without those damn heels ‘cause I’m probably going to have to add shit to the list.”

      I took a sip of the coffee he brought. It was a latte, just how I liked it, but I wrinkled my nose. I needed to add the sugar.

      Jamie set everything in his hands on the stage and took the coffee from me. Without a word, he popped the lid, releasing a little puff of steam. “Come on, then. Add the sugar.”

      I glanced at the packet in my fingers and ripped it open, dumping the sweet granules into the hot liquid.

      “There’s a stir stick in the bag,” he said, so I rummaged around and then stirred the brew.

      When I was done, he popped the lid back on, and I reached for the cup, but he drew it back into his body. “Give me some sugar too.”

      “No!”

      He sighed forlornly, and I reached for the drink again. This time, he held it up out of reach.

      “Hey!”

      “Take your heels off.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      I glanced up at the coffee. “It’s going to be cold.”

      “Better hurry, then.”

      This was so stupid. “I ought to throw this shoe at you,” I told him as I reached down to pull off the heeled boot.

      “But then I’d spill your coffee.”

      “I’ll drink yours.”

      “I’d give it to you.”

      I was not expecting that reply. I thought we were bantering. But now I realized all he was doing was breaking me down.

      Don’t let him.

      My shoes made a soft thudding sound when I tossed aside the second boot and stepped back. I really couldn’t fathom why he wanted to see me without my boots.

      He groaned. “Dammit. You’re a shrimp too.”

      The audacity! I started to tell him exactly what he could do with himself, but he thrust the coffee into my hand.

      “Eek,” I squeaked when his large hands slid under my arms and lifted.

      My shoeless feet left the stage easily as he held me up and out, lips pursed. “You’re too small.”

      I kicked him.

      “Ow!” he wailed, twisting his hips away. “Damn, woman, don’t you want kids?”

      “I feel bad for the woman who has your kids!”

      “Now, baby, that’s just mean.”

      I glowered. “So is shaming someone for their size.”

      He froze, eyes widening. The genuine shock in those baby blues was hard to turn away from. But I did it.

      “Put me down!” I demanded.

      “Now see here…” He began, eyes narrowing into slits. “I was not shaming you for your shrimp status. It just makes me nervous.”

      Genuine surprise rippled through me. “I make you nervous?”

      The full weight of his stare was heavy but not uncomfortable as he cocked his head to the side and asked, “That so hard to believe?”

      I nodded. Of course it was nearly impossible to believe. This was Jamie. He was so entirely confident.

      His weight shifted, and I realized then that he was still holding me out over the ground. I noted the slight quiver in his well-defined arms clearly belying the effort it took to hold me up. He ignored it. He ignored everything except for me.

      Butterflies danced beneath my ribcage, their wings fluttering wildly. I like being his sole focus.

      “Why?” He wanted to know.

      I hesitated, not wanting to say my real thoughts out loud. He had a clear advantage here. I was vulnerable to him, not only in size but emotionally.

      When I said nothing, he leaned in, stare utterly polarizing and making my shoeless toes curl. “You have a lot more power over me than you think, Mads.” The whispered words made the breath in my lungs whoosh out and goose bumps race over my arms.

      “Put me down,” I said, no longer able to demand.

      He put me down, and I moved back on unsteady legs. “Why are you here?”

      “I wanted to see you.”

      “Why on earth would you tell Foster we’re together?” I asked, grappling for that indignation I felt earlier.

      He sniffed. “I told your director too.”

      I gasped.

      “By the way, he’s a tool.”

      I snorted a laugh, then slapped my hand over my mouth.

      He grinned. “See? You agree.”

      Lowering my hand, I scowled. “It doesn’t matter. He’s still the director. And you have no right barging in here, telling people I’m yours and trying to boss me around.”

      “You didn’t want to hang out with him.”

      That brought me up short. A heartbeat passed. “What?”

      “I wasn’t bossing you. I had your back. You don’t want to hang out with that guy, and I gave you an out.”

      How did he know I didn’t want to hang out with Foster? Had I been that obvious? I lifted my chin. “Maybe I do want to go out with him.”

      Jamie’s blue eyes narrowed. “If you want to go out with someone, you can go out with me.”

      My heart trembled. “Maybe I don’t want to go out with you.”

      His laugh was a low rumble, and the bottom fell out of my stomach. He took a step toward me, and I took one back. We repeated the action until my back came up against the grand piano at stage left and I literally had nowhere else to go.

      His stare gleamed like a predator with trapped prey. I hated it. No, you don’t.

      “I’m coming in, Mads. Run now if you don’t want that.” Oh, the low rumble of his voice was delicious.

      Chills broke out over my body, setting me on edge. I knew I should run, that I should scurry off to the side.

      I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to.

      He reached me quickly, his large body crowding mine. The heat he exuded made me want to melt against him, but I remained plastered against the piano. Gently, he took the coffee still clutched in my hand, leaning around to set it on top of the piano.

      My teeth anchored into my lower lip as I watched his shoulder muscles ripple beneath his clothes.

      Clearing his throat, he caged me in both arms, palms resting on the piano at my back. Widening his stance, he lowered so he was closer to my level. With his chin angled down, the azure of his eyes cut through his dark lashes, piercing me like flame-tipped arrows.

      “You want me,” he murmured, his voice like a massage over every nerve in my entire body. “The air vibrates with it. I can practically taste it.”

      I swallowed, the sound of me forcing it down loud in my ears.

      “Why are you fighting it, Mads? Hm?”

      My heart was beating so fast, so hard it was painful. I wanted to shove him away and run. I wanted to grab his shirt and pull him closer.

      The war inside me was bitter and confusing, the fear I knew incredibly real. My heart trembled with desperation to give in to him, and my body wanted to crawl inside his.

      But my mind?

      My mind was resistant because it knew I’d never withstand this kind of break.

      A crooning sound floated between us, making my heart ache even as comfort wrapped around it. Shifting, he curled his fingers beneath my chin, ever so gently pulling my face around.

      “Eyes on me.”

      I refused. I wouldn’t give in.

      “Baby, eyes on me.”

      The give was so shattering that a whimper escaped my lips.

      I knew he saw the way my eyes glimmered with unshed tears. I wondered if they hid the massive battle going on between my heart and mind.

      “It’s okay, Maddie baby.” He soothed, the pad of his thumb caressing my chin. “If you aren’t ready for me, I’ll wait. I’ll wait as long as you need.”

      I felt my eyes round but then immediately regretted the reaction because the movement allowed some of those unshed tears to spill.

      He shifted, widening his stance farther and cradling my body with his without bringing us flush. How I longed to sway into him. How I longed to bury my face in the column of his neck.

      He made me feel so lonely. Lonelier than I’d ever thought I could be.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispered, swiping away the tears.

      I sniffled, blinking the rest back, hating how vulnerable I was to this man but unable to ignore the whisper of my heart. He’s not taking advantage of it.

      “Good girl,” he soothed the second the tears stopped falling.

      My heart soared a bit, but then he started to pull away. Unbridled panic crashed over me, and I moved fast, grabbing his wrist and squeezing tight. He came back, eyes still soft and patient.

      The second I felt his presence blanket me again, the fingers holding him hostage loosened.

      “Can you do something for me?” he whispered, gently brushing the bangs away from my eyes.

      Wariness overtook everything. He sees your vulnerability, and now he wants to use it.

      “What?” I whispered, my voice hoarse and totally depicting the rawness of my emotions.

      “I know you aren’t mine… but no one else needs to know it.”

      I frowned. What?

      “If people think we’re together, there’s a layer of protection there for you. It will, ah, make me worry less.”

      “Why would you worry about me?” I whispered.

      He caught my face in his palms, practically swallowing me whole. “Because even when you aren’t mine, you’re mine. I have no idea how it happened, but you own me, Madison Hartley, and nothing is going to change it. And if I can’t smother you in my wingspan”—he paused to flash me a smile that literally made my knees weak—“then at least let me protect you with my name.”

      “I don’t need protecting,” I insisted, trying to speak normally over the pounding of my heart.

      His lips brushed the tip of my nose, and I literally forgot to breathe. “I wish I could agree with you, baby, but I just can’t.”

      After another stolen moment of intimacy, he shifted, pulling his hands away.

      Reaching up, he pinched the fullness of his lower lip between his thumb and forefinger. The want swirling around inside me was reflected in the deep blue pools of his stare.

      Releasing his lip, he said, “Can you do that for me?”

      The fluttering in my stomach was so wild I could scarcely think of anything else. The body was powerful, so much so that it had the ability to sway even the strongest of minds.

      “One condition.” I heard the words coming out of my mouth but was incapable of stopping them.

      It was almost like he felt it in the air. He knew the turmoil my body was succumbing to because his eyelids dropped. “What?”

      “Kiss me. Just once.”

      Nostrils flaring, a new light burst like a firework in the deepest part of his eyes. His movements were quick and sure but so graceful it was like being swept up in the tide at sea, the wave folding around me intimately.

      And then he lowered his head.
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      Jamie

      

      Size did not matter because if it truly did, there was no way someone the size of a mouse could overtake me with one brush of her lips.

      The constant itch not even sex could erase evaporated as if it hadn’t even been there.

      I understood wholeheartedly in that first second of our very first kiss that nothing would ever satisfy me again unless it was her. Her and only her.

      An instinct deep inside me knew the second we met, and now the rest of me knew it as well.

      I filled my hands with the entire width of her back, pulling her flush against my chest. The urge to crush her to me was so insistent my fingers flexed, but I denied the insurmountable urge because I didn’t want to scare her.

      Rationally, I understood the significance of her even asking for this, but it was so damn hard to be rational when her full mouth moved beneath mine. I hadn’t planned for a full-on invasion, but the second we fused, there was nothing else it could be.

      Her lips were soft pillows that set my head to buzzing as I kissed over them again and again. And again. Each time, I settled a little deeper against her. A low moan blossomed between us that I pushed into her mouth with a flick of my tongue. That noise was hers. She earned it, and knowing it lived inside of her now was something I didn’t realize I needed until I felt her swallow it down. I hoped it echoed inside her, reminding her constantly of just how much I wanted.

      Her slim fingers glided up the side of my neck, curling around the back of my head to delve into the strands of hair that probably needed a trim. The second the pads of her fingers massaged into my scalp, I groaned again, scooping her up and holding her flush against me.

      Thrusting my tongue into her warm, welcoming mouth, we swirled together endlessly as everything in this life ceased to exist but her.

      Tongues still twisted, her legs lifted, anchoring around my waist, and I growled possessively, dragging my hands up her exposed thighs to palm her round ass. I was painfully hard, practically twitching in my sweats, so I lifted her a little higher, shuddering under the thought that because she was wearing a skirt, the only thing separating her core from my stomach was the thin veil of her panties.

      She made a little sound, and my tongue retreated so I could tug her lower lip into my mouth and suck it gently. Her long, drawn-out sigh fanned over my skin, and I released her lower lip to repeat the action with the upper. By the time I was done, she was boneless against me, her thighs trembling and the fingers in my hair slack.

      Instead of breaking the kiss instantly, I rubbed my lips over hers, humming softly so she could feel the vibration. I pulled back grudgingly. Each time I retreated, I gave in and went back for just one more taste. When at last I fully disengaged, I licked over the seam of her well-loved mouth as if I could seal in any lingering trace I left behind.

      The second I lifted my head, hers hit my shoulder.

      I held her easily, feeling her heavy breaths push her chest against mine, loving the silkiness of her hair against my neck and jaw.

      Even though our lips had parted, I still felt fuzzy-headed and muddled, like we were still making out and she was still my only thought. I didn’t know this feeling existed, that everything beneath my skin could turn so unstable.

      I’d meant what I said before… but now I lived and died by those words.

      She was mine.

      Even if she wasn’t anyone’s at all? Mine.

      I growled with the thought, wrapping my arms possessively around her. She’d offered me a sample. But now?

      Now this girl would be my only meal.

      Speaking of food… my stomach chose this moment to growl angrily.

      Her giggle muffled against my shirt. My heart tumbled over, and I smiled over her shoulder.

      The bigger they are, the harder they fall.

      Yeah, in love, size doesn’t matter. In love, even the widest of wingspans could be tamed by the smallest of hands.

      Her head lifted, and the dark fringe of bangs that always framed her heart-shaped face was mussed and her cheeks were pink. “Did you really bring me dinner?”

      “You hungry too?”

      She nodded once.

      It was damn hard to pull her off my body. Damn hard to step away. But I meant what I said. If she wasn’t ready for me, I’d wait, and when she was ready… all she would have to do was ask.

      Still, I wondered.

      I wondered as I tugged the Elite zip-up hoodie off my body, wondered when I spread it out over the floor like a blanket.

      Why aren’t you ready for me?

      “What are you doing?” she asked, watching me from beside the piano.

      “You think you can just kiss me like that without buying me dinner?”

      “You bought dinner,” she pointed out.

      “Woman, get your ass over here and eat.”

      I noted the stiffening of her body out of the corner of my eye. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      I lowered myself onto the hoodie and reached into the bag to pull out my burger and fries. Shrugging, I pointed to the bag. “Got you a salad. You can take it with you.”

      “A salad,” she echoed. Then in her most dramatic voice, she said, “Is it because you think I’m fat?”

      I snorted. “Yeah, right.” But then I paused in chewing. “Rory told me that’s what you like.”

      “Rory told you about me?” Wariness crept into the edges of her tone.

      I made a rude sound. “Yeah, I’d have an easier time getting information out of the Mafia. The only thing she told me was what salad you like.”

      “I do like it,” she admitted.

      “Well, I added chicken,” I told her, taking another huge bite of my burger. “‘Cause you ain’t fat.”

      She picked up her coffee and wandered over, dropping down cross-legged opposite me. After tucking the skirt between her legs, she said, “I like chicken.”

      Bro. I could barely swallow down the bite I’d been chewing. Just having her come over here willingly and sit felt like a hard-fucking-won victory. Frankly, I was still shocked she’d let me kiss her.

      But I played it cool. “Tell me what else you like.”

      “Why?” she asked suspiciously.

      I paused. “‘Cause I want to know.”

      She was quiet, clearly debating, but again, I took it as a win that she was still sitting here. Her little sound of delight when she pulled the salad container out of the bag was fucking cute as hell, and I forgot about the food I was eating to watch her pull off the clear plastic lid and set it aside.

      Plucking up a big crouton, she popped it into her mouth and wiggled happily.

      Amused as shit, I smiled. “There’s silverware in the bag.”

      “Maybe I like to eat with my hands.”

      The sass was strong with this one. But it was strong with me too. “This coming from the woman who eats pizza with a fork.”

      She glanced up, our eyes colliding for the first time since we kissed. A charged moment of silence resonated between us as well as a crackle of want. “How do you know how I eat my pizza?”

      “I saw you holding a fork at dinner the other night.” I reminded her.

      “You noticed that?”

      “I notice everything about you,” I said quietly, shoving the rest of the burger into my mouth. I should have gotten two.

      Saying nothing, she dug into her salad, and I plowed through my fries. I was content to just sit in quiet for a while because seeing her eat was oddly satisfying.

      But after a while, it wasn’t enough.

      “This place is pretty big,” I said, gazing out over the massive auditorium.

      The third balcony of seats was completely dark and kinda looked like a black hole. The middle level was also dark but not quite as opaque as the top.

      It made me realize most of the light in here came from the stage, creating a warm bubble around us. “I know Elite is Westbrook’s pride, but the theater department here is one of the best in the country.”

      “So you want to be an actress?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, since I was little.”

      “Why?”

      Her head lifted, and the moment of panic was like a bolt of lightning illuminating her face.

      Again, I wondered.

      “Why what?” she asked, voice a little paranoid.

      My eyes narrowed, and everything in me wanted to demand answers. Why was she so reluctant around me? Why did she seem afraid? Why did asking her a simple question make me feel like I was pulling teeth? Why wouldn’t she just tell me the things she liked?

      I had no answers, but there was something I instinctively knew: Pushing Madison would get me nowhere. Demanding answers would make her run.

      I’d never had to go at someone else’s pace before. Hell, usually, I just grabbed their hand and took off.

      Mads wasn’t like that, and if she was anyone else, I wouldn’t stick around.

      But she wasn’t just anyone. She was everything.

      And because of this, I would walk along beside her, hoping she would offer her hand.

      It was frustrating and kinda humbling, but I knew we’d get there. That smoldering kiss was proof. She was attracted. She wanted. She was just… scared.

      Why?

      She was staring warily, and it reminded me she’d asked a question. I shrugged, tossing the rest of my fries down the hatch. “Why do you want to be an actress? Did you see a movie or something when you were a kid that made you want to do it?”

      “Something like that,” she answered, countering with, “Why do you like to swim?”

      “It’s challenging mentally and physically, but it’s also peaceful. I can get in the water and leave everything else on land. All that exists when I’m in there is the push and burn of muscles and the synergy between my mind and body, how they sort of fuse to do the work.”

      She just looked at me, the weight of her stare welcome, the bit of surprise in her eyes entertaining.

      “Not expecting that?” I teased.

      “I guess I didn’t know what to expect.”

      “I make a lot of jokes and crack some hella good one-liners, but I can be serious too.”

      “You really love swimming a lot.”

      What if I could love you more? The thought actually turned my heart inside out, and I had to clear my throat before I could answer. Busying my hands, I reached for my coffee to pop off the lid.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty much my life,” I said, grabbing a few packets of sugar to pour them into the latte.

      “Do you want to go to the Olympics?”

      “I mean, yeah, I’d love to. But it’s not easy to get a spot on the US team. My window is closing. I’m getting old.”

      Her fork dropped against the plastic side of her salad container, expression completely offended. “Old? You are not!”

      I chuckled. “Twenty-one is peak age for swimmers.”

      She turned curious, and it made my stomach flip. I wanted her to be curious. I wanted her to be so fucking hungry for knowledge about me. “You’re twenty-one?”

      “Twenty.”

      “Me too,” she said. Then, “If you want to try for the Olympics, you should. Screw whoever says twenty-one is old. Prove them wrong.”

      Madison was strong-willed. Fire burned bright inside her. She was stubborn and determined. I wondered again how all that balanced with the fear I’d often glimpsed.

      After stirring my brew, I popped the lid on and took a sip.

      “You use too much sugar,” she informed me.

      “I like some sweetness,” I quipped, blatantly glancing at her lips.

      The blush that blossomed over her wide cheeks was so satisfying.

      “If you aren’t gonna tell me about the stuff you like, how about you tell me why you don’t like the play you’re the lead in?”

      She groaned. “You heard that?”

      I grunted. “That director is almost as much of a hard-ass as my coach.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “He’s right, though.”

      I let loose a strangled noise. “Say what?”

      “I could do better.”

      I glanced back into the shadowed rear of the auditorium. “Looked pretty good from where I was standing.”

      “Of all the plays, they had to pick Romeo and Juliet,” she muttered, savagely jabbing a piece of chicken with her fork.

      “That’s the one where two people from feuding families fall in love, right? Then they kill themselves at the end.”

      “Yes, and everyone is like…” She pressed a hand to her chest to dramatically lean back and woefully say, “Oh, two star-crossed lovers, true love ended too soon. The tragedy!”

      I chuckled. “I take it you don’t agree.”

      She straightened. “The only tragedy was that a thirteen-year-old girl fell in love with a man who couldn’t see past his own heartbreak, jealousy, and male pride. He was ruled by lust and anger and saw women as possessions. And she couldn’t see past him to realize her own life was worth living even if he wasn’t in it.”

      Well, it seems telling me things she liked might be an issue, but things she didn’t like? Freaking open season up in here.

      Tilting my head, I asked. “So what play would you have picked?”

      She seemed surprised. “What?”

      It was almost like she expected me to argue. First of all, I knew practically nothing about Romeo and Juliet, so why would I disagree? Second of all, her argument seemed valid, and she’d clearly put a lot of thought into it.

      “Tell me what play you’d rather act in.”

      Her doe eyes blinked. “No one has ever asked me that before.”

      Ah, I realized then the answer didn’t matter. Sometimes just being asked the question was enough. The fact I showed interest in what she wanted, what she believed.

      In a way, it reminded me of Rory. Not too long ago, that girl just wanted someone to believe her. To listen. My heart clenched just thinking about it.

      In a hushed tone, I told her, “I want to know everything, Mads. I want to hear every word you want to say.”

      “I should go,” she said, standing swiftly as she lifted the lid to her mostly empty container.

      I followed her but stood at a much slower pace.

      Her fingers fumbled with the lid, trying to snap it on the container as nervous energy stilted her attempts.

      “Here, let me see,” I offered, reaching out to help her.

      A muffled thump echoed behind us, which was promptly followed by a drawn-out, squeaky squeal.

      Mads jerked up, wide eyes spilling over with fear. Color leached from her face, and the lid slipped from her grasp as the container slid toward the floor. Kicking the lid from between us, I took what she held to set it aside.

      Scccraaape. Something dragged along one of the walls.

      Her little whimper elicited an automatic response of me reaching for her. The second my palm slid around her waist, her hands grabbed fistfuls of my shirt.

      “You’re okay,” I told her.

      “I haven’t been alone in here since that night,” she whispered, vocal cords vibrating.

      Oh yeah, the night Hughes rolled in here and tried to attack her and Rory.

      Anger I still harbored over that hell fest rose and almost—almost—beat out the intense urge I knew to protect.

      “Eyes on me,” I commanded, and despite her inane hate of being bossed, those smoky brown eyes snapped to mine obediently.

      “Good girl,” I praised, tugging her closer into my body. “No one is gonna hurt you. They’re gonna have to get through me first, and I’m mean.”

      Equal parts fear and relief warred in her eyes.

      Despising that fear, I leaned in to nuzzle her temple with my nose, letting my warm breath fan out over her cheek. “I won’t be mean to you, baby. Never to you.”

      The creaking of a door was followed by the rush of a disturbance in the air. Madison let go of my shirt to grab my waist. Possessiveness so unbridled sent a surge of adrenaline through my veins. In one fluid movement, I turned toward the sound, tucking her behind me and holding her in place with my hands on her hips.

      Squeak, squeak, eek. The sound drew closer as I squinted at something separating from the shadow blanketing the door leading out into the hall. Through slitted eyes, I watched a man come forward, hands wrapped around the long wooden handle of a mop that was stuffed into a scuffed-up yellow bucket on wobbly wheels.

      Feeling my aggression, he looked up immediately, eyes widening. “Oh, I thought the place was empty.” His eyes drifted to the hoodie we stood on and likely the remnants of our dinner still sitting around.

      “Fine evening for a picnic,” he said.

      Some of the tightest tension coiled in me eased, but I remained guarded, my hands still keeping Mads shielded behind me.

      “Oh,” she called as I felt her peek around me. “Mr. Grant, I didn’t realize it was you.”

      She stepped around, but I kept one hand anchored at her waist, sending a clear message.

      “Jamie, this is Mr. Grant. He’s the custodian that keeps this auditorium looking so sparkling.”

      The man released the handle, and the mop tilted to the side. He was wearing a pair of green trousers and a button-up cream-colored shirt with a large pocket on the breast. “Ah, our fair Juliet. How are you doing this evening, my lady?”

      I stiffened, but Mads quelled my tongue by laying her hand over where mine rested at her side.

      “It was a tough rehearsal tonight,” she told the man easily. “I’m sorry we’re here so late. I guess I lost track of time.”

      “Take your time,” he offered. “There’s lots of floor to mop before I get up there.”

      “We were just leaving,” I told him.

      He glanced at me. “Never seen you around before.”

      “Jamie Owens. I’m Elite.”

      Madison made a sound and elbowed me in the side. I wasn’t one to throw around the Elite name. Honestly, I usually didn’t have to. But I would. Especially if it meant protecting my girl.

      “Ah, a swimmer. Closest I get to the water is with this mop.” He chuckled.

      “We should go,” Madison said, stepping away from my hold to put everything back into the bag.

      When I turned back, she had my hoodie in her grasp, holding it out. I took it, but instead of putting it on, I shook it out, draping it around her shoulders.

      “Do you have your car?”

      She nodded.

      “C’mon. I’ll walk you.”

      We grabbed our coffee, and then I motioned for her to go ahead of me. I didn’t like having her between me and the cleaning guy.

      “Oh, Ms. Juliet,” The man called, making her turn.

      “Yes, Mr. Grant?”

      “Don’t you worry about that director. You did just fine tonight. And if you ever need to run lines late, I’m always around here cleaning.”

      Is he hitting on her right now? Hells to the noes.

      “How the hell would you run lines with her?” I barked.

      The mop slapped onto the floor. He didn’t bother to look up as he pushed it around and said, “I’m here so much I practically know all the lines by memory.”

      “Stay away from Madison.”

      “Jamie,” she admonished quietly.

      She’d just have to be mad. This dude was weird.

      “C’mon, baby, let’s go.” I spoke softly, covering the small of her back with my palm to usher her out the side door and into the well-lit hallway.

      The second the door latched behind us, she spun. “You were so rude to him!”

      “He scared you.”

      “Before I knew who it was.”

      “You see him a lot?” I questioned.

      She nodded. “We have been rehearsing nonstop, and I also have acting classes in here sometimes. He’s the one in charge of keeping this building clean. Of course I see him a lot.”

      “He ever offer to run lines with you before?”

      She frowned. “No.”

      “Stay away from him.”

      Her hip jutted out, small fist landing on it. “I don’t answer to you. I don’t answer to any man.”

      Pissed off and territorial as hell, I stepped up so close I towered over her.

      Holding her ground, Mads’s chin tipped up, bangs falling away to show more of her brown stare. “Intimidating me won’t work.” But her voice was filled with false bravado.

      My heart was bruised, and I almost backed down. But I stopped myself just before retreating. This was me, and I wasn’t trying to intimidate her, so why should I back down as if I were?

      “I’m not trying to intimidate you, Mads. I’m simply coming over here because I have something I want you to hear.”

      She tried to hold in the way her breath shuddered in her lungs. And because of that, I pretended not to notice, but oh, I fucking noticed. Lightly, I dragged my knuckles over her cheekbone, roaming my eyes over her gorgeous heart-shaped face.

      “I’m not any man,” I told her, keeping my voice for her and her alone. “I’m yours.”

      “No,” she insisted, putting both palms against my chest to shove. I merely rocked into my heels, her weight not enough to move mine. So instead, she moved, putting us at arm’s length, holding herself just out of reach. “You aren’t.”

      “Yes, sweetheart, I am. You don’t have to claim me, but you can’t deny it either.”

      Her cheeks flushed, and her eyes went everywhere but in my direction. “I’m going home,” she announced, the bag on her shoulder hitting her hip with her spin.

      I caught up easily, and she slapped me with some wicked side-eye.

      “It’s dark. I’m walking you to your car,” I deadpanned, no room for argument in my voice.

      When we got to her Mercedes, she pulled open the door without hesitation. Reaching over her shoulder, I pushed it closed.

      The stiffening of her shoulders was the only acknowledgment I got. She didn’t turn to look at me, though I sorely wanted her to. The unguarded looks she gave me were so few and far between. The kiss had scratched my itch but left me raw.

      “You gonna ignore me next time I text?” I asked, shifting so my body blocked some of the night air.

      “Yes.”

      I couldn’t help it. I smiled. She was such a brat.

      Leaning in so close, my lips brushed the back of her ear faintly when I spoke again. “I’m gonna keep on texting, and one of these days, you’re gonna text back.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “Oh, baby,” I murmured shifting a little closer, getting one hell of a rush from the way she shivered. “I’m a swimmer. Oxygen is already optional for me.”

      Cupping her hand, I pressed a kiss to her temple. “You call me if you need anything. You might not reply, but I always will.”

      She didn’t look at me at all when she scrambled behind the wheel, locked the doors, and drove away.

      I didn’t expect her to. She listened to my words, and for now, that was enough.
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      Madison

      

      I hate morning. The text from Jamie sent the very next morning at 4:45 a.m.

      A short while later, another text came through of him standing on the edge of the pool in his Speedo.

      I closed my phone and shoved it into my bag.

      Then I reopened it and looked again.

      What? He has some nice muscles.

      How’s your day, beautiful?

      You remind me of someone. My next girlfriend.

      Get in my belly! Accompanied by a photo of him with an obscene amount of food and a napkin shoved into the neckline of his shirt.

      My kisses are like chips. You can’t have just one.

      You don’t agree? Fine. Your kisses are like chips. I can’t have just one.

      Mads.

      Maddie baby.

      When he said he was going to text, he wasn’t lying. He texted every day. Sometimes more than once. I was getting so used to his ridiculous texts that every time my phone went off, butterflies literally erupted in my stomach.

      When I walked between classes, I clutched my phone. I didn’t even notice what I was doing until day three. Until it went off in my hand and a smile broke over my face.

      Damn him.

      Damn him for conditioning me to expect his attention. To want it.

      True to my word, I didn’t text back. It was wholly bad enough that I read the texts hungrily even while anticipating the next.

      My favorites were the photos. Especially the one he sent of himself inside his Wrangler with a backward hat on his head and a smile that was mostly all teeth.

      He was an idiot.

      But he was an idiot that made me feel lighter than I ever had before. Frankly, I marveled at how weightless he could make me, a girl who’d been weighted down from childhood, who would sometimes watch escaped balloons float higher and higher and wonder what it was like to be so buoyant.

      These glimpses made the heaviness I would always know that much heavier, and because of this, I refused Jamie as much as I craved him.

      It helped keep me from texting. I admit, though, I almost broke my vow when he sent through some random photo of him holding a puppy on campus.

      I mean, it was a puppy.

      By day five of his text-a-thon, I was beginning to waver. His charm disarmed me in a way that honestly scared me. His persistence was a surprise. Though it hadn’t been quite a week, I didn’t expect him to hang in even that long. No one else had before him.

      He’s different.

      I was determined to wait him out. He’d get bored of rejection, and then my phone would go quiet. Just telling myself that caused pinches of hurt deep in my heart. I was in deep, and I hadn’t even taken a step.

      Okay, that was a lie. I was the one who asked for the kiss. I’d call it a temporary moment of insanity, but the moment was long gone, and oh, the memory of it lingered endlessly.

      I knew better, of course. It went against everything I’d been telling myself.

      Keep your distance. Stay away. Don’t let him too close.

      The problem? He was already close. I was already wanting. The vulnerability I felt with him was extreme and scary… so I did something about it and asked for a kiss.

      Maybe I’d been building it up in my mind. Building Jamie up in my mind. Maybe that insane chemistry that sizzled around us whenever we were together needed an outlet, and a kiss would provide it. Maybe once our curiosity was satiated, there wouldn’t be a need to dance around each other, for my thoughts and feelings to linger on a man I did not want.

      A single kiss. A chance to take away the immense pull he had on me. I mean, I freaking stood there and let him tell Foster we were together. I told him I would let people believe it.

      Why?

      So he could protect me with his name.

      I knew how to protect myself. I’d been doing it all my life. I prided myself on my capability.

      But. The idea of being able to rest because someone else wanted to protect me now too? My heart literally wanted to cave in relief.

      Kissing him would give me some power back. Would prove he was just like every other man.

      But he wasn’t.

      And that kiss… it made everything worse.

      Jamie was totally right. His kisses were like chips. I really wanted more than one. Just thinking about how it was to be wrapped up in his arms, locked tight against his chest as his lips devoured me over and over, curled my toes in my shoes.

      “Madison!”

      My head whipped up.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s your line,” the director annunciated like it wasn’t the first time he’d said it.

      Oops.

      I glanced at Foster, giving him a sheepish smile. He winked. I realized I had no idea what line I was supposed to be reciting.

      Seriously, I swear I’m actually a talented actress.

      Jamie was making me dumb.

      “Director Fields,” Foster called, folding the script behind his back and turning to face the man in the front row. “Would it be okay if we took a break for a few? I could use some coffee.”

      The director sighed. “Yes, well, we’ve been at it for a few hours. Everyone!” His voice boomed. “Take five!”

      “Wow, a whole five minutes,” Foster said, stepping up beside me.

      I laughed. “Seriously. My feet are killing me.”

      He glanced down at the wedge boots I was wearing. “Take off your heels.”

      “If I take them off now, I’ll never want to put them back on,” I replied, rueful.

      I didn’t always wear heels. Sometimes I wore sneakers—usually ones with a little bit of a platform—because truthfully, without them, I felt vulnerable. I didn’t like feeling much smaller than the people around me. It made the insecurity I already battled a tougher fight.

      I was a little in awe of Rory who was shorter than me but had no problem wearing shoes without height. She was naturally thin too, just someone with a small stature overall. I was also short and on the slim side, but I had more curves and weight on me than my friend. I worked out to maintain it because my light size wasn’t as natural as hers.

      Also, working out made me feel like I wasn’t helpless. I hated feeling helpless.

      Funny how when Jamie insisted I take off my heels, I’d done it. I never felt helpless with him. Afraid and vulnerable? Yes. But helpless? Never.

      “How about some coffee?” Foster suggested.

      “Sure.”

      We walked together to the small kitchenette backstage. It consisted of a tiny bar topped with granite, a small sink, and a few cabinets. On the counter was a Nespresso machine with a container filled with different-colored pods.

      Foster reached it first and pulled out two paper cups, motioning for me to pick a pod ahead of him. I did, and soon, the scent of coffee filled the air around us.

      As his was brewing, I grabbed the huge bottle of creamer out of the mini fridge nearby and added a little to my cup.

      It was cold today, the autumn temperatures giving a preview, or perhaps warning, of winter. Cold weather was not my favorite, and the second it had bitten my bare legs when I got out of bed this morning, I left my favored skirts in my closet and pulled on a pair of high-waisted army-green pants with bright-yellow pinstripes on the sides. With them, I wore a long-sleeved white bodysuit and brown wedges.

      I left my hair down, curling the long dark strands into loose waves, and completed my outfit with a thin gold chain resting at the hollow of my throat.

      “Seemed like you could use the break,” Foster said.

      “Sorry.” I was sheepish. “I guess I got distracted.”

      “It happens to the best of us.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever noticed it happening to you,” I quipped.

      “What can I say? I’m talented.”

      I laughed, turning to head back to rehearsal. The phone in my pocket had been oddly silent, and it was definitely starting to divert my attention.

      Why hasn’t he texted yet?

      Reaching into my pocket, I checked the screen to make sure I hadn’t missed any.

      I hadn’t. Jamie hadn’t reached out at all today.

      “Is everything okay?”

      The phone slid back into my pocket as I looked up. Foster was standing nearby, sipping his coffee.

      “Oh, of course. Just checking the time.”

      “I was, ah, hoping you’d stop in one more morning this week for coffee. Maybe run some lines.”

      Right. He had asked me to. Jamie practically forbade it. I should have gone to spite him. But he hadn’t been wrong… I didn’t want to.

      “Sorry, it’s been a crazy busy week. A lot of mornings, me and my roommate are running late, so we just have coffee together in our room.”

      “So it’s not because of him?”

      “Him?” I played dumb. I knew who him was. There was only one him.

      Jamie.

      “The swimmer.”

      “Jamie.” I corrected. He had a name.

      “So you guys really are together?”

      I sucked in a little breath, covering it up by lifting the coffee to my lips. Jamie and I were not together. I should have been shouting it to the high ceilings. I wasn’t. Instead, I was listening to the echo of his words inside my own head.

      If people think we’re together, there’s a layer of protection there for you. It will, ah, make me worry less.

      “Yeah, we are,” I heard myself saying.

      Oddly, the lie didn’t make me feel bad. It just made me want. The weight of my cell in my pocket suddenly felt very heavy.

      Just look at yourself, Madison. Waiting for a text. Worrying why it hasn’t come. Getting distracted because of a guy. Lying for him. And for what? He’s playing you like a game.

      Foster started to say something, but I cut him off. “It’s not because of him. Really. Coffee with my roommate is kinda our thing.”

      “All right, break’s over!” Director Fields hollered, appearing out of nowhere. “Let’s run the scene again. From the top. No distractions!”

      I had to suppress an eye roll because I knew he was talking to me.

      Fortifying myself with one last sip of my brew, I deposited the cup on the piano and then laid my cell beside it.

      “Good call,” Foster said, noticing what I’d done. Then, tugging his phone out of his jeans, he set it aside too.

      “Shall we, my fair Juliet?” he declared, offering his hand.

      He was actually very good-looking, his hair taking on a golden hue under the stage lighting and his light-colored eyes sparkling.

      “My dear Romeo,” I replied, slipping my fingers into his.

      A sudden assault of overwhelming dread made me stumble. A low gasp ripped from me as my heart rate increased at a speed I would have thought impossible. Flushed with an overcoming yet odd sense of familiarity, my throat closed in, and a moment of terror that I was going to die closed around me.

      “Madison,” a voice beckoned. I reached toward that voice, the only lifeline I felt in this unstable moment. “Hey.”

      An arm kept me from toppling over, our feet scuffling as he righted us both. He’d released the hand he’d been holding in favor of wrapping it around my waist. The side of my hip brushing against him brought in another rush of intense emotion. This time, not fear or familiarity but an innate sense of wrong.

      Lungs finally unfreezing, I panted, glancing up to find Foster and his concerned gaze.

      “Madison, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I said, then a second later, steadied my tone. “Yes.” Straightening, I pulled back from where he held me, but his arm stayed at my waist.

      I wanted to squirm away, eyes automatically drifting to my phone.

      “I told you to take those heels off.” Foster was rueful.

      I forced out a light laugh, impressed with how natural it seemed. “Yes, well, you were right.”

      “Are you quite done dawdling?” the director called up.

      A few snickers around the stage echoed.

      Foster arched one brow. “Dawdling,” he repeated.

      I laughed. Pulling away, I strode to center stage, flipping the long ends of my hair behind my back.

      Even if the worst of that sudden moment of panic was gone, it still lingered beneath my skin. My knees were slightly wobbly the entire time I spewed my lines, trying to make each one of them impassioned. And when my voice needed to shake with uncertainty or even sorrow, I tapped into the feelings swirling inside me to use the vulnerability I was so raw with.

      Partway through the scene, my skin crawled with a new sensation—the feeling of eyes following every move I made. It was something I often didn’t pay attention to. Eyes were always on me. I was an actress. But even long before I started acting, I’d grown used to prying eyes, wagging tongues, and the realization that someone always wanted a piece of me.

      But as I continued to move about the stage, the feeling lingered, and I grew more and more uncomfortable. Pinpricks of ickiness plagued me, making the back of my neck burn.

      When it was Foster’s turn to deliver a bit of a monologue, I moved out of the light and gazed out over the vast but empty auditorium. As Romeo droned on, my eyes burned into the darkness as a certain unease slithered up my spine. The shifting of a shadow at the railing of the third balcony stilled my position. I stared with a galloping heart into the deep shadows, searching for what lurked. For those eyes I felt watching.

      Struggling under that sinister sensation, I fumbled over a line I frankly could have recited in my sleep. The sudden vibration of my phone snapped my eyes up, silencing my tongue. The heavy pulsation caused the device to slide just enough for me to know for sure it was my phone that had gone off.

      And just like that, my heart calmed, and the odd sensation of being the subject of someone’s scrutinization took second place to the message I’d been awaiting the entire day. Switching into autopilot, I finished my lines strong, and when the director finally called rehearsal, I practically jogged to my phone.

      The voices of my castmates and crew faded to dull murmurs as I unlocked the screen, stomach flipping when I saw there was a text.

      Quickly swiping, I pulled up the messages, eyes hungrily seeking out the text.

      You look pretty tonight.

      The smile curling my lips froze as I reread the words. The lump in my throat was thick, making it hard to swallow, and before I even looked up, I knew. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that Jamie had not sent this text.

      Dragging my eyes up to the top of the screen, I sought out the contact name—hoping I would see Wingspan but knowing I would not.

      Unknown.

      The breath whooshed out of me as my fingers turned white around the edges of my phone. Jamie sent a lot of crazy texts, some of them plain moronic. But he’d never once sent anything that made me slightly uneasy.

      Something that made me feel stalked.

      And yeah, if I already wasn’t battling back some wicked sense of uneasiness, I probably would have swiped away the message with a roll of my eyes.

      It’s probably a joke. Just something to creep me out. People text random people all the time. It was probably some new social media challenge.

      Your number is unlisted. Very few people have this number.

      Even as I told myself not to be paranoid, my eyes swept out beyond the stage, lifting bravely to the third balcony I’d surveyed before.

      There was nothing. No moving shadows. No feeling of watchful eyes.

      Bang!

      I gasped loudly, entire body jolting, hand clutching my chest.

      “Whoa.” Foster appeared beside me, laying a reassuring hand on my shoulder. I glanced at his fingers, noting how small they seemed compared to Jamie’s. “It’s just the janitor.”

      “What?” I echoed.

      Foster pointed toward the back of the auditorium where one of the wide doors leading into the foyer was propped open, light spilling inside. Mr. Grant was there, a large cleaning cart parked close by.

      Anxiety drained out of me so fast that it felt like I was melting.

      Of course! It was probably Mr. Grant I saw moving around while we were rehearsing.

      “Maybe I should lay off the coffee in the evenings,” I said, casually removing my shoulder from beneath Foster’s hand.

      He laughed. “You ready? I’ll walk you to your car.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I said, waving him away. “You can go.”

      He pursed his lips. “You sure?”

      “Totally,” I echoed, grabbing my bag to stuff my script inside. On my way to the trashcan with my cup, my phone went off again.

      Butterflies instantly lifted off in my belly, and the familiar rush of happiness came rising up. Tossing the cup, I opened up the text.

      The butterflies fluttering around? They died. The warm rush of excitement? Froze over.

      Green is definitely your color. I read the text once. Twice. Three times.

      My vision swam when I pulled my eyes from the words to stare at my pants. My green pants.

      It wasn’t a joke. Someone is watching.

      The silence of the cleared-out theater pressed in, making me feel like I would either suffocate or scream.

      I caught a flash of movement across the stage, and I nearly peed in sudden fear. Before exiting the stage, Foster glanced over his shoulder, and every muscle in my body nearly turned to Jell-O.

      “Hey, wait up! Let’s walk out together after all.”

      He smiled and held open the door, waiting for me to cross the stage.

      The entire way to my car, I felt the eyes in every single shadow, and I wondered who was watching.
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      Jamie

      

      There I was, minding my own damn business in the water, when a hard body collided with my side, turning into an anchor and disrupting my swim.

      Water tried to slip up my nose as we sank into the cold depths, but I forced it back out, creating a rush of bubbles as I whirled, dislodging the man towing me below.

      Muscles tense, I shoved the hard body away, knowing immediately it was Ryan.

      I threw my arms out, staring at him through the clear water. Bro, WTF?

      He threw out his hands but then gestured above.

      I gave him another WTF gesture, and he pointed again to the surface.

      We both took off, my arms pushing down, cutting through the resistance without difficulty. The moment my head cleared the surface, I sucked in a lungful of air and ripped the goggles off my face.

      Ryan surfaced not far from me, and I pinned him with a look. “Bro, you tried to do me like the Titanic.”

      Ryan said nothing, hitching his chin toward the end of the pool.

      As I was turning, a familiar voice echoed through the massive space. “What the hell is wrong with you, Jamie?”

      Forgetting all about Ryan, I rotated. “Mads?” The automatic rush of giddiness upon seeing her was short-lived because it was hella clear this girl was wound up.

      “What’s wrong?” I started toward the side, the water rippling around me.

      “I don’t answer your texts, so you decide to scare me?” she accused, waving around her phone like she was about to clobber me with it.

      All I heard was that she was scared. Water rained off my shoulders and body as I hauled ass out of the pool, bare feet slapping on the deck as I unfolded to my full height.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, reaching for her.

      Wariness crossed her features as she evaded my touch, taking a step back.

      An unpleasant emotion unfurled in my gut, and it took a lot of effort not to reach out and snatch her close.

      “Like you don’t know.” She scoffed.

      “I don’t. That’s why I’m asking,” I said, swiping the swim cap off my head and tossing it aside. Her eyes lifted to my hair, which flopped over my forehead and tried to get in my eyes.

      I shoved it back, the dry strands clinging to my wet fingers as I took a step forward. “Madison.”

      She held the phone out between us as if she could ward me off.

      “What’s going on?” Ryan appeared, taking up position beside me.

      She made a face. “Oh, so you’re both going to gang up on me?”

      I sensed my best friend frown, but I didn’t glance away from Mads. I couldn’t. She was pale. Her lips were colorless except for the spot she’d been clearly chewing. Her eyes were wide, pupils slightly dilated, but despite her ire… she was not mad.

      She was terrified.

      The need to protect overshadowed everything else. The desire to soothe and guard her against whatever was making her this way was so strong it was like a gale-force wind howling right through my chest. I remained rooted in the hurricane of emotion she whipped up within me, willing to withstand anything to make sure she was okay.

      I kept my voice low, aware that the guys around us were all staring. “Mads, honey, we aren’t ganging up on you. We’re worried. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Her lower lip wobbled just a fraction before she stiffened. That small slip of her locked-tight emotions nearly broke me. The urge to go to her was fucking painful, to wrap her up in my arms and stroke all that long, soft hair.

      Almost as if she could sense it, she held the phone out again, reminding me to stay back. “It’s not funny. Texts like this are not funny, Jamie.”

      I shared a brief look with Ryan and then turned my attention to the phone in her grip. “Someone texted you?”

      She didn’t say anything, and Ryan took a step forward. Then she let out a weak grunt, and my hand made a sharp slapping sound over his bare, wet chest.

      “Stay back,” I warned. If anybody went to her, it would be me. Me and only me.

      Ryan fell back, but his body remained tense.

      “Can I see?” I asked, gesturing to the phone.

      She held it out.

      “You gotta unlock the screen for me, baby.”

      “Don’t call me that,” she retorted, but it lacked her usual defiance. A moment later, she had the device unlocked, the screen lit up. When she held it out, I took it, pulling it in.

      Over my shoulder, Ryan leaned in, glancing at the texts.

      You look pretty tonight.

      Green is definitely your color.

      The words themselves seemed harmless… the intent behind them anything but. The creep factor practically roared right off the screen. Lifting my eyes, I took in her clothes. More specifically, the army green pants she wore.

      Someone was watching her. Someone wanted her to know it.

      The muscle in my jaw worked as anger, accompanied by its asshole pal, unease, settled like a rock in my gut. “You got these today?”

      “A little while ago.” She confirmed.

      “Where?” Ryan asked.

      “I was at rehearsal.”

      “And you think I sent them?” I asked, fingers tightening around the phone. Did she really think I would send something so fucking creeptastic?

      Who the fuck sent this shit?

      “You’ve been texting me all week,” she pointed out.

      Ah, so she’s been reading them. “These aren’t from my number.”

      “So?” She challenged. “Maybe you used a different phone.”

      I pursed my lips. “You really think I’d do this?”

      Her shoulders fell a little, and the air around her shifted. I realized something so clear it was like staring all the way down to the bottom of the pool.

      Madison knew this wasn’t my doing. She was freaked as hell and wanted me, but she couldn’t admit it. So she used the excuse of being angry to come here.

      Thrusting the phone at Ryan, I stepped forward. Her head snapped up, eyes wary. I stayed calm, speaking softly. “Come on now, Mads. I’m not gonna hurt you.”

      Her lower lip disappeared into her mouth.

      “Come here,” I cajoled, holding out my arms.

      She swayed forward but didn’t take a step.

      She’d made it all the way here. I would absolutely go the rest of the distance.

      Letting out a gentle sound, I curled my hand around her shoulder and pulled her in. She came willingly, face burrowing into my bare chest, both hands tucking up between us.

      “There you go,” I murmured, stroking the back of her head. “It’s okay now.”

      Between us, her fingers flexed, making the back of my neck tingle. Possessiveness lit me up inside, arms automatically holding her tighter. A shuddering breath vibrated her ribs, and I leaned down near her ear. “All right, baby girl, I got you.”

      My heart thudded beneath the distinctive give in her body, making it mold just a little more fully into mine, and despite my relationship with the butterfly, it was the first time I really understood what it meant to have them fluttering around inside you.

      Damn, she makes me unsteady.

      “You’re wet,” she complained, turning so her cheek was pillowed on my chest.

      I smiled over her head. “A little water never hurt anybody.”

      She must have agreed because she didn’t try to pull away. My heart somersaulted. Behind me, Ryan cleared his throat.

      Bro, WTF?

      First, he tried to sink me in the pool, and now he was reminding me I couldn’t even enjoy the fact Mads sought me out for the first time ever. Hell, even if it was to yell at me, I’d take it.

      “Practice is over,” Ryan told the team who was standing around gawking like a bunch of grannies in the produce section.

      We didn’t really have a team captain, but if we did, it would be Ryan.

      The guys shuffled toward the locker room.

      One of them, Kruger, slowed as he passed. “Everything good?” he asked, flashing a concerned look at Mads who was still buried in my chest.

      “Yeah, bro. Thanks.”

      “If you need anything, just ask.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      When he was gone, I lifted Mads and turned so we were facing Ryan. Wes was standing right beside him.

      Ryan held out the screen for Wes to read, and when he was done, both guys dropped their eyes to her. “How many people have your number?” Ryan asked.

      “Barely anyone.”

      Wes frowned. “But you’re so popular.”

      She stiffened in my arms. Her head lifted off my pec to turn toward my friends. “There’s a difference between being popular and having friends.”

      I didn’t like that. At all. “Are you saying you don’t have any friends?” I asked, angling my chin down toward her.

      “I have Rory.”

      “Well, this sure as hell wasn’t Rory,” Ryan deadpanned.

      “Bro, chill,” I warned.

      “I never said it was,” Mads told him. Then to me, she explained, “You asked if I had friends.”

      “I did.” I agreed. “You did good,” I praised while silently realizing she’d only been friends with Rory for a couple months.

      “Who else has your number, then?” Wes reasoned. “What about the people in the play you’re working on?”

      A low rumble built in my chest, working its way up to vibrate my throat. “He have your number?”

      Madison pulled back, dark brows creasing. “Who?”

      I made a face. “Lame-o Romeo.”

      She frowned. Then comprehension filled her features. “Foster? No. He definitely doesn’t.”

      “Who are we talking about?” Ryan’s brows drew down in confusion.

      I made a rude sound. “The ass-hamper playing in Romeo and Juliet with her.”

      “Seriously, what is an ass-hamper?” Madison wondered.

      “People you don’t hand out your number to,” I quipped.

      “He doesn’t have my number,” she sassed, yanking the rest of the way out of my hold. I thought about snatching her back, but she didn’t go far, so I refrained.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I looked at my bros. “He was hitting on her the other night.”

      “He was not.”

      “He invited her for coffee and offered to run lines with her.”

      Ryan and Wes grunted and nodded. They knew.

      Madison threw her hands up in the air. “All three of you are stupid.”

      “Might be stupid, but we were the first people you ran to when you were scared out of your mind,” I pointed out.

      Her mouth dropped then snapped shut. Vulnerability echoed deep in her coffee-colored eyes, and I felt a pinch of regret. I shouldn’t have pointed out what we all knew, but she wasn’t willing to admit it.

      “A mistake I won’t make twice,” she declared, spinning on her heel with so much force the long curtain of mahogany hair floated out around her.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” I said, closing my fingers around her wrist.

      “Let go.”

      “No.”

      “Jamie…” she warned, but the rest of her words faltered when I traced a slow circle around the inside of her wrist with my thumb.

      “Am I hurting you?”

      Her eyes whipped up.

      “Am I?” I cajoled, still tracing that small circle.

      “No,” she replied begrudgingly.

      Brat.

      “What about the other people in the theater?” Ryan went on, ignoring our battle of wills and sticking to the topic at hand.

      I gave him props. All I could think about what how silky her skin was.

      She sighed wearily. “I don’t give out my number. I communicate mostly by email. Except the director has my number in case of last-minute rehearsal changes.”

      “What about social media? A lot of those apps have your number available,” Wes put in.

      She was shaking her head. “I don’t have social media.”

      I gaped. “At all?”

      “No,” she deadpanned.

      “Don’t girls like to post pics of their lunches and shit every day?” I wondered.

      “Don’t boys like to post pictures of their muscles and shit every day?” she countered.

      “Damn straight.” I held up my arm and flexed. “These get me lots of likes.”

      Her eyes rolled but then dipped to my chest, lingering on the cut body I worked hard to maintain. “Whatever. I don’t have social media.”

      No friends. No social media. Family? I was back to wondering.

      “So who usually texts you, then?” Wes wondered.

      “No one.” She shrugged. “Except Rory.”

      Ryan straightened, and I cut him a warning look. We all knew it wasn’t camera girl.

      “Oh, and my roommate, Elena, has my number. Sometimes she texts.” She hesitated. “And…”

      “And?” Wes encouraged.

      “Jamie,” she told them. Her dark, bottomless eyes lifted to mine. “Except today. You didn’t text today.”

      Oh shit.

      Straightening, I told my friends, “Everybody out.”

      Ryan gave me a WTF look, and I shook my head. “I got this. I need to talk to my girl. I’ll fill you in later.”

      Wes nodded, slapping Ryan on the back.

      “We’ll be at the diner.” He glanced at Mads. “Rory will be there.”

      “Oh, I—”

      I cut her off. “We’ll be there.”

      She made a sound, but I didn’t turn toward her until my bros were inside the locker room.

      “You don’t speak for me,” she intoned, planting her fists on her hips. Her bangs were flirting with her long eyelashes, and beneath them, her eyes were intense.

      “Did I hurt your feelings, Mads?”

      The look in her eyes as well as the fists on her hips melted away. The second that sass was stripped away, she appeared bare, vulnerable, and lost. “What?” she asked, voice uncertain.

      “Come here.”

      Her lips pursed, a glint sparking in her eyes. “No.”

      Stubborn as hell.

      I held out my hand, gentling my voice. “Baby, come here.”

      She came, and I gently took her wrist, guiding her toward the empty bleachers lining the wall behind the pool. My towel was tossed on top of my duffle, so I snatched it up and draped it around my neck before sitting down on the first row.

      Widening my knees, I tugged her closer so she could stand between them.

      “What are you doing?” She was guarded.

      Her wariness didn’t bother me as much as it did before. I’d learned it was her way of protecting herself. How could I be offended by anything she used to stay safe?

      It just meant I wasn’t done proving she could trust me. Maybe I never would be. Maybe Mads was the type of woman who would always need that reassurance.

      I could deal with that. I could deal with anything she needed.

      “I’m sitting down here so you can talk to me without feeling like I’m lording my height over you.”

      I saw the denial form on her tongue, then saw it die just as swiftly. She couldn’t deny the truth.

      I couldn’t help the quick smile tilting my lips. “Just so we’re clear, I can’t help my giant status any more than you can help your shrimp one.”

      She snorted, but the second my hand slid down her wrist to curl around her fingers, the sound died in her throat. She stared at where I held her hand, emotions I couldn’t quite place rolling off her.

      “Also, so we’re clear, I won’t ever use my size against you, okay?”

      She didn’t say anything.

      I gave her fingers a squeeze. “You know that, don’t you?”

      Finally, her eyes lifted. Our stares seemed to fuse with some invisible tether. And bro, for something invisible, it sure as hell was strong.

      “I know.”

      That small give meant so much to me. Filled me up in ways she might never know.

      “I hurt you.”

      Her eyes flared. Truth shone in that light, but then she took those eyes away, leaving me bereft when her lashes swept down. “You have an awfully big ego, thinking that you not texting one day is enough to hurt me.”

      But you knew exactly what I meant when I said I hurt you.

      “I thought maybe I was bugging you. Maybe you thought I was taking advantage of the fact I had your number. I, ah, didn’t realize so few people had it.”

      “Well, it was give it to you or have you showing up at my dorm.”

      I smiled. “I wouldn’t have been able to get into your dorm, Mads.”

      The dorms here at Westbrook were not co-ed. We had halls for the men and halls for the women. There were daytime hours, sure, but that night she promised to text, those hours were long past. I mean, sure, people snuck in and out constantly, and my hall, Peregrine, was filled with Elite who pretty much did what we wanted.

      Fair? Never said it was. Reality? Bro, yeah.

      Realization dawned in her eyes as though she hadn’t even considered she could have refused to text and ghosted me.

      Because deep down, she wanted to text me. Deep down, she just needed an excuse.

      Not giving her a chance to say anything, I plowed on. “I wanted to text, but I thought maybe I should give you a break,” I explained. “But honestly, I’d already decided to text you tonight.”

      Her eyes widened. “Really?”

      I will literally crawl out of my grave to text you if it makes you look at me like this.

      I gave her my best charming smile, squinting my baby blues. “Guess having my texts ignored by you is better than not sending them at all.”

      Her lips curled in on themselves. “I don’t ignore them,” she said quietly.

      “What?” I fake marveled. “You mean you’ve been reading them?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      I poked her in the ribs, making her squirm. “Admit it, Mads. You like my texts.”

      “I do not.”

      “Bet you liked that puppy.”

      Her head whipped up, eyes bright. “Whose dog was that?”

      I laughed. “Busted.”

      She scowled. It lasted one point two seconds. Then her brow drew down. “It wasn’t just wandering around alone was it?”

      My heart clenched a little hearing her worry over it. I should have told her in the text it wasn’t homeless. I never even thought about her worrying about that. I knew better now.

      “Nah, he was with some girls. Chasing after a leaf blowing around.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Some girls?”

      I smirked. “You jealous, Mads?”

      “Please. Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “I wouldn’t have to if someone else around here did it.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Laughing under my breath, I reached for her hand again. “Come on, give me those digits.”

      She surrendered them readily, even shuffling just a little bit farther between my legs.

      “You were waiting for me to text today,” I stated.

      Her fingers tensed, but she didn’t deny it.

      “Then you got those non-Jamie-approved ones instead.”

      She tried not to smile.

      “I mean, I’d be upset too.”

      Her smile got a little wider.

      That’s my girl. The unsolicited thought caused my heart to tumble. So much so that I had to take a minute and clear my throat.

      Sensing the change in me, Madison looked up. “Jamie?”

      “I’m right here, baby.”

      “I know you didn’t send those,” she admitted, voice quiet.

      “I know you know.”

      She seemed surprised. “You do?”

      I made a sound. I did know. And I also knew it was me she ran for when they showed up on her phone. “How about it, Mads? You want me to text you good night?”

      She hesitated, and my heart took a beating.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I said, keeping it light. “I’m not a morning person. Maybe you aren’t a night one.”

      “It’s not that.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “No?”

      “Can I see your tattoo?”

      I blinked. Well, that was an abrupt change in topic. I could hang with it, though.

      Leaning in, I whispered, “How do you know I have a tattoo?”

      “You’re practically naked,” she pointed out.

      Pretending to be offended, I pressed my free hand to my chest. “All this time, I’ve been trying to have a meaningful conversation, and you’ve been checking me out.”

      “I thought you liked when people looked at your muscles. It gets you likes.”

      Sassy as hell. I liked it. She kept me on my toes.

      Also, “Mads, baby, we really need to work on this jealousy issue.”

      “You wish,” she rebutted, but the blush spreading across her wide cheekbones and onto the tip of her nose gave her away. And hell, if it didn’t make me want to pull her into my lap and kiss the shit out of her.

      Flipping the towel from around my neck, I spun on the bench so my back was to her and my hands rested in my lap.

      I felt her shift closer, and the warmth radiating from her skin teased mine, which I realized was cold from air-drying on this bench.

      Down in my Speedos, my boys were probably turning into soggy raisins, something I usually avoided like the plague. But not tonight. Tonight, the boys were gonna have to take one for the team ‘cause I wasn’t about to walk away from Madison just to put on pants.

      “Oh, it’s pretty.” Her voice was slightly breathless, quieter than usual, and just for me.

      I like when she’s just for me.

      It took a second for the actual words to filter in because I was too busy feeling. But once I realized what she said, I bit back a groan. Rory had said something similar to me once. Girls did like their butterflies. But that wasn’t why I had one inked on my shoulder.

      “It’s because you swim the butterfly stroke, right?”

      Her voice was right over my shoulder. Just the soft way it brushed the back of my ear made goose bumps lift over my skin.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      She was hesitant when she said, “Can I touch it?”

      Down in the tiny Speedos, my dick stirred. Guess nothing down there was soggy after all. “Yes, baby, you can touch me whenever you want.”

      I knew the words pleased her. I felt the pleasure humming in the air, curling around both our bodies.

      The second her finger slid over where I knew the wing of the butterfly was, my lids slid closed. I was glad I had my back turned. Glad she couldn’t see what this simple little touch was doing to me.

      Every single time she sought me out, no matter how small the gesture, I was a man brought to my knees.

      “Most men would never get a butterfly tattoo,” she said, still tracing the wings with her finger.

      It was the sweetest fucking torture I’d ever known, parts of me coming alive, parts I didn’t even know existed. I hoped she never stopped.

      “Why’s that?” I asked, my voice gruff and deep.

      “Because it’s not manly enough.”

      “Guess I’m not most men,” I countered.

      Her finger paused, and I nearly wept. “Are you cold?”

      “No.”

      “You have goose bumps.”

      “I’m not cold.”

      Her finger started tracing again. Vaguely, I began to wonder if she did it long enough, would I cream myself in these Speedos?

      “If you texted me good night, I’d have to wait the entire day for you to text.”

      My eyes flew open. They stared blindly at the bleachers rising behind us. I didn’t see or think. All I did was fucking feel.

      Pummeled. She fucking pummeled me without even trying.

      She gasped when I spun abruptly, my hands landing on her hips and tugging. She toppled into my lap with another gasp, instantly straightening to jump up. “Jamie—”

      I shushed her. “Let me hold you.”

      She surrendered her weight, and I pulled her in close, hunching around as much of her as possible. “I’ll text you every day,” I said against her ear. “Every day and every night.”

      I heard her swallow.

      I felt the hammering of the blood in my veins.

      “Would you like that, Maddie baby?”

      She was silent a long time. I waited her out. I’d wait all night. She was in my arms. I’d sit here forever.

      Eventually, though, she gave up another small piece. “I was waiting for you to text today. But then you didn’t.”

      The power she handed me in those words. She knew it. I knew it. She basically just admitted how much I let her down when I didn’t show up.

      “Well, now that I know you like it, I’m about to blow up your phone.”

      She made a strangled sound, a cross between a sob and a laugh.

      I am going to fall in love with her. So freaking deep.

      “But what if you stop one day?” Her voice was small, unsure, vibrating with hurt I hadn’t even caused but had the power to.

      “What if I don’t?”

      A breath shuddered out of her.

      Leaning down, I kissed her temple, her cheek, then lifted one of her hands to kiss the back. “I’m gonna text you every day, Mads.”

      Into the silence, she whispered, “Okay.”
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      Madison

      

      I craved Jamie’s kiss.

      What’s worse?

      I craved the rest of him just as much.

      This is bad. How bad?

      Despite knowing instantly those texts weren’t from him, I found myself storming inside the natatorium, eyes scanning the water in near desperation. It was that exact desperation that served as a cold slap, essentially waking me from the need-induced fog taking over my brain.

      What the heck am I doing here? Abort! Abort! Run before he sees you.

      Too late.

      Ryan hauled half his body out of the pool, draping it over the tiled floor.

      I sincerely hope this place is clean.

      His eyes locked on me like some sort of heat-seeking missile, and I had to hold back a wince. Ryan seeing me was almost as unfortunate as Jamie. Even if I ran now, Jamie would know.

      And I would not look like some skittish cat running away with my tail between my legs.

      “Stay,” Ryan declared, then disappeared beneath the surface.

      I mean, really, I don’t know how Rory put up with his bossy attitude.

      Never mind that I listened, and while I did, I stared at Jamie gracefully executing the butterfly stroke down the center of his lane. His wide upper body was formidable, making the glassy waves appear fragile.

      I got a little dumbstruck watching the muscles in his shoulders flex and bulge. This was why I went on autopilot. Why I ended up running here to him.

      Despite hating it, despite denying it, Jamie Owens made me feel safe.

      And oh, what an addictive affliction that was.

      It pissed me right off. So I yelled at him.

      Too bad he seemed to see right through it.

      And now I was standing here with my finger still tingling from the way I’d traced over the butterfly tattoo on his shoulder.

      Most men would never get a butterfly tattoo.

      Guess I’m not most men.

      I was in so much trouble.

      And if he called me Maddie baby one more time…

      “Are you peeking?” Jamie’s accusatory voice jerked me from my internal meltdown.

      My shoulder blades bumped into the locker room door when I startled, head whipping up toward his voice. Almost instantly, I forgot I was not looking for a reason and sucked in a breath, squeezing my eyes shut.

      It was stupid because he was on the other side of the lockers, and I wouldn’t be able to see him even if I did look.

      “No,” I yelled.

      “Well, why not?”

      I giggled, and the small sound echoed through the large, empty room.

      Embarrassed, I reached for the handle. “I’ll just wait outside,” I said for like the tenth time. Except this time, he wasn’t around to give me the eyes, which, evidently, I could not deny.

      Air from the pool area swirled in as I pulled open the large door, making me realize how much warmer and humid it was inside the locker room. Just as I was about to slip out of the opening, a hand thumped onto the wood over my head. The force of his push yanked the handle right out of my grasp, and the door fell shut instantly.

      Stomach jumping, I stared straight ahead at the door while my eyes rolled upward toward his bare, corded arm, which was caging me in on one side.

      “What did I tell you?” His voice was low, deliciously ominous. A little shiver worked its way up from the base of my spine, zinging awareness throughout my entire body.

      “A lot of words I try my best to ignore,” I retorted as if I didn’t notice his nearness. But oh, I noticed.

      The hand not plastered against the door beside my head palmed my shoulder, gently guiding me around. My feet shuffled, following the silent guide. I refused to look up into his eyes, and that only left me with an eyeful of his naked torso and narrow hips, which were wrapped in a white towel.

      “Why are you naked?” I demanded. He was supposed to be getting dressed!

      His other hand thudded on the other side of my head. The fresh scent of soap swirled around me, mixing with my senses and making me imagine what his broad chest looked like lathered up with the stuff.

      “Why are you forever trying to get away from me?” he intoned, skin and muscle rippling as his elbows bent and he closed in.

      “You scare me!”

      The second the words rushed out, I stuttered. Slapping my hand over my lips, I ripped my stare off his stupid-inducing body to meet his.

      Glittering eyes narrowed, eyes that didn’t seem as blue in the shadowed lighting draping around us. The tip of his tongue slid out to wet his lower lip, and it was chased away almost instantly by his teeth, which scraped over the newly wet flesh.

      “You want me to move?”

      My God, everything about him was a warning—the predatory way he moved, the growly, threatening tone of his voice, the commanding way he caged me in. The air around us vibrated with whatever it was that pulsed between us.

      That fight-or-flight response my body was conditioned to deploy should have been firing by now.

      It wasn’t.

      “Madison.” It was a gruff reminder he’d asked me a question.

      “No.”

      “Good girl,” he purred. Oh, how enticing the purr of a lion could be.

      Settling his weight even closer, he dipped his chin a little as he studied me from behind dark, wet lashes. “Explain to me what you meant, baby.”

      There was a drop of water on his shoulder, and it slid down, curving into his underarm, which was shaved bare.

      “What?” I whispered.

      His husky chuckle turned the humidity in the room even stickier. I felt it cling to my skin as my lower belly loosened.

      “How do I scare you?”

      “You just do,” I whispered.

      “Physically?” he asked, still caging me in, bare body on full display.

      Teeth sinking into my lower lip, I allowed my eyes to fall to the towel tied at his waist. There was a definite bulge beneath it.

      Clearly, that part of him was just as big as the rest.

      A low rumble vibrated his chest. One hand pulled off the door, gentle fingers grasping my chin and pushing my face up. “Eyes up here, sweetheart.”

      I wasn’t even sure if I was blushing because I was hot all over.

      “I won’t hurt you.”

      “Not physically.”

      Understanding flared in his eyes like a bright spark in a midnight sky. “Ahh,” he said, releasing my chin because he didn’t have to hold my face to keep my attention. His eyes alone held me captive.

      My head dropped against the door, my stare still caught with his.

      “You like me.” He spoke softly, but there was a definite hint of teasing.

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “Say it.”

      “No!”

      His hand came up to rest at the hollow of my throat. It was a touch that should have scared the spit out of me. But the touch was so light it was like a brush of air against my neck as the pads of his fingers crawled up my flesh so the whole of this thumb could settle into the meatiest part of my lower lip.

      “I could make you.”

      My knees started to tremble, my body completely melting against this attack.

      “Go ahead and try.” I challenged.

      He swooped in so fast I let out a squeak against the thumb still resting on my lips. It was caught now between our mouths, him having claimed me so fast he hadn’t even had time to move it. My eyes blew wide for all of two seconds but then fluttered closed when he licked over his thumb, nudging past it to get to my mouth.

      I opened for him immediately. His hand fell away, and he settled against me completely. I let go of a small whimper, and his palm curled around the small of my back, pulling to crush our bodies together.

      His skin was warm and supple, so smooth it created this intense urge for me to rub against him like a cat. He was still supporting a lot of his weight with one hand against the wall, and the position made it so he was basically hovering over me, molding our individual personal space into something shared.

      Closeness was not something I was ever comfortable with, but when his tongue dipped into the seam of my lips, I opened eagerly, wanting him closer. No. Needing it.

      With a groan, he deepened the kiss, and my fingers dug into his back as I clung desperately to him. The bulge under the towel strained between us. Every so often, I would feel it throb with excitement.

      My brain fell offline, and dear God, the silence of it was incredible. The way this man muted literally everything, even my own insecurities, was astonishing and overwhelming.

      The tang of salt burst over my tongue, and bravely, I licked into him farther. When he started to retreat, I made a sound of distress and grabbed his ears, tugging him back.

      He laughed beneath his breath, the sound lost in the meeting of our lips once more. I sighed, satiated and languid, body going slightly slack and leaving it to him to support me and finish the kiss.

      When he finally lifted his head, he kept his arm anchored around my middle, keeping our bodies flush. Reaching between us, he swiped a few stray tears off my cheeks. Eyes still hazy, he brought his tear-stained finger between us and licked off the moisture.

      “Your heart is safe with me, Mads. I swear it.”

      Did you hear that sound?

      It was the cracking of the wall I’d built around myself.

      “You should get dressed,” I told him, hoping he didn’t point out I was breathless.

      His fingers tightened at my waist for a fraction of a second, but then he was smiling lopsided and wagging his brows. “Wanna help me with my boxers?”

      “Good luck getting them over that Loch Ness—” I gasped. Oh. My. God. Did that really just come out of my mouth?

      Jamie threw back his head and laughed. The sound made me feel like those buoyant balloons I talked about before. It was such a joyous sound that I momentarily forgot I’d literally just told him he had a giant dick.

      As he pulled his head back down, the twinkle in Jamie’s eyes made me wary. “Loch Ness, huh?”

      I groaned. He was never, ever going to let this one go.

      Leaning in, he spoke against my ear, making my scalp tingle. “Maybe if you tell him he’s a good boy, he’ll cooperate.”

      “Forget it,” I deadpanned.

      An evil grin lit his handsome face. Wet strands of dark-blond hair fell into his eyes as he swiveled his hips, pressing that Loch Ness trapped behind the towel right against my belly.

      “Just like my wingspan… he’s all yours,” he vowed, and something low in my belly contracted.

      I fell back against the door, and he backed up, not even bothering to hide the fact he was tenting the towel. “Wait right there while I get dressed.”

      I made a face. “Are you bossing me?”

      He pinned me with a steady look. “I’m asking you to wait so I don’t worry about you being alone out there.”

      I relented.

      “I’m so hungry I could eat a can of SPAM that is past its shelf life,” he announced.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Does SPAM ever go bad?”

      His voice was rueful as he turned the corner, hiding all that muscle from my eyes. “Imagine if it did what it would taste like.”

      I gagged. “You’re disgusting.”

      “Not everything can taste as sweet as you, baby.”

      I pressed a hand against my chest, hoping to hold together that wall I’d so carefully erected to guard my heart.
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      Jamie

      

      Smooth like butter. That’s how I backed my red Wrangler into the empty parking spot beside Ryan’s. On the other side of the empty spot was Wes’s BMW.

      “That is what we call skill,” I professed the second I turned off the engine and killed the headlights.

      “Uh-huh.” Mads agreed.

      I did not appreciate her sarcasm.

      I sighed. “Would it kill you to just pay a man a compliment?”

      “Oh! There’s Rory,” she said, perking up to stare out the windshield.

      “I guess that’s a yes,” I muttered, popping open the door to get out. Before shutting the door, I leaned back in. “Stay there.”

      As if on cue, she reached for the handle.

      “Madison.”

      Her eyes flew to me, widening a fraction.

      “Just listen for once, huh?” I implored.

      Halfway around the front of the Wrangler, camera girl hollered to me from the sidewalk. “I ate all your dinner!”

      “These women,” I muttered. “Testing a man’s patience.”

      At the passenger side, I pulled open Mads’s door and backed in. “Ride’s here,” I told her.

      Surprisingly, her arms slid around my neck, her body wrapping around mine from behind. Suddenly, I didn’t care so much that she didn’t listen and Rory was a food hog.

      After closing the door, I hoisted her a little higher on my back.

      “Jamie?” Her voice was quiet at my ear.

      “Hm?”

      “I like the way you smell.”

      I glanced backward, peering at her from the corner of my eye. “That so?”

      “Mm,” she agreed softly. “My hair smelled like you after I slept in your bed that night. I didn’t shampoo it for a few days.”

      Well, holy hot damn. My entire midsection clenched as I imagined her getting a reminding whiff of me for days… and liking it.

      Reaching around, I palmed her back and shifted, pulling her partially around my body. She shrieked, but I held on, confident I wouldn’t drop her.

      “Jamie!” He hair fell away from her face when her round eyes met mine. “What are you doing?”

      “You can’t just tell a man you walked around sniffing yourself because you smelled like him for days and then not expect me to kiss you.”

      She shrieked again.

      “You theater types are hella dramatic,” I informed her while cupping the back of her head. Leaning in, I said, “Give me some sugar, Mads.”

      I didn’t give her a chance to speak. She’d probably refuse and just ruin the entire compliment. Her lips went soft the second mine met them, and I kissed her deeply, kneading her scalp with my fingers. She moaned lightly, and I pulled back, pecking a quick kiss onto the tip of her nose.

      “Hold on,” I cautioned, flipping her back around and laughing under my breath as she grappled around my neck and clung.

      My Air Force Ones crunched over the gravel in the lot, and an orange leaf tried to hitch a ride on my toe.

      “Bro.” Ryan greeted me, a smirk lighting his eyes as his stare bounced between me and Mads.

      “I’m gonna rethink our bro status if you let that girl eat all my waffles,” I told him, jabbing a finger at camera girl.

      “Mmm,” she said, rubbing her flat stomach. “They were so good.”

      I lunged at her, and she squealed, rushing behind Ryan. A second later, her carroty head popped out around his back, stormy eyes landing on me.

      I shook my head regretfully. “You did me wrong, bro.”

      Ryan gazed at Mads over my shoulder. “How you doing?”

      “I’m okay.”

      He glanced at me for confirmation, and I nodded.

      Forgetting about me, Rory stepped out from behind Ryan to look up at Madison. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      The wind blew, and Mads shivered, pressing a little closer against me. “Come on inside.” I gestured.

      Ryan held the door as we all traipsed inside. The smell of french fries, a hot griddle, and coffee hit my nostrils first. My stomach howled angrily.

      A few people called out greetings, and whispers started flying. Cupping my hands behind Mads’s knees, I started toward our booth.

      “Hey, Jamie.”

      I spun, seeing a table with three girls near the door. Pretty sure I’d had a brief fling with one of them. Maybe her friend too. “Bro, what’s up?”

      Three sets of eyes moved from me to the girl I was piggybacking. A new tension bloomed out around my girl, her arms loosening a little around my neck.

      Reaching up, I pushed her forearm tighter around me. “Hold on tight, baby.”

      “Baby?” one of the girls echoed.

      “You all met my girl, Madison?”

      Mads sucked in a quiet breath but said nothing.

      Wide eyes bounced between us.

      “No,” one of them replied slowly.

      “Now ya have,” I declared, spinning around to head to the booth.

      “You never call me bro.” Madison spoke in my ear.

      “Nope, and I never will. Just like I’ll never call any of them baby.”

      Her chin hit my shoulder, and I smiled.

      Wes, Ryan, and camera girl were at the booth, and so was another swim bro, Kruger. He seemed kinda concerned at the pool when Mads showed up, and I noted him glancing at her now.

      I felt my hackles rise. Was he interested?

      Ryan slid all the way over by the window, pulling camera girl into his lap. Lowering, I set Mads on her feet and gestured for her to slide in beside Rory.

      She did, and then I took up the end.

      Plates of food covered the entire table, some of them eaten, some of them waiting to be devoured.

      Wes slid a plate with a waffle drenched in butter and syrup in my direction. “This one is yours,” he said.

      There was a bite taken out of it.

      Leaning around Mads, I pinned camera girl with a look. “You do this?”

      “Me!” She huffed indignantly. “Why me?”

      “Because it looks like a mouse took a bite out of this. Shameful really. If any of my other bros did this, at least half would be gone.”

      Ryan laughed.

      While Rory sputtered, Madison unwrapped some silverware, took a fork, and started cutting into the side of my waffle.

      “You eating my food now too?” I accused.

      She held the bite up to my lips. “Eat this. You’re hangry.”

      Everything else in the diner fell away. For a fraction of a moment, all that existed was her and that fork. Keeping my eyes locked on hers, I parted my lips, and she pushed the sweet, warm waffle into my mouth. Syrup dripped over my lip, and I licked it off before chewing slowly.

      Everything about this girl was fucking foreplay. And she was right. I was hangry.

      For her.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      The voice broke into my moment, causing Mads to look past me. I turned, nailing “Shirley” with a look.

      The guy cleared his throat. “Saw you come in. Thought you might want to order.”

      Madison leaned into my side, hand resting on the small of my back. Whatever I was about to say died on my tongue.

      “Can I have a vanilla latte please? Skim milk.”

      The guy ripped his cautious gaze from me to look at her. His eyes went a little soft, and it reminded me I was annoyed with him.

      Glancing at the table, I took a brief inventory and then ordered a couple more waffles and some eggs.

      “Baby, you want a salad?”

      “Rory got me a chicken sandwich,” she said, pointing to the plate in front of her.

      “I’m surprised she didn’t eat it,” I quipped.

      Everyone around the table snickered.

      When Shirley was gone, I dug into the waffle with the bite in it. I mean, it was still good eats.

      “Did you get any more texts?” Rory asked Madison.

      She shook her head. “No, just those two.”

      “Maybe it was just a prank,” camera girl offered.

      “That’s what I was hoping.”

      “Seems like an elaborate prank. I mean, they knew what color you were wearing,” Wes pointed out.

      The waffle turned to dust in my mouth.

      “Anyone ever text you like that before?” Kruger asked.

      I glanced at him as I took a sip of the soda Ryan ordered for me. He had brown hair that curled up around his neck and over his ears, and his mismatched eyes were focused on Mads.

      Madison started to answer, but I dropped my fork, the clattering sound drawing attention. “Why you so interested in Madison?”

      Kruger glanced away from her to me. “Excuse me?”

      “You interested in my girl?” I challenged.

      Madison sucked in a breath. “Jamie!”

      Wes and Ryan stared between me and Kruger as we measured each other.

      “No,” Kruger said plainly. “But I was at the pool and saw how upset she was. The idea some creep is sitting around texting women doesn’t sit right with me.”

      The guy in the booth behind him made a scoffing noise. Wes stiffened immediately, and I went on alert.

      A fellow Elite, Rinkin, turned so he could stare at our table. “Whatever will you do now that the guy you heap all the blame on isn’t around to point fingers at anymore, huh?”

      Rinkin was a loyal guy. Too bad his loyalty was to Jonas Hughes who terrorized women on this campus and nearly killed Rory more than once. We had his ass booted from Elite, but it was clear Rinkin was still miffed over the loss of his BFF.

      I could practically hear Ryan’s teeth grind, but Wes spoke first.

      “What’s the matter, Rinkin? Your lips feeling lonely since they ain’t been able to kiss Hughes’s ass?”

      “Bro, good one,” I said, shoveling the rest of the waffle into my mouth.

      “You’re the ass lover. Not me.” He sneered.

      “The fuck you just say?” Ryan and I intoned at the same time.

      Wes’s hand fisted on the table.

      “Oh, please.” Rinkin spoke up so all the booths filled with Elite could hear. “It’s hardly a secret that this one’s a bum boy.”

      A few whispers buzzed.

      Madison and Rory both scowled. “You did not just say that out loud,” Madison said.

      Rinkin rolled his eyes. “Please, it’s the team’s worst-kept secret.”

      I shoved up out of the booth, fork clattering onto the floor. At the same moment, our waiter appeared with a large round tray with plates of waffles, eggs, and Mads’s latte.

      “I-is there a problem?” he asked as Rinkin straightened out of the booth he’d been squatting in.

      “Seems you have a rat problem,” I said.

      Rinkin smirked. “I’d rather be a rat than—”

      “You finish that sentence, and it’ll be the last one you ever speak.” A new voice carried toward the back of the diner.

      Glancing past the waiter and Rinkin, I saw a black-haired man with a leather jacket and a silver piercing in his brow, which was drawn down over an opaque, threatening stare.

      “Max,” Wes called, pushing at Kruger so he could get out of the booth.

      Ryan vaulted over the back of our booth and came around to stand at my side. As if we were a unit, we crossed our arms over our chests.

      “And who is this?” Rinkin guffawed, looking between Max and Wes. An ugly gleam lit his eyes, and he leaned toward Wes. “Is that—”

      “Maybe you should take this outside.” Shirley interrupted.

      Rinkin smirked. “You hear that, Wes? You and your butt buddy aren’t welcome her—”

      One minute, Max was across the room, and the next, his fist was slamming into the side of Rinkin’s face. The swimmer grunted in surprise, his entire body flying backward from the force of the hit. His large frame rammed into Shirley, and the tray flipped up in the air like it was some kind of gymnast. Food rained down onto the floor, splattering everywhere. The plates clattered loudly and rolled every which way. The mug the latte was in shattered, and coffee splashed across the tile.

      Rinkin landed starfish in the center of the mess, egg clinging to his hair. He didn’t stay down, though, instead, shoving up off the floor, flinging food in his ire as he launched himself at Max.

      Wes shouted, and Shirley stumbled back. Rinkin plowed into Max, and the two started going at it, with Wes rushing into the fight, making Max yell.

      Ryan cursed under his breath and started forward. I was about to follow suit—hey, loyalty among bros—but something stopped me.

      It wasn’t a sound, more so an instinct.

      Turning my head, I glanced at the girls, making sure they were okay.

      Rory was pale against her orange hair, eyes wide as she watched Ryan jump into the diner brawl.

      “Madison,” I said, noting the spot beside camera girl was empty. My heart skipped a beat. “Madison!” I roared louder, searching the other side of the table.

      She wasn’t there either.

      The sound of glass breaking and flesh hitting flesh became background noise to the roaring between my ears.

      The napkin dispenser at the back of the table trembled, and a sick feeling churned in my gut, splashing up the back of my throat.

      Cursing under my breath, I dropped down to gaze beneath the table. I hoped I was wrong. I hoped she wouldn’t be there. Hope laughed in my face.

      The whole of my heart caved in the second my eyes found her. She’d scooted all the way back under the table, pressing against the windows, knees pulled into her chest, hands over her ears as she rocked back and forth. Back and forth.

      Her dark head was bowed, and she looked so fucking small squished back there between the seats. A sharp shatter cut through everything, and she whimpered, body rocking faster.

      Rage unlike anything I’d ever felt before ripped through me. Rage that these assholes would scare her so bad. Rage because, deep down, I knew this was a reaction from past trauma.

      Shooting up, I shouldered right into the brawling men, ripping them apart with my hands. I tossed Max toward Wes, who was standing near Ryan, and I dragged Rinkin to the door and literally tossed him out onto the sidewalk. I’d deal with his assholery later.

      “That’s enough,” I announced, turning back to the entire room.

      The quiet, deadly declaration was followed by utter silence. I thought to threaten anyone who dared make more sound with a beating, but I didn’t want those words to echo through this room attached to my voice.

      I didn’t want to scare her more.

      Without waiting to see if the room would listen, I went back over to the table and dropped onto my hands and knees.

      She was exactly the same as I’d left her.

      Off to my left, Rory peered under the table.

      “No,” I told her.

      She disappeared.

      “Madison,” I called softly.

      She didn’t react.

      “Maddie baby,” I tried again, more cajoling this time. “It’s okay, sweetheart,” I murmured, squeezing my big-ass shoulders between the seats under the table.

      She made it look so easy to fit back there. All it did was remind me how fragile she was.

      Crawling until I made it in front of her, I digested the way she trembled, how her hands were plastered over her ears and the silent noes she was repeating into her drawn-up knees.

      I’d never seen anything in my life that hurt as much as this. Chest tight, I made an internal vow to do whatever it took to make this better.

      “Mads, it’s Jamie,” I said quietly, the underside of the table shrouded in darkness. And bro, there was something sticky under here. “Baby, I’m going to touch you. Is that okay?”

      She made a small sound.

      Not wanting to move too fast, I reached out, curling my hand around her ankle. My fingertips dipped beneath the gathered hem of her pants to make contact with her skin.

      She stirred, lifting her face just enough to peer over her knees at me. Her eyes were glassy and red.

      I crooned, removing my hand from her ankle to grasp the fingers still covering her ear. When I tried to tug them down, she resisted at first, and I just nodded. “It’s okay.”

      Her hand slackened, and I wrapped mine around hers, pulling it down.

      “They stopped, sweetheart. It’s not loud anymore.”

      “Jamie.” Her voice shook, lowering lip trembled.

      Goddammit, that lip will be the death of me.

      Another sound left my throat, and the rage trying to eat me alive burned. I knew it probably flickered in my eyes, but I fought like hell to keep it out of my voice. “Oh, baby, who made you this way?”

      Her quiet sob vibrated the enclosed space, making my throat constrict.

      “All right now, Mads. Come on, come here.” I tugged her hand, and she came, wrapping her arms around my neck and burying her face against me.

      “That’s my girl,” I praised. “Good girl. I got you now.”

      Her whole body quivered, but because of our position, I could only wrap one arm around her. I sorely wanted to wrap all of me around her, to enclose her tight in my wingspan.

      “How about we get out of here?”

      “No.” She panicked, gripping me even tighter.

      I shifted, giving some of my weight to the bench alongside me. “Easy,” I whispered. “It’s okay. We’ll stay here as long as you want.”

      She settled a little, her breaths warm puffs against my neck. After a while, her breathing evened out, but the strength of her grip on my neck did not weaken.

      I didn’t know how much time passed, but it was enough that some of the normal activity in the diner resumed. Above us, I heard Ryan tell someone to come back later, but other than that, I focused completely on the girl in my arms.

      “Will you trust me enough to take you out of here?” I eventually asked.

      She nodded.

      “Good girl,” I praised.

      She snuffled against my throat.

      Keeping one arm wrapped around her, I backed us out from beneath the table. Before clearing it completely, I glanced behind me, noting Ryan was planted close by, and from the stance of his feet and lower legs, I knew he was standing guard.

      “I’m gonna stand up now,” I told her, then pulled away to straighten.

      I felt Ryan shift but kept my focus on Mads as I reached beneath the table to haul her up and into my arms.

      People stared, obviously.

      I didn’t give two shits, but I pushed her face back into my neck in case she did.

      Food was still scattered in front of our booth, but the rest had been cleaned up. As I stood, Ryan turned around, eyes going to Madison who was tucked in my arms.

      His eyes asked the questions he didn’t need to voice.

      I shook my head, and he frowned. Then he hitched his chin toward the door.

      “Tell them I’ll come back and handle the bill.”

      “I got this,” Ryan said.

      “Bro, you sure?”

      “You did the same for us,” he said, glancing briefly at Rory. “Go.”

      I spared a glimpse at Rory who was sitting in the booth, watching. She seemed okay, so I hitched my chin at her, and she gave me a little wave.

      Outside, the October night was cold and dark. Winter kissed the air with its frigid bite, and soon, autumn would tumble fully into frost.

      My feet crunched once more on the gravel as my wide strides ate up the parking lot but stuttered when I heard two voices arguing.

      “What the hell are you even doing here?”

      “You don’t answer; I come looking.”

      “I don’t need a fucking babysitter.”

      “Looks to me like you do.”

      Wes let out an angry growl. “Fuck off, Max. I can handle myself.”

      In the midst of his yell, he threw out his hands.

      Max snatched it out of the air, tugging it so hard Wes nearly fell into his chest. “What the fuck is this?”

      Wes tried to yank his hand back, but Max wouldn’t relent.

      “You said you didn’t get hurt.”

      “It’s barely a scratch,”

      Max looked like he might explode.

      “There a problem here?” I called out, tightening my arms around Madison.

      “Jamie.” Wes turned to me. “Is she okay?”

      “I’m taking her home.” Then because the rage was still churning inside me, I snapped my attention to Max. Excuse me. According to him, only his friends could call him that, so to all of us but Wes, he was Maxen.

      “Next time you wanna punch some faces, don’t do it around my girl.”

      “I’ll punch faces whenever someone insults Wes. Something I thought his friends would also do,” Max retorted.

      Very conscious of the woman still trembling slightly in my arms and the cold wind blowing, I just nodded. Now was not the time. To Wes, I said, “We’ll talk later.”

      He acknowledged the words, and then I left them to bundle Madison into the passenger seat of my Wrangler.

      Once she was buckled in, I peeled the Elite hoodie off my body and draped it over her.

      When I pulled back, her hand caught my wrist. “Jamie?”

      “What, sweetheart?”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I feel safe with you.”

      Making a sound, I leaned the rest of the way back into the Jeep and pressed my lips to her forehead. “That’s because you are.”

      As I walked around the front of the Wrangler, I let some of the black mood swelling inside me escape. Madison was definitely safe with me. But the people who hurt her?

      I’d send them all straight to hell.
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      Madison

      

      Shattering glass.

      The sound of fists hitting flesh.

      Grunts. Yells. The very air of violence.

      It was like being snagged into a whirling vortex, a current so strong it didn’t matter how much I fought against it.

      I was forced in, forced backward. Shoved mercilessly into memories I badly wanted to forget but never would.

      Usually, I was better. Stronger. Usually, I could somehow separate the past and the present.

      Not tonight.

      It was all becoming too much. Every part of me was overwhelmed, and it made it insanely difficult for me to reason.

      I hated this. It was demoralizing. It made me look weak, made me feel weak. I knew I’d been struggling lately, slightly unraveling.

      I didn’t realize how close to the edge I’d gotten until I’d fallen over.

      Until a stupid ego-driven fight between men sent me spiraling into the past and crawling under a table.

      I shuddered thinking about it. I was probably going to need a tetanus shot after being under there.

      “Are you cold?” Jamie’s voice was gruff but not unkind, and it filled the entire interior of his Jeep.

      Without waiting for me to reply, he reached forward to hike up the heat and point all the vents at me. Hot air blasted aggressively in my direction, making my body ripple with a fresh wave of chills. His hoodie was big and soft like a blanket, and I snuggled it closer.

      Bone-deep exhaustion coated me from the inside out. I was so embarrassed, and if I was any less tired, I would likely be freaking out about what Jamie was probably thinking. I couldn’t summon the energy, though. What little I did have left I had to use to keep myself together.

      Maybe this will finally chase him away. Maybe he will finally give up on me.

      The harsh screeching of tires made me jump. Jamie reached across the seats to hold his arm in front of my chest like a shield.

      “It’s okay,” he promised as the Wrangler pulled off the street and onto the side of the road. He pulled the emergency brake at the same moment the engine stalled out. Leaving the headlights on, he vaulted out of the driver’s seat, long legs eating up the pavement as he stalked around the hood toward the passenger side.

      Night air rushed in the second he opened the door, the chill secondary to the intensity he emanated. I stared unabashedly, mouth gone dry, as he unbuckled my seatbelt and pulled me out of the seat as if I weighed nothing at all.

      I experienced a brief flash of panic that he was going to toss me on the side of the road and drive off because I somehow offended him… but then he was sitting down in the passenger seat, anchoring his arms around me to hold me in his lap.

      “Jamie,” I said, only to be distracted by the thought that I wished I had something else to call him because right now his whole name felt like a mouthful.

      Maybe I was delirious.

      “That’s what you’ve been doing?” His voice was a mere rumble above my head as he tucked his hoodie back around me. “Trying to scare me away? Trying to make me give up?”

      I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      Even exhausted, I wouldn’t backtrack. I wouldn’t even try and deny it. Why bother? It was the truth.

      “So?” I challenged.

      “So if you weren’t already so upset, I’d paddle your curvy ass.”

      “I don’t like hitting,” I told him as I pressed my cheek against his warm chest and curled my hand around his bicep.

      He growled. “I would never hit you.”

      “Promises are nothing but extreme lies.” I reminded him.

      “That wasn’t a promise. It’s a hard fact.” His voice was granite, and for the first time, I realized he was angry. Also, for the first time, I realized a man’s anger didn’t scare me. “And if anyone else ever hit you, they’d have to deal with me.”

      I really do feel safe with you.

      Tilting my head up, I said, “You’re mad.”

      All the features on his very handsome face softened. “Not at you, baby, never at you.”

      “I bet I could make you mad,” I mused.

      His eyes reminded me of glittering sapphires as they implored mine. “I’m mad as hell at whoever made you like this. At whatever made you think you needed to scare me away.”

      Swallowing, I pulled my chin back down, cheek swiping against the softness of his T-shirt. My other hand curled around his bicep so both held on to him tight. “I’m no good at this, Jamie. And I never will be.”

      “Good at what?”

      “Relationships.”

      “You’re doing just fine.”

      I made a rough sound. “I freaked out and crawled under a table.”

      “I liked it. Gave me some alone time with my girl.”

      I laughed, and the joy brought a rush of tears to my eyes. As I squeezed him a little more, my throat worked to battle back the insane urge to cry all over him.

      “I can’t be your girl.”

      “You already are.”

      “Jamie.”

      “Madison.”

      I whispered, “Don’t love me. I can’t love you back.”

      A deep breath expanded his torso, moving me with the force of it. But then he relaxed back into the seat, chin resting on top of my head.

      “You gonna tell me what happened back there?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Can’t,” I echoed, voice cracking. Truth was, for the first time in my entire life, I wanted to tell someone. To tell him. But I was already raw. If I opened up any more tonight, I might shatter.

      “I’m not gonna give up,” he told me.

      I didn’t say anything. My heart ached. My entire chest felt bruised.

      “You don’t want me to.”

      He was right. I didn’t. I wanted him to fight for me. For the first time ever, I wanted someone to want to stay. And because of that, I wanted to give him something. Even if it was small, even if it was all I had in this moment, I wanted to hold it out with both hands.

      “You’re the only one I’ve let see me like this.”

      His deep breath molded his chest against my side. “You’re a beautiful fucking view.”

      My eyes drifted shut, and I curled farther into his warmth, soaking up everything he was. The reprieve his presence offered felt so selfless and natural that it made me think perhaps falling in love with Jamie wasn’t even a matter of can’t or won’t.

      It was inevitable.

      “Stay with me tonight,” he said a short while later.

      I wanted to. “No.”

      Between us, he pushed up my chin. Cautiously, I gazed at his expression, expecting to see anger but finding tenderness.

      “Can’t blame a guy for trying,” he mused, then dropped a softer-than-soft kiss on my lips. I was still tingling with the brief touch when he got out of the Wrangler to deposit me back in the seat. “Lights are still on. The battery is gonna die if I don’t start the engine.”

      I nodded.

      “Mads.”

      I turned back to him.

      His body leaned in, stare steady on mine. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Okay.”

      Possibly the lamest reply ever, but it was all I could manage in that moment.

      Just when the butterflies settled in my stomach, he pulled into a drive-thru, and I perked up. I hadn’t even noticed he’d left campus.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, gazing out the window.

      “Getting some dinner. You didn’t eat.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      He ignored me and drove up to the speaker. “My bro!” he bellowed.

      My lord, he was loud.

      “Jamie?” a man’s voice blared through the tiny box. “That you?”

      “In the flesh.”

      “Long time no see!” The guy’s enthusiasm made me smile.

      “Coach’s been keeping me busy.”

      “I’ve seen your swim times. Go off, bro!”

      Jamie guffawed, and I marveled at the exchange. Did he know everyone?

      “Appreciate it,” he finally said. “Hope you got lots of food in there.”

      “We’re always stocked for Elite. Order it up.”

      “I’ll take a number one and a number two. Oh, give me a number six too.”

      As tired as I was, I couldn’t help but gape. He was going to eat all—

      “Ooh, you got any of those muffins left?” he asked, leaning halfway out the window.

      “Two,” the guy answered.

      “I’ll take ‘em both.”

      “That everything?”

      “Add a bowl of your noodle soup and a vanilla latte.” Then he added, “Skim milk.”

      He remembered what I ordered at the diner.

      “Skim milk?” the voice countered. “Bro, you got a girl with you?”

      Jamie laughed. “You know how it is.”

      “Exactly how is it?” I wanted to know.

      Jamie turned to me and winked.

      “I’ll have it all for you at the window.”

      Jamie pulled around, and it was like the entire staff instantly crowded the window. A series of, “Bro!” and, “Hi, Jamie!” went around as well as everyone wanting to know where Ryan was.

      After he explained, the curiosity turned on me.

      I waved.

      Bags of food were passed through along with the latte he’d ordered. Jamie handed over a fistful of cash and told them to keep the change. They didn’t stop staring until he pulled onto the main road.

      “I take it you come here often?” I asked, gazing through the darkened interior at him.

      “A man’s gotta eat.” He declared, then gestured to the coffee in the cup holder. “Drink that.”

      The warmth of the mug seeped into my chilled fingers when I picked it up and compelled myself to take a sip.

      “They make it right?” he asked, watching me from the corner of his eye.

      “It’s good.” I confirmed.

      He didn’t say anything but reached across the seats to cup the back of my head and stroke my hair.

      I didn’t know it was possible for a warm drink to get caught in one’s throat, but it happened.

      We said nothing else as he drove the short distance back to campus and into the lot of my dorm. I gasped, realizing something.

      He shut off the engine, turning toward me. “What’s wrong?”

      “My car is at the pool!”

      He insisted before that I ride to the diner with him. He was supposed to take me back to get it after we ate.

      He deflated. “Is that all? Damn, woman, I thought you were having an emergency.”

      “I need my car.”

      He grunted. “Give me the keys. I’ll bring it over tomorrow after practice.”

      “You can’t,” I argued.

      “Why?”

      “I have class.” I hedged.

      He smirked. “At eight in the morning?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Ew, no.”

      “Exactly. I’ll have it here before you need it.”

      I debated for a moment, then reached into my crossbody to pull out the keys. Our fingers brushed when he reached for them, and a jolt of awareness zinged right into my core.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, tucking the keys in his pocket. I had a brief flash of memory of what else I knew he kept in those pants.

      Maybe it was longer than a brief memory because the next time I blinked, it was from the rush of cold air swirling inside my open door.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Walking you inside.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not necessary.”

      “I’m walking you in, Mads. That’s final.”

      I fell quiet as he dug around in his food haul, transferring some stuff to one bag. When he was done, he slipped the handle over his wrist and took the latte from my hands. “Jump on.”

      “What is it with you and piggyback rides?” I asked. “Ryan too.”

      “It’s how we roll.”

      “What if I don’t like it?”

      He gazed over his shoulder, eyes twinkling. “You like it.”

      I thought about kicking him, but he was holding my coffee. I climbed onto his back, ignoring his husky chuckle.

      Ahead of us, two girls were heading inside, and Jamie called out, “Hold the door!”

      They did, watching with interest as Jamie hauled me and the food inside. “Hey, Madison,” one of the girls called.

      “Hi,” I returned, feeling completely embarrassed.

      “Ladies,” Jamie drawled, effectively stealing all their attention.

      They giggled, and the urge to tell them to get lost formed on my tongue.

      “What are you doing in here, young man?” A stern voice came from around the corner. “It’s after visiting hours. No boys allowed.”

      It was Mrs. Holmes, the hall director. She must have been the one on door duty tonight.

      I started to slide off Jamie’s back, knowing for sure he wouldn’t get another step into the building.

      Jamie made a noise, stopping me from trying to get down, and deftly lifted me back up. “Take your coffee, baby,” he said quietly, holding it up for me.

      The second I did, he looped both hands around the backs of my knees.

      “I’m sorry for the late hour, miss,” Jamie said, turning fully to face the older woman. She definitely was not a miss. But damn, if she didn’t preen when he addressed her that way.

      “I was just escorting Madison home.”

      “Well, she’s here. You can go.”

      “Now, what kind of boyfriend would I be if I just brought my girlfriend home after a rough day and dumped her in the building like this? I need to escort her to her door.”

      “Well, if you were so worried about escorting her to the door, you should have been on time.”

      I suppressed a giggle. Jamie’s infallible charm seemed to have met its match.

      “I understand.” He nodded sagely. “I always do my best to follow the rules the ladies in charge set, but sometimes things happen. There was a fight.”

      The woman gasped. So did the two girls who held the door open for him. Why were they still here?

      “A fight!”

      “Yes, a terrible ordeal. We weren’t involved, but we were there when it happened, and it upset my girlfriend, as you can imagine.”

      “My goodness.” Mrs. Holmes looked at me. “Are you okay, dear?”

      “I’m okay,” I told her.

      “She puts on a brave face,” Jamie whispered as though I wouldn’t be able to hear. “But I had to stop the car ‘cause she was crying. And then I had to stop and get her dinner because she didn’t even get to eat because the fighting ingrates spilled her food.”

      Ingrates? Where the hell did he even learn that word? There was no way she was going to buy—

      “Well, this sounds just terrible.” Mrs. Holmes cut into my thoughts.

      Jamie’s head bobbed. “I know it’s against policy, but it sure would mean a lot to me if I could just walk her to her door, just so I’m sure she gets in okay. I’m sure Coach Resch would be grateful as well. He always tells his swimmers to treat their ladies right.”

      Her eyes narrowed, then widened. “Coach Resch?”

      “He’s Elite,” one of the girls still eavesdropping put in.

      “Oh, I didn’t realize.”

      “No reason to,” Jamie said smoothly. “The same rules apply to all of us.”

      I snorted.

      Jamie pinched the back of my leg.

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to go against the standards the coach upholds his boys to. You go on and escort her to her room, but be back here and outside within five minutes.”

      “I’ll make it four.”

      He must have smiled. She giggled.

      “Well, go on, then.” She shooed us away.

      Jamie started down the hall. “Which way?” he asked under his breath.

      “I’m on the fourth floor.”

      The second we were inside the elevator and the doors shut behind us, I kicked him.

      “Ow! Woman, what the hell was that for?”

      “You know!”

      “The hell I do!”

      “You told the entire hall I was crying.”

      “Aw, baby, don’t be like that. I had to be extra so she’d let me upstairs.”

      “You don’t even need to come upstairs.”

      He made a rude sound. “I’m checking your room.”

      Shock rippled through me. “For what?”

      “To make sure it’s safe.”

      “No.”

      “I check your room, or you’re sleeping in my bed,” he deadpanned.

      The elevator dinged, and I bit back the insult ready to fly when I saw some girls standing on the other side. Their eyes about fell out of their heads.

      “Ladies,” Jamie said, sweeping past them.

      Their giggles carried out of the elevator even as it was closing.

      “You are so stupid,” I announced.

      “Which room?”

      “That one.” I gestured with my foot.

      He knocked.

      “I have a keycard.” I reminded him.

      “But, baby, then I’d have to put you down.”

      Why is he so charming?

      The door swung open, and my blond-haired roomie appeared. The second she saw the wall that was Jamie, her eyes blew wide. “Uhh…”

      “It’s me,” I said, offended she didn’t even notice me on his back.

      Her eyes flew up. “Madison?”

      “Hi.”

      “Mind if I come in?” Jamie asked.

      Elena moved back immediately so he could come inside. Jamie stepped in and lowered me to my feet. The second I touched land, he moved around the room like he was some kind of drug-sniffing dog.

      “This room is tiny. You can see it all from one place,” I said.

      He glanced at the closet. “Whose is it?” he asked, pointing at the small space built into the back wall between our beds.

      “We share,” I said.

      Elena glanced at me all wide-eyed, and I knew the second he left, there would be a thousand questions. Just thinking about it made me want to hide in bed.

      “Mind if I look?” he asked her.

      She shook her head.

      “I care!” I said, offended he didn’t even ask me.

      “Drink your coffee, sweetheart.”

      Elena made a choked sound.

      Jamie looked in her direction. “You a theater major too?”

      She nodded.

      He grunted and then rooted through my closet like he would find a man somehow squished into a shoebox.

      When he was satisfied there was no one lurking, he pointed at my bed. “Yours?”

      I nodded.

      He set the bag with the food on the end and then glanced at the window over it. He frowned. “You need black curtains.”

      “Ew,” Elena retorted.

      “Exactly.” I agreed.

      “White sheers are not curtains.”

      “They’re decorative,” I told him.

      “We’re getting black.”

      “You are not the boss of me.”

      “Madison.”

      My shoulders slumped. I really wasn’t in the mood for a battle of wills with this man.

      Jamie moved over to Elena, and I stiffened. “Nice to meet you, bro. I’m Jamie.”

      “Elena,” she said, staring at his hand a minute before shaking it.

      “I’m Madison’s boyfriend.”

      “You are not!”

      “She’s stubborn,” he told Elena. “So we’ll probably be seeing each other around some. If you ever need anything, just let me know.”

      “Wow. Okay,” Elena replied.

      Jamie caught my hand on his way out to the hall, towing me along with him. He pulled the door around so it was closed but not latched.

      His blue eyes filled with tenderness as they swept my face. “You sure you won’t stay with me tonight?”

      I shook my head.

      “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

      “I’m fine, Jamie.”

      He frowned. “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “I’m not alone. I have Elena.”

      “Elena ain’t me.”

      “I’m well aware,” I muttered.

      He grinned. “You like me better.”

      My lips twitched. “I do not.”

      Another frown pulled down his handsome features. “You sure?”

      A little piece of me wanted to give in and go with him. I’d definitely sleep better if I did. I was likely in for a long night. But I didn’t need Jamie to get through the night. I’d had lots of nights like this before, and this wouldn’t be the last. Taking comfort from him now would just make those future nights that much harder.

      “I’m sure,” I told him softly. Then, because I couldn’t not, I reached for his hand. “Thank you for everything tonight. You really helped.”

      He stepped closer, curling a hand around my hip. “If you need anything, call. I don’t care what time it is. Call.”

      “Okay.”

      He gave me a little shake. “I mean it, Mads. If you need me, you call.” Then he smiled. “Even if you don’t need me, call.”

      “Pretty sure your four minutes are up.”

      He widened his eyes. “You think she turns into a dragon at midnight?”

      I laughed.

      “That’s my girl,” he murmured, tugging so I tumbled into his body, and he wrapped himself around me. My eyes fell closed, and a rush of intense emotion swept from my head to my feet.

      “I’ll bring your car by tomorrow.”

      “Okay.”

      Reluctantly, he pulled back. “Give me some sugar, Mads.”

      Lifting on tiptoes, I puckered my lips. His chuckle swirled around us when he lowered his head.

      Down the hall, the elevator dinged, but neither of us lifted our heads.

      Another minute passed, and he made a sound of frustration as he pulled back. Desire swam in his eyes. I recognized it completely because I felt it too.

      His stare dropped to his hoodie, which I was still wearing.

      “Oh, you need this back,” I said, reaching for it.

      “I’ll just swim the extra laps. Keep it.”

      My head shot up. “Extra laps?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, we get docked points or have to swim extra laps when we show up without it.”

      I made a distressed sound. “You have to take it,” I said, quickly peeling it off and holding it out.

      “I’d rather you wear it,” he said, refusing to take it.

      “I don’t want to be the reason you get in trouble.”

      He glanced between me and the hoodie. Then he reached behind him to pull off the T-shirt he was wearing.

      A strangled sound echoed in my throat when his entire upper body filled my vision.

      “Jamie!” I hissed, glancing around the empty hallway. “What are you doing?”

      He smirked. “You don’t like the view?”

      “Put your shirt on right now!”

      “Jealous,” he sang.

      I scowled.

      Chuckling, he plucked the hoodie out of my hand and shrugged it on over his chiseled chest. He didn’t zip it up, though, and it left his tight abs on display.

      “Here,” he said, draping the T-shirt over my front. It reminded me of the night I slept in his bed with him on the floor and how, the next morning, he thought I was gone and pulled all the covers off me. I complained about being cold, and he stripped the shirt right off his body.

      “Body heat works faster,” he’d said.

      He was right.

      The cotton was still warm. The scent unique to him blossomed around my senses. Without even thinking, I closed my arms around the shirt, hugging it against my chest.

      He made a soft noise, leaned down, and kissed the top of my head. “Wear that tonight instead.” The words ruffled my hair. With his hand at the small of my back, he nudged me toward my room. “Inside and lock the door.”

      My heart was pounding heavily when the latch clicked shut and I turned the lock.

      His muffled voice came through the wood. “Good girl.”

      Elena let out a long sigh.

      It took everything in me not to rush down the hall after him.
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      Jamie

      

      Bro, it was going to be a long night.

      And I wasn’t the only one who was gonna be suffering. The Loch Ness was hurting too.

      What? I didn’t name it that. Mads did.

      It was a fitting name.

      Using the heel of my hand, I shoved it down, shifting in the driver’s seat. I was horny as fuck.

      So horny I was halfway to pulling the big bro out when I realized what the hell I was doing. Look, I was all for getting that pleasure, but getting caught with ol’ Nessie in my fist in the parking lot of a girl’s dorm was asking to be put on some pervy list for life.

      No thanks.

      I could wait.

      It would suck, but frankly, it was the least of my worries right now.

      Reaching into the bag, I pulled out the chicken panini I’d ordered and unwrapped it to take a bite. As I chewed, I dialed up Ryan, who answered on the first ring.

      “Bro, where are you?”

      I took another huge bite before answering. “Parking lot of Hamlet Hall.”

      He grunted. “She refused to come here?”

      “Yep.”

      He laughed. “I think she might be just as stubborn as Carrot.”

      Pretty sure Mads was worse, but I wasn’t about to get into a pissing contest with my bro about whose woman was more of a handful. Fact was all of them were work.

      “Want me to bring you a blanket?” Ryan offered.

      I didn’t even have to tell him what I was planning. He knew.

      “Wouldn’t be mad about it.”

      “I’ll be there in ten.”

      “Bring some water.”

      No less than seven minutes later, Ryan’s headlights reflected in my rearview mirror as he pulled into a spot nearby. Snatching the bag off the passenger seat, I reached in for the pumpkin muffin. I’d put the other one in the bag with Madison’s soup. Girl needed to eat more.

      Ryan slid into the passenger seat, tossing some stuff into the back.

      “You brought me a pillow too.” I laid my hand over my heart. “You do care, bro!”

      “You’re gonna be stiff as shit in the morning. You better come to the pool early to stretch.”

      “Something tells me I won’t have a problem waking up.”

      Ryan laughed under his breath. “I’ll bring you a giant mug of coffee.”

      “Maybe we should just get married,” I told him. “You’d make a good wife.”

      “Hey, fuck you, Owens,” Ryan announced. “If anyone is the wife in this relationship, it’s you.”

      “Says the man who just said we’re in a relationship.” I chortled, shoving what was left of the muffin into my face.

      Ryan grabbed a water he’d brought and handed it over.

      “Thanks, wifey,” I said around the mouthful.

      Uncapping the bottle, I poured some down my throat, then sighed. “Where’s camera girl? She okay?”

      “At her dorm. She’s worried about Madison.”

      I dropped the water into the cup holder between us and then laid both hands on the steering wheel, staring out at the giant stone building. “Something happened to her. Something that messes with her head.” And her heart.

      Don’t love me. I can’t love you back. Her voice echoed through my head. Those words might have hurt if I took them at face value.

      With Mads, though, a man had to look deeper. And I knew a girl who was worrying about being unable to love was probably already falling.

      “She didn’t tell you?” Ryan asked.

      “Not yet. But she will,” I said quietly.

      “You think it has anything to do with those texts?”

      I frowned. “I’m not sure.” Glancing toward him through the dark interior, I said, “But I don’t think they were some random prank.”

      “Maybe Rinkin did it to piss us off. Because of what happened with Hughes.”

      “Well, I’m definitely pissed off.” Men that needed to terrify women to feel powerful belonged in cages. “He seemed more interested in outing Wes than anything, though,” I remarked. “Also…” I paused, recalling what happened a couple weeks ago.

      “What?” Ryan prompted.

      “You remember that night at the pizzeria, the night we went to see Rory and Mads?”

      Ryan nodded. “Yeah, so?”

      “So when I followed Mads outside, someone tried to run her over with their car.”

      Ryan straightened. “What?”

      I turned toward him a little, nodding. “Yeah, bro. I mean, it happened so fast, and she was pretty freaked. But that car totally would have taken her out if I hadn’t grabbed her.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?” Ryan asked.

      “I thought maybe it was just some drunk, you know? Or some asshole frat boy trying to be cool. Hell, it could have been someone on their phone, not looking at the road.”

      “But you don’t think that now?”

      I shook my head slowly. It was harder to pass it off as some random thing when more shady shit went down. “I mean, the car came right at her. And the engine accelerated. I remember hearing it. Someone who isn’t paying attention doesn’t usually have their foot smashed down on the accelerator, especially on a side street in front of a pizza place.”

      “Someone was aiming for her,” Ryan deadpanned.

      My fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “I think so.”

      He blew out a breath. “You gotta talk to her, Jamie. Find out the shit you don’t know.”

      I nodded. “I know. I haven’t wanted to push. I’m afraid she’ll run.”

      “I’ve seen the way she looks at you. She’s not running.”

      I couldn’t even be appropriately smug about his words because I was too fucking worried.

      Ryan slapped me on the shoulder. “Want me to stay here tonight?”

      “Nah, bro. At least one of us should get some decent sleep. Thanks, though.”

      He gestured toward the building. “Which room is hers?”

      “Fourth floor. It’s around the corner. There’s a dormer below it.” I thought about pulling around for a clear view, but I’d have to park in the grass, and I figured that would draw too much attention.

      “She know you’re sleeping out here?”

      “Nope.”

      “Call if you need anything.”

      “Appreciate it, bro.”

      Before Ryan could shut the door, I called out for him. When he leaned back in, I said, “I’ll drop my Jeep off in the morning and ride to the pool with you. I gotta drive Mads’s car over here when we’re done.”

      Ryan grinned. “Whipped.”

      “This from the man who spent last weekend hanging fairy lights over his girl’s bed.”

      That wiped the smile off his face real quick. “Fuck you.”

      “And a merry fuck you too.”

      When he was gone, I reclined my seat, stuffed the pillow under my head, and tossed the blanket over me. Grabbing my phone, I typed out the text I promised I’d send.

      Incoming: Jamie-approved text.

      After that sent, I typed out one more.

      The only person you’re allowed to dream about is me. Good night, Maddie baby. Sweet dreams.

      I didn’t expect a response, so when my phone buzzed a couple minutes later, I looked at it like it grew a tail.

      I told myself it probably wasn’t her, but when I saw it was, I let out a “Whoop!” and fist-bumped myself.

      Hey, a bro has to celebrate sometimes.

      Thank you for the soup. Good night, Jamie.

      Are you wearing my shirt? Send me a picture.

      My phone beeped when the photo came through. It was of my shirt hanging out of her trashcan.

      How could you do that to me? I asked, grinning ear to ear because she was finally texting me back. Not only that, but she was giving me shit.

      Don’t love me. Her voice echoed in my mind.

      Too late, I thought back.

      She sent through: I spilled some food on it, so I threw it away.

      Brat.

      She didn’t text again, and after a while, I started dozing off in the seat. When the phone buzzed again, I jolted, dropping it onto the floorboard.

      Cursing, I turned into a bendy yoga instructor, trying to find the stupid thing. When I finally did, I pulled up the text, worrying maybe she needed something.

      The second my eyes hit the image, I blew out a breath.

      Damn.

      There was no caption. But there didn’t need to be. That fucking image was it.

      The room was dim. Her hair cascaded out over the pillow like a dark halo, and I could barely see the rest of her because of the white blankets piled up to her chin. Those kissable lips were tilted up in a quiet smile, and she was shrugging her shoulder so I could peep the red fabric covering her body.

      It wasn’t just any red fabric. It was my fucking shirt.

      Hell yeah.

      I sent through an emoji of two wide eyes—you know, the one that looks like it’s peeping on something they really like. Then I saved that shit to my camera roll.

      Then I made it my screensaver.

      Maybe I was whipped. Don’t @ me, bro.

      You’d make that pic your screensaver too, but you can’t.

      Know why?

      Because that pic is mine.
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      Madison

      

      I was haunted by memories that replayed like dreams. Of plaster walls buckling under angry fists, furious voices, and the rush of water from the bathroom faucet attempting but failing to muffle sobs. When the sun finally came up, sleep was something I wanted desperately away from as morning arrived with a sense of relief.

      The second golden rays streaked through the trees, filtering softly through the white sheers draping the window, I tossed the covers back and sat up. Elena was still sleeping, looking as comfortable as I wished I was.

      Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I gazed down at the faded red T-shirt I wore. The one Jamie literally took off his body. What little sleep I did get last night was probably because of this shirt because it somehow acted as a ward to keep the worst of my nightmares at bay.

      He texted me good night. Just like he promised.

      I texted back.

      My stomach fluttered as I traced my finger over the letters that spelled out JEEP across the front in faded white. He really seemed to like the color red, and it made me wonder if it was his favorite because of his Wrangler or if he picked a red vehicle because he already favored the color.

      There were a lot of things I still needed to learn about Jamie. We’d known each other a while now, but all the little details people usually shared to get to know one another had been skipped over in favor of the big things.

      Jamie didn’t seem to care about favorite colors, hobbies, or most-loved movies. He only cared I knew I could trust him. That he proved he wouldn’t hurt me.

      And well, since I was literally sleeping in his shirt, I had to admit he was succeeding.

      Not wanting to linger in bed anymore, I slipped my feet into my shower shoes and grabbed the hot-pink tote with everything I needed. The floor’s shared bathroom was at the end of the hall and, thankfully, wasn’t overly crowded because I was up earlier than usual.

      After a hot shower, I smoothed on some body lotion and my skincare before brushing my teeth and pulling off the wrap I’d tied around my hair to keep it from getting wet.

      I slipped Jamie’s shirt back on and brushed out the long strands while giving my bangs a dubious stare. Look, I loved the bangs. I thought they framed my heart-shaped face well and added some style, but they were a pain in the butt. Every morning, I had to use the blow-dryer to straighten them out. Otherwise, I’d be looking like a unicorn for half the day.

      Since Elena was still asleep, I used the hairdryer in here this morning. Once my bangs were under control, I quickly pulled all of my thick hair into a knot on top of my head and sprayed it with some medium-hold hairspray.

      Tossing everything back into the tote, I went back to the room, silently standing in front of our tiny shared closet. I debated a long time until I realized all my procrastinating was stemming from the fact I didn’t want to take off Jamie’s T-shirt.

      Ridiculous, I told myself and reached for a skirt. This one was longer than my usual ones, but it was chilly out and this would be a little warmer. I thought briefly about wearing jeans but decided against it almost as fast. I preferred skirts. Plus, being put together would help me feel put together, and I needed it this morning.

      In that spirit, I chose an outfit I actually really loved but rarely wore. It was almost like I was saving it for something, but I had no idea what. No more of that. Today, I was just going to wear it because I could. The skirt was from Cynthia Rowley and was made of purple tulle. It cut off at midcalf, and I loved the slightly swishy way it moved when I walked.

      To it, I added a white T-shirt and a chunky knit lilac cardigan overtop. It stopped at my hips, and I left it open so you could see the top beneath and the high waist of the tulle skirt.

      Not feeling much like a heel today, I chose a pair of white platform sneakers and white ankle socks. The only jewelry I added was a pair of vintage diamond studs in my ears.

      By the time I was dressed and had on some light makeup, I did feel more confident than before. It was just a bad night. You can make today better.

      Oddly, I didn’t much think of the strange texts I received yesterday because the panic attack and accompanying feelings it brought up trumped them. A tight ball of regret formed in my stomach because it made me realize the past still had so much influence over my present and future.

      You can’t look ahead if you’re always staring behind you.

      I knew this. I did. But sometimes it was hard to put thought into action.

      On impulse, I picked up my phone and sent a text. Coffee?

      Realizing it was before eight, I cringed and almost texted back an apology, but before I could, she answered.

      Sure. Meet you at Java Joe’s in fifteen.

      Java Joe’s was the coffee shop right across from campus that most everyone frequented. My Mercedes wasn’t in the lot yet, meaning Jamie was still at practice. It didn’t matter, though, because it was a short walk, and the fresh air would help clear my mind.

      The inside of Java Joe’s was all done up in black and white with bright-white walls featuring black-and-white photos of coffee. The floor was white and black striped and the long counter for ordering was topped with white stone. All the appliances behind the counter were chrome and shiny, and the baristas all wore black.

      The line wasn’t too bad this morning, meaning it wasn’t yet out on the sidewalk. I watched, amused, as a few harried but zombified students ordered coffee and then waited impatiently while it was made, checking their watches every two seconds.

      They were probably trying to make it to class by eight. A quick glance at the giant iron clock on the back wall told me they were late. They were probably freshmen. Freshmen learned the hard way not to take classes at eight a.m.

      Behind me, the door opened, and I turned, hoping it was Rory, but it was just another disgruntled morning person who resigned themselves to the line behind me.

      “Madison,” a familiar voice called off to the side, making me turn. Foster pushed back from a nearby round table. “I thought that was you.”

      “Oh, hi, Rome—I mean, Foster,” I said, not leaving the line but giving him a little wave.

      His low laugh arrived before he did, but then he was right beside me. “I’ll answer to Romeo, but only to you,” he teased.

      The line moved up, so I went with it, and Foster followed.

      “Finally decided to take me up on the offer to run lines over coffee?”

      “Oh, I—” I started, inwardly grimacing. I’d forgotten about that.

      I was saved from having to say that because he kept on talking.

      “Didn’t you say you had coffee with your roommate every morning?”

      I nodded. “Yes, but I had trouble sleeping last night and got up early. I didn’t want to wake her, so I decided to come here instead.”

      He smiled, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I’d say I was sorry you couldn’t sleep, but it’s the reason you’re here with me.”

      Discomfort made me fidget. Jamie had been insistent before that Foster was hitting on me, but I didn’t believe it. But that sounded like flirting, and it seemed he thought I was here to see him.

      The front door opened again, and I glanced around, seeing Rory step inside. Smiling, I waved, and she smiled, pivoting in my direction. Her hair was loose and windblown around her shoulders, the reddish-orange strands having a mind of their own. She was dressed in a pair of black overalls, a long-sleeved white T-shirt, and a pair of black-and-white Converse. Belted diagonally across her torso was a stunning red-and-black plaid Saint Laurent wool bum bag.

      “That bag, though,” I said the second she stepped beside me.

      “Me? Look at yours!” she lamented, gesturing to the mini gray Lady Dior draped over my shoulder with the gold chain strap.

      “I guess we both have stellar taste in bags,” I quipped.

      She nodded, eyes twinkling. “In boys too.”

      Jamie and his toothy smile flashed behind my eyes, making my head dip shyly. She was probably super curious when we showed up at the diner together. But embarrassment quickly followed because of what happened after that… how I literally slipped under the table to hide.

      And this after you literally ran off the night you met her, leaving her to deal with Jonas alone. I’m shocked she even wants to be friends with you. She probably pities you.

      Or maybe she knows who you really are and wants to—

      The loud clearing of a throat made me jump. “You cut the line,” someone complained.

      Rory turned to the disgruntled student behind me. “Me?”

      “I don’t see any other line hackers around,” he intoned.

      “Line hacker,” Rory echoed.

      “She didn’t cut line. She’s here with me,” I informed him.

      He sighed loudly and cut a glare at Foster. “What about him? Is he here with you too?”

      “He—” I started, but Foster cut off my words when he stepped up to the guy, a sudden wave of aggression blooming around him. “Yeah. I am. You got a problem with that?”

      Grumpy guy’s chest puffed out, and my stomach cramped.

      “Wait!” I practically gagged. I could not deal with another fight. Oh my God, just the suggestion of one made the nerves inside me buzz. “Just go ahead of us.”

      Grabbing Rory’s arm, I stepped back so he could cut ahead. He was still glaring at Foster, both of them acting like their staring contest was a game of chicken and the first one to look away would lose. A clammy, cold sweat prickled my palms, and the uncomfortable swirling of panic moved inside me.

      “Do you want coffee or not?” I practically snapped.

      Grumpy guy finally jerked his hard stare away from Foster to pin it on me. I lifted my chin in response. I would not cower. I would never. He grumbled something beneath his breath and then stomped ahead.

      “That guy makes morning Jamie look like a saint,” Rory quipped, making me smile and some of the tightest tension inside me relax.

      There you go, Madison. Look at you handling confrontation without freaking out.

      Foster pressed his hand against the small of my back. “You shouldn’t have done that. He was being a jerk.”

      Uncomfortable, I shifted toward Rory. “He clearly needs the caffeine more than me.”

      Rory snickered, and grumpy coffee guy glared over his shoulder.

      “Still, he was being rude to you. I would have handled it,” Foster insisted.

      I didn’t like the way he was handling it. And why did men always think that was their job?

      “I handled it just fine myself,” I told him.

      “Hey, have we met?” Rory asked, full attention shifting to Foster.

      He seemed taken aback by the question. “I don’t think so.”

      Rory pursed her lips, still watching him. “You seem so familiar.”

      I hadn’t even introduced them. “Rory, this is Foster. He’s playing the Romeo to my Juliet.”

      Foster smiled. A prickle of unease whispered deep inside me.

      “Oh!” Rory gasped, realization coming over her face. “I do know you.”

      Foster glanced at me, then back to my friend. “Madison told you about me?”

      I faltered, but Rory just shook her head. “I came to the theater several weeks ago to take some photos for the school news. You were probably there rehearsing with Madison.”

      “Oh. Right.” He nodded. “I remember now. That was the night someone tried to attack you,” Foster recalled, turning his hazel eyes to me.

      My stomach dipped, recalling that horrible night. “Actually, Rory had it worse than me that night.”

      Foster glanced back at her, concerned. “Are you okay now?”

      “Yes, thank you,” she replied.

      He nodded. “Well, it’s nice to officially meet you.”

      “Next!” the barista called, and we hurried to put in our orders, then moved off to the side to wait. As we stood, I glanced around for an empty table. All of them were full.

      “I don’t think there are any tables,” Rory said, thoughts obviously aligning with mine.

      “Sit with us,” Foster offered.

      Rory spun, glancing at him and then me.

      “Madison!” the barista called, setting two coffees on the bar.

      “I’d love to. Thank you.” Rory smiled. “Just let me grab my coffee, and we’ll be right over.”

      Foster nodded and started to the table while we went to get our drinks.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said quietly. “He seems to think I was here to meet him.”

      “We can sit with him for a few, then go somewhere else,” Rory offered.

      I nodded. I’d really been hoping for just a little bit of girl time. “After I texted, I realized how early it was, and I was surprised you answered.”

      Rory laughed lightly. “I’m used to swimmer hours, I think. Even when I don’t stay with Ryan, I automatically wake up when he’s at practice. It’s like he cast some kind of spell on me.”

      “I think I can understand,” I murmured, sipping my vanilla latte. It was the perfect amount of sweet, not too much but just enough. And the coffee was warm, comforting to swallow.

      “I want details,” Rory said as we walked toward the small round table Foster was waiting at. “All the details.”

      I nodded, ready and wanting to spill, to talk over all the overwhelming feelings Jamie brought out in me. It was a little startling, actually. Usually, I kept everything bottled up inside. I knew Rory would understand, though, because she had her own swimmer. One that was similar to mine.

      Mine. I have a swimmer.

      A light sound vibrated my throat, and I pulled the coffee to my lips to help mask it. But of course, Rory heard. She glanced at me, a knowing look in her catlike eyes.

      I sipped the brew like I didn’t notice. Really, I couldn’t focus on that anyway because I was pretty sure this was the first time I’d ever actually claimed Jamie in my head. Sure, he claimed me all the time… but I resisted. I never let myself go there.

      But just then? It had been an automatic thought.

      The two chairs available at the table were each on either side of Foster, which left him in the middle. We sat down, and I noticed his script was lying open on the tabletop.

      “Oh, which scene are you going over?”

      “The fight scene with Tybalt.”

      I drew back into the seat of my chair. “Really?”

      Foster nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve been working on the choreography of it with Scott. It’s going to be so realistic.”

      A realistic violent kill scene. Goody gumdrops. I just smiled and said, “I’m sure Director Fields will love that.”

      “We’re going to run through it tonight at rehearsal. I can’t wait to hear your feedback too.”

      “Tonight?” I said, trying not to gulp. “I didn’t realize we were running that scene tonight. I don’t really need to be there for that.”

      “I’m sure we’ll go through the other scenes we’ve been working on too. Plus, I really want to see what you think.”

      “Why would it matter what I think?”

      “Well, you’re practically theater royalty.”

      “What?” I squeaked, voice slightly high in pitch.

      I felt Rory’s gaze, but I avoided it. I avoided Foster’s too, instead glancing down at my cup to pretend I was making sure the lid was snapped on tight.

      “You were cast as Juliet. Director Fields loves you. Everyone knows you’re the best actress in the department right now.”

      My eyes flew to his, and he smiled. I let out a light laugh, feeling more relieved than I wanted to admit. “Well, I definitely don’t think that’s true. You hear the way the director rags on me.”

      “He’s probably just mad you don’t fawn all over his play selection,” Rory mused.

      I laughed. “Seriously. Heaven forbid I point out all the glaring toxicity in a Shakespeare play.”

      Foster cleared his throat. “I’d still like to hear your feedback on the scene.”

      “Of course,” I said, smiling to cover up my grimace. “Can’t wait.”

      My phone vibrated in my bag, and I set aside my coffee to retrieve it.

      Wingspan flashed on-screen, so I opened up the text.

      You aren’t in your room.

      How do you know? I typed back.

      Because I’m here and you aren’t.

      I gasped, full attention on my phone. What are you doing in my room?

      “Is everything okay?” Rory asked.

      I brought your car over. Came up to give you the keys.

      Oh. How did you even get into the building?

      Mads. Where are you?

      JJ’s with Rory, I typed out. Everyone on campus called Java Joe’s JJ’s for short. It was easier to text.

      You okay?

      Why wouldn’t I be?

      That’s not an answer.

      He really was so grumpy in the morning.

      I’m fine, J. Just leave my keys with Elena.

      J?

      J.

      Stay there.

      I let out a harumph because he thought he could order me around via text.

      Rory was watching me, her phone in the palm of her hand. “You get ordered to stay put too?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Are they always like this?”

      “Always.” She confirmed.

      The line for the coffee shop was out the door now, leading onto the sidewalk, and I pictured Jamie and Ryan approaching with scowls on their faces.

      “Am I missing something?” Foster asked, gazing between us.

      “Just our boyfriends checking in,” Rory answered, sipping her latte.

      “You know, it really surprises me you would date a guy like Jamie,” he mused, looking at me.

      “Do you know him?” I asked, feeling protective. It was one thing for me to point out Jamie’s flaws, but it was quite another for someone else to do it. And also, I wasn’t actually dating Jamie. But you want to.

      Foster shook his head. “Just guys like him.”

      “And what is that?” Rory pressed.

      “Players. Womanizers. Bossy. Controlling.”

      “Jamie is not any of those things,” I said immediately, gripping my coffee tightly. How freaking rude.

      “Really? ‘Cause I’m pretty sure the guy always has a different girl on his arm. He’s known for being a giant flirt, and the time I met him, he was bossing you around like he owned you.”

      My spine stiffened. His assessment of Jamie was completely unfair. “He was not!”

      Foster arched an eyebrow. “No?”

      Rory sat forward, her lips parting like she would defend Jamie, but that wasn’t her job. It was mine.

      “No. Jamie is thoughtful and respectful. And he is not flirtatious. He’s charming. In fact, I’m pretty sure he could charm a rock.”

      I know it because, until he came along, my heart was hard like one.

      “So you let him boss you because he’s charming,” Foster deadpanned.

      My heart rate picked up speed, and anger clouded my thoughts. The urge to defend Jamie was so strong I could barely think. All I could do was feel.

      “Jamie is nothing like him!” I snapped, voice shrill.

      Apparently, it was also loud because the tables around us all turned to stare.

      Foster faltered for a second. “Who?”

      The urge to make myself as small as possible in my chair was strong, but I resisted, shifting instead and holding my head high. “Excuse me?”

      “You said Jamie is nothing like him. Him who?”

      I felt the color leach from my face, and a lightning bolt of panic short-circuited my brain for a second. What was I thinking coming here this morning? I should have stayed in my room until class.

      I gazed at Rory. So much for girl time.

      Rory wasn’t looking at me, though. Her gaze was locked on Foster. “Maybe you should back off.”

      “Me?” he intoned, pressing a hand to his chest. “I was just trying to talk to her.”

      “More like provoke her.” Rory challenged.

      How could I have just babbled that right out? The words spilled out like an overflow of sewage from my brain. Sewage I thought I had contained.

      No, you were just trying to ignore it all and come for coffee.

      “Madison,” Rory called, but it felt like an echo, as if she were so much farther away than across the table.

      Suddenly, the long line stretching out the door shifted. A crowd of people shuffled around, and two broad men shouldered inside.

      The second my eyes found Jamie, he was all I saw. All I wanted to see. That light feeling he inspired made some of the worst of my thoughts float away. He was wearing a backward white baseball hat with a pair of navy sweatpants with long white cords trailing out from beneath the hem of a white T-shirt, which was topped with a navy hoodie that matched the pants. On his boat-sized feet were a pair of white Air Force Ones, and he had another shirt slung over his shoulder. The ends of his dirty-blond hair stuck out from the hat, curling up over his ears, and the second his blue eyes found mine, they flared. Not with recognition, though. With something else. Something that looked a lot like pleasure.

      The corner of his mouth kicked up as he prowled closer, and anticipation buzzed in my stomach. My entire body turned toward him in my seat, the rounded toes of my sneakers balancing on the floor as I waited for him to arrive.

      “There’s my girl.” His voice was rumbly and delicious, setting my insides to quivering. Saying nothing else, he slid his hands under my arms and lifted me right out of the chair.

      My feet didn’t even touch the ground when he held me out, once more sweeping his eyes over my entire being. “Fucking adorable,” he announced.

      My lips curled in on themselves, and even though I knew we drew stares, I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      “Say it again,” he rumbled, eyes glinting with possession.

      I batted my eyes. “What?”

      “You know.”

      I did know. I felt the crackle through the phone just minutes ago. I merely smiled, enjoying his eagerness.

      “Madison,” he growled, fingers tightening just a little beneath my arms.

      “J.” The single letter rushed out of me like I’d been running for miles.

      A smug, satisfied sound resonated in his torso, and he brought me in so I was flush with his chest. His arms locked around me as I lifted up on tiptoes, enjoying the satisfaction glimmering in his focused stare.

      “Give me some sugar.”

      “I thought you came for coffee.”

      “Oh hell, woman, we all know I came here for you.”

      I giggled beneath my breath, hands curling in the hoodie covering his wide chest. He bent low, his lips a mere whisper from mine. My heart caught, eyes fluttering shut waiting for his taste.

      “How do you feel about PDA?” he whispered, breath teasing my lips with the almost kiss.

      “I hate it,” I whispered back, straining up enough to bump our lips together.

      “I’m about to change your mind,” he quipped and then settled his mouth against mine.

      My arms wound around his neck, bumping into the bill of the hat against his neck. We ignored it and kissed. His groan of satisfaction made my lower belly tighten.

      Despite the full onslaught of the kiss, it didn’t last long. As though he stayed aware the entire time we were literally in the center of a full room. Funny, I completely forgot.

      His eyes were twinkling when mine opened. Our noses bumped before he shifted back, and I dropped flat onto my feet.

      Smiling, he reached up to adjust the hat I’d knocked askew and then reached over to ruffle Rory’s hair with his hand. “Hey, camera girl.”

      Rory made a sound and knocked his hand away, fussing with her mussed hair. Ryan’s chuckle penetrated my Jamie-induced haze, and I pulled my eyes away to glance at him. He was dressed similarly to Jamie except his sweats were black and his long-sleeved T-shirt was white.

      He smiled wide at me, then said, “Hey, theater girl,” reaching out like he was going to try and ruffle my hair.

      Jamie caught his wrist halfway to me and made a tsking sound. “Hands to yourself, bro.” Then his head rotated over his shoulder to pin Ryan with a stare. “Theater girl, really?”

      Ryan shrugged one shoulder.

      “So unoriginal.” Jamie shook his head and turned back to me. “He’s a copycat.”

      “Maddie, then.” Ryan decided.

      Rory pressed her face against his shoulder to muffle her laugh.

      Jamie’s face darkened, and his shoulders pulled down. “Just try and see what happens,” he warned darkly.

      Completely unthreatened, Ryan laughed and winked at me.

      Foster cleared his throat loudly, drawing all of our eyes.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Jamie demanded.

      I gasped loudly. He was entirely rude!

      “Trying to run lines with my costar, but we’ve been rudely interrupted.”

      Offended, I opened my mouth to correct him, but Ryan spoke up first. “Foster, I assume?”

      Jamie made a rude noise, and I gave him a hard look. Completely unbothered, he leaned toward me, and I knew just from the onery look glinting in his eyes that whatever he was about to come out with was going to be ridiculous. “I brought your keys, Maddie baby. They’re in my pocket. Wanna grab ‘em?”

      He jutted his hip out, thrusting the pocket with my keys in it toward me.

      I smacked him, and he chuckled. “Sit down and quit being an idiot.”

      “Afraid there are no seats left,” Foster told the guys. “You’ll have to get another table.”

      All of which were still full.

      This was why I avoided men. They turned everything into a pissing contest, and it was exhausting. And also a little frightening.

      “You guys can have our table. We were about to leave anyway.” A guy from a nearby table interjected.

      “Bro, you sure?” Jamie asked.

      “Of course.” The blond-haired girl who was sitting with the guy stood, picking up her things. “I came to your last meet. You two are awesome.”

      “Thanks,” Ryan said, giving a fist bump to the guy as he passed by.

      The girl gave a little smile to Jamie, and an unpleasant feeling wrinkled my nose. I could practically feel Foster’s glee and his silent I told you so.

      Jamie draped his arm across my shoulders, drawing me into his side. “Thanks for the support,” was all he said.

      I couldn’t help but glance at Foster to give him an I told you so look back, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was glaring at Jamie.

      Unbothered, Jamie picked up my coffee and bag.

      “Wow, Jamie, Dior really goes with those sweats.” Rory ragged him.

      Blinking, Jamie lifted the bag into his chest, and it looked humorously small against his bulk. “Does this bag make me look fat?” he asked, making Rory roll her eyes.

      Ryan snickered, and Jamie turned to me. “What else is yours, sweetheart?” His eyes landed on the script. “This too?”

      Foster caught the corner and pulled it into his lap. “It’s mine.”

      Ryan and Rory moved to the free table, and Jamie nudged my hip toward it.

      “See you at practice,” I told Foster.

      “Maybe next time we can actually run lines without being interrupted.”

      “That’s what rehearsal is for,” Jamie told him, nudging me again.

      I went because, seriously, I’d had enough confrontation to last me a lifetime. There were only three chairs at the table, but Ryan pulled Rory right into his lap, anchoring his arms around her waist.

      Jamie sat down and reached for me.

      I gave him a look. “Don’t even think about it,” I warned.

      He made a face, then brightened to grab the chair and drag it until it was practically on top of the one he was sitting in.

      I slid into it, rotating to Jamie. “Seriously, do you have to argue with him every time you see each other?”

      “Ryan? Jamie?” A girl dressed all in black approached the table. She had a small round tray with two coffees in the center.

      “That’s us,” Ryan said, smiling at the girl.

      She smiled back. “We saw you come in and made your usual order so you don’t have to wait in line.”

      “Bro, yeah.” Jamie smiled, leaning forward to hold out his fist.

      The girl laughed and shifted the tray into one palm and then bumped her fist with his.

      She set the first coffee in front of Ryan and then the other in front of Jamie.

      “Thanks for this,” Ryan said. “We appreciate it.” Digging into his sweats, he pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”

      “Thank you,” she said, cheeks pink.

      Jamie grabbed the coffee and took a drink. “Best coffee I ever had.”

      She smiled a little bigger and then went back behind the counter to help with the rush.

      When she was gone, I gave him a look. “Best coffee ever,” I mocked.

      “Now, baby, don’t be like that. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”

      “She probably thought you were flirting with her,” I surmised.

      Jamie made a face. “I don’t flirt with girls in front of my girl.”

      “Oh, so you do it behind her back?”

      Sure, I just defended Jamie against this very thing, and I meant everything I said. Foster had been playing head games with me. I recognized it. I knew he was trying to plant insecurity in my mind. Thing was he didn’t need to. It was already there. Might always be.

      Something I proved with my little outburst.

      So yeah, maybe I wanted to test Jamie a little. Maybe I needed him to prove my defense of him was not in vain.

      Jamie groaned. “Of course not.” He paused. “Wait. Are you admitting right now that you’re my girl?”

      “Bro, she kissed you in front of the entire café,” Ryan pointed out.

      Jamie waved in his direction like he was a fly that needed shooing. Then with the same hand, he made a fist and propped his chin on it. Batting those baby blues at me, he said, “Mads?”

      “That’s not what we’re talking about,” I insisted, trying to ignore the mad fluttering under my ribs.

      He pursed his lips, then dropped his fist into his lap. “No. I don’t flirt with women in front of my girl or behind her back. Only players do that.”

      “And you aren’t a player?” I questioned.

      Jamie tugged the extra shirt still slung over his shoulder. His Elite zip-up. There really was no reason for him to have it. He was wearing a hoodie already. Giving the fabric a little shake, he brought it around behind me, draping it over my shoulders and tugging it closed beneath my chin.

      Heart fluttering and stomach somersaulting, the anxiety that lingered from before he walked in retreated in defeat. Enigmatic eyes implored mine with a steady and solemn expression. When he opened his mouth to speak, his tone was low and utterly disarming.

      “Players play games, and I can assure you”—he leaned closer—“you are not a game to me.”

      Well, it was a good thing this wasn’t a game. Because if it was?

      I would have lost.
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      Jamie

      

      I had unfinished business, and every guy likes to finish.

      Bro, that was a good one, right?

      Things at practice this a.m. were kinda tense, but at five in the morning, no one feels like talking out their feelings, so we left it in the locker room and focused on what we do best: swimming.

      But this shit couldn’t go on. I mean, water was real good at washing away issues. However, swimming in polluted water was a no-go. I thought the contamination was cleared after we Elite put our collective foot down (and Ryan threw some punches) and tossed Jonas Hughes out on his ass.

      Guess we should have realized that Hughes’s loyal followers might try and avenge their asshole leader. Seriously, dudes needed to get a new idol. Thing was most of his buddies did fall in line with the rest of Elite and accept he was gone.

      Not Rinkin. The asshole.

      Yeah, yeah, he was my teammate. The thing with swimming, though? It was an individual sport. It was easy for swimmers—especially ones who swim the same stroke—to view each other as competition. Westbrook was big on fostering team unity and sportsmanship, so they called us a team even though we were more like a group of guys who did the same thing.

      Still, all of us being swimmers gave us a sense of unity. A sense of family. So even though we essentially competed for the best times, etc., there was still a sense of bro-hood. Only Elite could understand what it was like to drag your sore ass out of bed at four a.m. To double up on swim practice and still hit the weights at the gym. Only we could truly commiserate when we saw each other lowering into frigid ice baths and understand the burn in the muscles from the buildup of lactic acid.

      Being this committed to something required a level of dedication that people who didn’t do it couldn’t understand, and it was this shit that brought Elite together.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t willing to sacrifice someone when they acted like a douche. I didn’t need him to swim. Hell, none of us did. You’d think Rinkin would have learned what happened when an Elite didn’t live up to our name, but he must have missed that memo. Maybe his brain was waterlogged.

      Either way, I had a feeling we were gonna have to deal with him. Not only had he come at Wes, but he scared my girl.

      My upper body was quivering with exhaustion when I finally pulled myself out of the pool. Ignoring the water dripping off my bare skin, I ripped the goggles and swim cap off, tossing them aside and reaching for my sports drink. Fun fact: Swimmers sweat, so hydration is key. Gatorade not only has electrolytes but is flavored and easier to drink because it masks the chlorine flavor always trying to stick to my tongue.

      The only thing I wanted sticking to my tongue was my girl.

      After downing the rest of my drink, I dug around for a protein bar and ripped the wrapper as I sat on the bleachers. I needed to stretch. Probably roll out some of the knots in my upper body with a foam roller. All the tension was a recipe for disaster, and the last thing I needed was an injury or a case of swimmer’s shoulder.

      I was shoving the rest of the protein bar into my mouth when Wes came over and dropped beside me. “Why do we do this again?” he asked, sounding just as spent as I felt.

      I held out a protein bar, and he took it.

      “Bro, thanks.”

      “Bro, sure.”

      Not all of Elite swam twice a day. Coach Resch only required a morning practice, but some of us fit in a second swim. I preferred these second swims. Mostly because they were more chill. I was more awake, and also, Coach wasn’t blowing that whistle every five seconds and riding our asses. Tonight, it was just me, Ryan, Wes, Kruger, and one of our divers, Prism. Prism never said much, though, and he always had earbuds in when we weren’t swimming.

      “So look…” I started. “About last night.”

      Wes crumpled the wrapper from his bar in his fist and turned toward me. “Is Madison okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s good.”

      “I feel bad about what happened. Like it’s my fault.”

      “Bro, Rinkin’s homophobic jackoff ways are not your fault.”

      “I thought about stopping by to see her. Apologizing.” His eyes settled on mine. “Wasn’t sure if you’d be cool with that.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You seemed pretty pissed last night.”

      “Yeah, well, you saw her.”

      “She, ah, blame me?”

      “Bro.” I shifted so I faced him more, eyes settling on his face.

      Wes wasn’t the cowering type. He was solid. But he was wary, like he expected us to give him the boot at any moment.

      “Mads ain’t like that. None of us are. We all know that Rinkin is the one who started shit. You wanna talk to my girl, do it. She needs friends, and you’re a good one. She definitely isn’t mad.”

      Wes nodded.

      “And for the record, Rinkin is an asshole and deserved a few punches to the mouth. I would have thrown some of my own, but you saw Madison. Violence seems to be a trigger for her, and I didn’t want to scare her. That’s the only reason I didn’t throw down.”

      Wes half smiled. “I know.”

      “Yeah, well, Max sure seemed offended,” I mused.

      Wes made a choked sound. “That’s just his personality.”

      I laughed under my breath. “Dude came out of nowhere and started swinging.”

      Wes sighed. “My phone died, and he couldn’t get ahold of me.”

      I wouldn’t lie. I was curious as hell about Wes’s relationship with Max. “He’s, ah, pretty protective, huh?”

      Wes made a face. “He’s usually not this bad, but my brother’s out of town.”

      “So you and him…” I paused and held up my fingers, crossing them. “You ain’t a thing?”

      Shock rippled over his features. “Me and Max? No way.”

      I pursed my lips, doubtful. “You know we don’t care, right? It’d be a damn shame if you weren’t getting any.”

      Wes laughed, but it was strained. “Max isn’t gay.”

      It was my turn to be surprised. “Bro. You sure?”

      Wes paused. “Why would you think he is?”

      “‘Cause he shows up everywhere you are and literally snarls at anyone who looks at you,” Ryan said, walking over to the bleachers while rubbing a towel over his chest.

      I pointed at Ryan. “That.”

      “He’s practically my brother.”

      “Brothers from another mother, though, right?” I pressed.

      Wes nodded once but then said, “It’s complicated.”

      I slapped him on the shoulder. “Well, anytime you wanna talk, I got two ears.”

      “Thanks,” he replied.

      “Me too,” Ryan said, grabbing his Gatorade. “So about Rinkin…”

      The locker room door swung open, and Kruger and Prism came out, both of them already dressed with their bags slung over their shoulders. Prism was already jamming some white earbuds into his ears and tugging a gray beanie down over his head.

      “See you guys tomorrow,” he called.

      We all waved, and he headed out, but Kruger paused, glancing between the door and where the three of us sat.

      “You got something to say?” I called out.

      “Thought you might,” Kruger countered.

      “Bring it over here, bro.”

      Stuffing his hands into his loose sweats, he walked over as Ryan shifted to the side so he could stop right in front of me. “About Madison…”

      Stiffening, I pushed to my feet. I was barefoot, and he was in shoes, but I was still taller. At six foot three, I was the tallest guy on the team. “Madison is mine,” I said quietly. Deadly.

      He made a rude sound. “I’m not interested in Madison.”

      “Then why are you bringing her up?”

      “Because you asked me at the diner if I was into her, and I didn’t get the chance to answer.” Kruger glanced at Wes. “Rinkin is an asshole, by the way.”

      Wes seemed vaguely surprised, but he nodded. “Guess he’s right, though. Me being gay is the worst-kept secret in Elite.”

      Kruger shrugged. “No reason to keep it a secret.”

      “Maybe that’s how Wes wanted it,” Ryan countered.

      Understanding dawned on Kruger’s face, and he glanced back to Wes. “Right. That choice should have been yours.”

      “Yeah, well, for me, choice might as well be a wish,” he said half to himself.

      “We aren’t gonna put up with his homophobia around here,” I promised.

      “Has he been giving you issues?” Ryan asked.

      Wes shook his head. “No. Just last night.”

      “He’s still pissed about Hughes,” Kruger put in.

      “No excuses,” Ryan and I said at the same time. We glanced at each other and smiled.

      Bros for life.

      Ryan looked back at Wes. “If he starts shit, tell us.”

      Wes nodded.

      “For real,” I tacked on. “I might not have gone swinging last night, but I have your back. We all do.”

      “I appreciate it,” Wes replied, reaching for a towel.

      “So about Mads,” I said, pulling Kruger’s attention. “You aren’t interested?”

      Kruger shook his head. “No. Like I said, I’m just tired of women getting harassed around here, and she looked pretty upset.”

      Ryan turned thoughtful. “Aren’t you friends with that lifeguard who always works our meets?”

      “Oh yeah,” I said, snapping my fingers. I’d seen them hanging out a few times. “What’s her name again?”

      “Jess,” Kruger put in.

      “That’s it,” I said, nodding. “That your girl?”

      “No,” he deadpanned. “She’s been my best friend since we were kids. So if someone is harassing women, I want to know about it.”

      I exchanged a look with Ryan. Bro, interesting. Collectively, we decided to let that one be. I’d already been all up in Wes’s love life tonight.

      “But you aren’t into Mads?” I made sure. ‘Cause if he was, I was gonna have to let him know it wasn’t happening. Ever.

      Kruger rolled his eyes. “No.”

      “Good talk,” I said, grabbing my towel. “I’m hitting the showers. Come on, Wes. You know you want to stare at my peach.”

      Wes sighed heavily. “No one wants to look at your ass.”

      “Ryan does!” I hollered.

      “No,” Ryan refuted.

      “My feelings are hurt.”

      “I’ll buy your pizza,” Ryan offered as we headed into the locker room.

      “And just like that, I feel better.”

      After a warm shower and some time with the foam roller, I pulled on a long-sleeved black compression shirt, hoping it would help the recovery of my upper body. Then I pulled on the same Nike hoodie and matching pants from earlier. I favored matching sets because then I didn’t have to think when I got dressed, and sweats were comfortable after a swim.

      “Did you text Madison to see if she was meeting us?” Ryan asked, shoving all this gear into his bag.

      “She’s still at rehearsal,” I told him. “But I texted her to meet us when she finishes.”

      “How’re things going with her?” Ryan asked, slamming his locker door and leaning against it.

      “You saw us this morning. I’m irresistible.”

      Ryan grunted. “You better keep an eye on that Foster guy. He’s jealous as hell.”

      All my good-natured humor evaporated as though it didn’t even exist.

      “Bro,” I intoned, grabbing up my duffle. “I know. Every time I see him, I want to punch him in the face.”

      “Don’t do it. Just gives him more ammunition to use against you.”

      “Fuck him.” I scoffed. “But I’ll keep it in check for Mads.”

      Ryan nodded. “Well, if you need me to do some punching for you, just let a bro know.”

      “Will do.”

      I wasn’t the kind of guy to go around starting fights, but I was the kind of guy who would finish them. I knew how to protect myself and anyone else I cared about. But after seeing Mads’s reaction to the fight at the diner the other night, I was going to have to be careful. My instincts told me if I displayed any kind of violence, the trust I’d worked so hard to gain with my girl might slip away.
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      Madison

      

      The anxiety Jamie chased away this morning slowly crept back in, little by little, like fog crawling across a darkened road.

      Every so often, a chill would race itself over the back of my neck, creating discomfort I was unable to shake. After two classes, I went to the large theater building, heading in the opposite direction of the auditorium and toward the wing where the costume design center was located. I wasn’t sure how many colleges had in-house design for their costumes, but here at Westbrook, it was part of the drama department. Aside from performance studies, there were also a lot of curricula and majors for behind-the-scenes work such as directing, lighting, set design, and of course costume design.

      The head of Westbrook’s costume design program was Melanie Clair. She was highly successful in the field and had spent years working in Hollywood and on Broadway. Freshman year, I attended a lecture where she stated that despite offers to continue working on sets, she had decided to settle here to pass on her expertise to future costume designers. She won many awards for her work, was considered some of the hottest celebs’ friend, and knew all the directors anyone could hope to work with.

      I should be thrilled it was my fitting day.

      I wasn’t.

      The hollow, achy sensation in my stomach made me press a hand to it as I walked toward her office. I thought longingly of Jamie, going as far as to glance at my bag carrying my phone. I could text him, but I had no idea what I would say. I didn’t have the ability to open my mouth and pour out ridiculous one-liners that, despite being outrageous, were charming as hell.

      Besides that, I shouldn’t want to text him. It was feeling a whole lot like I was depending on him to comfort me. I didn’t need him.

      I didn’t.

      But you want him.

      “Depending on anyone but yourself is a recipe for disaster, Madison,” I muttered beneath my breath as I arrived at the office.

      Music from the eighties carried through the open door, the inside of the room bright and welcoming. Despite the cramping in my stomach, I gave a swift knock to the frame and then stepped inside.

      “Back here!” a woman called, but she was nowhere in sight.

      The discomfort haunting me all day intensified as I moved closer, searching for the woman but being distracted wholeheartedly by the gaggle of mannequins that seemed to suddenly surround me. Some of them had heads; some of them did not. Half of them were naked, and the other half were draped in various stages of costume.

      Morbidly drawn forward, I stepped up to an undressed mannequin, the figure a flesh color I found rather eerie. This one had a head but no face. Someone had tossed a wig on its blank head, and it was lopsided. The hair was long, blond, and disheveled. My eyes roamed over the missing face, my mind automatically trying to fill in the features.

      Without warning, images flickered through my head, making me gasp and stumble back. In my haste, I knocked into another mannequin, and it toppled over with a loud bang.

      Heart pounding, I started back the way I’d come, the tulle skirt swishing as I spun.

      “Oh good, you’re here.”

      The voice stopped me from fleeing, and I halted midstride. Before turning around, I took a deep breath and forced a general calm over my features.

      I smiled at the woman who was picking up the form I’d knocked over.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she mused, offering me a smile. “Happens all the time.”

      I smiled back but wasn’t quite ready to speak. I was still waiting for the tightness in my throat to recede.

      “Madison, correct?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

      She scoffed, waving my words away. She had a purple silk scarf tied around her head, and it was fastened with a large jeweled broach. “Call me Mel.”

      “Mel,” I repeated. “Did I come at a bad time? I can come back if you’re busy.”

      “No, no. I was waiting for you. I have your gown right here.” She moved across the room, the long purple caftan she wore swishing around her ankles. She was tall and had a lithe build and strong features that were quite beautiful. As I studied her, she lifted an elaborate white gown and turned. “Here it is, the angel costume. For the ball.”

      Juliet’s angel gown was meant to represent her purity, innocence, and naivety.

      To me, it also represented stupidity.

      It was the gown she was wearing the night she met Romeo. And so to me, it not only symbolized who she was but also all the things meeting Romeo would cost her.

      Personal opinions aside, the gown was beautiful and made from silk and lace.

      “Oh, it’s just stunning,” I said, forgetting my discomfort to fawn over the garment.

      Mel shooed me behind a large velvet curtain to change, and when I was done, I stepped out. The white material was long and dragged the floor, so I gathered it up in my hands to walk so it didn’t get damaged.

      I stepped up onto a small platform positioned in front of three large mirrors across the room. Once I was standing still, I let the silk fall to the ground.

      “Definitely needs a hem.” Mel laughed, grabbing her pin cushion, which was shaped sort of like a small pillow. Stepping behind me, she adjusted the back and bust, pinning it in a few places it needed taken in.

      “Wings will be added here”—she gestured behind me while looking at my reflection—“once the body of the gown is complete. They’re just gorgeous. The feathers are buttery soft, and they have so much movement. It’s going to be so eye-catching on stage.”

      I turned this way and that, watching the sheen of the silk catch the light. This was the part I loved most about acting, being able to become someone else for a little while. To dress as someone else would, to try on another world, another life. Sometimes it was nice to have a break from being me.

      “Hold still,” Mel laughed as she was pinning the hem. “The way you’re floating around, you have me convinced you really are an angel.”

      When we were finished, I carefully pulled off the gown and put my own clothes back on. After draping the garment over her workbench, I turned, finding her watching me.

      The immediate urge to shrink in on myself was front and center, and it confused me for the beat of a heart. But then Mel smiled, and the intensity with which she was staring seemed to fade.

      Shaking off the odd feeling, I asked, “Is that everything?”

      “Yes, I’ll be able to finish off all your other dresses based on the sizing from that gown. I should have most of them done in a day or two.”

      “Thank you,” I said, heading to the door.

      “I knew your mother.”

      A wave of dizziness slammed over me, and I swayed. I stood unmoving for long moments before turning on wobbly legs. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Your mother. She was very lovely.”

      “I think you must be mistaken,” I said, the ghosts of my past rattling against the cage I kept them in, threatening to overtake my body. Determined to keep them at bay, I turned to leave once more.

      “You look just like her.”

      My shoes made a loud screech with the force of my stop. “No. I don’t,” I whispered, throat scratchy.

      Mel made a soft sound. “Your mannerisms. Your expressions. Your measurements. It’s actually uncanny.”

      A violent war burst to life inside me, two halves of my single whole battling it out. A part of me was desperate to turn back around, hungry for information about my mother from a firsthand source. From someone who might have once occupied the same space as her. From someone who might be unbiased.

      The other part of me turned cold and cynical, yelling to not acknowledge the words. Beware of people who would take advantage, who would use your hunger to fill their own ego. I had no way of knowing if this woman was telling the truth or if she was just fishing for information.

      Finding out was a cost I couldn’t afford.

      I hurried out of the room, skirt swishing as I rushed through the old section of the drama building and toward the shiny auditorium. I wished I could go home, but it wasn’t an option. I still had rehearsal to get through.

      Lost in my own head, I wasn’t paying attention and collided with someone on my way to the stage. I bounced off with a yelp, body toppling toward the floor.

      Long, bony fingers gripped my arms, stopping me from falling. “Careful there,” he cautioned.

      Scrambling upright, I pulled myself away from the cold hands, eyes snapping up. “Oh, Mr. Grant,” I said. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      The custodian nodded. “You were in a hurry.”

      I glanced at the cart he always wheeled around with him, which was filled with cleaning supplies and had a holder for a large trash bin on the side. The back pocket of his chinos had a long white rag hanging out the top, and his work boots were clean. The man was older with silver decorating his brown hair, and his eyebrows were bushy.

      “Well, yes, but that’s no reason to not be careful. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      He chuckled. “A little thing like you hurt me?”

      My back teeth came together. It was one thing for Jamie to tease me about being small, but this was entirely different. I wondered how he’d feel if I told him I doubted his rickety joints could withstand the collision.

      “Well, I apologize for running into you.”

      “It’s all right there, honey. You have a lot on your mind.”

      “What?” I said, glancing back.

      “Well, I’m assuming. Why else would you be rushing around without looking?”

      I relaxed. Of course, he was right. I nodded.

      “You nervous about the play?” he asked when I started away again.

      Why did everyone want to talk to me today? Good heavens. “I think every good actor and actress is always a little nervous for a performance.”

      He nodded, grabbing onto the cart. “Well, I’ve been around to see all your rehearsing, and I’ll tell you I don’t think you have anything to worry about. You have talent.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Grant.”

      “And like I said before, if you ever need someone to help with lines or encourage ya—”

      The side door leading backstage popped open, Foster appearing around the heavy wooden frame. The second his eyes found me, he smiled. “There you are.”

      “Sorry, I was at the costume designer’s office,” I explained. “Is Director Fields mad I’m late?”

      “Don’t you worry about him,” Mr. Grant put in. “He’s like that with everybody.”

      Foster’s eyes drifted over my shoulder, and I swore I felt the air around him shift just slightly. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was just talking to our fair Juliet—”

      Foster cut him off. “Shouldn’t you go clean something?”

      “Foster!” I gasped. “How rude. If it wasn’t for Mr. Grant, I probably would have fallen on my butt a few minutes ago.”

      Foster’s demeanor changed, and he dismissed the man with no difficulty at all. “What happened? Are you all right?” he asked, angling himself toward me, reaching a hand out to lay on my arm.

      An unsteady feeling overcame me, and I had to fight the urge to jerk away from him. All I could think about was the awful things he said about Jamie this morning.

      “I’m fine,” I said, forcing my voice calm. “Just clumsy.”

      Foster chuckled, and I lifted my arm in pretense of adjusting my handbag strap so his hand would fall away.

      “Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. I’m about to do the scene with Tybalt.”

      “Oh,” I said in lieu of a groan. The last thing I wanted was to sit and watch men fight. “That’s right.”

      “Did you forget?” he asked, something dark sliding behind his hazel stare.

      “Of course not,” I hurried to tell him. “I was just worrying over my costume.”

      “Come on,” he said, draping an arm across my shoulders, making my nose wrinkle. When I felt him look at me, I forced myself to smile.

      “If you need anything, just holler,” Mr. Grant called out from behind.

      “Thank you,” I said, glancing over my shoulder to give him a little wave.

      Foster pulled open the stage door and held it for me while I went through. “I found her,” he called out to Director Fields as he guided me to a chair at stage right. “You can sit here.”

      “Ah, Ms. Hartley. So glad you could grace us with your presence today.” Director Fields spoke from the second row.

      I sighed, and Foster winked. When he moved off, I was relieved. The last thing I wanted to do was sit here and watch this scene. However, my knees felt slightly weak, so I stayed in the chair gratefully.

      More thoughts of Jamie were like echoes in my heart, and I reached into my bag for my phone. One text to him wouldn’t hurt. I could definitely use one of his silly messages right about now.

      A throat cleared from center stage, and I glanced up to Foster’s watchful eyes. “No phones.”

      I glanced toward the first row where Director Fields was watching. “Just making sure it’s off so it doesn’t interrupt the scene.” Then I slipped the device back into my bag and forced my attention toward the stage.

      “Act three, scene one begin!” the director called from below, and the cast and crew standing around fell into hushed silence as the lighting around everyone but the main actors darkened.

      As much as I disliked this play and this particular scene, Foster’s portrayal of Romeo was quite passionate. Especially when he refused to fight because of his relationship with Juliet. It could have been a turning point for Romeo, a chance for character growth. But rage and revenge got the better of him, and his sword was drawn.

      The men on stage danced around each other, their shouts loud and echoing against the high ceilings. The hollow feeling in my stomach howled like wind through a tunnel, and my hands curled into fists in my lap. The clanking of the swords was startling, and every time they clanged, I sank a little deeper into my chair.

      For a bit, I averted my gaze, but Romeo backed Tybalt toward me, their swords battling. Labored breathing filled the air as their arms shook with the effort of lifting the weapons. I knew they were merely props, but it only seemed to enhance the aggression with which they fought.

      The sword in Tybalt’s hand flipped out, clattering wildly onto the floor and sliding over to collide with my foot. Ripping his eyes away from his enemy, Romeo’s emboldened stare slammed into mine. The violence I saw in their depths chilled me to my very core. I understood he was acting and clearly deep into the scene, but the revenge he felt toward Tybalt seared me to the core.

      A small noise echoed deep in my throat, and a glimmer of satisfaction flittered over his features before all his attention turned back onto his foe and he delivered the final blow.

      Tybalt fell onto the stage, a dramatic death claiming him.

      The scene went on, but I was up out of my seat, no longer able to watch as I headed off stage, retreating into the hall.

      Under the bright lights, I breathed in deep, trying to calm my frayed nerves. I knew there was fighting in this play when I auditioned. I knew these scenes would be a challenge.

      I didn’t know how hard this would be.

      “Madison?”

      My head jerked up as Foster pushed through the door into the hall. When he saw me standing there, he frowned, concern masking his features. “What’s the matter?”

      I let out a wobbly laugh. “Nothing. You were so good I had to step out for air.”

      He smiled. “Yeah?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “I’ve been rehearsing with Scott on our own time. We wanted to impress the director.”

      “Your hard work paid off. It was an amazing scene. Very intense and realistic.”

      He took a step closer. “So you could feel my hate?”

      “For Tybalt? Absolutely. The need for revenge was clear. It was definitely an impassioned act.”

      Foster smiled again, all traces of the man I saw on the stage gone. “I really appreciate it, Madison. Your feedback means a lot to me.”

      Some of the tension in me drained away, and I straightened off the wall. “I’m not sure why. You are just as talented as me. If not more.”

      He shook his head once. “No, you have that special something that I don’t. The it factor as they say in Hollywood.”

      He was wrong. So wrong. What I really had was a strong sense of responsibility to fulfill someone else’s dream.

      What about your dreams, Mads?

      The thought was startling, not because of what it was but because of how it referred to me. It was almost like Jamie was saying it and not me.

      Again, I thought of him. Again, I wanted him.

      Director Fields stuck his head out the door. “What are you doing?”

      “Discussing the scene,” Foster replied instantly.

      “Talk on your own time,” he said. “This play opens in a week. Let’s run through the scene again.”

      I started to say since it wasn’t my scene, I’d like to be excused, but it was like he knew. “Ms. Hartley, go over your lines for the next scene with my assistant.”

      We went back to work, and for a little while, I lost myself in Juliet and her teenage drama. I was thankful because I didn’t have to watch the scene with Tybalt again.

      When rehearsal was finally over, I dug through my bag for my phone, smiling when I noticed a text had come through.

      Wingspan.

      When I pulled it up, my eyes latched on his words as though they were a single star in an otherwise cloudy night.

      Going to eat my weight in pizza. I’m not sharing with anyone but you. Meet us if you can. J.

      “Madison?” someone called, and I looked up. “Could you check the lighting from the audience and tell us if it’s centered?”

      “Sure!” I called to a few of the lighting crew who had stayed behind to adjust everything. With the play opening so soon, it was crunch time, and people were getting nervous.

      Tucking the phone away, I went into the audience to do as they asked. A short while later, I was making my way through the darkened parking lot, eyes fixed on the bright white of my Mercedes.

      The parking lot was well lit, but it didn’t chase away the shadows that crowded beyond it. As my shoes echoed over the pavement, an anxious feeling tapped at the base of my spine.

      You can’t see me, but I can see you.

      The sinister thought stopped me in my tracks. I glanced around swiftly, looking for someone, finding nothing at all.

      Blowing out a breath, I started walking again, a little faster this time. The lights on my car blinked when I hit the button, and I peered into the back seat before climbing in and locking the doors before mine was even closed.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, I once again searched the dark for something.

      Once again, there was nothing.

      Nothing but that eerie feeling of being watched. Of nerves tingling with awareness while your eyes tried to convince you that feeling was wrong.

      Starting up the engine, my eyes drifted to my bag, which I’d tossed on the passenger seat.

      Call him.

      I reached for the bag, dropping my hand halfway.

      A text or a call wouldn’t be enough. I wanted to see him, and I was too tired to fight myself. I decided on a quick stop to change clothes, and then I would go to the pizzeria to meet everyone.

      Decision made, I hurried to Hamlet Hall, grateful I didn’t have to wait long for an elevator to take me up to the fourth floor. The entire floor was quiet when I stepped out of the elevator, the silence nice compared to the chaos of the day.

      Until it wasn’t. Until the silence I embraced suddenly turned eerie and ominous.

      Sneakers quiet on the carpet runner, my footsteps slowed when I noticed our door.

      It was unlatched.

      Creeping closer, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Cautiously, I stretched out my hand, splaying my cold fingers on the wooden door to give it a light push.

      Creeeak. The hinges protested as the heavy wood swung in.

      The silence was near deafening, but it was interrupted by the furious pounding of my heart.

      “Elena?” I called out.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Elena.” I tried again, pushing the door wider and stepping into the dim room. The white sheers framing the window over my bed were rippling inward from the ghostly whistle of the night air rushing through the open glass behind them.

      The only light came from a small desk lamp beside Elena’s bed and the brightness stretching behind me in the hall. Despite the room being empty, it didn’t feel still. Unsettled, my skin prickled with goose bumps, and an alarming choking sensation closed my throat.

      Thinking maybe Elena had rushed down the hall to the bathroom, I forced out a sigh and stepped farther into the room. Her bed was lumpy and unmade, which was not like her. She had like ten pillows that she usually arranged the same way every morning after waking.

      Those pillows were scattered on the floor between our beds just now.

      Heart still hammering, I moved toward the bed, noting her blond head sticking out from beneath the comforter.

      “Elena?” I called out, reaching for the edge of the blanket. “Are you sick?”

      When she said nothing, I pulled the blankets back.

      And then I started to scream.
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      Jamie

      

      I left my cell lying faceup on the tabletop as I housed pizza. In between slices, my eyes would slip to the screen, which remained maddingly quiet.

      Glancing at my watch, I frowned. Shouldn’t rehearsal be over by now?

      “Jamie?” Ryan questioned, likely picking up on the uneasiness I couldn’t seem to shake.

      My cell lit up, and the half-eaten slice in my hand slapped sloppily against the plate.

      Finally.

      “Mads?” I answered, pressing the device to my ear.

      Ragged breathing. The sound of chaos.

      A muffled scream in the background.

      The chair I was in clattered to the floor with the force in which I stood. “Madison!”

      A sniffle. “J-Ja-Jamie.” Her voice was low and raw.

      “Tell me,” I demanded, already running for the door.

      “I th-think I might n-need your wingspan.”
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      Madison

      

      Her face was gray.

      Wide, glassy eyes were frozen with the last expression she would ever wear: terror.

      There was a knife. A note crudely scrawled in blood.

      But there was something far more horrifying than those things, something my eyes stuck to like superglue.

      The tan rope was ordinary, like anything you might find in a regular store. The fibers were stiff and scratchy-looking, many of them twined together to create a strong, thick cord.

      Rope wasn’t scary, was it?

      Certainly not more than the large knife stabbed violently into my roommate’s chest. No more unsettling than the crimson splattered on her once-pretty outfit and across the smeared note the knife pinned against her lifeless body.

      Lying bitch.

      I shuddered, pressing a hand against my mouth, a low, keening sob filling the room that sounded more animal than human.

      I couldn’t stop staring at that rope. Even as the room tilted, my vision blurred, and a voice inside my head insisted I run.

      Rope could be the most terrifying. Especially when it was fashioned into a noose around a neck. My eyes followed the way it looped around her ashen throat, the way the raw, sawed-off end trailed across the mattress and over the edge, reaching toward the floor.

      Swaying bare feet. The moaning creak of the rough cord rubbing against rafters as it strained to hold its hostage. I staggered sideways as if I could escape the vision assaulting my thoughts. Lifeless, open eyes that saw nothing but could never be unseen.

      Stumbling backward toward my bed, I opened my mouth to let loose another scream, this one shrill enough to alert the entire floor, but a faint sound stopped me. Body going still, my head rotated toward the closet, to the shadowy gap between the barely open doors.

      Fear unlike anything I’d ever known pounded in my veins as I peered restlessly at the slim opening that was pitch black. There was no movement or sound. But I knew. The sensation of being watched was too familiar for me, the awareness of not being alone something I would never be able to forget.

      I took a single step back…

      Bam! The doors burst open, banging against the wall with their force. A body shrouded in black shot forward, making me fall back. They were concealed from head to foot, and beneath the loose black hood, they wore a white mask with a gaping dark mouth. The costume was belted laxly around their waist with more of that god-awful rope.

      For one moment of silent limbo, we stared at each other, my thoughts unable to register exactly what was happening. Shock was like quicksand, sucking me down as I tried sluggishly to fight against it.

      Our stare-down was shattered when they suddenly moved, lunging at Elena and ripping the knife right out of her chest. The sound it made was sick, as though her body was greedy and tried to suck the blade back in.

      I whimpered, and they jerked toward me, eerily pressing a finger to his lips.

      “Shh.”

      It was this that snapped me out of it. The audacity that I would just sit here quietly while he got away with murder.

      I screamed. I screamed so loud I felt my lungs shudder.

      The black figure lunged at me, my scream cutting off abruptly. I fell onto my back, and the killer leaped, planting their feet on either side of my hips. Arm drawing back, they lifted the gore-drenched blade, making their intentions crystal clear. They swung down, and I screamed again, throwing up my arms to protect myself while heaving myself to the side.

      Riiiip. My clothes gave way under the sharp blade. Searing pain exploded through me, and I cried out as the warm rush of blood flowed, almost as if it would soothe me.

      Pounding footsteps and the sound of my name being called seemed so far away. Screams. Yelling. All of it a mere echo against the desperation building in my heart.

      Shaking and sobbing, I collapsed to the floor, cradling my arm against my chest. A hand fell on my shoulder, and I started to scream. “No! No!”

      “Madison!” someone yelled. “You’re okay. He jumped out the window!”

      I squinted up at one of the girls who lived down the hall, a whimper leaving me as I stopped struggling. “Elena,” I sobbed.

      A hand reached out again, and I recoiled from the touch. Scrambling into a sitting position, I clutched my arm against me and slid backward until I came up against the wall. “No,” I whispered again.

      “She’s bleeding,” someone yelled.

      “Madison.” I don’t know who squatted in front of me. I didn’t care. “Let me help you.”

      “Don’t touch me,” I warned, my body beginning to shake. I was in trouble. I knew. My brain screamed it. Again, I felt the warm glide of blood on my skin. But even so, I was turning numb.

      I said something. Someone said something back.

      I went on autopilot.

      More people tried to talk to me. People tried to touch me.

      The sound of sirens in the distance was a dull echo in my head.

      I didn’t want them.

      I wanted…

      “Madison!” The familiar voice brought back some feeling. Some pain. But I didn’t shy away from it because I would take the discomfort if it also came with him.

      “Where is she!” he demanded.

      “Sir, we can’t let you into a crime scene.”

      “Move the hell out of my way, or I’ll move you,” he growled.

      I didn’t like violence. I didn’t like threats.

      But oh, that voice. This was who I wanted.

      “J,” I called, turning toward the door, which was crowded with people but barred by police.

      Despite the chaos, he heard my soft cry. His head snapped up, eyes finding me instantly. A low noise pushed out all others, and it made a rush of tears fill my eyes. The officer trying to keep him away disappeared, and he rushed in, not looking at anyone but me.

      The ground beneath me shook when he dropped to his knees in front of me. I didn’t recoil when rough fingers grasped my chin and pulled my face up, turning it both ways so he could examine me.

      “Who did this to you?” he demanded. The unspoken threat lacing those words vowed revenge.

      Thank God he’s here.

      It was the first time in my entire life someone’s simmering rage made me feel inherently safe.
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      Jamie

      

      Every time this girl comes to me first, I fall a little more. She asked for my wingspan.

      No. She said she needed it.

      I’d like to be saying, Bro, yes.

      You know what I’m saying instead?

      What. The. Fuck?

      “She’s bleeding. Why the fuck is she bleeding?” I roared, spinning to stare at the room full of people, most of them cops.

      The man I tossed on his ass at the door glared at me. He could eat a dick.

      “You!” I barked, pointing at a female officer standing nearby. “Why the hell hasn’t anyone done anything about this?”

      “She won’t let anyone touch her,” the woman stated as if my foul attitude didn’t even leave a chink in her skin.

      I glanced around, noting how Mads was pushed up against the wall with the foot of her bed to her left. Like she was trying to protect herself from all sides. That purple skirt that charmed the hell out of me just this morning was now drenched in blood, the fabric bunching up around her body as though it were trying to swallow her whole.

      Forgetting everyone in the room I reached for her. “What are you doing on the floor, baby girl?” I crooned, slipping my arms around her.

      “I was waiting for you.”

      My heart fucking turned inside out as I shifted so I was sitting on the floor and she was cradled in my lap. Curling one arm around her, I embraced her head in my palm, guiding her cheek into my chest and holding it there.

      “I’m here now, sweetheart.” I soothed. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “How did you know to come?” Her voice was muffled against my shirt.

      I paused, glancing down at her compact form huddled against me. She was half the size of me, and the visual reminder made the anger inside me so much worse. “You called me, remember?”

      She shook her head. I glanced at her cell lying nearby and frowned.

      Someone hovered close, and I growled, wrapping all my width around her while my eyes narrowed.

      The girl catching the ice in my gaze shifted from one foot to the other and cleared her throat. “I’m pretty sure she’s in shock. She was pretty out of it when I came in here. She asked for you, and I found her phone for her.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “I live in the room next door.”

      “What happened?” I kept my words clipped, voice tight. The only person in this entire place that would get any kind of softness from me right now was the girl in my arms.

      “I heard her scream,” the girl said, words faltering.

      I looked up to demand more answers but noted the paleness of her cheeks and the way her eyes were gazing blankly across the room.

      Following her lead, I looked too.

      Elena’s dead body was laid out across her bed like we were living in some kind of B-rated horror flick. Cops hovered around the body as someone snapped photos, the flashes lighting up the crime scene as though we needed to see it better.

      A low curse fell from my lips. Madison must have found the body.

      “Ryan!” I roared.

      After a brief scuffle at the door, Ryan and Wes appeared with camera girl between them.

      “Keep her out of here!” I barked. Damn, the last thing we needed was both these women traumatized. Again.

      Mads whimpered, and I hunched in, nuzzling the side of her head. “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to yell. Everything’s okay.”

      Ryan and Wes approached, questions in their eyes. Someone told them to leave, but they both ignored the order.

      “We need a wall,” I told them. If I could look across the room and see that body, then Mads could too.

      They must have turned to see what I wanted them to block from view because Ryan cursed and then said, “Don’t come in here.”

      “Jamie?” Mads’s voice was wobbly, weak, and frankly scared the piss out of me.

      “Tell me,” I beckoned.

      “My arm hurts.”

      I crooned and started rocking us both back and forth. Loosening my hold, I gazed down at her arm, which was cradled against her chest.

      “Where the hell are the paramedics?” I yelled to the room.

      “Here,” a man and a woman stepped forward.

      “How about you do your job?” I snapped.

      “Because she’s conscious, we need her consent to perform first aid.”

      For real? “You have it. Now do your job.”

      “Are you her husband?”

      My head snapped up. “What?”

      “We need her consent. Unless you’re her husband or have power of attorney.”

      “The fuck,” I muttered. “She’s mine, and she’s bleeding all over this goddamn room!”

      “Jamie,” Ryan warned.

      “Don’t start with me,” I warned back, turning my glare toward the paramedics. They glanced at Mads, and I sighed. “Maddie baby.”

      “I like it when you call me that,” she whispered.

      The side of my mouth tipped up. “I know. Look up here, Maddie baby.”

      Her cheek brushed against my shirt when she lifted her head. Her eyes were bloodshot, pupils blown, and her lips were losing color.

      Without thinking, I dipped my head and pressed mine to hers. She sighed instantly, lips falling open in invitation. Even though this was meant to comfort, meant to reassure her and me that everything was fine, I didn’t pull back right away. The second we connected, the bond between us grabbed hold and we clung for long moments.

      “That’s my girl,” I whispered into her mouth when her lips moved against mine.

      Pulling back just a fraction, I said, “You need to let the paramedics look at you, Mads. They’ll make your arm stop hurting.”

      “Will you stay?” Her voice was hopeful.

      I pressed my forehead against hers. “Try and get rid of me.”

      Nodding, she straightened a little and held out her arm.

      Ryan and Wes moved back just enough to give the paramedics enough room to sit down on the floor in front of her.

      The purple sweater she had on was saturated with blood, the mangled fabric sticking to her arm. I clenched my jaw, looking at it, then averted my eyes.

      “Could you tell us what happened?” the woman asked, her voice calm and even. “What is this wound from?”

      Madison shifted closer to me, and I slipped an arm around her waist like a seatbelt. “It’s from a knife. He tried to stab me.”

      My teeth made a rough grinding sound. I couldn’t get up, couldn’t shout, so I looked at Ryan. His face was grim, and he nodded when he saw my anger.

      I knew he understood.

      She let them probe it a bit, but when they began peeling the sweater away from the injury, Madison whimpered.

      “Easy,” I told them.

      Keeping her face impassive, the woman drew back. “She needs stitches. We need to take you to the hospital, ma’am.”

      “No!” She whimpered, practically climbing up my chest and flinging her arms around my neck. I felt the warm ooze of blood against my skin, and then she winced in pain.

      “Be careful, sweetheart,” I said gently, reaching up to pull down her gashed forearm.

      “I don’t want to go to the hospital.” Her voice was stronger than before. “No.”

      “You’re going to keep losing blood if you don’t get stitches,” the man informed. “The risk of infection—”

      “Can you do it here?” I asked, cutting him off.

      “We could do it down at the ambulance,” the man replied.

      I stood, bringing her with me. Ryan and Wes shifted with my movements, still blocking the murder scene from her view.

      “Let’s go,” I told them.

      “Jamie,” she protested.

      “It’s the ambulance or the hospital,” I deadpanned.

      “Fine.” She relented.

      The crowd parted when we stepped out into the hall, and whispers flew up to the ceiling. Rory appeared at my side, leaning up to see Madison cradled in my arms.

      “Madison? Are you okay?” She worried.

      “It’s been a day,” she replied, a glimmer of the Mads I knew appearing.

      Someone stepped close, probably with the intention of eavesdropping on the two girls, and I growled. “Back off,” I warned.

      They stumbled back, and I turned my attention to both Rory and Mads who were staring at me with wide eyes.

      “Go stand with Ryan,” I told camera girl. It was a tone I didn’t use with her often. Surprise flashed in her eyes, and I tried to soften it with a smile, but it probably looked more like a grimace. “Go on,” I said, softer this time.

      Ryan snatched her up, and I followed the paramedics to the elevator.

      “Madison! What happened?” someone with a steel pair of balls implored, rushing over like they were BFFs.

      My eyes fired up, and they stopped dead in their tracks. “No.”

      They wilted back into the crowd as we all piled into the elevator. I saw the paramedics frown at Ryan, Rory, and Wes, but I ignored it. Ryan could deal with it. I was busy.

      “How you doing, Mads?” I asked, focused entirely on my girl.

      Her head dropped back against my bicep, dark lashes fluttering when her brown eyes focused on me. “You smell good.”

      My lips twitched, and beside me, Wes chuckled.

      “Shock,” the paramedic declared.

      “No,” I told him. “It’s expensive cologne.”

      Mads giggled, and about half of the crippling tension in my back muscles was released.

      Looking down at her, I winked. “I wear it just for you, sweetheart.”

      After pushing through a crowd gathered on the first floor, we stepped outside where the ambulance was parked at the curb.

      “Anyone know whose car this is?” an officer was calling to the crowd gathered behind the yellow crime scene tape not far away.

      I glanced at my red Wrangler, which was parked on the curb right up against the stairs leading into the building.

      What? I was in a hurry.

      Fishing my keys out of my pocket, I flung them at Wes. “Would you mind, bro?”

      “Bro, sure.”

      Wes jogged over to my Wrangler as the paramedics opened the back of the ambulance. Mads was shivering in my arms, and I set her down in the back, but her arm locked around my neck, refusing to let me back up.

      “Please don’t leave,” she whispered.

      Turning my head, I pressed a kiss against her forehead and then her temple. “I swear to you I’m not going anywhere,” I promised. “I’m taking off my hoodie so you can put it on. Okay?”

      Her arm slipped away, and I tugged the hoodie over my head in a single motion.

      “Could you remove the sweater?” the woman asked, reaching out to help Mads, who recoiled.

      I slid in between them and laid my hoodie to the side. “I’ll help you,” I whispered, gently peeling the ruined sweater off her body. Her skin prickled with goose bumps, and I noticed how cold it was outside.

      Lifting the hoodie, I tugged it over her head and held it while she pushed her uninjured arm inside. “You can put it on the rest of the way when they’re done,” I said, picking her up and then sitting back down with her in my lap. The paramedics frowned at me, and I gave them a silent, stony look.

      Resigned to dealing with my presence, they got to work addressing the knife wound slicing open her forearm.

      A fucking knife wound.

      Someone tried to stab my girl.

      “We’re going to give you an injection to numb the area for the stitches,” the man said, coming close with a needle in his hand.

      Madison turned her face into my neck, and I wrapped my arms around her while they numbed up the gruesome-looking cut. Then they pulled out another shot and said it was for pain. That one had to go in her upper arm.

      She pretty much hid in my neck the entire time the paramedics sutured her arm and then covered it with bandages.

      I watched the entire process. Every single stitch they put in her skin made me more resolved to get the asshole who did this.

      In the end, she had eight stitches. Fucking eight.

      After checking her out for a concussion, which she didn’t have, and any other injuries, they declared she was okay except for shock. Her pulse was already back in normal range, however, her blood pressure was a little high.

      “Some sugar might be helpful,” the male paramedic said as he packed up some of his equipment.

      All of us looked at Wes, who made a rude noise. “Why is everyone looking at me?”

      “You got us coffee last time.” Rory reminded him.

      My already dark mood blackened. “The fact there was even a last time…” I rumbled.

      Ryan grunted, and I knew that meant he was thinking the same thing.

      Sighing, Wes pulled out his phone and hit the screen a few times. After probably only one ring, the person on the other end of the line answered.

      “You’re on your way, right?” he asked, almost like he was bored.

      The person on the other end said something, and Wes grunted. “I’m fine.”

      After another pause, Wes said, “Can you pick up two lattes? Caramel.”

      More garbled talking on the other end.

      “You’ll manage.” A sigh. “Yes, Max, I’m fine.” Wes ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

      “Max still keeping tabs on you?” Ryan observed.

      “I thought you told him to stop,” I added.

      Wes rolled his eyes and just said, “Coffee’s on its way.”

      I didn’t say anything else. We learned a while ago that Max had eyes on Wes it seemed at all times. Not sure what the hell was up with that, and sure, I was curious, but right now wasn’t a good time to ask.

      “Let’s pull this hoodie down while your arm is still numb,” I said, straightening.

      Madison sat forward, and I held up the hoodie while she gently pushed her arm in the oversized fabric. When she was done, the sleeves fell past her fingers, and she tucked her arm into her chest once more.

      “Good girl,” I whispered against her ear, guiding her into my chest so I could support her weight.

      Two uniformed officers approached, their faces sullen. “Ma’am, we’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      “Now’s a shitty time,” I told them.

      “Jamie,” Mads admonished.

      “I understand that tonight has been traumatic, but it will only take a few minutes. We’d like to get your statement while it’s still, ah, fresh in your mind.”

      Close by, Rory turned to Ryan. “Is she really dead?”

      Ryan turned grim and pulled her into his body, leaning down to whisper something in her ear.

      The rumble of an engine and the beam of a headlight cut across the ground nearby as a motorcycle pulled in next to the ambulance. The motor cut off, and a guy in a black leather jacket and boots sat back, balancing a drink holder with two lattes.

      Wes went forward, grabbing the carrier and bringing it back as Max pulled out his helmet and climbed off the bike.

      “Thank you,” Rory told him, taking the first coffee he held out.

      Stopping in front of me, he pulled the second latte from the cardboard carrier and glanced down at Mads. “Caramel,” he said. “Just like last time.”

      She smiled a little, and I was really fucking grateful for Wes in that moment. She reached for it, and I noticed the slight tremor in her hands.

      The second her fingers wrapped around the cup, I added mine over them, making sure she didn’t drop it.

      “Thank you, Wes.”

      Max stepped up beside Wes, his eyes going straight to her. “I’m the one that got it,” he grumped.

      “Thank you, Max.”

      He grunted.

      “Thanks, bro. Appreciate it,” I told him.

      His gaze hardened when it lifted to me. “I’m not your bro.”

      “You brought my girl coffee when she needed it. We’re bros now.”

      “You could call off your watchdogs and just give us your number,” Ryan mused. “We could just call you next time. It’s probably cheaper that way.”

      Max rolled his eyes and turned to Wes. “You okay?”

      “Don’t I look okay?”

      “You need to stop hanging out with these people. They’re bad news.”

      “They’re my friends,” Wes deadpanned.

      “Ma’am,” the officer stated, reminding us all they were still standing there.

      “I’ll bring her down to the station in the morning,” I told them. “I think she’s had enough tonight.”

      A bunch of commotion at the front of the building drew our attention as a gurney with a zipped-up black body bag was rolled out and lifted down the stairs toward a black van I hadn’t noticed before that was parked nearby with the word CORONER across the back.

      A sob ripped out of Madison’s throat, and she started to cry. I took the cup as she turned into me, her tears streaking my neck. “She’s dead. He killed her. She’s dead.”

      “Did you see the attacker that murdered your roommate?” the officer questioned.

      I stiffened. “There’s this thing called tact,” I told him.

      “This is a murder investigation,” he replied curtly.

      I was about to tell him what he could do with his murder investigation when Mads pulled away from my body to blink wet eyes at the officers. Seeing her upset, they both had the decency to blanch.

      Assholes.

      “When I got to the room, the door was unlatched. I thought maybe she’d just been in a hurry to get to the bathroom,” Madison explained, her voice a bit wobbly but still stronger than it had been since I found her. “So I went inside and called out. The room was dark except for a small lamp. I noticed her head sticking out from under her blankets… I thought she was sick.”

      She shuddered a bit, and I lifted the cup toward her lips. “Drink some of this, baby,” I murmured.

      She listened. I think it was probably the first time she did something I asked without challenging me.

      “It’s good,” she told Wes, offering him a watery smile.

      My heart clenched. “You get the asshole who did this?” I demanded.

      “We have an APB out,” the officer replied. “It would help if we had a description.”

      All eyes went back to Madison who was clutching the coffee in her hand.

      “Was your roommate dead when you entered the room?” the other officer questioned.

      “Her name was Elena.” Her voice wobbled. “Yes. She was dead. I thought she was sick, so I pulled back the covers.” She stopped talking, but trembles racked her body, and I knew she was reliving the fresh hell she’d just gone through.

      “The killer, he was still in the room?” The officer went on.

      I stiffened, and she laid the hand of her injured arm against my leg. The touch actually calmed me.

      “He was hiding in the closet,” she whispered. Lifting her face, she glanced at me. “I thought you were an idiot for looking there, but you were right.”

      I brushed my fingertips over her cheek, smiling sadly. “Probably the only time I’ll ever be sorry to be right about something.”

      “He jumped out. It scared me,” she whispered.

      “So it was a male?” The officer butted in.

      I glared at him over her head. “Let her talk, bro. She’s trying to get this out.”

      “I don’t know if it was a man or a woman. They were dressed in some kind of black gown thing. Kinda looked like the outfit from the Scream movies. The person had a black hood up, and under it was a white mask with a big black mouth.”

      “And they had a knife?”

      “No,” Madison whimpered, cringing back into me.

      I wrapped my arms around her, enclosing as much of her as I could with my width.

      “Wingspan,” she whispered so low I knew I was the only one who heard.

      My heart tumbled. “Just for you,” I whispered back.

      The back of her head relaxed into my shoulder, and she looked at the officers. “The knife was sticking out of Elena… her, ah, chest.” She gasped, it was loud and dramatic. More animated than she’d been the entire night.

      I was used to it and didn’t react, but the officers jolted in surprise.

      It was amusing AF.

      “Ma’am?” one officer said cautiously.

      “The note!” She sat up, spinning around to look at me. In her haste, she swayed a little.

      “Whoa,” I cautioned, steadying her. “Careful now, sweetheart.”

      “There was a note stabbed into her body.”

      Rory made a stricken sound, and I glanced at her. Then I looked at Ryan. “Maybe you should take her home,”

      “No,” Rory declared, stubborn as hell. “I’m staying. Madison needs me.”

      “It’s okay,” Madison told her. “It’s a lot. We shouldn’t both have nightmares.”

      I made a rough sound, pulling her into my body. “I’ll chase the nightmares away, baby.”

      “You can’t,” she whispered.

      “I’m staying,” Rory declared.

      “You said the note was stabbed into her?” The officer tried to steer us back on track.

      Madison nodded. “Did you see it? It probably fell when he pulled the knife out to attack me with it.”

      “He attacked you. With a knife,” I repeated. How was I supposed to sit here and listen to this shit knowing I was a couple miles away, eating pizza, while she was literally fighting for her life? Flicking a cold gaze to the officers, I said, “You catch this bastard, or I will.”

      “We don’t condone civilians—”

      “Don’t even bother,” I snapped.

      “Did you find the note?” she questioned.

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s been bagged as evidence.”

      “And the… rope?” The way her voice faltered, the wave of hesitation and horror that washed over her was something I could not deny.

      “The rope?” I questioned softly.

      She nodded once.

      “There was a noose around the victim’s neck,” the officer explained.

      “He was going to hang her…” Madison’s voice seemed far away.

      “Maddie baby,” I said, giving her a little shake.

      “Why would you think that?” The officer was like a shark, not even caring she was clearly upset.

      “What the hell else would there be a noose around her neck for?” I barked. Fucking idiots.

      Madison shrank into me. “I’m tired.”

      The officers glanced at her and frowned. “We still have questions.”

      “They can wait till tomorrow.” I decided.

      The officers hesitated.

      “Does she need a lawyer?” Rory asked.

      “Not at this time,” the man closest to her replied.

      I made a rude sound.

      Rory glanced between me and Ryan. “I’ll call my parents tonight and put them on standby.”

      I glanced at the cops. “Ever heard of Coin & Coin? High-powered attorneys out of Chicago.”

      They shifted. Clearly, the name was familiar.

      “That’s my in-laws,” I told them.

      Ryan growled. “Excuse me?”

      So I mean, technically, they were his in-laws. But we were all family. “She’s my sister,” I told him. “Brother rights and all.”

      “I don’t have anyone,” Madison whispered.

      Those words were like an arrow right through my heart. “Yes,” I said fiercely. “Yes, you do. You have me. And Ryan. And Rory. And her parents. And Wes. Hell, even Max.”

      Not even Max argued.

      See? We bros now.

      She started crying again.

      Gathering her close, I did my best not to jostle her arm as I stood out of the ambulance, cradling her against me. “Questioning is over. You can get the rest of her statement tomorrow.”

      One of the officers handed me a card, and I shoved it in my pocket.

      “We’re going home,” I told her, turning away from the officers toward where Wes parked my Jeep.

      “I can’t go back there.” She fretted, looking up with pleading, tear-soaked eyes.

      “I said home, Mads. Not your dorm room.”

      Her brows furrowed, and I leaned down to kiss the wrinkles. “You’re coming with me. Home.”

      She sniffled but didn’t argue. Instead, she nodded, then laid her cheek back against my chest.

      Heart thumping unevenly, I turned, seeking out our friends.

      The four of them stood there, silently offering support. I hitched my chin at them. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      They all nodded, and Ryan jogged forward to open up the passenger door.

      “I’m gonna stay with Rory tonight.”

      “You sure?”

      He glanced at Mads then back up at me. “Yeah. You two need some time.”

      I nodded. I definitely wasn’t gonna argue about some alone time with my girl. We definitely needed it.

      “Call me if you need anything.”

      “Will do. And Ryan?”

      He turned back. “Yeah?”

      “For real, thank you.”

      He smiled. “I got your back, bro.”

      “Bro,” I echoed.

      What? It was our love language.

      Mads protested when I set her in the Jeep, clinging to my shirt and then frowning when she had a hard time getting a handful.

      “What kind of shirt is that?” she asked, disgruntled.

      It was cute as hell. “It’s a compression shirt.”

      “Oh. Why are you wearing that?”

      “Sore muscles.”

      She gasped.

      I pulled back, and she patted my chest and arms like she was searching for injury. “Are you hurt? What happened? Oh, was practice bad?”

      I caught her fluttering hands, bringing one up to press a kiss into her palm. Her worried movements ceased instantly, and her eyes dropped to where my lips pressed to her skin.

      I held myself there, letting her get a good look before pulling back enough to say. “I’m not hurt, baby. Don’t worry about me, okay? It’s just for recovery.”

      Worry filled her eyes again, and this time, I bypassed her hand and claimed her lips. She sighed, melting back into the seat as her lips turned languid beneath the gentle yet thorough kiss.

      “You did real good tonight, sweetheart. Real good.”

      Her lashes fluttered, revealing a question in her eyes. “What?”

      “You protected yourself and screamed for help. Then you called me.”

      “I don’t really remember that.”

      “Don’t have to because you did it. You stayed coherent long enough to call me. I’m fucking proud of you.”

      “I should be offended you praise me like this.”

      “But you aren’t,” I observed.

      Her head shook against the seat. “No,” she whispered. “I guess I like it when you’re proud of me.”

      My stomach somersaulted. This woman. She owned me. “Thank you for calling me, Maddie baby. You have no idea what that means to me.”

      “Thanks for coming for me, J.”

      I kissed her again because hearing those words just wasn’t good enough. I had to taste them too.

      And the flavor?

      Bro, yeah.
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      Madison

      

      The LED lights outlining the ceiling in Jamie and Ryan’s dorm room cast a warm blue light over the entire space. Their place was larger than most on campus, probably because they were Elite. They had their own bathroom too, something non-Elites would consider a luxury.

      I’d only been in here once before, but as I stood between the two big beds, a plush striped rug beneath my feet, familiarity wrapped around me. Maybe even comfort. The last time I’d been here, I’d also been afraid. Attacked. We didn’t know each other, but Jamie had given up his bed and slept on the floor. I’d felt safe then.

      Just as I did now.

      How did I get here? The question was so loaded I shied away from it on all fronts. I could tell myself it didn’t matter because I was here just the same. But it did matter. It mattered to me.

      The things that brought me to this moment were things I needed to weigh and measure, but I was so incredibly tired. How draining it was to fight against all these external battles, only then to also have to fight against myself.

      The door latched quietly, but the lock sliding into place was jarring. I glanced over my shoulder, noting how much space Jamie occupied.

      Feeling my eyes, he looked up, expression gentling. “You’re safe here, Maddie. I locked it to keep the bad shit out, not keep you in. Okay? If you want out, just say the word.”

      The lump lodged in my throat made it hard to swallow. The sluggish way my brain responded made it hard to reply.

      He took a cautious step toward me, tossing the keys on a nearby shelf. “Would you rather stay with Rory and Ryan tonight? I can call them. I can get them here. Or I can take you to them.”

      I don’t know why, but that seemed to restart my brain. “You’d do that?”

      “I’d do anything for you.”

      The sweet words created a tender ache in the center of my chest. “What about you?” I questioned. What would you do if I asked for them and not you?

      He shrugged. “I’d camp out nearby.”

      “Really?” I pressed.

      His lip curved up. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “What?”

      “You want me to call them?”

      I shook my head as I said, “No. I want you.”

      A low groan vibrated his throat. “Thank fuck,” he murmured, closing the remaining distance between us. “Come here.”

      He tugged me into his arms, mine winding around his waist. The numbing shot they administered was starting to wear off, but I hugged him as tight as I could anyway. I breathed deeply, letting the scent of chlorine mixed with his cologne fill my senses.

      “Tell me what you need.” He spoke above my head as his hand stroked my hair.

      Tugging back, I gazed down at myself, noting the blood staining my clothes. “Murder is not a special occasion,” I said.

      “What?”

      “I was going to save this outfit for a special occasion,” I told him, noting the blood splattering my white sneakers. Lifting my eyes, I tipped my chin back to meet his stare. “Your hoodie is probably all stained now too.”

      “I don’t give a damn about the clothes.”

      “I don’t want to wear them anymore.”

      “Shower?” he asked, and I nodded.

      Leaving me there, he moved around the room, pulling a few things from a dresser near his bed, then disappeared into the small adjoining bathroom. Seconds later, I heard the shower turn on, and then he appeared again, lowering in front of me.

      “Jamie?”

      “Let me see your foot, sweetheart.”

      The bottom of my belly dropped as I realized his intention. I watched quietly, slightly awed as he undid the laces, cupped my ankle, and gently tugged away my shoe. By the time he was finished with the other foot, tears were welling in my eyes.

      Noticing the emotion nearly spilling out of me, he crooned, rising to his feet. “Did I hurt you?”

      I shook my head once, blinking furiously to keep the tears from falling. With my shoes no longer on, I came only to the middle of a chest so broad he blocked the rest of the room behind him. Any other time, this would have sent me spiraling, would have sent me running.

      But now?

      Now I wanted to sway into that width and let it swallow me whole.

      “I never should have borrowed it,” I murmured to myself.

      “Borrowed what, baby?” he asked.

      “Your wingspan.”

      He made a sound, reaching for the hem of the hoodie. “You can’t borrow something that’s already yours.”

      “What if I never give it back?” I asked.

      Grasping with gentle fingers, he pushed my face up so I had to look at him. “What if I don’t want it back?”

      I hadn’t expected him. I never even imagined a man like him existed.

      “Arms up.” He beckoned.

      I lifted, and he was tender when pulling off the hoodie. I knew the oversized shirt hid the worst of the blood as I saw it fall to the floor because of the flash of anger that cut through his eyes.

      My skirt brushed his legs when I turned, swaying slightly with the motion. His arm slipped around my waist, supporting me easily with one hand.

      “Careful now,” he murmured as we went into the enclosed bathroom.

      Steam was already rising toward the ceiling and fogging up the mirror over the sink. The air was balmy and welcome because, up until now, everything had felt like death.

      And oh, this little sliver of life made me want more.

      “Will you help me?” I asked tentatively, fingering the blood-soaked T-shirt.

      His eyes were hooded when he peeled the sticky cotton off my body and over my head. It hit the floor with a light slap, and then I pushed the tulle skirt down and stepped out of the poofy circle it made.

      His eyes were like a caress raking over my body as I stood there in nothing but a bra and lace panties. Usually shy and even insecure, it was rare I just stood before a man so vulnerably. Hell, in addition to the few clothes I wore, my skin was stained with blood and my arm was covered in bandages.

      Instead of concealing myself, I reached up to tug out what was left of the bun on my head. The heavy curtain of my hair tumbled down around my shoulders, brushing over my shoulder blades and offering a bit of camouflage.

      Odd, though, I didn’t feel I needed it. Maybe I was just too exhausted to care.

      Or maybe the look of absolute lust in his eyes kept all those insecurities at bay.

      We said not a single word, just stood there in the humid room with the sound of the shower pounding the tiles behind us. My breathing was heavy, the rise and fall of my chest slow. The undeniable pull between us crackled and tugged, strong enough that it didn’t even place second to the trauma.

      He cleared his throat, finally averting his eyes. “Towel is there,” he said, pointing to where he’d draped it over the shower door. “There’s soap and everything inside, and I put some clothes on the counter.”

      “What about my arm?” I asked, voice husky.

      He looked at the freshly applied bandages and frowned. Leaving the bathroom, he came back a few moments later with two plastic bags and a roll of duct tape under his arm.

      “Duct tape?” I questioned.

      “It fixes everything,” he quipped, flashing me one of his charming smiles.

      I giggled.

      He paused in what he was doing, blue eyes turning soft like a summer evening sky. “You have no idea how much I love that sound.”

      My stomach flipped over, and when he reached for my arm, it flipped again.

      “I’ll be careful,” he vowed and then wrapped the bags around my arm, securing them with the tape.

      “I dare any of that water to get in there,” he declared, clearly proud of his handiwork.

      I winced. “I think you cut off my circulation.”

      Alarmed, he reached for my arm, ready to rip away all his hard work. My laugh stopped him.

      “Are you playing with me right now?” he demanded.

      I laughed again.

      “Woman, I should paddle that ass.”

      My lips folded inward.

      Seeing the reaction, Jamie leaned in, breath tickling the hair over my ear. “Don’t you worry, Maddie baby. I wouldn’t do anything you wouldn’t like.”

      A rush of heat coiled in my belly, so intense it frightened me. “The water will get cold.”

      His lips were a sweet caress against my hairline before he pulled away. “If you need me, just yell.”

      He left the room without me even asking. Without even any hesitation at all.

      And that was why I called him back. “Jamie.”

      He appeared in seconds, eyes flying around the room and then sticking to me like glue. “What? What hurts?”

      “Will you help me?”

      “Help you?” he echoed.

      I turned around, fingering the clasp of my bra, showing him.

      He moved soundlessly. The only reason I knew he was close was the heat and energy radiating off him. Prickles of awareness rushed over my scalp when his finger brushed the center of my back as he unclasped the bra. The second it was unhooked, I let the fabric fall over my arms and drop to the floor.

      I felt him retreat as I pulled open the glass door, letting out a cloud of steam. Glancing over my shoulder, around the wild mane of my dark hair, I spoke again. “I need help in here too.”

      His low curse made my stomach jump and excitement skitter along my nerves. The thick tension already filling the room grew heavier.

      A beat of silence. “Mads, are you sure?”

      “I’m sure I can’t wash off all this blood with one hand,” I said, stepping into the spray but angling so my arm wasn’t getting wet. The water was warm and silky, making me sigh as it cascaded over my skin.

      He pulled off his compression shirt, and my eyes dropped to the defined muscles rippling over his entire upper body. He looked like something out of a movie, all smooth, chiseled skin and defined abs. His shoulders were broad and round, the muscles in his upper body the sexiest I’d ever seen. The sweatpants he wore rode low, and the muscles in his hips jutted out above them. The space below his belly button was flat, tight, and completely hairless.

      “Can I lose these too?” he asked, hooking his thumbs in the waistband.

      I nodded, and they dropped onto the floor, sliding away when he gave them a kick. His boxers covered more than the Speedo briefs he wore at the pool, but they were tight and black and outlined the bulge between his legs.

      “Okay?” he asked, prowling toward the shower like a beast eyeing up its prey.

      I thought it would have scared me, but all I did was anticipate his arrival.

      “It’s okay.” I assured him, and he stepped into the enclosed space, pulling the door shut behind him.

      My body started to buzz as though I’d had too much espresso and it had turned me jittery. The steady, even rise and fall of his chest was fascinating, and as I watched it move, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like against me.

      Lifting my covered arm, he directed it to rest on his shoulder. “Keep that there,” he murmured, leaning around me to grab the body wash. It brought us skin to skin. Chest to chest.

      My nipples puckered instantly, and I sucked in a breath. He paused, gaze lowering to my chest and then back up to my eyes. His were dark and intense, slit into half-moon shapes. I practically felt the desire rolling off him, but he didn’t act on it.

      “Come on. I don’t like all this blood,” he said, voice husky.

      Water rained over me, drenching my hair and pulling it down my back. Popping the top of the body wash, Jamie poured it into his palm and then rubbed his hands together before reaching for my shoulder.

      “Okay?”

      I nodded.

      He washed my shoulders and arm, his wide hands soaping me up quickly as bubbles dripped from the tips of my fingers onto our toes. Nimble fingers kneaded my shoulder and upper back, making me groan a little in appreciation.

      When his hand slipped around the back of my neck, the pad of his thumb curling around to stroke over my throat, my head fell back, and I watched him with heavy-lidded eyes.

      “You wanna wash your chest?” he rasped.

      I shook my head.

      “You want me to do it?”

      I nodded.

      His lustful stare remained locked on mine as he drizzled the soap between us, letting ribbons of it slip over my chest and drag toward my belly.

      I could barely breathe, barely think, and when he finally, finally, laid his hands back on me, my eyes slipped closed.

      “Eyes on me.” His voice was throaty and deep, blending with the heavy tone of the shower.

      I looked back at him, water droplets clinging to my lashes, and he started to move. The soap bubbled up as his hands glided in circles, fingers kneading into the small of my back and then tracing up the length of my spine. His thumbs brushed the underside of my heavy breasts, and my eyes started to slide shut again.

      He stopped moving, leaving his hands around my ribcage, thumbs resting beneath the swell of my flesh. Bereft, I reopened my eyes, and he made a sound.

      “Good girl,” he whispered and started to move anew.

      A finger swirled around my belly button, his entire palm flattening across my abdomen. He explored my body, but his eyes never once left mine. We spoke not a word, but dear God, the conversation his hands had with my skin…

      I swallowed when he shifted, hips angling closer, our bodies bumping gently. The blue in his eyes flickered like a flame, the whole of his hands settling over my breasts. My stomach dipped, and I fought the urge to push farther into him as he massaged.

      It was the sweetest type of torture, a feeling I’d honestly never met. Teeth sinking into my bottom lip, I asked with my eyes, and my breath shuddered when he granted the request. Circling my puckered nipples, he pinched them gently, and my knees started to shake.

      Want unfurled low in my belly, and between my legs, I started to ache.

      Expelling a breath, I swayed toward him, too drunk on pleasure to hold his stare. Jamie dropped his shoulder, letting my forehead rest right beside my arm. He kept up the assault on my breasts, plucking and kneading in a way no man had touched me before. He was almost reverent, and in no hurry to pull away. He touched me as though he enjoyed it, like he wanted to learn every single inch. Every glide of his fingers, every light squeeze and brush across my sternum made me want in a way I never had before.

      I was practically panting when he began flirting with the waistband of my panties, delving just barely beneath them, rubbing over the skin there too.

      Unsteady, my uninjured arm found its way around his neck. As I clung, my belly brushed against his achingly hard cock, the fabric covering it soaked from the shower. He hissed on contact, and I glanced up, worried I’d done something wrong.

      He looked almost drunk, eyes barely open and a fine flush spreading over his cheekbones. A new wave of desire overcame me when I realized it was me who made him look that way.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed, and then he spoke. “Let’s wash your hair.”

      My head fell back, and he massaged some good-smelling shampoo into the wet, heavy strands, making me moan in pleasure. Between us, his cock jerked, and my eyes opened to meet his.

      “You are so goddamn beautiful,” he whispered, hands still tangled in my soapy locks.

      Awe rose inside me. Awe that he had so much self-control. Awe that he seemed content to give me pleasure instead of demanding his own.

      And it was his selflessness that made me want to give. I glanced at his lips, then back up to his eyes.

      Cradling my head, he lowered, fusing our lips in a single touch. Water cascaded over us as our lips met again and again, the gentle, warm drops like rainfall as he basically turned me inside out with each kiss. Everything I tried to hide away, the aching vulnerability I desperately wanted no one to see… it unfolded like petals of a blooming flower. Everything I was became bared to him, and he kissed those parts too.

      I was certain he could feel the hammering of my heart against his bare chest and the bite of my nails at the back of his neck where I clung.

      He tugged me closer, our chests plastering so tight not even the water could get between us. I whimpered into his mouth, and he chased the sound, filling my mouth with his tongue.

      We kissed until I was boneless, until my core throbbed around something that wasn’t there. When he finally lifted his head, he tugged my lower lip with him, opening his eyes and beckoning me to do the same.

      His expression was hazy as he worked my lower lip, rolling it between his and nipping at it gently with his teeth. When he pulled away completely, I sagged into his chest, too blissed-out and overwhelmed to even be shocked.

      “That was better than all the sex I’ve ever had,” I murmured. Clearly, his skills also dissolved my filter.

      He gave a wicked little rumble, pulling back to bounce his stare between my eyes. “I don’t want to hear about any sex you’ve had with someone that ain’t me.”

      “Why? It didn’t even compare to that kiss.”

      Smugness glinted for long seconds, and I knew I made him happy. But then he scowled. “How many?”

      “How many what?”

      “How many men have had you?”

      “None.”

      His stare whipped up. “Madison,” he growled the warning.

      “No man has ever had me,” I repeated. “I think maybe I just had them.”

      He spun, putting his back to the spray and picking me up. My legs wound around his waist, and he pinned me against the tile wall.

      “Explain,” he growled.

      “There’s been two,” I told him, and his back muscles rippled under my hands. “But I wasn’t all that attracted to them. I basically picked them because they were safe.”

      He tilted his head. “Safe?”

      “They didn’t make me feel anything.” Orgasms. Feelings. Attachments. I’ve avoided it all. “They’ve never had me,” I repeated.

      In a surprising moment of tenderness, his eyes softened, and he brushed the wet hair off my face. “And what about me, Maddie baby? Do I make you feel?” he murmured, leaning in to brush a kiss against the side of my neck.

      My stomach fluttered. “Honestly? So much it scares the shit out of me.”

      He drew back, pursing his lips. “I don’t want you to be afraid of me. Never afraid.”

      Our stares bounced for long, charged minutes, and then he pulled back slightly, letting me slide down his body so I was standing between him and the wall.

      Between us, his dick was still rigid, definitely living up to the name I’d given it before. Loch Ness.

      “You have blood on your neck,” I whispered, reaching up to push his face to the side. “I need some soap,” I said, drawing his eyes again.

      He debated a long minute but then reached behind us to grab the body wash and pour some in my open palm. My hand didn’t cover as much of his chest as his did mine, but the second I flattened it over his pec, his throat bobbed.

      Both his nipples were pinched tight, and he was taking slow, even breaths.

      I lathered up his chest before sliding my hand up to his neck where I’d somehow smeared him with blood.

      I washed slowly and thoroughly, my fingers rubbing into the hairline at the back of his neck. Suds dripped off his earlobe, and a muscle ticked in his jaw.

      I paused.

      “Jamie?” I asked. “Is it okay?”

      His head turned toward me, the heat in his eyes literally scorching my skin. Gasping a little, I looked away, noting how his hands were fisted at his sides, his boxers straining against the massive swell between his legs.

      Reaching around, he grabbed my soapy hand, pulling it gently away from his neck. Eyes still sizzling, he pressed a kiss to the tips of my fingers before rinsing the soap away. “You get out first, sweetheart.”

      My heart was pounding erratically. The air seemed too thick to breathe.

      He pushed open the door, ignoring the way water dripped all over the floor. Grasping the towel, he shook it out and then reached for my hand.

      Once I was out, he draped it around me, pulling the ends up beneath my chin.

      “Jamie…” I started.

      He kissed me.

      Pulling back, he shut himself back in the shower, the glass door between us feeling like a concrete wall.

      I went unsteadily to the sink where the mirror was completely fogged up. Leaning against the vanity, I toweled off my hair, then grabbed a brush that was obviously Rory’s.

      After peeling the bags and tape off my arm, I brushed out my hair and slid on the T-shirt Jamie had laid out for me, stomach flipping because it was one of his. Once it was on, I rolled the wet panties off and tossed them with the rest of my ruined clothing. I’d never wear any of those things again.

      The water shut off, and my eyes flew to the door.

      “Mind tossing me a towel?” he asked, pointing to where two hung.

      I grabbed the one he indicated and held it out.

      “The floor’s wet. Be careful you don’t slip,” he said, taking it to rub over his hair and chest.

      Suddenly feeling antsy, I gathered up all the clothes we’d thrown around and carried the armful out into the other room. The air wasn’t as thick out here, but I still stood there for long moments, staring at nothing while trying to get my wild heart under control.

      It was no use, though. My heart would remain wild and unstable until I made the choice to try and tame it.

      I knew exactly what that meant. I knew what it required. It scared the living crap out of me, and so here I was torturing us both. It wasn’t fair to him, he deserved better… and I was the one who wanted to give it to him.

      Doing so would require surrender.

      I spent my whole life refusing to do just that. How could I do it now? To a man, no less?

      Across the room, his phone went off, buzzing abruptly against the desk. I jolted so hard the bundle of clothes still gathered in my arms toppled onto the rug at my feet. Rotating, I saw the phone vibrating, turning in a half circle as it rang.

      “Jamie, your phone is ringing,” I called out.

      “It’s probably Ryan. Answer it,” he called back.

      I crossed to the desk, surprised he’d just tell me to answer his phone. As I stepped up, the ringing cut off, but before the screen went dark, his screensaver lit up.

      My heart somersaulted beneath my ribs, and I pressed a hand against my chest. I stood there unmoving but irrevocably shaken as I stared at the image filling the screen.

      Me.

      A stupid selfie I’d sent in a moment of weakness when I’d been wearing his shirt when what I really wanted was his arms.

      He saved it. He made it his background.

      He looked at it every time he opened his phone.

      The wall I’d built around my heart over an entire lifetime? The one he managed to crack?

      It crumbled, and I stood there raw and exposed.

      “Mads?” His large frame blocked some of the light spilling from the bathroom when he filled the doorway. He hesitated there as though he were trying to read the room. Read me.

      He’d been reading me since we met, reading a book written in a foreign language but somehow miraculously learning what it said. I made it hard for him. So fucking hard.

      I ran cold and then warm. I was scared and then brave. I crawled under a table… but he crawled under there with me.

      He never yelled. He never got mad. He literally just stood in the shower, burning with desire, cock hard as a rock, and he didn’t even so much as try to push me for anything I didn’t ask for.

      I love him.

      The realization was overwhelming, all-encompassing… undeniable.

      The screen on his phone had since gone dark, but I stood there still staring at it, knowing exactly what I would see if it lit up again.

      “I fought against you so hard,” I told him, voice shaking but resolved. “You are everything I inherently hated. Possessive. Bossy. Controlling. And big. God, Jamie you are so damn big.”

      “We really need to work on your compliment skills,” he muttered.

      I let out a laugh that was akin to a sob. “Just listen.”

      He fell silent, but I felt the heaviness of his attention.

      “I felt so damn guilty for my heart defying my head while silently cheering it on. A man I should run away from but a man I keep running to.” I dragged in a shuddering breath and turned to face him. He was still in the doorway, bathed in dim light.

      My heart clenched just looking at him, the lightness only he ever made me feel reminded me that everything I was saying, he deserved to hear.

      “I tried so hard not to love you, J. But I couldn’t even reason with my own logic or rationalize with my heart. Somehow, by being the things I swore I’d never fall prey to, you taught me about intent. A man can be bossy without trying to control. You can be possessive without being selfish. You can use your size to offer safety and not pain.”

      “Maddie.” His voice was hoarse, and he took a step toward me.

      I held up my hand, warding him off, wanting—needing—to get this out.

      “Life conditioned me to fear and grow strong. But you, J… you make it safe for me to be soft. I know you don’t like it, but you do scare me. I tremble at the power you hold because my heart is literally lying at your feet. And even if you trample it, abuse, and ultimately toss it aside, it will never be fully mine again. So all I am is yours to keep. That is if you still want me after everything I’ve put you through.”

      My confession fell over the room like a thick blanket, draping everything in silence. I’d been vulnerable a lot in my life, most of it through no fault of my own.

      But this? Right now? I was wholly vulnerable in a way I had never been before.

      Standing on quaking legs, I lifted my chin and waited for his reply.
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      I never thought I was a patient man. But I realized in this moment that there had never been something I wanted enough to wait for.

      But then she came along in her little flirty skirts and blew up my entire world. Blew up everything I thought I knew about my heart.

      Standing here watching her fight to let me in, seeing her hold out that fucking precious heart…

      “If I still want you,” I repeated, my voice a mere echo in a room crowded with unspoken emotion, emotion so strong it didn’t even need words.

      Her bare legs stretched from beneath the hem of my shirt, toes curling against the floor. She watched me nervously, expectantly, guarded yet willing. How humble she was with her ownership like she just couldn’t let herself believe she owned me.

      And she did.

      She fucking owned me.

      Her eyes widened when I bolted out of the doorframe, closing the space between us as fast as my body would allow. Cupping her elbows, I tugged her into my chest to stare into her upturned heart-shaped face.

      “There will never be a day—a moment—when I don’t want you. I would wait a thousand years for you because every single second is worth the wait.”

      “Really?” she whispered, eyes glimmering with unshed tears.

      “One hundred percent.” I confirmed.

      “But I’m—”

      “I love you.”

      She sucked in a breath, body turning into a live wire right there beneath my hands.

      “You told me not to,” I murmured, rubbing my thumb along the inside of her elbow. “But as you pointed out before, I do what I want.”

      “You can’t—” She started to protest, but I cut her off again.

      “I do. And I’m not gonna stop.” I paused, then whispered into the room, “If your heart is lying at my feet, then mine is lying at yours.”

      “Oh, Jamie,” she said the words on a sigh, body softening under my grip.

      “Did you mean it?” I demanded, all the adrenaline and need from earlier still hammering in my veins. Hell, I was starting to wonder if my dick would ever be fully soft again.

      Her dark brows drew down over chocolate eyes. “What?”

      “That you’re mine to keep.”

      Her stare bounced between my eyes, and then she nodded.

      “Be sure, Madison,” I implored, giving her a little shake. “Because there are no takebacks. I won’t give you up. And I don’t share.”

      “Will you be mine too?”

      My heart clenched, and laughter vibrated my throat. “Oh, baby, I keep telling you. I’ve been yours since the day we met.”

      “I think I want to be yours,” she whispered, then gave a little shake of her head. “No. I don’t think. I know.”

      I groaned, the words so fucking sweet they made my teeth ache. Picking her up, I backed us into the wall. Using the muscle I worked damn hard for, I slid her up until her chest was level with my face.

      “What are you—” Her words fell away the second my lips pressed over her heart.

      “I swear to God, Maddie,” I vowed, letting my lips brush against the fabric of the T-shirt, loving the erratic beating of her heart. “I am gonna love you so good. I won’t hurt you. I’d rather die.”

      “No.” She freaked, hands tangling in my hair to yank my head back.

      “Ow!” I howled. “I tell you I won’t hurt you, and you yank out my hair.”

      “No dying.” Her voice was fervent. “Don’t ever say that. Don’t even think about leaving me like that.” The panic shimmering in her eyes threatened to spill over as her breath shuddered under an onslaught of new emotion.

      The idea she might lose me was so terrifying to her that I could practically reach into the air and scoop it into my hand. To me, it was proof that, even though she was just allowing herself to admit she belonged with me, those feelings had been living inside her for a while.

      “Hey now,” I soothed, reaching down to wrap a palm around her bare thigh and lift. Her legs instantly came up, wrapping around my waist. “I’m not going anywhere, okay? You got me. I’m here.”

      “Promise,” she implored. “Promise me, Jamie. I can’t take any more death. I’d been good, you know? Existing, getting by. But then you…” Her voice faltered.

      “I what, baby?” I coaxed. I wanted every fucking word out of her mouth because, with Mads, these weren’t just words. They were little pieces of her soul.

      “Brought me back to life.”

      I smashed the little distance between us, slanting my lips over hers. She welcomed me instantly, parting on a satisfied sigh as my tongue delved in to twist around hers. Despite the fierce desire I felt to devour her completely, the kiss was languid but deep. I took my time exploring every inch of her warm mouth, from the blunt edge of her teeth to the silky softness of the underside of her lips. I fucking reveled in the way she anchored her fingers into my hair, gripping like she was afraid I might disappear. The knowledge she wanted me just as intensely turned me ferocious, and I growled into her mouth, shifting so my body weight pinned her against the wall.

      Moaning lightly, she released my hair to scrape her nails across my bare shoulders, leaving tingles of pleasure in their wake. Grunting, I ripped away from her mouth, sucking in a deep breath even as I dragged across her jaw, trailing wet, open-mouthed kisses down the side of her neck. Madison’s back bowed away from the wall, arching her body farther into mine as her thighs tightened around my waist. Trailing my fingertips over the outside of her bare thigh, I found her mouth again, kissing hotly as if my life depended on it.

      A restless sound echoed in her throat, and she moved against me, her core rubbing against my abs. I stilled midkiss, eyes opening in surprise.

      Lashes fluttering, her stare met mine, a hazy veil of desire making her look fuzzy. Our lips made a light sound when I disconnected, lifting my mouth only enough to speak.

      “Where are your panties?”

      “I took them off.”

      “Why?” I rasped, my hands spasming against her. Dear God, this woman challenged my patience like no one else.

      “They were wet.”

      I smirked. “Hate to break it to you, baby girl, but your panties ain’t the only thing wet right about now.”

      A wicked little glint passed behind her hazy stare, and she shifted, smearing my abs with more of her silky heat.

      I sucked in a breath. Need had my fingertips crawling toward the softness between her legs. When my knuckles brushed the hem of my T-shirt, I forced myself to stop.

      “I thought you liked to swim,” she stated as though she didn’t understand the dangerous line we teetered on.

      I groaned, letting my head fall to scrape my teeth lightly over her cotton-covered collarbone. She shivered, so I repeated the action. After a moment, I pulled back, the action physically painful. But I wasn’t lying before. I’d rather die than hurt her.

      Her body slid down the wall, legs dropping toward the floor. When I started to back up, her hands caught my biceps, gripping tight.

      “Jamie?”

      Lifting my eyes, I took in her plump lips, which were still slick from mine. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were bright but also confused.

      “You’ve been through a lot tonight,” I murmured, slightly pained from the war going on inside me. My entire body demanded I get in her. On her. Own her.

      My head, the bastard, told me to slow my roll and not take advantage.

      “I have.” She agreed. “And it’s made it crystal clear what I want.”

      Down in my sweats, my hard dick jerked. “Mads,” I warned. I could only take so much.

      “I want you, Jamie. I want you to have me.”

      A growl ripped out of me, and she squeaked when I abruptly lifted her again, pushing her legs back around my waist. The slick heat of her core was searing, and my pulse hammered with need.

      “Are you sure?” I rasped.

      “Yes.”

      The thick chain I kept my desire on snapped, and the aching desperation I wanted her with literally swept through my veins like fire. Instantly hot all over, I panted, diving back into her lips to kiss with renewed passion. She released a helpless little mewl, and I growled in response, sliding my hand between her thighs to swipe over her naked center.

      The force of her gasp broke our lips apart, and her head fell back against the wall. I dipped my fingers into her, letting her sweet lubrication coat my fingers, then backed out to drag them up to her exposed clit.

      Her legs started to shake as I circled the swollen bud, the hands gripping my shoulders falling away. She hummed lightly in her throat, the air vibrating around us with the force of her pleasure.

      “That’s a good girl,” I murmured, tugging her earlobe between my teeth to work it over with my lips as two fingers closed gently around her clit to tease.

      She let out a sound and moved against me. I chuckled lightly right against her ear.

      “I’m just getting started with you,” I whispered, then pushed one thick finger right into her dripping center. I pumped slowly, in and out, in and out, before adding another and then curling them forward.

      Her body bucked and started to slide down the wall, and I pulled out so I could hold her. She tried to pull me back, but I made a noise, drawing her eyes. As she stared, I brought my wet fingers up, pushing them into my mouth, and moaned as I pulled them across my lips so I could taste every last drop.

      With my fingers licked clean, I leaned in, breath fanning across her lips. “Kiss me, baby. Don’t you want to know what you taste like on my tongue?”

      Her head left the wall, and she lapped at my lips as if she did indeed want to know. As we kissed, I carried her to my bed, lowering her onto the blankets and covering her body with mine.

      Finally untangling, I pulled back, bracing my weight on my elbows. Her damp hair was spread out over my pillow, brunette eyes soft. “This okay?”

      She nodded.

      “If it scares you having me over you—”

      Her fingers pressed against my lips. “It doesn’t.”

      I sucked the fingers silencing me into my mouth, her eyes deepening as she watched me suck them, teeth sinking into her lower lip.

      I reached for the hem of the shirt, tugging it in question, and she nodded. Moving back enough for her to sit up, I removed the shirt, breath hissing between my lips.

      “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I told her.

      Shy, she averted her eyes, and I caught her chin, forcing her stare back around. “Eyes on me.”

      When our gazes collided, I stared into her, hoping she felt the words instead of just hearing them. “I mean it, Madison. You are by far the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

      She slipped out of my hold, laying herself across the bed, every inch of her on display.

      Lifting her injured arm, I put it above her head, pushing an extra pillow beneath it. “Keep that there,” I told her.

      She nodded.

      As I settled beside her, my hands and mouth perused her body, dipping to draw her nipple between my lips. Her chest arched up, and I sucked deeper, using her little moans of pleasure as a guide. Mouth busy, I used my hand to knead the other, pausing occasionally to lightly pinch and roll the nipple between my fingers.

      When her legs began to move restlessly, I climbed over her again, trailing wet kisses over her slim waist, across the curve of her hip, and shimmying myself between her knees.

      I could barely breathe as I gently pushed her thighs wide, baring her most private spot. I groaned at the beautiful sight she made, already slightly swollen and damp, practically begging for my mouth, and I wasted no time diving in.

      The first swipe of my tongue brought her upper body off the bed, but then it fell back into the pillows, and her fingers tangled in my hair. Parting her folds, I dove in enthusiastically, using the width of my tongue to lap at every inch. Her hips lifted toward my mouth, so I slid my hand under her ass, palming the roundness and flirting with her crack. Her breathing hitched, and I doubled down on the effort, sliding two fingers into her while rocking my tongue over her sensitive clit.

      The tension in her body built and built until the hands in my hair were pulling and my name was dripping from her lips. “Jamie,” she whimpered, lifting her head off the pillow to blindly gaze down her naked, flushed body.

      Leaving my fingers buried deep, I glanced up. “What’s the matter, sweetness?”

      “I-I’ve never…” Her face turned even pinker than before.

      “Oh, I know,” I said, slightly smug, swirling my fingers and making her eyes roll back in her head. “It’s because you’re mine and only mine.”

      “Come up here,” she summoned.

      I flicked my tongue against her again. She shuddered, falling back against the blankets. “I think you like me where I am.”

      My taste buds had never been more alive. My body hummed with fucking satisfaction, and I wasn’t even in her yet.

      She made a little grabby motion with her hand, and my heart flipped upside down. “I want my first orgasm to be yours.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely taking it,” I promised.

      “Then come up here.”

      I chuckled, pulling my fingers out and then plunging them back in. She cried out, tightening around me.

      “Don’t you worry, baby. You’re gonna come all over my tongue and all over my dick.”

      Before she could protest, I replaced my fingers with my tongue, and her hands slapped down on the mattress beside her.

      “Jamie…”

      “That’s a good girl,” I told her. “Come for me.”

      Her entire body contracted, hips thrusting under the force of her pleasure. Renewed warmth slipped over my tongue, swirling with my saliva as I slurped up the way we both combined. I couldn’t help but groan. The noise vibrated her lips and made her cry out all over again. When she collapsed against the bed, I gentled my ministrations, licking lazily while little aftershocks made her quake.

      Sitting back, I admired her flushed body, perky tits topped with puckered nipples, and the way they rose and fell with her heavy breathing.

      Dropping my palms on either side of her head, I kissed her hungrily. Her hand curled around my waist, fingers dipping into the waistband of the sweats I still wore. Slitting her eyes, her expression glinted as she tugged at the fabric.

      Not having to be told twice, I vaulted off the bed, her head rotating to follow my movements. In one swipe, the sweats were gone, and I stood there completely naked.

      Her eyes widened when they dropped to my center, and I proudly stroked over my stiff cock.

      “You aren’t wearing underwear either,” she said, voice husky.

      “They were wet.” I repeated her words.

      Her eyes flicked up to mine. “Would you like to be?”

      I groaned. “Baby, I would let you drown me.”

      Teeth sinking into her bottom lip, her eyes fell back to my dick. “Is it going to fit?”

      I laughed. “I’ll fit,” I promised. “That body of yours is made just for me.”

      She nodded.

      Moving to my dresser, I pulled out a foil packet, bringing it back to the bed.

      “Come here.” She summoned me, curling her finger and pushing up onto her elbow.

      I went closer, standing over her, the Loch Ness jerking under her heated gaze. Her hand closed around the base, and my eyes slid closed as I swallowed down a moan.

      Her fingers felt like cool silk gliding over the satiny skin of my hard, hot dick. She fondled and flirted, swirling her finger around the tip.

      “Jamie?”

      “Mm?” I grunted.

      “Can I?” she asked, leaning in and opening her sinful little mouth.

      A few curse words filled the room as I thrust myself closer to her tongue. Her wet mouth closed around my engorged head, and my entire body tensed. Her tongue whirled, dampening my head up good, and I felt the heat of her eyes stare up my body.

      “If you only knew how many times I imagined this,” I said, reverently watching, gently palming the back of her head.

      Smiling a little, she leaned forward, taking more of me down. When my head hit the back of her throat, I grabbed her shoulder. “Don’t hurt yourself, baby.”

      She moaned around the mouthful, the vibration making my dick leak. After a second, she pulled back, licking over her lips and then using her hand to pump me with the wetness she left behind.

      Practically at my limit, I pulled back, climbing onto the mattress over her. My dick jutted out angrily, pointing at her as I reached back, dipping my fingers into her opening to make sure she was still ready to go.

      Lifting the condom wrapper to my teeth, I started to rip it open.

      Her stare latched on mine, glittering with desire and trust. My heart swelled, making my chest feel tight and my breath hitch. Pulling the condom down, I looked at her intently.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Are you on the pill?”

      “Yes.”

      I growled, throwing the condom over the side of the bed. “Good. Because I’m about to own you from the inside out.”

      Swooping in, I caught her up in a fierce kiss, hands exploring her body until I’d leaked all over her belly and she was squirming beneath me.

      Pushing her legs wide, I settled between them, palming my heavy dick before my hands hit the mattress on either side of her.

      “Okay?” I checked in one last time.

      “More than okay.”

      I wanted nothing more than to plunge into her body in one ferocious push. To claim her in the most instinctual way. I held back, though, because I was big, and she was already worried I wouldn’t fit.

      Shoving myself in her would be a dick move. My dick was a gentleman.

      Well, at least until he was sure he fit.

      My fat head nudged at her entrance, and she widened her legs. The first push, I glided about halfway in. My head bowed, and a dark curse slipped out of me.

      “Jamie?” She worried, and I lifted my head to smile.

      “Probably should have used a rubber if I wanted to last.”

      She smiled. “I can take more.”

      “I know you can, baby girl. I’m gonna give you all of me.”

      Nodding, she reached around, fingers straining across my hips to reach my ass. I pushed the rest of the way in, both of us groaning as her fingers bit into my cheeks.

      My forehead hit the pillow over her shoulder for a second as I felt her body pulse and adjust to my girth. I kissed her collarbone, her chin, and then pressed my lips against her temple.

      “I love you, Mads. I really do,” I whispered, and then I started to move.

      Pure ecstasy rolled through the room like a thunderstorm taking over a summer sky. The scent of our mixing bodies marinated the air, and the sound of our satisfied sighs was the best music I ever heard.

      Her hips rose to meet me thrust for thrust. My girl gave as good as she got, and the scrape of her nails over the small of my back was the perfect combination of pleasure/pain I’d ever felt. The muscles in my upper body strained as I held myself over her, thrusting rhythmically over and over again.

      When her legs locked around my waist, I grunted in satisfaction and settled even deeper into her body. We rocked against the mattress, two bodies as one, the friction we created crackling around us and making sweat slide down my spine.

      The effort to hold off was growing increasingly difficult, but her pleasure came before mine, and I refused to let go until she did.

      Leaning back, I pulled out so my head was poised at her entrance, and she made a needy sound.

      “I want you to come for me,” I told her, voice garbled with restrained passion.

      Grabbing myself, I dragged my swollen head up her slit, pressing it into her most sensitive spot. “I want you to come all over me.”

      Her mouth fell open, but no sound came out when I plunged back in, sinking as deep as I could. Her entire body arched into mine, and I fit my arm under the small of her back, holding her tight to me, our sweat-slicked skin grinding.

      She moaned, teeth sinking into my flesh, and I rocked deeper as she came undone in my arms. Barely seconds later, I fell over the edge with her, my grunts of pleasure mixing with hers as we both clung to each other, our bodies burning with bliss.

      Eventually, I was able to think, and awareness started to slowly creep back in. My whole body was languid and relaxed despite the fact our sweat-slicked skin stuck together. Worried I would crush her, I rolled off to the side, dropping into the mattress with a satisfied sigh. Her head followed, a small smile curving her lips.

      “You okay?” I whispered, not yet ready to break the veil over the room with my voice.

      She nodded. “Better than okay.”

      Reaching up, I gently brought her injured arm down between us, pressing light kisses against the bandage. “Did I hurt you?”

      Instead of answering, she rolled onto her side as I cradled her arm to protect it. Smiling, she reached down, cupping my dick. “He’s a good boy,” she said, giving him a pat.

      My laughter was more like a rumble. “‘Bout time you admit it.”

      She stroked over him again, then wrinkled her nose. “He’s sticky.”

      I raised a brow. “You probably are too.”

      She ducked her head, shy, and I found the action hopelessly endearing.

      Palming her hip, I slid closer. “You let me have you.”

      “From the inside out,” she whispered.

      “I want you to know I’ve never done that with anyone else before. Never.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. I know people think I’m all fun and games, and sometimes I am. But there’s a serious side to me too, Mads. And I take you seriously. I love you seriously. I wouldn’t go bare with someone I wasn’t all in with. I wouldn’t go bare with anyone but you.”

      “I know.” Her soft words were confident, underscored by the loving way she stroked my bare chest.

      “Come here,” I said, disliking the space between us, not being able to hold her the way I wanted because of her arm.

      Sitting up, I moved so she was on the other side of me, curled into my chest with my arm anchored around her waist. Her bandaged forearm draped carefully over my waist.

      “That’s better,” I murmured, pulling my fingers through her hair and kissing her forehead. “So you know, huh?” I mused. “How do you know?”

      Her fingers went back to tracing light patterns over my skin, making it tingle. “Because you never gave up on me. Even when I made it hard.”

      “You are not hard, Maddie,” I intoned, lifting my head off the pillow to punctuate the words. “You’re careful. You’re guarded. Don’t ever let anyone tell you you’re wrong for doing what you need to do to protect yourself.”

      “Do you ever wonder what made me this way?”

      My fingers paused midway through her strands. “Yeah, baby, I do. Maybe one day you’ll want to tell me about it.”

      After a moment, she spoke vulnerably. “What if that finally scares you away?”

      I rolled, blanketing her body with mine, giving enough weight so she could feel me but supporting enough that I didn’t cause pain. “I told you,” I said, looking straight into her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Deep down, she knew it. But I would still say it as many times as she needed to hear. I would prove it by staying.

      Dragging in a deep breath, she said, “Well. Then there is something you should probably know.”
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      Madison

      

      Blue bedroom eyes.

      Heavy-lidded, satisfied, and framed with dark lashes. The blue that usually reminded me of a California sky deepened in hue, intensifying his gaze, which made me feel like I was all he saw. All he wanted to see.

      I would call them seductive, but I had already been seduced. His body braced over mine, the wide width blocking out everything around me, but even if it didn’t, those navy orbs were powerful enough to hide the rest of the world.

      The hazy, satisfied look draped over his stare made me feel powerful despite being under him. Everything about him promised to yield if I gave the command.

      How strong Jamie was, how his willingness to give made him even more so. For only a truly strong man could surrender but still retain his power.

      “If you wanna talk, baby, I’ll listen. If you wanna sleep, I’ll hold you. I don’t care what we do right now as long as you do whatever it is with me.”

      Oh, my heart. It was no longer mine. I wondered if it ever would be again. But staring up at him, into the universe that encompassed his stare, I felt no fear. For the first time in forever, all I felt was reassured.

      “I want to tell you,” I whispered.

      He started to move, but I caught his arm, and he came back, questions in his eyes.

      “Stay there another minute. I want to look at you.”

      Tenderness transformed his face, softening his lips, square jaw, and even his brow. His slow exhale felt like a caress.

      “You like the view?” he murmured, lowering so his weight was braced on his elbows instead of his hands.

      I hummed deep in my throat as his palms slid beneath me, scooping me up to hold me even closer.

      His lips brushed over mine, the sensation like pure velvet. The softness made my heart quiver and my stomach flip. Lifting his head, he angled in another direction, lips caressing mine all over again.

      Entranced, the tip of my tongue brushed at his lip, and he parted on an inaudible sigh. Instead of diving in, I traced over his lower lip before swiping just barely inside. The tip of his tongue was there waiting, and we flicked over each other in a passing caress.

      With a low sound, he lifted his head, dropping a kiss to the tip of my nose.

      Lifting the arm that was not full of stitches, I traced over his thick Adam’s apple, trailing up his wide neck to cup his ear.

      Stretching my thumb, I brushed along the width of his cheekbone. “You know you’re handsome, don’t you?”

      “I only care if I’m handsome to you.”

      Throat constricting, I whispered, “You’re more than that to me.”

      He kissed me again, and my whole world tilted. If I wasn’t lying down, I would have swayed.

      When he pulled back up, those blue bedroom eyes crinkled at the corners, the charm he embodied sparkling like brilliant stars.

      I sincerely hoped he still looked at me this way when I told him my secrets, when I told him what being with me would really entail.

      You should have told him before you landed in his bed, a voice inside me scolded. And you know, maybe it was true. But a girl only had so much resolve, and Jamie was oh so good at breaking down my walls.

      Death was a catalyst, it seemed. A catalyst of all kinds.

      First, it forced me into who I’d become, guarded and frightened. And then tonight, it pushed me farther into his arms. I was so very weary of death, of the control it lorded over me.

      I wanted life. And Jamie made me feel alive.

      Sensing the change, he got off the bed, toned ass on full display. Seriously, every inch of this boy was tight and honed. There wasn’t a hint of jiggle on him.

      “You looking?” he called over his shoulder as he headed into the bathroom.

      “That’s a pretty ripe peach you got there.” I giggled.

      “Finally! Someone to appreciate the merchandise.” He whooped, the sound ringing over the running faucet.

      I rolled my eyes, falling back into his pillow, his scent filling all the air around me. I breathed deeply, grabbing the end of the blanket to drag it up over my naked body. Without him over me, it was cold.

      Seconds later, he towered at the side of the bed, flipping the covers right back off me.

      “Hey!” I gasped, reaching for them.

      “Spread your legs.”

      I gasped again. “No.” Did he think I’d just open them when he commanded?

      Crowding my personal space, his arms caged me in. “Why’s that, sweetheart? You want to keep me in there a little longer?”

      He held up the cloth in his hand, and I felt my eyes blow wide. His chuckle was husky, his lips dipping to brush over my ear. “That’s my good girl.”

      I shivered.

      Chuckling, he pushed back, laying a warm hand over my thigh. I widened my legs a little, and he pushed them the rest of the way. I turned my head to the side, trying to hide the way my cheeks flamed but also unwilling to protest the sweet gesture.

      A soft sound filled the space over my head, and a warm, soft cloth settled against my core. He cleaned me gently, with care that had emotion clogging my throat. Tears burned the backs of my eyes, and I blinked them away. After cleaning my center, he wiped my thighs too.

      “You smell like me.” The low tenor of his voice drew my attention. The smolder in his eyes was like blue fire, his nostrils slightly flared with desire.

      “Well, I am yours,” I said, wanting to fan those flames, wanting to play with fire.

      The mattress bounced when he leaped, my body bouncing with it.

      “Watch your arm, baby,” he commanded, pausing enough to fold it into my chest before flipping us around so I was sitting atop him, straddling his waist.

      He hissed, palms gliding up my spread thighs, thumbs burying in the short curls just above my folds. “Now I’m sorry I wiped it all away.”

      “Put it back,” I said, laying palms against his pecs.

      His hands stilled, eyes whipping up to mine. “I, ah, hadn’t really planned on barebacking it all the time. That first time, I just…”

      His voice fell away, a slight grimace lifting the edges of his mouth.

      “Just what?” I cajoled.

      He didn’t say anything at first, so I stroked over his chest. “Jamie?”

      “I wanted to mark you,” he mumbled.

      “Mark me?”

      He sighed. “Look, I know it’s all archaic, and you don’t like that, but damn, Maddie, you just make me crazy—”

      I cut off his rambling with a kiss, a kiss he groaned into immediately, then palmed the back of my head and deepened. Fingers delving into my hair, he reached around with his other to palm my waist. Instinctively, I rocked against him, whimpering a little when I felt his abs contract against my core.

      His breath shuddered, fanning out over my wet lips, and I rocked against him again.

      A curse echoed between us, and I pushed into a sitting position. As I did, the evidence of his arousal bumped into my back. Lifting my brows, I gave him a surprised look.

      “You’re hot,” was all he said, and it made me smile.

      Reaching behind me, I wrapped my hand around his rigid cock, giving it a squeeze. His eyes fluttered shut, and I did it again, this time swiping the head over my ass cheek.

      His eyes slit open, just half that gaze penetrating enough to make my breathing falter. His fingers slipped between his waist and my crotch, fingers probing the entrance and a long groan filling the room when he felt how slick I’d become.

      My body clenched around his probing fingers while mine tightened around his rod. Behind me, his legs lifted, feet lying flat on the mattress. Hips lifting a little, he rocked his cock into my lower back.

      “Baby, are you sore?”

      I shook my head, already lifting so I could slide down.

      He caught my hips as I was positioning myself over his throbbing dick, holding me from sinking. “Madison.”

      I looked up, not used to him calling my full name.

      “I’ll use a rubber.”

      “Not tonight,” I whispered. “I want all of you.”

      His hands fell away, and I slid down over him, my body stretching around his girth as he groaned. When he was fully sheathed inside me, I rocked a little, body rubbing against his, and pleasure so sharp burst inside me, eliciting a moan.

      “There you go, baby. Ride me,” he rasped, palming my hips to guide me into a swaying motion.

      I started to move, following the cues of my body, the tingles of pleasure that erupted every time I rocked against him.

      His half-moon gaze locked on me, hands running up the curves of my body to palm my breasts, kneading them as I moved. Breath hitching, I started going faster, gasping for breath, and pleasure took over.

      Grunting, he thrust up, and my mouth fell open as I looked at him in awe.

      Grabbing my hand, he pushed it against my lower belly, pinning it with his, and then thrust up again, lifting his hips and my entire body off the mattress.

      I felt the bulge of him against my belly. I felt the way he jerked inside.

      “Rock,” he commanded, tapping on the back of my hand.

      I listened immediately, my body swaying on his rigid length as he massaged me from the inside out.

      His body was trembling when his ass dropped back on the mattress, and I collapsed on top of him, breathing heavily. My whole body shook when he grabbed my face to pull me into a kiss that made me dizzy.

      Then, grabbing my hips, his arms bulged as he picked me up and dropped me back on his cock. The way it speared me made my eyes roll back in my head.

      “Again,” I practically begged, and he listened, picking me up and dropping me over him again and again.

      Tension coiled inside me so tightly it almost hurt, and I whimpered in sweet torture, waiting for the moment I fell over. “Please, J,” I whispered, wrapping my hand around his forearm.

      He sat up, wrapping both arms around me, bringing his knees in so they were practically braced against my back. My legs went around his waist, and he drove up into me while holding me down on his cock.

      White light burst behind my eyes. My body bowed and quivered, then collapsed against his shoulder as I moaned and called out his name over and over again.

      “There you go, baby girl,” he practically growled. “Drench me in all that sweetness.”

      My whole body contracted around him, and he gave a hoarse shout, warmth suddenly filling me. With every jerk, more of him released into me, and I gripped him tighter as my head lolled on his shoulder.

      So satisfying.

      There was something irrevocably fulfilling about knowing he was leaving traces of himself behind.

      Eventually, his body relaxed, arms looped loosely around my waist. He kissed across my shoulder, swiped my hair back, and kissed my ear. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I replied, not even thinking twice.

      He jolted, pulling back, gently holding my upper arms so he could stare at me with wide, azure eyes. “Mads?”

      Oh, that was right. I’d only admitted it to myself and not him.

      I waited for the panic to come. It didn’t. There was just truth. And love.

      I smiled. “I love you, J.”

      His stare gleamed, emotion right there for me to enjoy. But then he banked it, almost as if he wasn’t sure. “Was it the dick?”

      I laughed. “No.”

      “Nessie is pretty convincing.”

      I put my hand over his mouth. “If you call it that again, I’ll be forced to reconsider.”

      He made a sound, and I reluctantly pulled my fingers back. “Now, baby, you’re the one that named him.”

      “It’s you,” I whispered, curling my hands around the sides of his neck. “I love you.”

      He smiled, pecking a kiss against my lips. “I dare you to love me as long as I love you.”

      I giggled. He was beyond ridiculous. “What do I get if I win?”

      “My entire lifetime.”

      The answer, the idea, was so sweet tears suddenly rushed to my eyes.

      “Hey now,” he crooned, swiping away the moisture. “That wasn’t supposed to make you cry.”

      “Tell me I can still have that after I tell you who I am.”

      He kissed me tenderly, then drew back, a serious tone taking over his features. “Okay, Mads. You tell me your secrets, and then I’ll tell you they don’t matter.”

      I really wanted to believe they wouldn’t.

      The force of my swallow echoed through the quiet blue glow of the room. Lifting my eyes, I met his. “My mother was Charlotte Vaughn.”

      His brows furrowed as he tried to remember how he knew the name. And I knew he knew it. Everyone did.

      Clarity dawned, and his lips parted. “The famous actress who was murdered?”

      I nodded once. “Yes.”

      “And her murderer…” His voice trailed off as he looked at me in question.

      I drew a breath, then finished his sentence. “Was my father.”
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      Jamie

      

      When I do things, I do them all the way. No half-assing shit for me.

      Swimming? I picked the most challenging stroke.

      Eating? I eat for three.

      Best friend? More like bromance.

      Girlfriend? Got me one with a closet full of skeletons.

      Bro. Good thing I liked Halloween.

      After digesting the information, I lifted her off my lap, setting her aside. “How about we get you a shirt? ‘Cause this conversation deserves all my attention.”

      She didn’t say anything else as I slid off the bed and found the T-shirt I’d stripped off her earlier. Then I grabbed my Elite hoodie and turned, finding her beside the bed, holding the cloth I used to clean her up before.

      Moving swiftly, I tossed the clothes on the blankets and snatched the cloth, tossing it on the floor. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Cleaning up,” she replied without her usual gumption. That’s how I knew this was bro serious.

      I made a sound. “No.”

      That brought her head up, a stubborn glint a welcome sight in her chocolate eyes. “What did you just say?”

      I picked her up, lifting so we were eye level. “I said you will tell me all the things you think I will hate while I’m inside you reminding you I don’t give one goddamn.”

      She sniffed. “Your language is awful.”

      She was fucking cute, but I would not give in. “I mean it, baby. You leave me in there.”

      “Put me down.”

      I put her down, handing over the T-shirt.

      “Help me?” she asked, and I folded like a house of cards.

      With a soft sound, I took the material, guiding it carefully over her head, using extra care around her injured arm. “Is it hurting?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      I lifted her back on the bed, tucked the blankets around her, then draped the hoodie across her shoulders. After grabbing some water and one of the many cold packs we always stocked, I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and went back to the mattress.

      Uncapping one of the waters, I handed it to her. “Come on, drink this.”

      She did, and as I squeezed the cold pack, I noted that her hand was trembling lightly.

      “Maddie baby,” I said, making her look up as she drank. “I’m sure this is one hell of a story, but I’m not gonna judge you.”

      A little drop of water clung to her kissable lips when she pulled the bottle down. “It’s not a story. It’s my life.”

      “Tell me.”

      She handed me the drink, and I set it aside, moving farther onto the mattress, sitting so my body was angled and open to hers. Once she was settled, I put the pack on her arm, using some of the hoodie as a cushion between her bandage and the cold therapy.

      “My mom…” She cleared her throat. “Charlotte Vaughn.”

      I nodded encouragingly.

      “She basically became famous the first moment she stepped in front of the camera. She was so beautiful, but not just on the outside. She had it inside too, and I think that’s what drew people. Like she was sort of like a magnet. I don’t really understand, but it was polarizing.”

      “She went here, right? To Westbrook?” I asked.

      She nodded, looking down at her hands, which were pressed together in her lap. My T-shirt engulfed her frame, and the Elite hoodie swallowed up the rest of her. I couldn’t help but note the way the damp ends of her hair clung to the fabric, making it wet too. With a sound, I got up to rummage around, coming back to the bed with the black band in my hand.

      “What’s that?” she asked, dividing her stare between the band and my face.

      “Your hair is dripping on your clothes. You’re gonna be cold.”

      “Oh.” She reached for the band, but I pulled it back, tsking at her.

      “I got this,” I said, gathering up the thick mass of half-wet, half-dry hair falling around her. Scooping it into a ponytail, I twisted the band around it and let go. The entire thing flopped sideways, partially falling out.

      I scowled. “Your hair is disrespecting me.”

      She laughed. The genuine sound was like a punch in the gut. She needed to do that more. I wanted her happy.

      “You have to tie it up tighter,” she explained, reaching up.

      I swatted her hand away. “I said I got this.”

      I felt her amusement, and it made me a little proud of myself because even if I was acting stupid, it was a little bit of a reprieve for her nerves. When I let go, the hair stayed up this time, and yeah, maybe it was a little crooked, but hey, it got the job done.

      “Gorgeous,” I declared.

      “I should blow it out.”

      “Later,” I said, settling beside her.

      “But it’s going to look frizzy.” She protested.

      “Keep talking,” I deadpanned. I might interrupt to give her a little smile, but this conversation was happening.

      “She actually filmed her first movie before she graduated here. She met Bradly Morrow on set.”

      “That’s your dad, right?”

      She nodded. “They fell in love. At least that’s what everyone says.”

      “You don’t think they were in love?”

      “All I remember is the fighting. The yelling.” Her voice was haunted.

      A brief flashback of the other night in the diner assaulted me. How when the fight broke out, she slipped under the table to hide. Another more horrifying thought shoved that one aside as I pictured a much smaller, innocent version of the woman in front of me crouching in the corner of what was supposed to be her safe place, cowering, and covering her ears as two people fought and yelled.

      I slid my hand into her lap, hers unclenching immediately to wrap around mine. “How old were you when she died?”

      “Seven.”

      The muscles in my jaw flexed, knowing that what I pictured in my head was likely exactly what her past had been like.

      “My mom got pregnant with me almost immediately after they got involved. Sometimes I wonder if they would have even stayed together if she hadn’t. If maybe I was the reason—”

      “No.” I cut off that unnecessary spiraling, giving her fingers a squeeze. When she didn’t look up, I used my other hand to grasp her chin and lift. “You are not the reason any of this happened. I wasn’t there. I don’t know all the details, but I do know one hundred percent that you were an innocent kid and none of this is your fault.”

      “If I’m so innocent, why’d I get punished?”

      A broken sound ripped out of me, and I untangled my hands, scooping her up and putting her in my lap. Swiveling around, I leaned against the wall my bed was shoved against, cradling her against my body. Covering her bare legs, I pushed her cheek into my chest, holding it there with my hand. “I don’t have an answer for that, baby. I wish I did.”

      “I think things were good for a while. They were the Hollywood golden couple, you know? My dad, Bradly, he was really famous too, but my mom, she was just a whole other level.”

      “I remember hearing she was considered the next Marilyn Monroe,” I said.

      She nodded against me. “I think it probably made him jealous. She outshined even him.”

      I made a soft sound, and she kept going.

      “They had a very volatile relationship. There was a lot of chemistry there, a lot of passion, but it was almost like a fire they couldn’t contain. The more famous and in-demand she got, the angrier he became. He was very controlling. I think it made him feel powerful that everyone wanted something he had. My earliest memories are of them fighting, of her crying. I remember this one time, she was taking me out somewhere, and he threw a fit. He didn’t like her clothes, demanding she change. She refused, and he said he wouldn’t let her out of the house in something that would embarrass him. She tried to leave… and he hit her. She was holding me in her arms.”

      A low growl vibrated my throat, arms instinctually tightening around her. “He hit her while she was holding you.”

      “I was young. It’s a wonder I even remember, but it’s something I can’t forget. The moment is forever engrained in me.”

      I didn’t want to ask, however, I had to know. “Did he hit you?”

      “No. He threatened to. I think he just used that to control her too. Like if she did what he said, he would leave me alone.”

      “Where is he now?” I asked, voice dark but my thoughts black. I was a laidback bro, you know? I didn’t start fights… but this man? This man deserved my fist in his face.

      “Jail,” she deadpanned. Then tipping her head up, she looked at me, her wide, sad eyes making my heart flip. “My mother is dead, and my father is serving life for her murder.”

      Leaning down, I kissed her nose. “I don’t care, baby.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “Why?”

      “I will always be the daughter of a Hollywood couple gone wrong.”

      “Is that why you have a different last name?”

      She nodded. “After my mom died, I went to live with my aunt. She lives in California too. I took her last name because the press was so relentless. They stalked me, watched me for years. They’d wait outside my school, ask me questions, try to get me to talk about my parents.”

      “Why didn’t she move the hell out of the state?” I fumed. Why would anyone let a kid live in that kind of environment? Madison’s guarded, suspicious personality made so much sense to me now.

      “I think she secretly liked the attention. She was the distraught sister of a famous starlet who stepped up to raise the daughter left behind. She got some interviews out of it. Some big paydays. Eventually, the press interest died down, and dealing with a kid with night terrors and trust issues started to wear.”

      I stiffened. “She treated you badly?”

      “No. Just indifferent. I’m sure it was hard for her too. She did her best.”

      Bro. I was gonna go with a hell no. But I didn’t say it out loud. I mean, she seemed to be the only family Maddie had. “You didn’t have any other family?”

      “I mean, my father had a big family, but after everything, they didn’t want anything to do with me.”

      “Why the hell not?” I demanded. “You were just as much a victim as your mom.”

      “That’s the thing… Not everyone believes my mom was his victim.”

      “Explain,” I said, my black mood churning. How the fuck was this her life? How the fuck was this beautiful girl wrapped up in my arms surrounded by so much ugly?

      “There are a lot of people that believe he didn’t kill my mom, that she killed herself.” She took a second to peek up at me, and I did my best to bank the unfettered rage roiling around in my gut.

      “I’m listening,” I promised.

      Her cheek rubbed against my pec, and my throat bobbed under the onslaught of emotion it caused. I wanted to protect her so badly. I wanted to make this all go away.

      But I couldn’t. All I could do was listen. All I could do was love her in spite of it.

      “The day she died, they fought. It was the worst fight they’d ever had.” Her voice turned hollow and far away. “I won’t ever forget. She told him she was leaving and if he didn’t let her go, she would tell the press about his secrets.”

      Reaching up, I pushed my fingers against her head to stroke.

      “He laughed. Told her no one would believe that he would lay a hand on her. She went to the closet and pulled out a box filled with pictures. Polaroids. She’d been documenting all the abuse. Photo after photo of every bruise and injury he ever gave her.”

      “Smart lady,” I observed.

      “No,” Madison refuted. “It’s what got her killed. She should never have called his bluff. She should have leaked it all after we were safe.

      “She said if he let us leave, she wouldn’t tell anyone what he’d been doing. But it just made him angrier, and he came at me.”

      I jackknifed off the wall, grasping her face and forcing it up so I could sweep my eyes over her, anger simmering in my veins. “You said he didn’t hit you.”

      “He didn’t,” she promised, reaching up to cover one of my hands with hers. “She protected me.”

      A broken sound left me, and I smashed our lips together, kissing her as though she might disappear. I kissed until my lungs screamed for air, until her hand clung to mine, pulling back only enough to drag in a rough, short breath and kiss her all over again.

      When at last I ripped my mouth free, we were both breathing heavily, and her eyes were wide pools of passion and surprise.

      “Jamie.”

      “It’s hard,” I confessed. “Hard to hear about all the shit you had to go through, hard knowing I wasn’t there to protect you.”

      “But you’re here now,” she whispered.

      I groaned, dropping my forehead onto hers. “Oh yes, baby. I’m here now.”

      She pulled back, clearing her throat, her eyes telling me she needed to finish. I dropped my head against the wall, hitching my chin so she would continue.

      “She intercepted him, grabbed my arms.” Her expression turned inward like the scene was replaying in her mind, a movie she was forced to watch whenever it turned on. “Run, Madison! Hide. Don’t come out until I tell you it’s safe!” she repeated, her voice no longer her own.

      Chills rose along my arms as I listened, the rhythm of my heart tripling.

      “He grabbed me when I ran, tore my dress, but I kept going, racing into a small crawlspace through a tiny door at the end of the hall. I covered my ears, singing to myself to cover the sound, but I still heard. Shattering glass. Screaming. Threats. He said horrible things to her. Things that weren’t true. I remember her crying, asking why he wouldn’t just let her go because he didn’t want her anyway.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured, hunching around her, rocking her as she cried. I wondered if she even knew she was crying or if she was too caught up in the memories to be fully in the present.

      “I heard him charge down the hall, screaming my name.” Her voice wobbled. A slim hand curled up around my neck. “But she distracted him, and… he threw her down the stairs.”

      “Mother fucker,” I growled. There was a special place in hell for men who abused women. And I hoped her father rotted there for all eternity.

      “I swear I heard the snap of bones even from where I hid.”

      “It’s all right now, sweetness,” I said, stroking her hair. “You’re here with me now.”

      “It went quiet not long after.” She went on, and I would have wondered if she heard me if not for the way her fingers curled into my chest. “The silence was so loud I wanted to sing over that too, but I was afraid he would remember I was there, so I sat there and waited. It felt like forever.”

      “Then what?” I asked, wanting to get this over with.

      “A while later, I heard the front door shut. I was so relieved he left. Crawling out of my hiding spot, I went down the stairs, calling out for my mom.” She started to cry again, her words wobbly and watery.

      I started rocking anew, holding her as tight as I dared.

      “She wasn’t downstairs, so I went up to her bedroom… and that’s where I found her.”

      I hummed in my throat, pressing my lips into her hair.

      “Her feet were bare, her toes pink from when I’d painted them the day before. They hung limply from beneath the long dress she was wearing, but her body was swaying,”

      I felt my brows drawn down, forehead creasing as I tried to understand what she was saying. How could a body be swaying? A body that died from a fall down the stairs?

      “The sound the rope made rubbing against the wood beams on the ceiling, sort of like a saw, sort of like a scream…”

      “Maddie,” I said, pulling her back, holding her face, and forcing her to look at me.

      Her eyes were vacant, skin pale.

      “Madison,” I demanded. She flickered somewhere inside the memory, lashes fluttering against her cheeks. “Eyes on me.”

      Her attention snapped up. Tears shimmered in her eyes.

      “He hung her, J. He hung her from the ceiling. The way her head flopped against that noose he’d tied around her neck—” A sob ripped out of her, and she buried herself into my chest.

      I cursed, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her in. I let her cry. Fuck, I didn’t know what else to do. How much more heinous was this story going to get?

      Suddenly, she pulled back, blinking wet eyes at me. “He told everyone she died by suicide, that her broken neck was from hanging herself and not because he threw her down the stairs.”

      And my Maddie found her body.

      “That’s enough, baby. You don’t need to tell me any more,” I said, gathering her close. “Just let me hold you.”

      Her sobs calmed into hiccups, and then eventually, quiet enveloped the room. The entire time I sat there holding her, I tried to find words, to think of something I could say. There was nothing. No words would make this better. The trauma she endured at such a young age was irreversible.

      I understood completely why she was so walled off, why she distrusted men so wholeheartedly. The one man who was supposed to love her above all others shattered her entire world. The aversion to fighting and yelling. The panic attacks and the near-catatonic look she had when the cops mentioned the noose.

      Frankly, it was a miracle she opened up to me at all.

      “I love you,” I whispered, kissing the top of her head. “I love you so much, every part of you. Even the hard parts.”

      Her lips brushed over my chest, and then she pulled out of my embrace. “My testimony is what sent him to jail. It’s what got a conviction of murder. They believed his story about her suicide, about how she couldn’t handle her fame. But the second he stepped into the room with me, I lost it. I screamed about how he killed her and what he’d done. He tried to say I was just traumatized because I was the one who found her. He said she was cruel to me and I was confused. But she loved me.” Madison sobbed, pressing a hand against her chest. “She did.”

      “Of course she did,” I confirmed.

      “I testified in court in front of a jury. I asked them to make my dad pay for what he did to my mom, and I told everyone how I hid while he attacked her. He got sentenced to life in prison.”

      “You did good,” I told her. “So good. I’m sure it was scary and hard, but you told the truth and got justice for your mom.”

      “He hates me,” she said, eyes blazing when they met mine. “But I hate him more.”

      I nodded. “I hate him too.”

      Her eyes rounded like she was surprised. “You do?”

      “Of course,” I answered. “He’s an asshole.”

      She nodded emphatically. But then she bit into her lower lip. “But I have some of his DNA.”

      I made a rude sound. “You’re the only good thing his DNA was ever used for.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.” I interrupted. “I’m not trying to downplay your secrets. I mean, frankly… that Shakespeare guy you hate so much couldn’t even imagine your family drama.”

      Gasping, she pinched my nipple.

      “Ow!” I wailed. Then I wagged my eyebrows. “Do that again.”

      She laughed but then pinned me with a hard look. “Jamie.” She tilted her head. “What’s your middle name?”

      “Oh, uh-uh.” I shook my head. “Hell no. I’m not telling you. Then you’ll be bellowing that shit like camera girl does to Ryan.”

      She lifted her chin. She was a haughty little thing. “I do not bellow. And I don’t hate Shakespeare.”

      I patted her head. “The point is everything you told me doesn’t change how I feel. If anything, it makes me love you more.”

      Her lips parted. It made me want to kiss them. “W-what?”

      Rubbing the pad of my thumb over her lips, I nodded. “My little fighter.”

      Her eyes snapped up.

      “Been fighting all your life. Just know that even little fighters need to rest sometime, and I got your rest right here.” I held my arms out wide.

      Her lower lip wobbled. “You really don’t care?”

      “Nope.”

      She dove back into my chest, burrowing her face against the column of my throat. “Maybe it’s safe to love you after all.”

      I hummed in reply, rubbing her back. “You’re safe with me, Mads,” I vowed.

      And if anyone else tried to hurt her? They would deal with me.
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      With the first faint scratch against the door, my eyes sprang open as though I hadn’t been deeply asleep. The room was dark, morning not even arrived. Another faint scrape and then an unlatching sound.

      I pressed back into the warm, hard body spooned along mine as my heart thudded erratically.

      Elena’s murderer was wasting no time coming for me, finishing what he started. My arm throbbed as if it were silently telling me I was right.

      There really was no sound, but I knew the door pushed in slowly. Lips parting with a shallow, haggard breath, I prepared to wake Jamie.

      Before I could even finish the breath, Jamie was up, stealthily launching out of the bed with only the whispering of the covers to give away the action. Flopping onto my back, I gasped then sat up, clutching the covers as he literally bulldozed into the intruder.

      “Ungh,” someone grunted, which was immediately followed by a massive thud when both bodies slammed into the door.

      “You picked the wrong man to fuck with.” Jamie’s ominous voice filled the room. The underlying threat to his words made goose bumps ripple across my skin.

      “Bro,” a strained though familiar voice answered.

      Breathless, I scrambled up, leaning over to hit the button for the blue LED lights. They flickered on instantly, and though it wasn’t a bright light, I still recoiled a little, blinking profusely as I slid off the bed, feet hitting the rug.

      Almost as if he had eyes in the back of his head, Jamie’s voice again filled the room. “Stay back, Mads.”

      His back was massive, the muscles tense and rippling as he pinned the man against the wall with one forearm across his neck. Even the muscles in the sides of his waist bulged, his entire body on high alert and primed to fight.

      “Jamie, it’s Ryan,” I practically yelled.

      “It’s me,” Ryan echoed, his voice not as loud as mine.

      Jamie jolted but still held his position. “Ryan?”

      The man pinned under him gave a rude sound and then shoved at the massive weight restraining him. “Who the hell else would have a key, asshole?”

      Jamie backed off, stepping back only enough to allow his best friend to straighten and glare. Jamie seemed unbothered, crossing his arms over his chest and making my eyes go straight to the butterfly on his shoulder.

      “What the fuck are you doing sneaking in here in the middle of the night?”

      “It’s four thirty, dick,” Ryan deadpanned.

      Jamie’s arms dropped to his sides, entire body relaxing. “Bro,” he said apologetically.

      “Bro,” Ryan said but with much more annoyance.

      “I didn’t think. I heard the door and reacted,” Jamie explained.

      Ryan sighed. “I get it.”

      That seemed to be a sufficient apology because Jamie shuffled back to the bed and dropped onto it face first. “Fuuuccckkkkk.”

      “Practice in thirty.” Ryan reminded him but stopped in front of me where I still stood by the bed. “Hey, theater girl,” he mused, ruffling my already messy hair. I was about to yell at him, but then he smiled. “How’s the arm?”

      “Feels like it was just stabbed,” I said. “Oh, wait, it was.”

      He grimaced. “Did I scare you just now?” He followed up the words by thumbing over his shoulder toward the door.

      I shrugged one shoulder. “It’s your room.”

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized. Moving across the room to his dresser, he added, “Next time I’ll knock.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” I worried, taking a step toward him.

      “Oh hells no!” Jamie suddenly roared, jumping up out of the bed again to snatch me at the waist and spin, putting his body between me and Ryan.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, feet dangling over the ground.

      “Woman, where are your pants?”

      “I don’t have any.”

      “Remember when I said I don’t share?” he declared. “Don’t be showing off the goods to Ryan.”

      Behind us, Ryan laughed.

      “I’m not showing off my goods to Ryan,” I refuted as Jamie muttered some foul words and then stuffed me into the bed, piling the covers and a pillow over me.

      “What is this pillow gonna do?” I wondered.

      “You better leave that on there,” Jamie said, nodding seriously.

      He was an idiot.

      “We’re gonna be late,” Ryan told him, not even batting an eye at the idiocy. He probably covered Rory with pillows too.

      Jamie probably learned it from him.

      “I’m not going.”

      Ryan stilled, turning from the Nespresso machine on their desk, a pod in his hand. “What?”

      “You heard me. I’m not coming to practice.”

      Ryan’s eyes slipped past him to me, then back to Jamie. Slowly, he nodded. “I’ll cover for you.”

      “Tell Coach I’ll make it up this afternoon.”

      “No!” I butted in, the pillow he piled on me rolling onto the floor. “You can’t just skip practice, J.”

      “J,” Ryan echoed.

      We both ignored him, Jamie rotating to look at me. “We have to go to the police station.”

      “I can go alone.”

      His nostrils flared. “The hell you will.”

      “We can go after your practice.” I tried again.

      “No.”

      “Jamie.”

      His hands hit the mattress, upper body leaning in so he was close. His hair was messy, falling over his forehead, and his blue eyes were intently focused on mine. “I’m not leaving you alone, baby. That’s final.”

      “What if I come with and just sit on the bleachers?”

      His eyes flickered with tenderness, lips pursed. “Good idea. You can do that after we talk to the cops.”

      “Rory sent some clothes for you, theater girl,” Ryan said, leaning against the desk as he downed the coffee. I followed where he pointed with the cup. “I dropped them over there when Jamie attacked me.”

      Jamie made a rude sound. “Bro, if I attacked you, you wouldn’t be drinking espresso right now.”

      A Louis Vuitton bag was indeed lying by the door, and I recognized it as Rory’s. “She sent clothes?” I asked, emotion tightening my chest.

      “That pillow clearly ain’t gonna work,” he mused, eyes flicking to where it lay on the ground.

      “You better not have seen nothing,” Jamie told him darkly.

      “Please. I wear skirts all the time. What’s the difference?” I muttered.

      “You wear underwear with them skirts!” Jamie bellowed. Then he spun, pinning me with a look. “You better be wearing underwear.”

      I lifted one brow. “Maybe I don’t.”

      Jamie started to sputter, and Ryan burst out laughing.

      “Mads.” Jamie was emphatic as though he really needed to make sure I wasn’t walking around without underwear on. He was so stupid, but I couldn’t help it.

      I softened to him wanting that reassurance. “Of course I wear underwear, J.”

      He made a sound of satisfaction, kissing my forehead gently. “Good girl.”

      Ryan grabbed a duffle by the door. “I’ll cover for you.”

      J turned to his friend. “Thanks, bro.”

      “You still coming for breakfast?”

      Jamie glanced around at me, questions in his eyes, and I nodded.

      He turned back to Ryan. “Let’s meet at Shirley’s, though, not the campus eatery. Might be fewer gossip hounds.”

      It made me wonder how fast the news of Elena’s murder would spread. I was positive half of campus probably already knew. It would likely run on the morning news, and then everyone else would know too. Trepidation settled heavily over me, turning my thoughts and feelings inward. I was used to prying eyes, wagging tongues, and curious stares. Didn’t mean I liked it.

      I’d come to Westbrook to get away from that. It didn’t work out too well for me.

      “See ya later, bro,” Ryan called.

      When Jamie didn’t answer, I looked up. They were both staring at me. I pointed to myself, and Ryan nodded.

      “Oh,” I said, actually a little charmed. “That’s my first bro.”

      “It’s not your last,” Ryan said with a wink.

      I smiled. Coming here didn’t work out well in a lot of ways, but in others? It was working out better than I ever dreamed.

      “Did you just wink at my girl?” Jamie demanded.

      Ryan cackled and slipped out the door, pulling it firmly closed behind him. Jamie went forward to make sure it locked before turning back, his sweats hanging low on his lean hips.

      “You like Ryan,” he observed. It wasn’t an accusation. In fact, the words seemed a bit relieved.

      “Yeah, I guess I do,” I admitted. I’d definitely been unsure of him at first. I’d only given him the benefit of the doubt because of Rory. I glanced up, noting he was still watching me. “But I love you.”

      The V-cut muscles jutting out over the dipping waistband shifted when he prowled over to me, stealing all my attention and, frankly, a handful of brain cells. “Good answer, baby. Good answer.”

      His entire body blanketed mine, the warmth of his skin making me sigh as his bulk pressed me into the mattress, arm muscles bulging as he held most of his weight. Curling my fingers around his neck, I played in the longish hair against his nape, pulling him down as I lifted my face.

      Just as we were about to meet, he stopped, the muscles in his neck turning rigid, the pressure I applied to pull him down no match for his strength. Eyes fluttering open, I gazed into him, noting the sleepy look still enveloping the depth of his gaze.

      “I love you too, Maddie.”

      No sooner were the words out than he was kissing me as if in attempt to rub the precious words into my lips, dissolving them into my pores. I arched into him, our bodies fitting together like Velcro. One of his hands slid under me, and his hips lowered so I could feel the strength of his erection against my stomach.

      Hand splayed over my back, he held me easily while we kissed, and I marveled at how it seemed I fit in just his palm. A low moan vibrated his lips, making mine part.

      Our bodies moved together, my hands leaving his hair to drag over his shoulders and between our bodies to rub his pecs. His nipples were tight, and I gave one a pinch, noting the way he growled into my mouth.

      Encouraged, I did it again and then ripped my mouth from his, ducking to grasp the nipple with my teeth before sucking it between my lips. The arm holding his weight started to tremble, and his head dipped low as if it took too much effort to hold it up.

      I moved to the other, repeating the action, and the hand holding my body slapped down on the mattress to support him as I assaulted his chest. I’d never wanted to do this with anyone before. Sex had just been something I’d wanted to get out of the way. I never wanted to explore someone else’s body, learn the things that would make it hum. There was no intimacy in my previous experiences. It was just an act I chose so it didn’t have any power over me. So I could cross it off a list and tell myself it wasn’t something I needed.

      I would never be able to convince myself of that ever again.

      I did need this. I needed Jamie.

      So much so that it frightened me, but it was equally frightening to try and deny myself a basic need. The thought had me unlatching, gasping for breath.

      “Baby?”

      I looked up, knowing my cheeks were as flushed as his as I admired his sharp cheekbones and heavy-lidded eyes. I decided to keep that little realization to myself, to tuck it in my heart right next to Jamie. Maybe someday I’d tell him, but it felt like he probably already knew.

      Instead, I latched back on to his peck, dragging my tongue down the center, wiggling lower so I could lick his sternum. Delving beneath the waistband of his sweats, my fingers brushed over his already swollen head. He groaned in his throat, and I wrapped my hand around him as I nipped his nipple again.

      Balancing on one hand, he shoved the pants down his thighs, his heavy, long erection spilling out and dropping back into my waiting hand.

      No longer did his nipples seem like enough. I wanted a mouthful.

      I started scooting under him, shimmying my body lower and lower.

      His throaty chuckle floated above. “Where are you going?”

      My arm brushed against something, and I winced. He was off me in seconds, the warm shield of his body gone, leaving me feeling suddenly adrift.

      “Let me see.” His voice was quiet, laced with equal parts concern and desire.

      Settling on his knees, he grasped my hand to tug me up, but all I could stare at was his throbbing, hot erection jutting straight up off his body. I leaned down toward it, licking my lips.

      “Mads.” He stopped me. “What hurts?”

      “I just bumped my arm.”

      “You should rest.”

      “I’d rather play,” I said, tongue swiping over my lower lip again.

      A slow smile spread over his face. “You wanna play, huh?”

      I nodded. I’d never felt like this before. Like my veins were on fire, like I wanted. It was addictive.

      “I’ll be your toy.” The gruffness in his tone made me shiver. His knuckles grazed my thigh. “Will you be mine?”

      I nodded, unable to say how much I wanted that.

      He spread out on the bed, his long body taking up the entire mattress, his feet nearly hanging off. “Come here,” he beckoned. “Turn around.”

      My face must have shown my confusion because he smiled. “Straddle me. Face away.”

      I did what he asked. The second I lowered on his abs, I rocked my core into him with a little groan. Grasping my hips, he tugged.

      “Back up,” he whispered, fingers caressing my bare ass.

      The shirt I still wore dragged over his skin as I let him pull me back, glancing over my shoulder.

      “Come on. Sit on my face.”

      I gasped, the idea surprising and hot all at once. “What?”

      He pulled me the rest of the way, and I felt his nose nudge the apex of my thighs. I gasped again, and then he swiped along me with his tongue.

      Shuddering, I fell forward, and he made a sound.

      “There you go,” he said, spreading me open and diving back in.

      My mouth fell open, and I laid my cheek on his stomach, breathing heavily as he literally ate me out.

      His erection jerked, brushing the top of my head, and I remembered it was there. Wrapping my hand around him, I pulled the hard length up, staring at the glistening tip.

      One of his fingers sank into my heat, and I moaned, doubling over again. His tongue started lapping, and I panted, pushing up, determined to give him the same kind of pleasure.

      Sinking over him in one motion, his mouth fell away from me as he groaned, hips lifting off the mattress a little. It helped me swallow a little more of his dick, the salty tang of his precum hitting my taste buds. With a little slurp, I dragged back and started bobbing my head, settling into a rhythm.

      He hummed in pleasure, one of his fingers sliding over my swollen clit and making me shudder. Surrendering all my weight to him, I held his dick with one hand and used the other to massage his sack, marveling at how smooth and hairless he was. His skin was like satin. I found my fingers traveling over his inner thighs, dipping between his legs to caress every inch of him I could find. His legs widened, inviting my exploration, and I pulled off his cock, which was wet and red from all my attention. Pushing his thigh even wider, I felt him pause, lips lifting off my center.

      Leaning over, I latched onto his inner thigh and sucked the satin between my lips. He groaned, diving back into me, then pulling back to growl, “Don’t you let go until there’s a mark.”

      Emboldened, I sucked harder, and he patted my ass as if he were telling me I was a good girl.

      When I lifted my head, there was definitely a mark, and I licked over it with my tongue. Satisfaction I didn’t know I could feel unfurled deep inside me. In that moment, I understood his need to mark me, and I also understood why he wanted a mark of his own.

      It wasn’t about ownership.

      It was about physical affirmation, about feeling something so powerful you had to leave remnants of it behind. It was a mark of love… something, up until now, I’d been sorely lacking.

      I sat up abruptly, glancing over my shoulder. Jamie pulled back, peering up from between my spread thighs. His lips were slick and so was his nose.

      All of my inner muscles contracted at the sight.

      “I want one too,” I told him, voice low.

      “You sure?” he asked, licking over the inside of my thigh.

      I swallowed. “Please.”

      “You asked so nice I’m gonna give you two.”

      His lips latched on, and I dove back onto his dick, swallowing down as much as I could and sucking. The pressure he applied to my inner thigh built the tension in my core, and as he sucked, his fingers dipped back into me, his thumb pressing onto my clit.

      I moaned around the mouthful, saliva dripping down his length. Pulling back, I licked him like an ice cream and then doubled my efforts, jacking him with one hand at his base while working his head with my mouth.

      His abs contracted, mouth faltering against my skin. Smiling, I went a little harder, and his hand slapped lightly onto my ass.

      “Mads,” he croaked. “I’m gonna come.”

      Maybe he thought I would pull off, but I wasn’t going to, and when my suck increased, he knew it too. Seconds later, he gave a hoarse shout, and his warm release flooded my mouth, shooting over my tongue. I swallowed, sucking again as more spilled out of him.

      He groaned long and low. His hips lifted off the bed, straining toward me as I held his base and gentled my mouth around his head.

      Sighing, he dropped his ass onto the bed, but I lapped at him still with my tongue.

      Blowing out a breath, he grasped my hips and buried his face in me, eating me like I was his last meal. My mouth going slack, his softening cock fell back against his body as I writhed and panted overtop him.

      “J,” I started to tell him, but the orgasm beat out my tongue, ripping through my body with a force that wiped out everything else around me. My whole body bowed and shook with ecstasy. I would probably have shot away, but he held my hips, licking through the intensity. When I dropped onto him, breathing heavily, he licked lazily, swirling his tongue in my opening like he couldn’t get enough.

      When his head fell away, his hands settled on my ass, kneading and massaging in a way that made me moan. I mean, really, I should be shy, right? I couldn’t bring forth the energy for that. I was too blissed-out, and his hands were like magic everywhere they touched.

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked.

      I giggled. “Nothing about that hurt.”

      He chuckled, rubbing my ass again. “I hope you really did want that hickey ‘cause you got one.”

      “I want to see!” I said in a sudden burst of movement as I scrambled off his body and onto the bed.

      Sitting up, I lifted my leg, laying my foot flat on the bed. He dragged his finger over the inside of my thigh and the two fresh bruises.

      I stared at it a few moments, feeling a rush of emotion whirl through me, making me suddenly feel… too much.

      “Mads,” Jamie said, cautious, rising to sit.

      I knew my eyes glimmered when I looked at him, but I smiled. “I love them.”

      His face went soft, eyes dropping back to the mark. “It didn’t hurt?”

      I shook my head.

      “You really didn’t strike me as a hickey girl,” he said, slightly amused.

      “I wasn’t until I became your girl.”

      He pulled me in, and we toppled back onto the mattress with me on his chest. “Watch your arm,” he reminded me.

      I didn’t bother to tell him the pain of it reminded me even when I wanted to forget.

      There was no way I’d let those words intrude on this moment. I’d only known him a few months, but it felt like it took an entire lifetime to get to this place. To these moments I never thought I would have. If I could freeze time and just live in a single moment for the rest of forever, it was this moment with him I would choose.

      “Eyes on me.” He beckoned, and I looked at him readily, happily filling my vision with the one person in this world who loved me. “You are my girl. Not because I want to control you but because I want to love you better than anyone else ever will.” He kissed my nose, my lips, my cheek.

      I understood that now. I believed him. “I’m kinda glad you skipped practice.”

      He laughed, and it echoed up to the ceiling. “I could be a morning person if every morning was like this.”

      I smiled.
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      Jamie

      

      We’d barely slid into our usual booth at Shirley’s when my cell started ringing. Reaching into my sweats, I glanced at Ryan. “How pissed was Coach?”

      “He was his usual chipper self,” Ryan replied.

      Wes laughed under his breath.

      Bracing myself for an earful, I pulled the phone up and frowned. “It’s not Coach,” I told the table, turning it around so they could see the screen.

      Leaning over the table, Rory stared at the number. “That’s the police station.”

      “The fact you know that number on sight,” Ryan muttered, his face dark.

      Madison made a strangled sound. “My phone! I left it…” Her cheeks paled.

      “At the crime scene.” I made a face, then glanced at Wes. “Bro, I understand why you’re gay. Women are a lot of work.”

      Madison and Rory gasped like they were offended. Notice they couldn’t argue.

      Wes made a rude sound. “Yeah, ‘cause being gay is so easy.”

      The phone kept ringing, and frankly, I found it rude as hell. Keeping my tone clipped, I answered, “Owens.”

      Madison looked at me like I had two heads, and I draped my arm over her shoulders, drawing her into my side.

      “Jamie Owens?” The man on the line spoke into my ear.

      “Who’s asking?”

      “This is Detective Paul. I was one of the officers who responded last night to the scene involving Madison Hartley.”

      “You catch the scum who attacked my girl yet?” I deadpanned.

      Madison sucked in a breath, straightening to look at me.

      “Afraid not,” he replied. “Is Miss Hartley with you? I can’t reach her on her cell phone, and we need to speak with her.”

      “You can talk to me.”

      “You aren’t a witness to a murder,” he quipped.

      “We planned on coming down to the station. We’re at breakfast—” I started, but bro cut me off.

      “Good. I’ll see you in ten minutes.”

      Before I could say anything else, the man disconnected the call. I sat there a moment, then pulled the phone down to stare at it. “His mom taught him better than that.”

      “Jamie?” Madison was tentative at my side.

      Sighing, I dropped my phone onto the table and tugged on the big furball on the top of the dark-green beanie on her head. It was included in the bag of clothes camera girl sent over. Mads acted like it was some treasure when she pulled it out. Something about how she looked like a frizzy unicorn and needed a disguise.

      She didn’t, but she did look cute with the hat on her head, her dark locks spilling out from under it and over her shoulders.

      “They were just calling to remind us about coming in.”

      “Did they catch him?” both Rory and Mads asked, their hopeful wide eyes gazing at me.

      It made me want to reassure them. Then I realized I couldn’t, and that pissed me off. “Afraid not,” I said quietly. “Probably why they’re chomping at the bit to get us in there.”

      “But I can’t identify them.” Madison fretted.

      “I know, baby,” I murmured.

      “Coffee,” the waitress announced, sliding up to our table. Today’s Shirley was an older woman with brown hair.

      “Would it be possible to get a to-go cup?” Madison asked her.

      “Sure, honey.”

      “To go,” I echoed.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” she said, miserable.

      “We haven’t eaten yet,” I protested. Murder, missed practice, and no food?

      I mean that blowjob was epic, but, bro.

      “Elena won’t ever eat again,” Madison said, hands wrapping around the porcelain mug. “We used to have coffee every morning together.”

      Well, damn. “I need a to-go cup too,” I told Shirley.

      I glanced at Ryan and Wes. “Don’t let my breakfast go to waste.”

      They both patted their stomachs, and I resigned myself to being hungry.

      Shirley brought over two paper cups with black lids, and I poured our coffee into them.

      Madison slid out of the booth, going to the other side to hug Rory. “Thanks for letting me borrow the clothes.” She gestured to the jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt she had on.

      “If you need to borrow more, just let me know.”

      Madison shivered. “Just going back in that room…”

      “We can meet you there,” Wes said from across the table.

      “What?” Madison asked.

      “When the cops say you can go in and get your stuff, call us. We’ll be there. Help you carry it all out in one trip.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “You would do that?”

      “Bro, sure.”

      “You called me bro too,” she wailed.

      Wes turned alarmed, and I dragged her into my chest, wrapping my arms around her.

      “I’ll handle this,” I told him. “Get your coffee, baby,” I said after a minute of holding her.

      She wiped her nose on my shirt and pulled back. I smiled. You know you got it bad when you think a girl wiping her snot all over you is cute as fuck.

      “Call me later,” Rory told her.

      “I’ll text when I’m heading over to practice,” I told the guys.

      On the way out, Shirley called out to me, and I turned. She was carrying a paper sack and a plate. On the plate was a waffle that covered the entire surface.

      “Bro,” I groaned. “For me?”

      She smiled.

      I snatched it up and took a massive bite, groaning around it appreciatively. “So good.”

      “There’s some muffins in here.” She held up the bag.

      “Thank you,” Madison said, reaching around to take it because I was demolishing the waffle.

      “Bro, pay for me!” I called to Ryan.

      He gave me the finger.

      “He’s good for it,” I told Shirley, then winked.

      She laughed lightly and waved.

      Outside, the weather was cold, the wind swirling with the promise of winter. Leaves scattered across the parking lot, the wind dragging them in every direction. Madison was quiet on the short drive over to the police station. I had the waffle gone before we were even out of the parking lot and the muffin down before we even drove off campus.

      “Baby, you need to eat something.” I downshifted to take a turn.

      Her nose wrinkled.

      “Come on, just a couple bites,” I cajoled.

      She sipped the coffee instead, ignoring the muffin in her lap.

      I parked right up front at the station. It was so early in the morning that no one else was there. Leaving the engine running so the heat would blast, I tossed the seat belt off and plucked the blueberry muffin out of her lap.

      Breaking off a small chunk, I held it to her lips. “Open.”

      She gave me some wicked side-eye, which I endured, but then her lips parted. I pushed the food into her mouth, saying nothing as she chewed.

      About half the muffin was gone when she turned toward me. “I feel so guilty.”

      Lowering the pastry, I cocked my head to the side. “Why?”

      “Elena…”

      “What happened to her was not your fault.”

      She nodded once, but then her eyes found mine. “But what if I’m the reason?”

      The words brushed over the back of my neck like icy fingers. “What?”

      “I just feel like…” Her voice fell away, and she turned to look at the station out the windshield. “It’s just too much coincidence.”

      I kept my voice gentle even though my pulse was beginning to pound. “What is?”

      She shook her head. “It sounds selfish. Like I’m trying to make it about me. I know it’s not. She’s the one who died. She’s lost more than me.”

      “Eyes on me,” I demanded.

      She listened immediately. She was doing that more often, something I had no plans on pointing out. She listened when I asked something of her, and she did it without asking herself if I was just being a controlling jackass. She did it because she trusted me enough to know I wasn’t.

      It is a damn good feeling.

      “You are not selfish,” I said, firm.

      Reaching up, I held her tapered chin between my fingers, roaming over the rest of her heart-shaped face. Her coffee eyes were filled with sorrow, guilt, and dread. I hated it. I wanted her to look the way she had in bed this morning. I wanted to kiss her until all the bad shit faded away.

      Instead, I used my lips for words. “Elena didn’t deserve what happened to her, but you sure as hell don’t either. I only met her once, but I know she wouldn’t want you to blame yourself. And if you feel like there’s more stuff going on here, then there is. That’s why we’re here. You tell the cops, and I’ll back you up.”

      Her hand came up to wrap around my wrist. “It’s really nice having someone.”

      I made a rude sound. “I’m not just someone.”

      A ghost of a smile played over her face. “You aren’t?”

      “This is what happens when I use my lips for talking instead of kissing,” I declared and crashed my lips over hers.

      Releasing her chin, I curled my hand around the back of her neck, pulling her closer and deepening the kiss. She moaned lightly, tilting her head for better access. She tasted like coffee and blueberry, and her tongue was warm. We moved lazily together. I was in no hurry to pull away. Every second I got to spend with her skin on mine was a moment I wanted to prolong.

      A sharp rapping sound on the glass behind her made her scream, her whole body ducking into my chest. Using my arm as a shield, I held her against me, body on full alert.

      The second my icy gaze fired out the glass, a man wearing a blue uniform held his hands up as though he didn’t mean to scare us.

      I snarled a bit, letting him see my anger, then dismissed him completely, leaning down to speak against her head. “It’s just one of the officers, baby. I think they're anxious to talk.”

      She pulled up, the hat on her head a little crooked, and I reached out to straighten it.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Wait there,” I told her. “You gonna eat this?” I asked, holding up what was left of her muffin. She shook her head, and I shoved the entire thing in my mouth.

      I was still chewing when I made it around to the passenger side, giving the officer who was still standing nearby a derisive look. “Anyone ever tell you not to sneak up on an attempted murder victim?”

      He flushed.

      “We’ll be in,” I said, then turned away to open the door for Mads.

      “Come on,” I said, offering my back.

      “You can’t give me a piggyback ride into the police station.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because it’s the police station.”

      I turned back and leaned in to wag my brows. “You want me to get some handcuffs?”

      She laughed. The sound was immediately cut off when she slapped her hand over her lips.

      I frowned, leaned in, and kissed the fingers holding in her joy. “It’s okay, Maddie baby. You can laugh.”

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      “I love you too,” I whispered back. “Even if you won’t let me carry you.”

      “Later,” she promised, offering her hand instead so I could help her down.

      The officer was at the door now, holding it open for us. It was like he thought we were going to run off like criminals. “First office on the right,” he said.

      Placing my hand at the small of Mads’s back, I guided her to a no-nonsense office with cream-colored walls filled with plaques and photos. Behind the desk was a man in a suit, no tie.

      “Miss Hartley,” he said, rising. “I’m Detective Paul. We met last night.”

      Madison nodded.

      “Have a seat.”

      Madison sat in one of the two black chairs on this side of the desk. She looked at me, and I shoved my chair as close to hers as I could before sitting beside her. Her fingers reached for mine, and my heart constricted.

      I didn’t think I would ever not feel lucky when she reached for me.

      She repeated everything she told them last night, and he wrote it all down again. A few times, he paused and asked questions, trying to get as much detail as he could. She did damn good sitting there talking, and if I wasn’t on the receiving end of her death grip, I would have thought she wasn’t even nervous.

      “We ran a background check,” the detective suddenly announced. “You have quite a family history.”

      All her outward calm evaporated instantly. In my hand, her fingers trembled, and her little intake of breath put me on high alert.

      “You ran a background check on the victim?” I intoned.

      “She’s the deceased’s roommate. Probably the last person to see her alive.”

      “No,” I deadpanned. “The last person to see her alive was the asshole who killed her.”

      Madison gasped, nearly spiking off the chair. “You think I did it!” Her expression was incredulous as she stared at the detective. After a moment, her body rotated toward me, eyes imploring. “It wasn’t me, Jamie. It wasn’t!”

      I pulled her into my lap, tucking her right against me. “You don’t even have to say that to me, Maddie. I know. I never, not even for a second, thought anything else.”

      Glaring over her head, I looked at the cop. “If this is what you wanted us to come down here for, we’re gonna have to pass. You can talk to our lawyers.”

      He held up his hand. “I wasn’t implying we think you’re guilty. It’s standard practice to run backgrounds on people involved in cases like these. We ran one on you too,” he told me.

      Madison gasped animatedly. “How dare you?” she said, leaping out of my lap. “Jamie would never do such a thing. Never!”

      Oh, her ferocious defense made me tumble even deeper in love with her. I didn’t think it was possible, yet here I was freefalling.

      “Miss Hartley—” The detective started, totally placating.

      “You married, bro?”

      He glanced at me, clearing his throat. “Divorced.”

      “That tone is probably why.”

      He made a face. “As I was saying… We ran a background check. I was quite surprised to learn this wasn’t your first experience with murder.”

      Madison dropped into the chair as if she was exhausted from standing.

      Rising to my feet, I stepped in front of her, shielding her from his scrutiny. “We’re done here,” I said quietly.

      “Again, I’m not implying guilt. But I was wondering if you noticed any similarities?”

      I stilled. Similarities? What the fuck was he asking?

      A slight tug on the back of my hoodie made me turn. She gestured for me to step aside, which I reluctantly did.

      “I did notice.”

      “The coincidences,” I murmured.

      Madison nodded.

      “Excuse me?” Detective Paul asked.

      “I mentioned to Jamie that I thought there were too many coincidences.”

      “I’d like to hear in your own words what those are.”

      Wiggling in the chair, she straightened to her full little fighter height. Pride swelled up inside me, seeing how strong she was. How badass.

      She lifted her fingers almost like she was counting the things she noticed. “Elena is… was”—she corrected, sadness clouding her face for a moment—“an actress. She was blond. Blue eyes. Same build.”

      Feeling my confusion, she glanced at me. “My mother had all of these characteristics too.”

      I sank into my own chair and reached for her hand.

      “The noose around her neck…” She said it quickly, body shuddering with the words. “My mother was hung with a noose.” She looked at the detective, and without any doubt, she added, “After she was murdered. She was hung after she was already dead.”

      He nodded. “I read the report.”

      “Well, some people don’t believe me.”

      “Forensic evidence doesn’t lie.”

      She paused. “What?”

      “Your mother’s neck was broken.”

      “I’m aware,” she said dully. “He said it was because she hung herself.”

      “Yes, well, the type of break she had is not from that kind of self-inflicted wound. She also had various other injuries consistent with falling down the stairs, which is what you testified you saw. Correct?”

      Madison’s fingers tightened around mine. It was almost painful, but it was a pain I would welcome if it took some of hers.

      “There was other evidence?”

      “You weren’t aware?”

      “I…” She looked at me helplessly.

      “She was seven,” I reminded him.

      He cleared his throat. “Right.”

      “I always thought the only reason he went to jail was that I testified.” Her eyes went back to the man. “That’s not why?”

      I gave him a hot, hard look. Man would have to be dead not to feel it. In confirmation he was still breathing, he glanced at me, and a look passed between us. He’d better not fuck this up. If he did, I would pull her out right here and now.

      Don’t you take her peace of mind.

      “Your testimony is indeed what carried the most weight in the verdict that put Bradly Morrow away for murder. The forensic evidence just backed up what you told everyone.”

      “Oh, I see,” she said, falling quiet.

      I gave him a grateful look.

      “Well, I guess anything that helped put him away…” she said, still gripping my hand.

      “Precisely.” The man agreed.

      “About the note,” she said, glancing up.

      “The note?” I asked, remembering her mentioning it last night. “What did the note say?” She never said, and I hadn’t wanted to ask.

      “Lying bitch,” she intoned.

      Detective Paul nodded as though it were just some regular note, but my teeth were grinding. What the fuck kinda note was that?

      “I just can’t help but think that it was also referring to my mother.” Looking at the detective, she said, “To Charlotte.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because people thought her death was a lie. That my father was put away for something he didn’t do.”

      “And that would make your mother the lying bitch?” he pointed out.

      I got it before Mads did. The second it pinged in my head, I was on my feet again. “It’s like you want me to punch you in the face,” I growled.

      Madison gasped. I forgot all about punching faces to drop in front of her chair, taking both her hands. Her eyes went over my shoulder.

      “The liar is me?” she asked, brows furrowing. “I’m the lying bitch?”

      “You did just point out that people thought you were lying.” The detective just kept on talking.

      A sound rumbled in my throat.

      Mads gasped again.

      Jolting a bit, I swore. “Maddie, you gotta stop doing that.”

      “Sorry,” she said weakly.

      I groaned, leaning up to kiss her head. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Gasp all you want. I’ll just get some heart pills.”

      She scowled. “That is not funny, Jamie whatever-your-middle-name-is Owens.”

      I put a hand over my chest. “That’s worse than actually using my middle name.”

      The detective cleared his throat. Papers ruffled. “It’s Michael.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      “What?” Madison asked.

      “Jamie Michael Owens,” he said, pointing to the paper. “I have it right here.”

      “I will never trust the police again for the rest of my life,” I declared, shooting to my feet. “It’s against the law to be giving out personal information all willy-nilly like that!”

      Detective Paul smirked. “That was for the divorce comment.”

      “Police brutality.” I confirmed. “That’s what this is.”

      “Jamie Michael Owens!”

      I winced and spun. “Yes, baby?”

      “Making jokes about your heart is not funny.” She pointed to the chair beside her. “Sit down.”

      “You bossing me?”

      “Yes.”

      I sat.

      “You think the murder is connected to me.” She spoke to the detective.

      “You’re connected to both victims, and if you hadn’t screamed, you might have been the third.”

      “You watch your mouth,” I told him. This dude was skating on thin ice.

      Madison told him about the creepy texts, and I told him about the almost hit-and-run. She also admitted how she often felt like she was being watched.

      Seriously, I might need those heart pills.

      In the end, it was determined that Madison might be in danger. The true target of whatever was going down was her, and all this other stuff was foreplay.

      Never realized there was bad foreplay until today.

      It was also determined the police had a pile of info to build a case but no actual leads or a description for the person who killed Elena and attacked her.

      In the end, we were thanked for our cooperation and told to call when anything else happened. Yeah, not if but when.

      The only thing everyone seemed to actually know was this shit wasn’t over.
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      Madison

      

      Shouldn’t one leave a police station feeling safer than when they entered? Let this be proof that just because something should be a certain way didn’t mean it would be.

      Before, I could tell myself the creepy texts were a potential joke, the hit-and-run was just some drunk who shouldn’t be driving, and the feeling of being watched was basically remnants of the past.

      Now?

      Now all my attempts at being logical laughed in my face.

      Being confused, scared, and even distrustful was basically normal for me. But it didn’t feel normal anymore. It felt like a disruption to who I wanted to be.

      After the horrible meeting with the police, we got a call from Dean Cardinal. Well, Jamie got the call. Suddenly, everyone was acting like he was my secretary, calling him to get to me.

      It was annoying but also slightly a relief. I didn’t want to talk to people right now. Except for my friends. Funny how after I let Jamie in, it was easy to let them in too. Except Rory, but even she wasn’t in completely.

      Wes meant what he said.

      The dean handed over the key to a new dorm room. A private one. It was in the same building I already lived in but up one floor. I wasn’t excited. Getting a new, private room because your roommate was murdered and you had a past that clearly made you a target was not something to celebrate.

      Right after Jamie practiced and hit the gym, all six of us came over here to grab my things from my current room… and haul them up to my new one. Yes, six. Max was here too.

      Honestly, I didn’t even want any of this stuff anymore. It felt… tainted. As if hate, murder, and blood clung to it all, and I was worried those things would fill my new room and suffocate it. Suffocate me.

      Despite having witnessed the horrible sight with my own eyes, it was impossible to wrap my head around the fact Elena was dead. Murdered. Because of me. It was incredibly unfair someone else’s life had been cut short because of something I did. And about that… What did I do?

      I just couldn’t stop thinking about it. My mind went round and round, making me dizzy.

      “Maddie baby.” Jamie’s familiar hand slipped around my waist, tugging me gently into him.

      I laid my head against his chest, the sound of his beating heart echoing in my ear. Squeezing my eyes shut, I hoped that solid thudding would pound away the worst of my nagging thoughts.

      “Why don’t you take a break for a few? Go sit with camera girl.”

      I felt him gesture to someone, and I knew it was likely Rory.

      “I could use a break,” Rory said, proving my thoughts.

      I smiled but cuddled into his body farther, roping my arms around his waist, hugging so I was pressed even closer.

      Tugging the hat off my head, he tossed it away to drag his fingers through my clean but unstyled hair. What a waste of a shampoo day.

      The thought instantly slapped me with guilt. Recoiling from the sting, my breathing hitched.

      “What’s the matter?” Jamie asked, leaning down so he could speak near my head.

      I liked when he did that. When he hunched all around me, when he lowered himself to my level. I didn’t know why, but it always, always made butterflies burst in my belly.

      I waited for that to slap me with guilt too. It didn’t.

      I guess I was beyond feeling guilty for loving him.

      “Baby,” he cajoled. “What’s the matter?”

      A sob caught in my throat.

      “Maybe we should head out,” Wes said from across the room.

      “No,” I said, lifting my head off Jamie’s chest to glance around. “I don’t want you to.”

      The second I saw what he was doing, I forgot all about the many emotions trying to take over my insides. “Are you hanging up my clothes?”

      He was on the far side of the room against the faded redbrick wall that was shaped like a big triangle. It was likely why this room was a single. The way the ceiling was shaped made for less standing room, especially for tall guys like the ones in here now.

      It was a nice room, though, something I couldn’t even fully appreciate because, well, because of everything.

      My bed was located on the right side of the room, and on the left, built into the brick, was the closet where Wes was standing. With a hanger and a dress in his hands.

      “Uhh.” He glanced up like a deer caught in headlights. “I thought we were helping you unpack.” He paused and glanced at the hanger, then Jamie, then Ryan. “Is this weird?”

      Amusement and tenderness rushed up inside me, clogging my chest and throat. Tears swelled behind my eyes as I took in Wes standing there sheepish and a little unsure, his curly brown hair flopping over his forehead.

      “It’s only weird if you start trying them on,” Ryan cracked.

      Jamie laughed. “You into cross-dressing, bro?”

      Through watery eyes, I watched Wes roll his.

      “Is that some kinda crack at him because he’s gay?” Max fumed, dropping the box in his hands and spinning toward Jamie.

      His arms went stiff around me, and he angled so I was blocked from Max’s anger. “Bro, your friends must be boring as hell. Don’t you know a joke when you hear one?”

      “Wes is not a joke,” Max muttered darkly.

      “You are wound so tight I bet your asshole is puckered. Unclench, bro. Unclench.”

      Anger flashed in Max’s face, and he took a step forward.

      I whimpered, and Jamie spun, completely shielding me. Ryan appeared at my side, and Wes rushed between us.

      “Max, chill,” Wes told him quietly.

      “Some jokes just aren’t funny,” he intoned.

      I felt a sigh move through Jamie. Unwinding from around me, he turned, holding me behind him with a hand anchored on my hip. “I’m sorry.”

      Everyone went silent for a heartbeat.

      Jamie made a rude sound. “It ain’t that shocking, damn. I’m not an asshole.”

      “No one said you are,” I told the room.

      He patted my hip but continued. “Wes, bro, sorry if my cross-dressing joke was too much. I should have thought before I spoke. Just trying to lighten the mood. Epic fail. I don’t give two shits you’re gay. Hell, I don’t even care if you like wearing ladies’ clothes. You’re a good friend to me and to Mads, and I sure as hell appreciate you helping move her up here and putting away her stuff.” He cleared his throat. “But, ah, don’t touch her underwear.”

      Wes’s chuckle filled the room and brought with it some relief. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for, but I appreciate you were willing to apologize. You can crack jokes all you want. I’d rather me being gay be no big deal and something we can make cracks about than some taboo thing we never mention because it might twist my panties.” He paused as his voice turned rueful. “Which, by the way, are not women’s.”

      Ryan’s low laugh cut through the room.

      “Max just—” Wes started, but Max cut him off.

      “Don’t make excuses for me or apologize on my behalf. I meant what I said.”

      “Then stop being an asshole,” Wes countered.

      Max looked like he’d swallowed a fly.

      Jamie nodded. “I can respect that. I’m the same way with Mads.”

      “That’s different,” Max replied.

      “Is it?” Jamie mused.

      I peeked around Jamie just in time to see the blush on Wes’s cheeks before he turned back to my closet.

      I went forward, planning to help Wes, but Jamie caught my wrist, giving it a light tug. “Where you going?”

      “To help Wes.”

      “You need a break. Go sit down with Rory.” He motioned to the bed, which was already made, covered in the bedding I’d liked up until yesterday.

      I recoiled, and he frowned. “What?”

      “I don’t want to sit on those murder blankets!” I wailed.

      Everyone in the room froze. Well, except Rory. She nodded. She understood.

      “Murder blankets,” Jamie echoed, confused.

      “Everything in this room is tainted with murder.” Plucking a string of air-dried, uncombed hair off my shoulder, I held it out. “I even have murder hair!”

      I turned to Rory, knowing she would understand. “And it’s so awful that this is what I’m thinking about because who cares, right? Elena died because of me. Me. There’s someone out there who hates me so much he killed her. Why?” My voice started to wobble. “What did I do?”

      Rory rushed forward to hug me, and I cried into her shoulder. “I’m a bad person.”

      “No!” she insisted. “No, you’re not. You’re just scared and confused. The person who did this is the bad one.”

      Even though my eyes were squeezed shut as I cried against my best friend’s shoulder, I felt him move. As though I were a magnet and he was steel, I was literally drawn to every move he made.

      He went over to the bed, slapped his palm in the center, and ripped. The sheets and blanket came without any fight. Dragging them over the corner of the bed, he dropped them on the floor. Then he dug his cell out of his sweats and hit a button, holding it up to his ear.

      The person on the other end answered instantly. “Jamie!” I heard the woman yell, and he grimaced.

      “I’m fine, Mom,” he told her.

      Mom?

      “I’ve been busy. Had to meet the cops. The dean. Then I had to practice, or Coach would have benched me.”

      She yelled some more, and he sighed.

      “I know. I’m fine.”

      She said something.

      His eyes slipped to me. “Been better.”

      She started to speak, but he cut her off. “About that, you still at work?”

      After a second, he said, “I’m bringing Maddie in. She has murder hair.”

      The woman on the line gasped loud enough that everyone heard. Ryan started to cackle.

      “Is that Ryan?” she hollered.

      Ryan winced.

      “You tell him to call his mother!”

      Jamie made a few more sounds, a couple noises that could have been agreements. Then he said, “Thanks, Mom.”

      When the phone was back in his pocket, I stared. “You called your mom.”

      “Well, I’ve been avoiding her calls all day.”

      “Same, bro,” Ryan said, voice quiet.

      “Well, I haven’t,” Rory declared, looking at Ryan. “When she called me, I answered.”

      Ryan grimaced. “She called you?”

      “They’ve seen the news,” Rory deadpanned. “I told them everything.”

      “Having a sister ain’t that bad,” Jamie mused. “Can I give my mom your number too?”

      “No,” Ryan deadpanned.

      Something pierced my heart. It was a small pierce, but it echoed my entire chest with pain. I couldn’t decide if I was hurt because they were talking about their relationships with their moms, relationships that seemed so… normal and happy, or if I was upset because Jamie wanted to give his mom’s number to Rory and not me.

      Maybe it was both.

      A faint touch on my upper arm made me jolt. When I looked up, it was into Wes’s eyes, which somehow echoed a familiar pain. “My mom died too,” he said very quietly.

      I sucked in a breath, turning around to face him completely. “Really?”

      He nodded.

      I threw my arms around him, grimacing a bit at the tug on my stitches. My entire arm ached. I didn’t realize stitches could be so painful. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. I didn’t really like when people said that to me, but it was all I could come up with in the moment.

      Hesitantly, Wes hugged me too.

      After a moment, I pulled back. “Thanks for telling me.”

      “After everything you told us, I figured it was only fair.”

      I had confessed to everyone about my famous parents. About my mom and how my dad killed her. I shook my head. “You don’t have to tell me anything, Wes. Telling you was my choice, and it doesn’t mean you owed anything in return. Some things are just too painful to talk about.”

      He pulled back, offering me an understanding smile. “True, but maybe if we talk about them more, the pain wouldn’t be so bad.”

      Nearby, Max cleared his throat, which drew Wes’s eyes, but they quickly came back to mine. Emotion swirled in their depths, but then he hid it away to smile. “Besides, we’re friends.”

      I gave him another hug, but then I was pulled back into a chest I knew quite well.

      “Hugging everyone around here but me,” he rumbled.

      “You told your mother I have murder hair,” I deadpanned.

      “Yeah, and she was as horrified about this as you are,” he muttered. “What the fuck is murder hair?” He wondered.

      “Trying to explain it to you would be a waste,” Rory countered. Her carroty hair was in a half-up ponytail that frankly was attacking her head.

      “You talk to Ryan’s momma with that mouth?”

      Ryan laughed, and Rory turned to glare at him.

      “I didn’t know she knows your moms,” I said, unable to keep the words in, hating the vulnerability they made me feel. “I didn’t even know they lived here.”

      Jamie made a soft sound, stroking over my murder hair. I didn’t even know why he wanted to touch it.

      “Can we get a minute?” he asked the room.

      I gasped and pulled back. “You can’t tell them to leave.”

      “I didn’t,” he said patiently. “I asked for a minute.”

      “We’ll wait in the hall,” Ryan offered.

      All four of our friends filed out, the door latching quietly behind them.

      I was too tired to plant my hands on my hips, so I settled with a hard glare. “Why did you do that?”

      “Because I hurt you.”

      The glare slipped away. “What?”

      He sat on the unmade bed and spread his thighs. “Come here.”

      I hesitated.

      “It’s not a murder bed anymore, sweetheart. I pulled the sheets off.”

      Honestly, the sight he made sitting there with his feet planted on the floor, thighs wide, and hand reaching for me… I would have gone even if it was still a murder bed.

      My body slipped easily between his legs, and he closed them a bit so I was trapped between him, both his thighs touching me. Hands settling at my waist, he tipped his chin up just a little to catch my eyes.

      He hadn’t shaved. I guess we’d been too busy, and by the time his practice rolled around, he didn’t want to bother. Dark-blond stubble created soft texture over his jawline and chin. My hand tingled, wanting to rub over it, to know if it would be ticklish or soft against my skin.

      Tomorrow he’d wake up and shave, so my only chance was tonight… but I hesitated. Hesitation, my old friend.

      “The only reason—and I mean the only reason—I haven’t mentioned my mom, either of my parents, is because I didn’t think you were ready. I didn’t want to overwhelm you, Mads. And honestly, after everything you told me last night, I’m glad I didn’t.”

      He gave my hips a little tug, and I surrendered, slipping into his lap and letting him wrap his arms around me. It was my favorite place to be. Inside his wingspan.

      “I shouldn’t have called her just now either.” He decided. “I wasn’t thinking. So much shit has been happening to you, and it makes me feel powerless.” He half smiled at my intake of breath but nodded. “I would do anything to take away even half of what you feel. It makes me insane to think about you as a helpless little girl listening to your mom get beat and your dad scream. It makes me want to puke at the last memory you have of her. And now someone is trying to take away the life you fought for. And for what?” he asked, turning his eyes up.

      “You don’t deserve this, Madison. None of it. I know you’re a little fighter, but I wish you didn’t have to be. I wish I could find who’s doing this and make them pay. I wish I could take away all the hurt and trauma you have to live with. I wish I could do something…” His voice faded and was a mere whisper when he added, “Anything to make this even a little easier.”

      “Oh, Jamie,” I said, chin wobbling and more tears threatening to spill over. The fact I had any tears left at all was a testament to how much emotion this man inspired. I overflowed with it. I felt like a sea that stretched beyond the horizon. I used to hate emotion. I just wanted to be at peace and feel nothing.

      But, oh, Jamie changed everything.

      He changed me.

      His hand slid up my side and along my back to cup the side of my face. “So I called her. She and Ryan’s mom own a salon together. They’ve been friends since high school. It’s pretty popular. People travel from other states just to get their hair done there.” He made a face like he couldn’t understand why but then smoothed it out to focus solely on me.

      My heart slowed to a dull thud. It was painful and overwhelming, but, oh, I loved it.

      “I can’t change all the shit that’s scarred you. I can’t catch the person who did this,” he said, lifting my bandaged arm to kiss it softly. “But I can get you new blankets, and I can fix your hair.”

      “You forgot something else,” I whispered. “Something else you do better than anyone ever has.”

      His eyes bounced between mine like he was searching for the answer in their depths.

      “You love me,” I told him, hoping the love I felt for him glimmered. “No one’s ever loved me like this.”

      “No one ever will, baby. This love is limited edition.”

      I shook my head once, and he raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s priceless.”

      With a groan, he kissed me, our lips parting instantly, aligning exactly right. His tongue swept inside me like a great gust of wind, bringing with it that intense, incomparable love I never knew existed. I gulped it down, feeling it expand in my chest and wrap around my heart.

      His stubble was soft, and I purred as I rubbed my hands over it, my thumbs like windshield wipers swiping back and forth over the silky prickles of hair.

      A breath expelled over my top lip, his arms crushed me a little closer, and he dipped me back over the bed, cradling me in his arms as he kissed even deeper. I gripped his shirt, holding on tight as emotion after emotion assaulted me but at the same time quelled the worst of the storm raging within.

      I knew once the wall around my heart crumbled that I would love him. What I didn’t understand was the depth of that love, the overwhelming and near desperate way it swept through me. Like a breath blown on a small flame, like a rainstorm in a desert. Before Jamie, my heart had been deflated, the hole ripped in it beyond repair. But his stupid jokes, persistence, and the way he made everything okay filled it back up. And the hole that couldn’t be fixed? It was still there. But his love was too thick, too dense to leak out.

      My fingers were shaking when he finally ripped his mouth free. Our heavy breathing filled the small room, the echo of my pounding heart heavy between my ears.

      His raspy voice silenced all of it. His words captivated every ounce of my attention. “One of my favorite things about swimming is when I’m underwater and everything is muffled and silent. The rest of the world feels so far away. That’s what it’s like with you, Maddie baby. Everything else is muffled, but you are entirely clear.”

      “I love you.” My words paled in the light of his, but it was all I could manage. All I could feel.

      He rose, pulling us back up into a sitting position, slipping his hand around the side of my neck. “My mom already knows about you. I told her about you after the first night we met.”

      Shock rippled through me. “What?”

      He chuckled, my surprise clearly amusing for him. “Yes. I told you. You were mine from the minute I laid eyes on you. You just didn’t know it.”

      “But—”

      He shook his head just once, and my lips pressed together.

      “She’s been after me to bring you by for a month. I kept putting her off, and I will keep putting her off. Just know that when you’re ready… she would like to meet you.”

      “Does she know about… my mom?”

      “No, baby. You just told me. And even if it was old news, I’d never share your life with someone else like that. That’s your choice. You don’t ever have to tell anyone you don’t want to.”

      “But what if she finds out somewhere else? What if the press finds out and—”

      He pressed his fingers against my lips. “Then I’ll tell her it ain’t her business.”

      I gasped. “Jamie Michael Owens! That’s your mother!”

      “And you’re my heart.”

      A sob vibrated my throat. He leaned beneath my chin and kissed it.

      If I am powerless against any man, I’m thankful it’s this one.

      “You aren’t powerless, little fighter. You never will be.”

      I blinked.

      He chuckled. “You said that out loud.”

      “Your mom really owns a salon?”

      “‘Course. Why do you think I have such good shampoo?”

      My mouth dropped open. “Is that how Ryan gets that fancy shampoo Rory loves so much?”

      “Mine is fancy too.” He defended, completely surly.

      “It’s different from his, though.”

      He made a rude sound. “I ain’t having my girl smelling like him. Hell yes, it’s different.”

      “Yours is better,” I whispered.

      He kissed me quick. “Good girl.”

      “She really said she’d do my hair?”

      His eyes rolled. “Please, she’s thrilled. Gonna stay open late for you. Heaven forbid you have murder hair!”

      “I don’t want to inconvenience her,” I said, ignoring the sarcasm.

      “Look at me.”

      When I did, his stare never wavered from mine. “You are not and will never be an inconvenience. My mom is probably pissing her pants with glee right about now. She asked about you when I called.”

      My chest squeezed. “She did?”

      He nodded. “Saw the news. She’s been trying to call me all day.”

      I scowled. “And you haven’t answered?”

      “Because I was focusing on you.”

      “Don’t ignore her for me, J,” I said seriously. “It seems like you have a good relationship with your mother. I would give anything for that. Don’t take it—her—for granted.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Okay,” I said, feeling shy. “I’ll go.”

      He burst up off the mattress, bringing me with him. “Good. While you’re getting your hair un-murdery…”

      I giggled, and he paused in putting me down to grin.

      “I’ll go get you some new sheets and blankets for the bed.”

      “Oh, you don’t—”

      “Madison,” he intoned.

      I made a face. “Geez, now I understand why Rory hates it so much when Ryan calls her by her name.”

      His lips twitched but remained serious to say, “You aren’t alone anymore. It’s not something I have to do. It’s something I want to do. Besides, I ain’t sleeping in murder sheets either.”

      “I thought you didn’t know what they were,” I countered, belly dipping because I was going to sleep in his arms again tonight.

      He shrugged. “You don’t like them. That’s enough for me.”

      I pursed my lips. “Will you buy me pink ones?”

      A look of horror crossed his face, and then he rubbed the back of his neck. “If my girl wants pink, I’ll get pink.”

      Surprise made my lips part. “Really?’

      He made an X over his heart and nodded sagely.

      I laughed. “I don’t want pink. I want white. Like I’m sleeping on a cloud.”

      He lunged, jamming his fingers into my ribs to tickle me. “Are you teasing me?” he said around tickles. I dissolved into giggles as the door burst open behind us.

      “Did you seriously tell us to wait in the hall so you two could flirt?” Max grumped.

      I would have fallen had Jamie not scooped me up when he straightened. “A little flirting never hurt anyone. You should try it sometime.”

      Max made a rude noise.

      “You done?” Ryan called from the hallway.

      “Yeah, we’re taking the girls to the salon.”

      Somewhere, Rory clapped.

      Jamie put me down but caught me at the waist. Leaning in, he whispered in my ear, “And, baby, you can have my mom’s number anytime you want it. She’s already got yours.”

      I gasped and nearly stumbled. “You gave her my phone number?”

      I wasn’t sure if I should be mad or charmed.

      “Of course, baby. I can’t be letting my heart walk around without giving moms a way to contact it.”

      My teeth sank into my lips. Damn his charm.

      “I told her she wasn’t allowed to use it until you said so,” he added. “Unless there was some dire emergency.”

      Before I could spiral into a thousand what-ifs about what that dire emergency could be, he leaned back in to whisper another secret into my ear. “I’d never give her Rory’s number first. Never.”

      I was still trying to get ahold of the way he made me feel when he knelt in front of me. “Come on, hop on.”

      I climbed onto his back without hesitation.

      Out in the hall, Wes wrinkled his nose. “I don’t mind hanging up your clothes, but the salon?”

      I watched Jamie open his lips to crack a joke then slide a glance at Max and decided against it. He was a good guy. The best.

      “Why don’t you go pick up some pizzas?” Jamie told Wes instead. “And I’ll go buy some sheets.”

      Ryan guffawed.

      Jamie made a gruff sound. “You’re coming with.”

      He shut up.

      “And then we can meet back here in like an hour.”

      “An hour!” Rory and I yelled.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he asked, “Too long?”

      “My hair takes longer than that,” I told him.

      “I’ll tell Mom to hurry.”

      “Jamie Michael Owens…” I started.

      “Aw shit,” Ryan exclaimed, grinning like a fool. “You told her your middle name? Didn’t take long for you to cave.”

      “The detective told me,” I replied.

      Ryan laughed harder. “The cops gave her permission to use it? Priceless.”

      Wes and Max laughed.

      Jamie muttered something beneath his breath.

      Leaning in, my lips brushed over his ear. “You are pretty priceless.”

      He smiled. “Call me whatever you want, baby. I’ll always answer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      Soon as Mom laid eyes on Madison, I was pretty sure she forgot I existed.

      I’d be offended, but I’d take a back seat to Mads any day. Besides, having my mom fuss over her for an hour would be good for her.

      At least, I hoped.

      “Mom,” I called, watching her worry over and tsk at Maddie’s murder hair.

      “Oh, honey, you are just gorgeous. Nothing a shampoo and blowout won’t fix.”

      Madison smiled shyly, fidgeting with the bandage on her arm. A bandage we needed to change tonight. I made a mental note to grab a bunch of first-aid shit when I was getting bedding.

      Who the hell was I? Buying band-aids and sheets like a forty-five-year-old.

      Madison’s light giggle brought my head up.

      I am in exactly the right place.

      “Mom.” I tried again.

      “We’ll get you over to the shampoo bowl first, and I’ll do a nice treatment,” she said, guiding Madison away. Her hair was long enough to fall over her shoulders, but it wasn’t as long as Mads’s. I got my dark-blond hair from her, but hers was highlighted so it was lighter.

      “It’s so nice of you to do this, ma’am,” Mads said, making my heart clench. She was fucking adorable, talking all sweet to my mom when she usually just told me how it was. The little brat.

      I freaking loved her hard.

      “Ma’am?” Mom exclaimed. “Oh no. Call me Angie.”

      Getting nowhere, I changed tactics, calling out, “Mads.”

      She turned instantly, and damn, if it wasn’t the biggest rush.

      “At least one of you knows I’m still alive,” I muttered.

      “This from the boy who ignored his mother’s calls the entire day,” Mom retorted. Her head tilted when she looked at me. Oh shit, I knew that look. “You need a haircut.”

      I groaned. “I said I was sorry. And my hair is fine.”

      “The hairline needs cleaned up. The back is getting long,” she pressed.

      The last thing I wanted to do was sit my ass in her chair and get a haircut. I spent too much time as it was shaving off all the other hair on my body so there was less friction in the water. I didn’t care about the hair on my head. I covered it with a swim cap anyway.

      I glanced back at Mads. “You think I need a haircut?”

      She turned shy again. “I like you the way you are.”

      “Come here,” I beckoned.

      She started forward, and I reached for her hand, tugging her a little farther away from my mom so I could talk to her.

      “Is this too much?” I asked, all my attention focused on her. Flicking a quick glance in my mom’s direction, I added, “Is she too much?”

      Madison reached out, closing her fingers around the hem of my hoodie, stepping up close enough that she had to tip her head back to look up at me. The warm feeling of desire pooled in my lower half, and I palmed the side of her waist.

      “I think she’s nice,” she answered.

      “She’ll be good to you, baby. But if it’s too much right now, just say the word, and—”

      “J.” She stopped my worrying with a single letter and a light tug of my shirt. “I’m okay. Thanks for bringing me here.”

      I dropped a kiss on her nose, then started to dip lower.

      She let our lips brush softly but then pulled away. “Your mom is right there.”

      I sighed. “I’m gonna run across the street”—I pointed as if she could see it—“grab some stuff. Ryan’s going to stay here with you and camera girl. If you need anything, you tell him and then call me.”

      “I thought he was going with you,” she said.

      “I’ll feel better if he’s here.”

      She pursed her lips.

      “Humor me,” I implored.

      She nodded.

      “You need anything else while I’m over there?”

      “No.”

      Leaning down, I brushed a kiss over her forehead. “I’ll be right back. Love you.”

      After a minute, she let go of my shirt and went back to where my mom was waiting. I wondered if she noticed the way she cradled her arm. It must have been hurting. I made a note to get some pain relievers with the bandages.

      “We’re going to the first shampoo bowl right over there.” Mom directed her.

      “Mom,” I called. She turned this time. After a brief word with Madison, she came over to me.

      “Go easy on her,” I said quietly. “She’s been through a lot.”

      “I’ll take care of her, Jamie.”

      “Don’t ask her about her parents, okay? They’re, uh, not in the picture.”

      Mom’s eyes filled with sorrow, which was quickly chased by questions.

      I shook my head. “It’s not my stuff to share. Just don’t mention it. I don’t want her upset. And if she seems like she is, tell Ryan, and he’ll call me.”

      She said nothing, just staring at me.

      “What?” I grumped.

      “You love her.”

      “Yeah, I do. Please remember that.”

      Mom threw her arms around me, and I glanced across the room where Ryan was standing with Rory and his mom. Our eyes met, and he snickered. Asshole. His mom probably acted the same way when he first brought Rory up in here.

      When she pulled back, she smiled. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

      “Go on then,” she shooed me off, smiling. “I have my daughter to attend to.”

      “Mom,” I growled.

      “I won’t say that in front of her,” she vowed. “Not yet anyway.”

      After another glance at Mads, I left the salon, knowing Ryan would keep an eye on things, and drove across the busy four-lane street to a big box store.

      Bro, why didn’t anyone tell me there were so many choices for bedding? Girls like shopping for this shit? Bro, why?

      Keeping in mind Maddie said she wanted white, I grabbed the softest white stuff I could find and filled the entire cart. I even added a couple extra pillows because I noticed she had some before. I bought pink ones.

      Then I picked up a first-aid kit and a bunch of other bandages and some pain relievers. I tossed in a few boxes of protein bars, some chips, and some Gatorade. What? A guy needs some eats. I grabbed some water and chocolate too.

      On my way to the register, something else caught my eye, so I piled it on top and then checked out, giving the cashier a wad of cash and a smile. I was in and out in thirty minutes and walked into the salon ten minutes later.

      The hum of hair dryers wasn’t new to me. I’d spent time here as a kid while Mom was working. The fact my mom and Ryan’s mom were besties in high school, went to cosmetology school together, and then later opened up this place together was likely why we had such a tight bromance. We went to the same school, spent time at the salon together, and when Ryan’s mom enrolled him in swimming, mine enrolled me too. We were basically raised like brothers, but it wasn’t blood that bonded us. It was friendship and loyalty. I had no doubt he and I would still be tight even if we didn’t both swim.

      He came out of the back room, chomping loudly with a bowl in his hand. Seeing me, he veered over, and I reached in to grab some of whatever was in there. My hands closed around a stack of carrot sticks.

      “Should have known,” I muttered, tossing one in my mouth, crunching it.

      “They’re good for you!” Mom hollered over the blow-dryer that was blasting Mads’s long dark hair.

      “How’s things?” I asked, scarfing another one. I was starving.

      “Boring.”

      I grunted. Boring was good. “They almost done?”

      “With women, you never know,” Ryan cracked.

      My eyes strayed to where Rory was sitting with his mom who was curling her hair into big waves. Madison’s face was masked by all her hair blowing around, so I couldn’t see her expression.

      Shoving the rest of the carrots into my mouth, I went across the room, making my way around to the front of Maddie’s chair. The second my Air Force Ones stepped before her, she reached up to push her hair from her face, gazing up.

      “You’re back,” she said, voice blending with the dryer.

      Lowering in front of her, I reached for her hand. “Miss me?”

      She rolled her eyes. But then nodded once.

      The hair dryer shut off, and Mom turned away to set it aside.

      “Okay?” I asked.

      Madison nodded.

      Reaching over, I tapped lightly at her bandaged arm. “Still bothering you?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “But it helps so much that my hair is done now. I won’t have to worry about washing it in the shower or holding the dryer or anything.” She went on, looking into the mirror to smile at my mom behind her.

      “I’ll shampoo it for you anytime you want, honey. Just have Jamie bring you over,” Mom told her.

      “C’mon,” I said, tugging at Mads’s hand. “I’m starving.”

      Both women gasped as if I’d committed a crime.

      Pausing, I turned back. “What?”

      “I have to style it,” Mom declared, picking up a flat iron.

      I groaned.

      “It won’t take that long. Go sit,” Mom ordered.

      Instead of listening, I went into the back and grabbed a water bottle, uncapping it on the way back to Madison’s chair. She looked up when I stepped in front of her again, eyes dropping to the water.

      “Here.” I held it out.

      She took it, and I reached into my pocket for a small bottle of pain relievers.

      Hearing the pills rattle inside, Madison’s eyes widened. “What’s that?”

      I held the bottle out, then opened it to shake some pills into my palm. “It’s for your arm.”

      “Oh, I don’t—”

      “I know it hurts more than a little.”

      She fell quiet.

      Mom was totally eavesdropping as she ran the hot tool through Madison’s hair. “If it hurts, honey, a little medicine will help.”

      Relenting, Madison took the meds and swallowed them down with the water. “Thank you,” she said, handing the bottle back.

      I grabbed a long strand of her silky brown hair to tug. “You’re welcome.”

      “Bro!” Ryan called, holding up his phone. “Pizza’s on the way to the dorm.”

      My stomach growled loudly. “I hope they got a lot.” I looked at Mom. “You almost done?”

      “Jamie!” Madison scolded.

      Mom laughed. “Just a few more minutes.”

      Ten minutes later, Madison stood from the chair, her dark hair falling like a sleek, shiny waterfall down her back.

      “Oh, it looks so good,” she murmured, looking at it in the large mirror. “It hasn’t looked this nice in a while.”

      I made a rude sound. “It always looks nice.”

      “Thank you so much,” Madison suddenly exclaimed, going to hug my mom.

      Hugging her back, Mom looked at me, the surprise I felt reflecting in her eyes.

      Mads pulled back, folding her hands in front of her but still facing my mom. “Jamie is really lucky to have you. It was lovely to meet you.”

      “You’re welcome, honey. Come by anytime okay? You don’t even need to bring Jamie.”

      “I feel the love,” I quipped.

      “We’re heading out,” Ryan called, his arm around camera girl’s shoulder.

      “Right behind you,” I called back.

      Mom and Madison were still talking quietly, and I put my hand on the small of her back. “Ready?”

      She nodded. “Thank you again, Angie.”

      “Jamie, you be good to her.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, dutifully.

      “Next time I call, answer the phone.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Chuckling, she came forward to hug me. I was a lot taller than her too, but she was taller than Madison. As we hugged, she leaned against my ear. “I like her.”

      I patted her back and pulled away. It was good she liked Madison because I didn’t plan on letting her go.

      Before going outside, Mads pulled my Elite hoodie around her, tugging all that long, straight hair out of the neck. The wind outside caught a few strands, making it flutter like ribbons.

      Opening the passenger side, I gestured for her to climb in.

      “Jamie!” she summoned the second she made it around the door.

      I smiled. “Yeah?”

      “What is this?”

      I played dumb. “What?”

      Her head popped out from around the red frame, wide eyes finding me. “Is that for me?”

      “Who else would it be for?”

      Her eyes went soft, then started to shimmer. “Really?”

      Abandoning the door, I moved around, circling my arm around her, turning us both to the passenger seat.

      “You buckled it in,” she whispered.

      “Safety first.”

      She made a little sound, tipping her head back to look around at me. “Can I touch it?”

      “Can I touch it?” I muttered. “Woman, it’s yours. You can do whatever you want.”

      With a sound, she shot forward, and I had to move fast to keep my arm around her. Without even unfastening the seat belt, she pulled the giant brown bear out of the seat, hugging it to her chest.

      “Oh my God, it’s so soft,” she murmured, burying her face in its fur. After a minute, she held it out in front of her. “He’s wearing a bowtie,” she said, reaching up to finger the red tie at its neck.

      “Good thing,” I said. “Otherwise, he’d be naked.”

      She laughed, the pure sound turning into a sob.

      “Hey now,” I said as she buried her face back into the bear. It was half the size she was, and seeing her standing there framed out by the Wrangler while clutching it did some funny shit to my heart.

      “If you don’t like it, I can take it back,” I said, trying to pull her around.

      She gasped, probably one of her most iconic gasps yet. It was so loud someone walking across the parking lot stopped to stare.

      “We’re good,” I called.

      “Jamie Michael Owens!” she declared, looking up from out of the fur. “You will not take it back!” Her lower lip wobbled, and another soft sob echoed in her throat.

      “Baby…”

      “I love it,” she wailed, burying her face back into it.

      I chuckled, pulling her in to wrap my arms around her, the giant bear squished between us. Stroking the back of her head, I listened to her sniffle before she lifted her head.

      “You sure you like him?” I half teased.

      Her head bobbed, and she squeezed it tighter.

      I frowned. “Now see here. I didn’t buy that thing so you would hug it and not me.”

      Laughing, she laid her cheek against my chest. “I don’t know how you do it,” she whispered.

      “Do what?”

      “Make all the bad stuff seem so small compared to the good.”

      “That’s why I bought such a big bear,” I cracked.

      She laughed. “Thank you, J.”

      Pushing up onto tiptoes, she leaned forward, puckering up her lips. I met her halfway, kissing her softly.

      “I love you,” she whispered into the kiss.

      A surge of intense protectiveness swept over me, causing my fingers to curl into her hips, deepening the kiss to delve into her mouth with a growl.

      Breathless, I finally pulled back, ushering her into the seat with the giant bear. Getting past Maddie’s walls required persistence and patience. Earning her trust was work. I didn’t mind hard work.

      But loving her?

      It was incredibly easy.
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      Madison

      

      I told Jamie I wanted to sleep on a cloud… and a cloud was exactly what he gave me. The bedding he bought to replace the stuff in my old room was so nice I could barely believe it came from a big box store.

      Not that there was anything wrong with those stores. I just mean my previous stuff had been much pricier, but the quality of what I had now compared.

      Honestly, it wouldn’t have mattered if the sheets were scratchy because Jamie bought them for me. I was no stranger to nice things. My mom left behind her entire estate… which was more than enough for me to live comfortably for life.

      My aunt had a trust to take care of me, which was also incredibly generous, but the bulk of the estate was solely mine. I was given access to half when I turned eighteen, and I would be given the rest when I turned twenty-five.

      Sometimes I wondered if my aunt was not only weary of taking care of a traumatized child that wasn’t hers but also angry she didn’t get more money. It was a horrible thought I never voiced out loud. Perhaps I should have offered her more when I turned eighteen. I thought about it over and over. I was tempted quite often, even after moving across the country to Westbrook, because I thought maybe if I padded her bank account, she would be less indifferent to me. More accepting.

      But every time I had those thoughts, more would follow. You shouldn’t have to pay someone to love you.

      And it wasn’t as if she were poor. She lived a very comfortable life, and she always would. My mother had made sure of it. Beyond that, I knew she had quite a bit stashed away from the child support my father had been ordered to pay. It was garnished out of his accounts every month and sent to her until I turned eighteen. I’m sure he was angry he had to pay it even from jail. Honestly, I didn’t want it. So whatever my aunt did with it was hers to decide.

      Having the money my mother worked so hard for often felt wrong. Like I was somehow benefiting from her horrible death. But I also thought of it as her way of taking care of me even if she couldn’t be present. Despite what my father said after she died, I knew my mother loved me.

      Sometimes I wondered about him. If he ever regretted the way he treated her. Me. If sitting in jail all these years had given him time to reflect or if he still maintained that she was the one who took her life.

      I knew I would never know, and I was okay with it. It was my choice. I didn’t want to see him. It didn’t matter if he regretted what he did. He could never take it back, and I would never forgive him.

      The alarm Jamie set on his phone went off, the loud beeping filling the quiet, dark space and making me jolt. In his sleep, Jamie growled, and I giggled.

      The alarm kept going off, and I started to sit up so I could reach over him to turn it off, but his hand shot out, grabbed the phone, and then tossed it on the floor.

      “Fuuuuuccckkkk,” he groaned.

      I giggled again.

      His groaning stopped, head lifting off the pillow so he could squint at me with one eye. “You laughing at me?”

      I nodded.

      He rolled instantly, pinning me beneath him, the blankets hiding us from the rest of the room. He nuzzled my neck, warm breath fanning over my skin, causing tingles to race over my scalp. My legs parted instantly, making room for him to settle between them.

      He groaned against my skin, lifting his head enough to suck my earlobe between his lips. “Did you just spread your legs for me?” His voice was sleepy and low.

      “I guess I did.”

      He thrust, and my gasp turned into a groan when his very hard, very large dick collided with my center. The tight boxers covering him were thin but felt like an epic barrier between us. His teeth grazed over my ear, and his hips rotated again, my fingers fisting in his hair.

      Arching up, I rubbed my chest against him, feeling a familiar ache in my breasts and the warm loosening of my center.

      Reaching between us, Jamie dipped two fingers between our bodies, groaning the second he felt my desire. “Tell me you want me.” He panted, pushing up so he could shove his boxers down around his thighs.

      His eyes were heavy with sleep, hazy with desire, and the hair on his head was wild from bed. His chest was bare and wide, the muscles in his abs visible only to me because of the blanket.

      “All mine,” I whispered, dragging my fingers over his stomach.

      Snatching my hand, he brought it to his lips to nip at the skin. “Maddie. Tell me.”

      Feeling a little wicked, I tugged his hand as I pulled mine down, guiding it back between my legs and pushing his fingers against the wetness I produced entirely for him. “I already did.”

      A low swear dropped between us, and he pulled his hand away so he could brace himself over me. “Your body definitely wants me. But what about the rest of you, sweetheart?”

      “All of me wants you, J. All of me.”

      He punched into me with one quick thrust. My mouth fell open, body slack against the mattress.

      “Spread those pretty thighs wider for me,” he growled.

      Despite the bliss coasting through me, I opened wider, lifting my stare to meet his.

      “Good girl,” he praised and then started thrusting.

      The power in his body made me marvel, his stamina and strength unmatched. All I could do while he literally claimed me over and over again was fist my hands in the cloudlike bedding he bought and anchor into the ecstasy I’d only ever known with him.

      I was consumed in the best possible way, my body burning from the inside out.

      When his hips finally stuttered, I let out a breath, and he reached down to lift my leg over his shoulder, then shove his hand under my ass to tilt me up.

      The next thrust brought him even deeper, and I groaned, head falling to the side.

      He lifted his head, movements stilled. “Okay?”

      “God, yes,” I moaned, and he laughed even as he continued thrusting.

      Even though my eyes were open, I saw nothing at all. Even though my brain knew thought, my mind was supremely blank. The feel of him rutting between my thighs was heady, making me call out his name and ask for more.

      Suddenly, he pulled back, making me whimper with the loss. My leg dropped onto the mattress as he dove beneath the blankets, wide palms gripping my thighs.

      A long moan echoed up to the ceiling when his tongue swiped up my center, latching on to my swollen, sensitive clit and sucking it between his lips. My legs shook, and my toes curled. My body started to inch up the bed.

      Those hands lying on my thighs gripped harder, yanking back at the same time his tongue stabbed into my core.

      My shoulders lifted off the bed. The long strands of my hair falling over my back were something I barely registered.

      “Jamie,” I begged, my legs shaking, entire body desperate for release.

      “You want my tongue or my dick?” His voice was a mere vibration beneath the blankets.

      I made a sound, my brain not quite making sense of the words.

      When he ripped the covers back, Jamie’s blue eyes fired up my body from between my legs. My God, the way he looked holding my thighs open, lips glistening, and eyes heavy.

      “Madison. Tongue or dick?”

      “Dick.” I panted, partially shocked that I spoke without even thinking.

      “Good girl,” he praised again, giving a final long lick up my slit and then plunging back into me with his heavy, hard cock.

      A choked sound ripped out of me, and he ground down, rotating his hips, and I literally fell apart beneath him. I fell offline for an undetermined amount of time as the pleasure ripping through me muted literally everything else. It was the most intense orgasm I’d ever known, and I literally could do nothing but let it claim me, overcoming all five senses, melting them into one sensation I would never be able to describe.

      Boneless, I dissolved onto the mattress, hands that had been clinging to him slowly sliding away.

      He grunted and thrust once more before pulling out quickly and shoving my T-shirt up just beneath my breasts.

      “Watch,” he demanded.

      My eyes flew down between us as he wrapped his hand around his wet, swollen dick. The tip was red, and as I stared, a pearly white drop dripped out.

      He pumped himself once and then twisted, his long, throaty groan punctuating the way his release burst out of him, long, white ropes shooting out of the thick, pulsing dick and splattering over my lower belly.

      A sound I could only describe as possessive rumbled overhead, and his free hand slapped my thigh, pushing them open as he stroked himself one last time, causing another rush of release to spurt against my skin.

      Taking his thumb, he smeared it around and then pushed back inside my body.

      My arms wound around his neck, hugging tight as our bodies met, the mess he made on my stomach smearing between us.

      “Wrap your legs around me,” he whispered into my ear.

      I did, feeling the cum dripping down my thigh smearing on him as well.

      He thrust a little deeper, his dick still hard but no longer throbbing. Pulling back just a little in my arms, he stared down at me, satisfaction glowing in his stare.

      “Good morning, baby,” he said all rumbly, then kissed me slow and deep.

      When he lifted his head, he checked the Apple Watch on his wrist and grimaced. “Time to get up.”

      I whined a little when he pulled out, then quickly grimaced at how sticky I felt once his body was no longer on top of mine.

      Laughing under his breath, he grabbed my ankle and towed me across the mattress. “Come on, sweetheart.”

      “Why do I have to get up?” I grumped.

      “You’re coming to practice with me.”

      “No way,” I refused.

      “Please, you were already awake before my alarm went off anyway.”

      I paused. “How did you know?”

      “I might not be a morning person, sweetheart, but I’m your person, and I knew the second you woke up.”

      My heart turned over.

      Leaning close, he brushed a kiss over my cheek. “You need to talk, Maddie baby?”

      Swallowing, I shook my head. I didn’t. Having him close was enough.

      I watched him tug on a pair of gray sweatpants before reaching down to lift me off the bed. My arms and legs wrapped around him, and my chin hit his shoulder.

      “We have just enough time to shower off before we have to go.”

      I drew back, eyes wide. “You can’t go in the bathroom.”

      He made a face. “The hell I can’t. We’ll just lock the door. There’s only one other person living on this floor anyway, and she sure as hell ain’t up this early.”

      My chin rested back on his shoulder. “I need my shower tote.”

      He grabbed it on the way out, and I let him carry me down the hall to the shared bathroom.

      We got ready quickly, and I sent a silent thanks for Angie and the great blowout because my hair was still straight and sleek and looked amazing without me having to style it.

      I pulled on a pair of camel sweatpants with a matching hoodie and slipped on a pair of white sneakers (not the ones I was wearing the night I found Elena; I threw those in the trash).

      After grabbing up his duffle he’d tossed by the door, Jamie ushered me out, locking up behind us. I wasn’t worried about him getting caught in the building because they were already aware he was there. Jamie told the dean he was staying with me, and the dean didn’t even argue. He just called up the Hamlet Hall supervisors and told them to allow it. I didn’t even ask if it was because he was Elite, because of who my mother was, or because a murderer was running around, and frankly, I didn’t care.

      I thought longingly of the bed we’d just left and sighed. “Do I really need to come?”

      “I’d swim better knowing you were there.”

      “Will your coach be mad?” I worried as he grabbed my hand, tugging me along to the elevator.

      “Coach will accept it because it’s the only way I’m gonna swim this morning.”

      “Jamie…” I started.

      “Just give me this morning, baby. Okay? I’m just not ready to let you out of my sight.”

      “I have class later,” I warned him.

      We were excused yesterday, and I knew I could skip the rest of the week. But sitting around my room and thinking about that night was not a good use of time. Besides, Director Fields was probably beside himself because I’d skipped rehearsal last night.

      “I know,” he said, drawing me into his body as the elevator doors closed behind us. “So do I.”

      “I have rehearsal.”

      He sighed heavily.

      “The play opens next week.”

      “You gonna get me a ticket?”

      I lifted my head. “You want to come watch?”

      “Woman, I’m coming every night. They’re gonna have to tattoo my name on my seat.”

      I felt myself gape. “Every night!”

      “And both shows on Saturdays.” He confirmed.

      “You know there are two shows on Saturdays?”

      “Of course I do, baby. It’s your show.”

      Tears rushed to the backs of my eyes, and I buried my head in his chest. “You can’t come.”

      “I’m coming.”

      The elevator doors opened, but I couldn’t bring myself to peel away from him. In fact, I hugged tighter. He just stood there holding me, even when the doors started to close.

      “No one’s ever come to watch one of my plays before.”

      I felt the change in him, but he kept his arms around me. “People come to watch you all the time.”

      “No one for me. Not family.”

      His arms pushed beneath mine, picking me up so we were at eye level. “I’m gonna be there. All of us will be. You better reserve a whole row of seats. You hear me?”

      He waited until I nodded, and when I did, a tear tracked over my cheek.

      Leaning in, he kissed it away. “You aren’t alone anymore, Mads. You never will be again.”

      He let me curl back into his chest until the doors dinged open again.

      “Come on now, sweetheart,” he said, leading me out. “If I’m late and Coach yells at you, I’ll get kicked off the team.”

      I gasped.

      He glanced at me and winked.
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      Jamie

      

      Letting my girl out of my sight was basically the equivalent of shaving my boys with a rusty razor and spit.

      Dramatic? I’m dating a drama major. Sue me.

      But, bro. Not having eyes on her made my skin crawl and my eyelid twitch. In the last five days, the only times we’d been apart were when we went to classes and she was at rehearsal. If I was at practice or the gym in the evenings when she rehearsed, Max sat in the back of the auditorium until I got there and took his place.

      Like I said, we’re bros now.

      Maybe. I still wondered if he was pissed off about my cross-dressing joke. But Wes really liked Mads, and he was worried, which was probably the main reason Max agreed to come sit there just in case shit went down. I’d take it. I wouldn’t ask questions either. At least right now. Once all this shit with Mads was settled, I might have something to say.

      The days were passing, though, and I was pretty sure Mads was running out of patience. Independent by nature and being the little fighter she was, having Max show up to “babysit” her during rehearsals was not her idea of a good time.

      I understood, but what the fuck was I supposed to do? Let her wander around in the dark alone? Yeah, yeah, rehearsal was filled with people. People I didn’t know. Or trust. Let’s not forget how I met her in the first place. When camera girl was being attacked and Mads was with her. In that auditorium.

      That creepy janitor was running around. Foster was making eyes at her all the time and trying to make me look bad. Bro, yeah, I knew Foster probably spewed all kinds of flat-out lies about me, trying to get in her head. I wasn’t an idiot. I chose to ignore it because stooping to his level would only prove the shit he said was at least partially true.

      All I needed to show I was worthy of Maddie was my actions, which was exactly why I knew things were going to have to go back to “normal” any day now.

      Opening night for Romeo and Juliet was in two days. There’d been no sign of the asshole who murdered Elena and slashed my girl. No creepy texts. No swerving crazy drivers. There’d also been no breakthroughs in the police investigation.

      Nothing. A whole lot of it. Should have been a relief, right?

      I was not relieved. It felt as if I had to constantly look over my shoulder. I didn’t much like the feeling, as it was brand new for me. It kinda blew my mind that Madison felt like this so much during her life. Not only because of the shit her dad put her through but because of the way the press had basically stalked her.

      Which was another reason I was on edge. I wanted this over. I wanted to give her better.

      The medicine ball in my hands slammed into the mat with a particularly aggressive slap. After holding the plank position, arms extended back, I straightened, keeping my core tight.

      Just as I bent to pick up the weighted ball again, a hand slapped onto my sweat-slicked shoulder.

      “Bro.”

      I glanced at Ryan. “I’m working out.”

      “You’re going to overdo it and injure your shoulder.”

      “My shoulder’s fine.”

      “You’re done,” Ryan deadpanned, fingers tightening against my skin.

      Slapping his arm away, I turned so we were face to face. “You got a problem, bro?”

      “I think you’re the one with the problem.”

      Our teammates nearby all stopped to look in our direction.

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “And right now, my problem is you.”

      “Guys,” Wes said, stepping close.

      “Just stay out of it,” Ryan warned him. “Maybe you need to hit something else besides the floor with a ball.”

      “You offering your face?” I countered, flexing my fist.

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      Tension drained from my shoulders. “I’d never hit you, bro.”

      Ryan grinned. “Why do you think I offered?”

      Another man stepped up, sweat glistening, arm reaching up to pluck an Airpod out of his ear. “If I can hear you over my music, you’re being too loud.”

      Ryan and I shared a look.

      I glanced back at Prism whose dark hair was plastered against his forehead by beads of sweat. “That’s what the volume button is for.”

      He gave me the finger. “I ain’t going deaf because you got a stick in your ass.”

      I grinned, then hitched my chin at his fingers. “What are you always listening to anyway?” I reached for the white bud, but he snatched it back, curling his hand around it.

      “You two got a problem or what?” he said, sticking it back into his ear.

      Wes slapped Prism on the shoulder. “They’re fine. Jamie’s just wound up.”

      “Sorry to interrupt your sweat, bro,” I told Prism, holding out my fist. “You can go back to listening to your church music.”

      Ryan snickered.

      Prism lifted his eyebrow. “What’s wrong with church music?”

      I froze. “Oh no, man, nothing. I was just—”

      Prism burst out laughing. “Your face.”

      I gave him the finger. He pressed a hand to his chest like he was offended before laughing and turning back to the barbells.

      I blew out a long breath. “Sorry about before.”

      Ryan grunted. “No need. I get it. I was the same way when Hughes was chasing Carrot around.”

      “Except I don’t know who’s lurking around, looking at Maddie.”

      Ryan nodded. “He’s gonna fuck up at some point, and when he does, we’ll be ready.”

      Beside us, Wes held up his phone. “If it helps, Max said Madison is fine.”

      I snickered. “You just wanted to text Max.”

      “I don’t need a reason,” Wes countered.

      I laughed. “Thanks for checking in, bro. Means a lot. At least I can say it wasn’t me this time.”

      “Theater girl getting pissy?” Ryan wanted to know.

      I grunted as the three of us made our way to the locker room. “Honestly? She’s been pretty damn cool about it. But I think I’m just making it worse for her. Dragging her to early morning swims. Coming to the theater every night. I think it just reminds her daily that bad shit went down.”

      “Might be time to ease up,” Wes said.

      Easier said than done. But Wes was right.

      I stripped off my sweaty gym wear and grabbed a towel for the shower. Before heading off, I grabbed my cell and shot off a text to Max.

      I’m finishing up at the gym. I’ll be over in a bit. Why don’t you just take off now?

      You sure?

      Make sure Mads is okay with it first, but yeah. After a brief pause, I typed out, And thanks. I know I’m not your favorite person, but you doing this is appreciated. I owe you.

      Just be a good friend to Wes. That’s all I want.

      I glanced up at Wes who was trying not to stare out of the corner of his eye at what I was doing.

      Why don’t you meet everyone at Shirley’s? Wes is heading there.

      He didn’t reply right away, so I thought maybe he wasn’t going to. Just as I was putting the phone down, it vibrated.

      Maybe.

      Smiling, I tossed my phone down, then craned my neck to look at Wes.

      “Who was that?” he asked.

      I smirked. “Better put on your best hoodie, bro. Max is coming to dinner.”

      “Am I supposed to be excited?” Wes asked.

      I leaned in to whisper in his direction. “Don’t worry, bro. I won’t tell anyone.”

      Wes put his hand on my face and shoved.

      After a quick shower, I pulled on another two-piece sweat outfit, this one from the campus store. It was the school’s ivy-green pants with a matching hoodie. It said WESTBROOK across the front in white. After running a brush through my hair, I slid a white baseball hat on backward and tossed all my crap into my duffle.

      “We’ll meet you at Shirley’s when rehearsal is over,” I told Ryan and Wes.

      “Text when you’re done, and we’ll order for you so you don’t have to wait,” Ryan offered.

      I pointed to my growling stomach. “He thanks you.”

      The drive to the theater building was quick, and I told myself it was good Max left early. When I got there and saw everything was fine, then maybe it would help me chill the hell out. I was also gonna stop asking her to come to my morning practices. I knew she only came because she loved me and didn’t want me to worry.

      But I didn’t want to use her love to guilt her into doing stuff, and hell, I’m sure the girl missed sleeping in.

      After parking the Wrangler, I scarfed a protein bar as I went through the parking lot and walked inside. The auditorium looked the same as it always did, and my eyes automatically went to the stage to find Mads.

      Except she wasn’t there.

      I looked again, telling myself I probably overlooked her because she was a shrimp. Second pass… still didn’t see her, and the muscles in the back of my neck started to vibrate. Stalking down the long aisle, I swept the people standing around again.

      “Oh, Mr. Owens, you’re here again,” Director Fields said the second he saw me.

      Did I mention I thought this guy was a dick?

      “Where’s Madison?” I asked in lieu of a greeting.

      “I sent her to the prop room,” he replied. “She should be back any moment—”

      The side door near the stage burst in.

      “Come quick!” someone yelled. “She’s totally freaking out!”

      I didn’t wait to hear more. I sprinted forward, catching the girl in the doorway around the shoulders. “Where?”

      “One floor down.”

      I started to run.

      So much for chilling the hell out.
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      Madison

      

      Five days. Five days of feeling like I had a bodyguard and not a boyfriend.

      Okay, that wasn’t fair. Jamie was the best boyfriend. So good he was practically fictional. So maybe his acting so overprotective these last few days was my reminder that he was most definitely a real man.

      A real man I loved very much.

      Something else I would have sworn could only be fictional. Me in love with a man? Me trusting a man?

      But I was. I did. He was my reality.

      And he had feelings too.

      Probably why I went to his god-awful early morning practices. Seriously, if Coach Resch blew that whistle any more, I was going to hear it in my dreams. No wonder Jamie twitched in his sleep. Spoiler alert: It wasn’t because he was a swimmer. It was because his nerves were raw from that damn whistle.

      Also probably why I didn’t put my foot down or up Jamie’s fine ass for having Max come sit at the auditorium while I rehearsed all week. Side note: I got Max because he was the only one not swimming. Truthfully, the first three days of all this made me feel a little more at ease.

      I was scared, and the police had no leads. And quite honestly, I was tired of being alone. Sure, I was strong enough for it. I knew I was capable, but Jamie said I didn’t have to be alone anymore… and I liked that.

      However.

      These guys could not keep rearranging their schedules and lives to fit around mine. Coach Resch and his whistle would only tolerate me at practices that were supposed to be Elite-exclusive for so long. I mean, sure, murder and attempted murder bent the rules, but after a while, things had to go back to normal. Well, as normal as they could until Elena’s killer was caught.

      I wasn’t Jamie’s responsibility. I didn’t want to be someone he had to stress over and protect. I just wanted to be someone he loved. Truth be told, I was very afraid that all of this would strain that love, which, frankly, seemed worse than the murderer catching up to me.

      Is this how Mom felt? Was she so in love with Bradly that she would rather stay in a toxic relationship than leave? Did she put love above her own life?

      I shook my head, trying to purge the nagging thoughts. I knew they were wrong. I also knew there was a multitude of reasons that women in abusive relationships had trouble getting out, reasons beyond love. Valid reasons.

      I knew Mom had probably an entire suitcase full of reasons, and I also knew, when she finally decided to leave, he killed her for it.

      If she had stayed… maybe she’d be alive.

      Or maybe he’d have killed her anyway.

      “Let’s take five while the set is changed, and we’ll run through the next scene.” Director Fields’s booming voice carried across the stage. “And don’t forget we have a full dress rehearsal and run-through tomorrow and the day after. You are excused from classes but will still get the credit for being there because you will be working here.”

      I moved away from where the set people were scrambling to make last-minute adjustments and Director Fields was bellowing at them to move faster.

      “Madison?” My name was followed by a light touch on my forearm, and I glanced around.

      “Oh, Foster. Great job in the last scene. I think we nailed it,” I told him, casually withdrawing my arm.

      “I wanted to ask. How are you doing?”

      “Oh, I’m doing pretty well. Thank you.”

      “Still got your guard dog, I see.” He motioned into the audience where I knew Max was sitting.

      When I said nothing, he tried again. “How about the stitches? Are you getting them out soon?”

      “The morning of opening night,” I replied, fingering the bandage. “Can’t come soon enough. They itch like crazy.”

      “Madison.” The familiar voice behind me made Foster scowl lightly as I turned away.

      “Hey, Max.” I smiled. “We have another scene yet,” I said, feeling sorry he was sitting here.

      His head lifted to stare up on stage where I stood above him, his dark hair falling away from his face and the piercing in his eyebrow glinting under the light. He held up his phone. “Jamie’s on his way over, so I’m gonna head out.”

      A little surprise rippled through me. “Oh, okay.”

      “You want me to wait till he gets here before I leave?”

      “She’ll be fine. I’m here.” Foster spoke up, making it quite clear he was totally listening to our conversation.

      Max’s eyes flicked past me to Foster. “Pretty sure I’m not talking to you.”

      “It’s totally fine,” I hurried to tell Max. “I’m sure you have better things to do.”

      He stepped closer, putting his hand on the edge of the stage. “I don’t mind staying.”

      I smiled. Max didn’t want people to know it, but he was sweet.

      Leaning down, I laid my hand over his. “I know. But you don’t need to. I’m fine. I was just surprised Jamie suggested it. He can be kinda overprotective.”

      Max snorted.

      Behind us, Foster made a rude noise. “You mean completely controlling and possessive?”

      I gasped and started to turn. Max caught my hand, keeping me in place.

      Dark, bottomless eyes lifted slowly to Foster. “Why are you still here? You want Madison to trade controlling and possessive for stalking?”

      “I am not—” Foster started.

      Max made an aggressive sound. “Get lost.”

      Foster muttered the whole way away.

      I looked back at Max, completely unsettled from Foster’s rudeness but also how they drove doubt into my mind, especially after my previous thoughts. “I know he’s bossy, but Jamie…”

      Oh my God, was I making excuses for him right now?

      Max squeezed my hand again. “Stop.”

      I looked up.

      “Don’t let that asshole worm into your mind. You know I have no problem telling people how it is, and you also know if I thought Jamie was any kind of bad news, I’d never let him around Wes.”

      His words actually made me feel better. “Why is that?”

      His head snapped up. “What?”

      “Why are you so protective of Wes?”

      “He’s my brother.”

      “I thought Wes’s brother was away for the semester.”

      Max cleared his throat. “Look. Jamie is a piece of work, but he’s not an abusive asshole.”

      “You really don’t think so?”

      Max stepped forward and lifted his hand off mine. I noticed the thick silver ring around his index finger as he poked it against my heart. “Who cares what I think? What do you think?”

      I didn’t have to think about it. I’d already done that before. “I think he’s amazing.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Max muttered, pulling his hand away.

      I laughed. Then I turned serious again, whispering, “Some thoughts are just so persistent.”

      Max nodded. The look in his eyes was so raw I knew without a doubt he understood. But then it cleared, and he smirked. “Good thing Jamie is too.”

      “Thanks again for sitting here for days,” I told him. “You don’t have to, but you do it anyway. I know I don’t always seem grateful, but I am. No one has ever done this stuff for me before.”

      “You got my number. Use it anytime.”

      I nodded, and he turned to go. When his leather-covered back disappeared out the side door, Director Fields bellowed my name.

      Startled, I spun and stood. “Yes?”

      “The poison bottle is missing. We need it for this next scene. Go down to the prop room and get it.”

      I stared at him.

      Feeling my eyes, the director turned. “Do you have a problem with helping out? The stagehands have their hands full.” He gestured. “And you’re just standing there dawdling.”

      “Happy to help,” I said, swallowing down the urge to tell him to get some manners. As I was walking off stage, I wondered why I didn’t tell him to shove it. Knowing that was just an overthinking party for my brain waiting to kick off, I redirected my thoughts elsewhere.

      Like the fact that I had to reenact the scene in which Juliet “poisons” herself.

      I came to Westbrook for several reasons, one being that it was on the other side of the country from where the rest of my life was. I craved a break from all the prying eyes. But that wasn’t the biggest reason. The biggest was because this was where my mom went. She walked the sidewalks here, she saw the same sky, the same trees. She came to this very building (it had been remodeled, but hey, close enough). Her career started here. She was happy here. I wanted to be close to that, to a part of her I never knew.

      I also chose a career in acting for her. To honor the dream she never got to live. Her stardom and success were tarnished and then cut short because of Bradly, and this was my way of trying to give back some of what she lost.

      What about you, Madison? What about your dreams?

      The elevator dinged, and I practically thanked it out loud for interrupting yet another spiral of overthinking. The prop room was located on the bottom floor of the theater building, and technically, it was underground. It didn’t run the entire length of the building but just below the auditorium, and it was sectioned into several rooms, the prop room being the smallest because it stored the smaller items for stage. The other two rooms down here were much larger for storing sets.

      Stepping into the empty hallway, I was hit with the hum of what was probably the boiler and whatever else this building needed to work. The fluorescents overhead were long, thin bulbs that stretched along the ceiling. Despite having no covers on the bulbs, the lights were not overly bright. In fact, they were sort of yellowish, which made the hallway appear slightly dirty. It made me uncomfortable, something I chastised myself for as my heels clipped over the floor. The sound seemed to echo and remind me I was down here alone.

      The door to the prop room was ahead, made of a gray metal material with a small square window in the center. The window was so high it was above my head, and I wondered why they even bothered to put one in at all.

      The basic round knob of the door was cold under my fingers and slightly rusty. Clearly, they’d ignored this part of the building when they renovated years ago.

      Creeeak. The door screamed on its hinges when I forced it wide, using all my muscle because the metal was heavy. Dragging it open enough to slip through, I kept my body in the doorway so it wouldn’t shut me in while I groped along the cement block wall for a light switch.

      After what felt like twelve years, I still didn’t find it, and I heaved an annoyed sigh. Using my back, I pushed the door wide so the sallow light from the hall could fill the room.

      “Figures,” I muttered when I saw a few bulbs hanging from the ceiling. “I can’t reach those.”

      But then I noticed the switch on the other side of the door. Shaking my head at my own stupidity, I gazed around for something to prop the door open—seriously, closing myself in here creeped me out—eyes landing on a cement block that looked the same as the ones that made up the walls.

      It took a few minutes to get the block wedged in the doorway while keeping it from closing, but when it was done, I stood back with a heave.

      Immediately, I flipped the switch, the lights flickering before turning on with a pop.

      Turning away from the door, I bumped into something wide, and a low scream ripped out of my throat. Body tightening, I spun, holding up my hands to defend myself.

      The mannequin, which stood on a rudimentary metal stand, rocked back and forth as if it were trying to decide if it would fall over. It was flesh-colored and didn’t have a head. Annoyed with my own jumpiness, I reached out, steadying the rocking thing before turning toward the rest of the room.

      It was basically a hoarder’s dream in here. I couldn’t take two steps without knocking into something or having something brush against my body.

      It was creepy and smelly, and the fact I was here to get a poison bottle only made it less desirable.

      On the far side of the room was a wall-to-wall bookshelf that held a lot of the small props. I went toward it, knowing what I wanted was probably there.

      My toe caught on something as I was scanning the shelves on my way over, and I pitched forward, falling onto my hands and knees.

      “Ow,” I muttered, pushing back into a sitting position to look down toward the sharp pain in my knee. Blood rushed to the surface of the fresh scrape, and I frowned at it.

      Beside me, there was a piece of wood just lying on the ground with a scrap of fabric caught around it. The wood was rough and likely the thing to break my skin, and as I stared at it, I noticed the nail sticking out of one side, making me grateful I hadn’t fallen on it.

      An echo of a laugh floated through the room.

      My head snapped up, and I gazed around.

      No one else was in here. I was alone.

      But it wasn’t you that laughed.

      All the hair on the back of my neck stood. It had been a faint sound. Maybe it was from upstairs. I couldn’t quite convince myself.

      Something about that laugh…

      Ignoring my bleeding knee, I stood, ready to bolt.

      The poison bottle!

      If I went upstairs without it, I’d have to listen to the director complain. I turned back to the shelves, my eyes thankfully landing on a small vial-looking bottle that said poison across the front.

      Grateful, I snatched it up, ignoring the things that fell over in my haste.

      Slam!

      The loud sound was so intense that the hanging lightbulbs overhead swayed from the force. I spun, my hair swinging out and around behind me.

      A moment of panic stuttered my heart when I saw the heavy metal door shut. I went over to it, wondering how in the world it pushed the cement block out of the way.

      Only, the cement block wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      Pushing at my bangs, I frowned, sweeping the floor again. “But where is it?” I wondered.

      The way the door was positioned, if the weight of it moved the block, it would do so in here, not on the other side of the door.

      The brush of something entirely uncomfortable tapped its bony finger at the base of my spine. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      The sensation was so real I squealed, spinning to look behind me. Of course, no one was there.

      Another eerie laugh floated somewhere overhead.

      Chills raced across my skin, and all the warmth drained out of my body. While I rubbed my arm, my heels echoed as I took a step into the room.

      “Hello?”

      Muah-ha-ha-ha-ha.

      I swallowed thickly, dully wondering if I was hearing things. That sound was so familiar. It wasn’t so much a robust belly laugh but a soft chuckle of someone amused or eerily satisfied.

      A whisper of sound that carried in the wind despite the stillness in the air that wormed into my ear canal and bounced around until it slowly drove me mad with fear.

      The distinctive sound of rope rubbing against a surface made me whimper and my head shoot up at the same time. There in the back of the room, toward the corner where the shadows lay, something hung from the ceiling.

      Heart thudding, fingers shaking, I grabbed the nearest mannequin I could find. It was a naked woman made from shiny plastic that felt sticky beneath my clammy hands. Grasping the waist, I leaned around, using the dummy as a shield.

      The scream ripped out of me so fast that it made my entire body jolt. I shoved the dummy away, and it hit another, causing several to crash like a row of dominoes. I skittered backward, barely staying upright on my heels, and stumbled, eyes wide as I stared.

      There was a mannequin in here that was not naked.

      It was dressed in the white gown designed specifically for Juliet—for me—to wear the night she met Romeo at the ball.

      The gown dressed the form perfectly as if the mannequin had my perfect measurements. Even the wings were added, great white feathered extensions that seemed to grow right out of the back of the gown.

      The wings weren’t its only accessory tonight.

      Despite not having a head, this mannequin had the form of a neck, and around it was a noose, the rope hanging from the ceiling… the entire mannequin swaying.

      Bare feet. Pink toes. Death.

      I screamed. I screamed so loud the sound reverberated around the room and hurt my own ears. Tearing through the distance, I bounced into the door, hand closing around the rusty handle to turn and yank.

      The door didn’t budge.

      Whimpering, I tugged it again.

      Still nothing.

      I threw my entire body against it, making my bones vibrate under the force with which I hit. The metal shuddered, and then I threw all my weight back and practically hung off the handle as I pulled.

      It would not open.

      I was trapped.

      Screaming, I looked over my shoulder at the angel hanging from the ceiling. At the noose wrapped tight around its neck.

      “Help!” I started to scream. My bones vibrated again as I slapped and beat on the door. The heavy thumps my fist and palms made as I assaulted it surely echoed in the hall.

      “Help me! I’m trapped. Helllp!”

      Despite the sheer volume in which I roared, the near-silent, ghostly laughter was louder. My lips slammed shut, teeth chattering so hard my jaw ached.

      The second the sound cut off, I started screaming and beating anew, tears streaking my face and dripping off my chin. The stitches in my arm groaned and tugged as I used both arms to beat the door.

      And then the lights went out.

      They popped like a gunshot, and I dropped to my knees, covering my head with my arms. After everything went silent, I peeled my arms back, blinking against the inky blackness that shrouded the room.

      It was the opaque kind of dark, the dirty yellow light from the hall not even making a dent in the thick shadows.

      The sound of the rope scraping over something made me press my hand against my mouth to keep from crying.

      More faint noises disturbed the already terrifying moment, and I had a moment of pure clarity and thought, Fuck this.

      Surging back to my feet, I tried the door again, pounding and screaming for help and even jumping up to try and beat on that stupid window.

      My throat felt raw and my hands stung, but I continued to—

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Every scream dissolved into a single low whimper, and my body sagged face first into the door.

      This was not the same cold, bony tap, tap, tap from before. This felt different. This felt real. I didn’t need to turn to know he stood behind me. His mouth-breathing announced his presence just fine.

      Despite the paralyzing fear freezing me, my foot began to nervously bounce over the floor. “Who are you?” I whispered, cheek pressed against the metal.

      His breathing stalled. I felt him reach for me…

      Creeeak! The door pulled open, the dirty yellow light feeling like the warmest, most welcoming brightness I’d ever known.

      I fell out, my body sliding right off the door, slapping into the floor as I started to scream again.

      Blindly, I reached out for help, and my hand closed over a boot. Startled, I looked up, then started screaming again, releasing the shoe and skittering back onto my butt.

      “Ms. Juliet?” the familiar voice called.

      I glanced up through tear-soaked, fear-dizzy eyes. “Mr. Grant?”

      “I heard you screaming.”

      My arm flung out, the shaking appendage pointing into the black room. “There’s someone in there!”

      “What?”

      “Someone attacked me!” I screamed.

      “Get help,” Mr. Grant called down the hall, then started toward the prop room.

      I grabbed his ankle, making him stop. “Don’t go in there.”

      “You want me to stay with you?”

      I nodded, letting go of his ankle to wrap my arms around my knees.

      “Well, I guess I could do that till more people come down.”

      His feet shuffled on the floor as he moved as though he didn’t know what to do. My teeth started chattering again. It was so cold down here. So cold.

      “Something really scared you good,” he said, squatting in front of me. He reached out, and I recoiled, but he reached out again.

      A door burst open somewhere down the hall.

      “Madison,” Jamie bellowed, his voice so thunderous I nearly sagged in relief.

      Mr. Grant was grabbed from behind and hastily tossed aside, and then Jamie’s familiar presence was there.

      I started crying again, the relief of knowing he was there so great I couldn’t hold in the sobs. I was in his arms instantly, cradled into his chest and burying my face into his neck and the fabric of his hoodie.

      “You hurt?” His voice was clipped.

      “No.”

      He gathered me closer, holding me tighter.

      “Ms. Juliet—”

      Jamie growled. Literally growled. “You come over here, and I will put you down.”

      I shuddered against him, and he swore. “I’m sorry sweetheart. I won’t hurt anyone.”

      “There’s someone in there,” I told him, pointing to the dark room. “It’s him.”

      “Madison?” Foster’s voice filled the hallway along with several others.

      “What is going on here?” Director Fields intoned. “Madison? What in the world happened?”

      “Go check that room,” Jamie ordered.

      I didn’t bother to look up at the scuffling of feet, but seconds later, the light made that horrible popping sound, and I winced.

      “I got you, sweetheart. No one’s gonna hurt you now.”

      Seconds later, Foster called, “There’s nothing here.”

      The force of my shock brought me out of Jamie’s neck to yell, “Yes. There is!”

      Foster appeared, a frown marring his features and concern deep in his eyes. He glanced at Jamie briefly, then back to me. “I checked. There’s no one.”

      Director Fields stepped out. “He’s right. There’s nothing.”

      “That’s a lie,” I cried, clutching the back of Jamie’s neck. “Someone trapped me in there. They hung my dress from the ceiling with a noose.” I shuddered.

      Jamie’s chest rumbled. “What?”

      “I swear it.”

      “I believe you,” he said, going toward the room. “I need to look, baby.”

      I nodded. He started to put me down.

      “No!”

      “You want to go in there?”

      “As long as you’re there.”

      He groaned lightly, then glanced over his shoulder. “Watch this door.”

      “Sure,” Foster said.

      Jamie went into the room. I felt him searching, moving around to look at every corner.

      “Is it there?” I whispered against his throat.

      “Not anymore.”

      I pulled my head up, blinking at the light as my eyes went right to the place the mannequin had been.

      “There!” I demanded. “Look!”

      People crowded in the door at my insistence. There in the ceiling was a large grate. And it was hanging open.

      “That’s right above where I saw it.” I turned back to Jamie. “The lights went out. He dropped down in here. He tapped me on the shoulder.”

      “I leave you alone for ten fucking minutes,” he swore, blue eyes turning to ice as he gently pushed my face against his shoulder.

      Over my head, his voice was cold. “Call the cops.”

      “What?” Director Fields said, voice rising an octave. “But there’s nothing there.”

      “She was screaming her head off. Heard her all way at the top of the stairs,” Mr. Grant said.

      “She was trapped inside?”

      I glanced up in time to see Mr. Grant nod. “The block she had there must have slid out, and the door slammed, locking behind her.”

      I sucked in a breath, searching for Jamie’s eyes. He gave them instantly, anchoring me into him. “I used a cement block. It should have been on the inside if it slipped, not the outside.”

      “I believe you.”

      “You do?”

      His voice was soft and tender just like the eyes that embraced me. “One million percent.”

      “Did you see anyone run out when you opened the door?” the director pressed.

      “Can’t say that I did.”

      Director Fields nodded. “Then obviously she was just imagining things. The door slammed, and she got scared. Theater majors, we have a large imagination.”

      “I was not imagining this,” I snapped.

      “I don’t know what your deal is right now,” Jamie said, taking a step toward the director, “but you better yank that head out of your ass before I permanently lodge it up in there. Then the only thing you gonna be seeing in the future is the inside of your asshole.”

      He did not just say that. “Jamie!”

      He ignored me. “I’m real sick of you treating Madison like some disposable actress, and it ends right here. If it doesn’t, I’m coming for your job.”

      Silence draped over the entire basement, shock beating back every sound.

      After a few deafening beats of nothing, Jamie looked at Foster. “Call the cops.”

      Foster pulled out his cell and dialed.
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      Jamie

      

      Sometimes a man has to threaten another man’s asshole.

      Grotesque? Ask me if I care.

      Spoiler alert: I sure fucking don’t.

      This entire campus was going to be put on alert. Madison was off-limits.

      Archaic? Overhanded? Bossy as hell?

      Ask me if I care.

      Spoiler alert: I sure fucking don’t.

      Far as I was concerned, I was a saint. Both that janitor and the director deserved my fist in their faces, but I used my words instead.

      Mads didn’t like violence, so this was my compromise.

      After Foster made the call, I bypassed the elevator and carried her up the stairs. Watch me not get trapped in that box with her.

      I might have used my words before, but I was teetering on the edge bro.

      The only thing keeping me from raging out was the trembling woman in my arms and the fact they’d slapped a band-aid on her scraped-up knee as if they knew seeing her bleed would be what pushed me over. Gone was the rational thought of not having my eyes on her. Hell, I wanted my hands on her now too. I wanted in her.

      Thankfully, her talk with the detectives this time was brief because what had happened didn’t take long. I was sure Detective Paul saw the simmering rage I kept a lid on, and when his bros asked her to repeat her statement, he told them she didn’t need to.

      There was some rumbling going around that Mads made up what she saw. Or that she was cracking under the pressure of the upcoming opening night. For real, though, I wanted to laugh in their faces. Opening night was nothing compared to the shit this woman had faced throughout her life and beat back.

      “Little fighter,” I murmured, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      Making a small sound, she looked up from my shoulder and smiled. I kissed that smile because it was a fucking miracle it was on her lips. An apology was on the tip of my tongue to tell her how sorry I was that I wasn’t there.

      And I was sorry. But this wasn’t about me or my regret.

      “You doing okay?” I whispered. “What can I do?”

      Her cheek rubbed against my shoulder, and she pressed a kiss against the side of my neck. “You being here is enough.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. It wasn’t, but I wouldn’t contradict her comfort. Reaching up, I tugged the hood of my ivy-green hoodie around her neck a little more, worried she was still cold. Her fingers were curled into the hem, nowhere in sight, and the rest of the fabric swallowed up most of her form.

      Movement at my shoulder had me stiffening, whipping my head around. Wes gave me a silent what-up gesture with his chin and then held out a paper cup with a lid in front of Madison.

      The second she saw it, she whispered, “Wes,” and then looked up and smiled.

      “What kind of emergency would it be if I didn’t show up with caramel lattes?” he told her.

      Her hands appeared from the sleeves of my shirt to wrap around the offered coffee and pull it in to her lips. After a sip, she sighed. “How’d you know?”

      “Jamie texted us,” Ryan said, appearing with camera girl. She was holding a latte too.

      The fact these women thought caramel lattes were some sort of tradition for trauma made me want to both laugh and curse.

      “I should have stayed,” Max deadpanned, appearing from behind everyone.

      “This isn’t your fault, Max,” Mads said confidently. Then she looked at me. “Or yours.”

      How’d she know?

      I didn’t even say it out loud, and she leaned in to kiss my chin, then whisper, “Your eyes have a language all their own, J.”

      My fingers spasmed where they held her. I didn’t know what to do with all this… emotion. It was like having a category-five beneath my skin, ripping and twisting, blowing everything around in chaos. But instead of spinning away, I was anchored at her side.

      “What happened?” camera girl asked, sliding into a seat in the row in front of us and turning so she was facing us. How she fit herself in the seat like that, I have no clue, but she even had room to hold her coffee.

      “You better not fall,” I told her gruffly.

      Ryan stepped up behind her, using his body as a blockade in case she tipped over backward.

      Detective Paul moved up the aisle toward us, making Madison shift her attention from Rory to him.

      “Well? Did you find anything?”

      The underlying apprehension in her tone that they would find no proof of what she said made me mad all over again. She shouldn’t have to worry about people believing her or calling her crazy.

      Angry, my stare flashed to Ryan, and his lips thinned. I knew he was thinking about everything he went through with camera girl.

      “There were rope fibers and white feathers in the ducts just above the grate in the prop room.” The detective confirmed instantly.

      Madison gasped, straightening. “See! I told you! The feathers were from the dress, and the rope was from…” Her voice faltered.

      “You don’t need to say it,” I told her quietly.

      “Unfortunately, that’s all the evidence we could find. You said you didn’t get a look at the person who tapped you on the shoulder?”

      “It was too dark,” Madison said, forlorn.

      The detective nodded.

      He opened his mouth, but I held up my hand. “Save it. We know.”

      He made a sour face.

      I didn’t need to hear about how we should be careful and call if we remembered anything or if new shit happened. Same song, different day.

      Madison’s body suddenly went rigid, and she rotated a little toward Rory. Speaking quietly, she said, “He laughed.”

      Camera girl sucked in a breath, and all the color drained from her face.

      “Like an echo rattling in the air, satisfied and amused.” Mads’s voice was hollow, almost as though she were lost in that dark room, and it sent a whisper of a chill up my neck.

      One of Rory’s hands flung out, reaching behind her and clutching for something… someone. Ryan caught her hand, and it disappeared in his. Lowering behind her, his other arm slipped around her waist so she could lean into his chest.

      Turning his face, Ryan looked at Detective Paul. “You need to check if Jonas Hughes is still locked up.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You think this was Hughes?”

      “He laughed that night too,” Madison said. “The night Rory and I…”

      Over their heads, Ryan and I locked gazes. A simmering promise sparked between us.

      “I am well aware of the history with former swimmer Jonas Hughes. I checked on him right after we met the first time.”

      He meant after Mads’s roommate was murdered in her bed.

      Guess he’d finally learning some tact.

      “And?” Ryan pressed.

      “He’s still under lock and key. He’s been a model inmate and going to therapy.”

      “He could be fooling everyone. He’s good at that,” Rory echoed. A muscle in Ryan’s jaw ticked.

      “It’s not him.” Detective Paul was sure. “But I will check on him again when I get back to the station.”

      “Does he still say he isn’t the one who attacked us before?” Madison asked, voice unsure.

      “He still maintains that was not him.”

      Rory and Madison looked at each other, fear crackling around them.

      “What if he wasn’t lying?” Madison whispered.

      I stood from the seat, bringing her with me. I couldn’t sit anymore. I couldn’t sit here and listen to this.

      Ryan made a rude sound. “Then it’d be the first time he ever told the truth.”

      Wes grunted in agreement.

      “Can we go?” I asked. I had swum twice today and spent an hour in the gym, and I was still restless. Still struggling with keeping my anger contained. I didn’t like it. Wasn’t used to it. I needed to move around.

      Detective Paul nodded, and I turned my attention back to Mads. “Ready?”

      “I need my bag. It’s up on stage.”

      “I’ll get it,” Wes offered, already jogging forward.

      “Drink some more of that, baby,” I said, gesturing to the coffee, remembering the way her teeth chattered when I’d first picked her up. I blew out a slow breath, trying to think of something else.

      “Miss Hartley,” Detective Paul said, turning back to us as if he recalled something else.

      “Yes?” she replied.

      “How many people know about… ah, you’re…” He glanced at Ryan, Rory, and Max.

      “They all know who my parents are,” she said quietly.

      The detective nodded once. “How many other people on campus know?”

      “Just the dean,” she replied instantly. “And Wes,” she said as he walked over carrying her bag. “And I just told my friends a few days ago.”

      “So up until your roommate’s death, only the dean knew about your connection to Charlotte Vaughn?”

      “Yes.”

      “Isn’t it public record, though?” I asked.

      “If you know what you’re looking for, then yes.”

      Know what that meant? We were back to where we started: Nowhereville.

      I gestured to Wes for the bag, and once it was in my hand, I adjusted Mads in my arms. “We’re out. I’ll see you guys at practice in the morning. Camera girl,” I called, and her orange head lifted. “Come here.”

      She glanced at Ryan, and he stepped back so she had room to move over to where we were.

      When she was close, I leaned over and kissed her temple. “Sorry I was mean to ya.”

      She laughed lightly. “There’s nothing mean about you, Jamie.”

      “We good, bro?”

      She nodded.

      “Bye,” I called out, turning my back on all of them and carrying Mads out into the expansive, lit-up foyer that led to the parking lot.

      I was almost at the glass doors when she patted my chest. “Jamie?”

      “What, baby?”

      “Put me down.”

      “No.”

      “Jamie Michael Owens, I said put me down.”

      Grumbling a bit below my breath, I stopped and put her on her feet. Wrapping my hand around hers, I started forward again, but her feet planted into the floor.

      “Mads,” I warned.

      “Come here,” she summoned, tugging my hand, her eyes beguiling me.

      I followed behind her away from the glass doors to a dark wood door that she pushed open and tugged me through.

      “Shut the door,” she said, pulling her cell out of the hoodie and engaging the flashlight.

      “Maddie…” I began, and she sighed a little, reaching behind me to push the door closed. Darkness pressed in around us, and I glanced at the long racks lining the empty rectangular room.

      “Is this a coat closet?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      Concern pushed out everything, and I took a step toward her, curling a hand around her hip. “What’s wrong? Are you scared? We don’t have to hide, Mads. I swear no one is gonna get through me.”

      She rotated, pulling me along with her as her back came up against the wall. Grasping the hand I still had on her hip, she dragged it down, pushing it up beneath her skirt.

      The breath expelled from my lungs.

      “Touch me, Jamie.”

      The sudden roaring of blood in my veins made it hard to hear. “What?”

      “You’re practically vibrating, J. Touch me.”

      My hand automatically cupped the area between her legs, the softness of her panties warm from her body. Her fingertips rubbed lightly over the back of my hand, encouraging me.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, I angled so my body was slightly away. “I’m fine, baby. It’s just been a rough night. I finally convinced myself to back off a little, and then this shit happens. How am I supposed to back off now, Mads?” I made a helpless sound. “How?”

      Her fingers rubbed over the back of my hand, which was still cupping her crotch.

      “I swear to God I’m not trying to control you, but the thought of anything happening while I’m not around literally scares the shit out of me. I—”

      “J.”

      I looked up. Even in the very dim light, I saw the desire dripping from her eyes.

      “I want you right now.”

      “Let me calm down first—”

      Her phone made a soft thump on the carpet, and then both her hands grabbed my face. “I will calm you down.”

      The temptation to rip aside her panties and take her right then and there was unparalleled to anything else. The hurricane inside me continued to surge, and I knew without a doubt she could absolutely calm it.

      Still, I hesitated. I was afraid I’d hurt her. Afraid I’d get carried away and be too rough.

      Pulling back from my face, her hand came back to where my fingers twitched against her crotch. Slipping under them, she yanked the fabric of her panties aside and locked her eyes on mine. “Touch me.”

      With a groan, I moved, dipping my fingers into her core, jolting in surprise when they met wetness. “You’re fucking dripping.” I groaned.

      “I need you just as bad as you need me right now, Jamie. Please.”

      In one swift movement, I pulled my pants and boxers down around my knees and then lifted her, pinning her against the wall. Nearby, a few empty hangers rattled, but neither of us paid attention.

      My dick was hot, all the blood literally draining from my head and making it throb. Her legs wrapped around my waist, locking at the ankles behind my back. Reaching between us, I ripped the panties aside and shoved deep.

      Both of us groaned on contact. My hand slapped against the wall just beside her head as I held back a guttural sound of relief. She was warm and tight, her walls clenching around me in all the perfect places, making me near blind with desperation.

      “God, I fucking want you,” I moaned. “Hold on tight, baby girl.”

      It was the last warning she was going to get as I pulled out and drove back in, her entire body sliding up the wall with the powerful thrust. I set a pace that might have impressed even me, but I was too far gone to even care. All I could do was pound into her body, bones melting at the way her inner walls squeezed with every thrust.

      Both hands smacked against the wall, and I kept her in place with my body, plunging into her over and over. The fabric of her skirt rubbed against my exposed skin, my T-shirt catching between us. Her panties were drenched and kept trying to slide back over, but the rigid length of my dick left them no room.

      Her little mewls of satisfaction only spurred me on, and the bite of her fingernails through my T-shirt made me growl.

      All those intense emotions—the fear, regret, and anger—all of it seemed to swell into my cock, and she cradled it all, milking the worst of it right out.

      “Mine,” I growled, diving into her neck to smack open-mouthed, wet kisses across her skin.

      Her arms wound around me, and I let go of the wall to clutch her hips and push up into her again.

      Her body bowed into mine, and I felt her splinter, a low moan vibrating her throat as her teeth sank into my shoulder. I held myself deep, rocking my hips to rub into that spot one last time before spilling over into her body with a throaty groan. The orgasm was so potent my knees slightly buckled, and I had to lock them up to keep us upright as more jolts of pleasure shocked my system.

      When it finally let go just a little, I thrust into her again, feeling my dick jerk one last time, and I purred when her body spasmed like it was drinking up everything I gave it.

      Utterly spent, I dropped onto my ass, holding her tight so my dick stayed buried inside her. Her legs remained locked behind my back, and she bowed over, curling into my chest with a heavy sigh.

      Wrapping both arms around her, I hunched in, resting my chin on her shoulder and squeezing her as tight as I dared.

      “Was I too rough?” I asked when I could finally speak.

      “No, baby. It was perfect.”

      I chuckled. “Baby?”

      “Mm?”

      “I really fucking needed that.”

      Her giggle made my stomach flip. “I know.”

      Without pulling away, I turned my cheek toward her. “You saying I’m grumpy?”

      “You told my director you were going to make him stare at his asshole.”

      “He disrespects you again, and I will,” I said darkly, but it was without the seething rage I’d known before.

      Damn, it was good to be back.

      Finally willing, I cradled her head in my palm and pulled back so I could look into her eyes. They were like beautiful beacons in the dark. “You’re the most important thing to me,” I whispered, stare bouncing between her eyes.

      “Me too.”

      I kissed her soft and slow, the sound of our tongues and mouths moving together filling the closet. My low laugh became a shared breath between us.

      I felt her nose wrinkle. “Why are you laughing?”

      “Because we just had sex in a coat closet.”

      Her laughter joined mine.

      Pecking a kiss on her nose, I asked, “You ready to head home now?”

      After straightening our clothes and tucking her phone away, I opened the door, peering out to make sure no one was out there. “All clear,” I said, slipping out.

      A few steps toward the door, I dropped in front of her, offering my back. She leaped on without hesitation, and I hooked my hands behind her knees.

      We only made it a few more steps when she suddenly exclaimed, “I remember.”
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      Madison

      

      “I can’t believe I forgot,” I said mostly to myself. Then to Jamie, I asked, “Do you think the police are still here?”

      When he glanced over his shoulder at me, I was momentarily distracted by his sharp jawline and the way his backward hat seemed to enhance his features.

      He is so handsome.

      “What’s this about?” he asked, side-eyeing me.

      I patted his shoulder.

      He made a sound of denial. “You’re staying there. I like you where you are.”

      Letting my chin fall to his shoulder, I asked, “Yeah?”

      “Mm.” He agreed. “Now tell me what you’re back there gasping about.”

      “I remembered that I forgot.”

      Jamie sighed. “Look, baby, I know you’re a theater major, but we’ve had enough drama tonight.”

      “Detective Paul asked me about anyone else who knew about my mom,” I explained. “I told him no one but the dean, but that was a lie.”

      “It’s not a lie if you forgot.” He reminded me.

      Laying my cheek against his back, I smiled. He would defend me even against me.

      “Mel knows,” I said, thinking back to that fitting day at the costume department.

      “Who the hell is Mel?”

      “Melanie Clair, the head of the costume design department. She used to work in Hollywood and on Broadway, but she works here now.”

      Jamie made a sound. “Why would she leave Hollywood for Westbrook?”

      “She said she wanted to help the next generation of designers.”

      “People don’t give up fame and fortune to help others.”

      “Jamie, that’s a horribly cynical thing to say.”

      “You can’t disagree with me, though.”

      I hugged him from behind, tightening my legs around him. He was right. I couldn’t, and it made me want comfort. People made me tired.

      “All right now,” he said gently in the tender tone he only ever used with me. “Come around here,” he said, reaching to pull me around his body so I was wrapped around his front instead.

      “Don’t your arms get tired?” I wondered. He’d been carrying me around for over an hour.

      “I’m never tired of you.”

      Lifting, I puckered my lips.

      Laughing, he gave me a brief kiss. “So how’s this shady woman know about your mom?” he said the second he lifted his head.

      I cuddled against him, not bothering to lift my head as we spoke. The comfort I found in him really was second to nothing.

      “She’s not shady. She’s very well-respected,” I told him. “I don’t know. When I was there for a fitting last time—” I blinked, and realization dawned. “It was the fitting for the angel dress. The one I saw in the prop room tonight.”

      Her brows rose, nearly going beneath his white hat. “See? Shady AF.”

      “When I was leaving, she said, ‘I knew your mother.’ I was so shocked I didn’t know what to say.”

      Jamie made a noise, letting me know he was listening.

      “She also said I look just like her.” My cheek hit Jamie’s shoulder again, and my fingers sought the hair at the base of his neck. Without a word, he pulled the hat away so they could dive into the messy strands.

      “I’m glad you didn’t cut it,” I whispered.

      “What else about your mom?” he murmured, rubbing a hand up my back.

      “Our mannerisms, our expressions. She said even our measurements were the same. I wanted to ask about her, but I was too afraid she was lying. Or that she wanted something from me. So I left, and I haven’t gone back.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sure that was pretty surprising.”

      I hummed in agreement, still playing with his hair. “I can’t believe I forgot and didn’t tell Detective Paul.”

      “You had other things on your mind.”

      “But this is important.”

      “We’ll call him in the morning. You can tell him then.”

      “I should have questioned her.” I regretted it so much in that moment. I should have pushed aside my fear and distrust and demanded answers.

      “Probably better you didn’t. You shouldn’t be confronting people when you’re alone.”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t bother telling him I was perfectly capable. He knew. But he was also in protective overdrive. I thought I would hate it… but with Jamie, I found it comforting.

      “Maybe she’s still in her office,” I said hopefully, looking up into his eyes.

      His lips flattened. “No.”

      “The costume department is in this building.” I went on. “I know it’s after hours, but with the play opening so soon, maybe they’re all working late. I could ask her.”

      “Mads—”

      “Please, Jamie. We can go together. I won’t be able to sleep if I don’t at least try.”

      “Which way?” he asked, resigned.

      I kissed his cheek, and a ghost of a smile floated over his face. This time, he did put me down, and after he tugged the hat back on his head, I pushed my hand into his. “This way.”

      The building was quiet, a lot of the rooms dark for the night. We didn’t see anyone on the way to the costume department, and even knowing it was after hours, I was still surprised. Maybe the police showing up earlier had scattered all the people who might have stayed late.

      Guess I couldn’t blame them for leaving. I wanted to leave too.

      But I wanted answers more.

      Mel’s office was dark, the door to the large space closed. The moment I saw it appeared empty, I let out a disappointed whimper.

      “We’ll come back tomorrow,” Jamie promised.

      “Wait,” I said, tugging him back around after he turned to go. Releasing his hand, I grabbed the handle of the door and turned. It opened. “It’s not locked,” I whispered excitedly.

      “Well, what’s anyone want to steal a bunch of dresses for?” he mused.

      “Let’s go inside.”

      The humor dropped off his face. “What for?”

      “See if we can find any clues. Maybe the person who took the angel dress left something behind.”

      “You want to break in this woman’s office and nose around?” he surmised.

      “It’s not breaking in if the door is unlocked.”

      He pursed his lips. “Let’s do this.”

      Stomach bouncing with excitement, I started to head inside. Jamie caught me around the waist, lifting me off my feet and putting me behind him. “Woman, don’t ever go into a dark room before me.”

      The sudden urge to hug him was so strong I actually swayed on my feet. But I held back. If I started rewarding him for his bossy behavior, he’d get a big head.

      He went first, holding his arm out behind him as though he could shield me and keep me back all at once. I wanted to laugh and ask him what he expected to be in here, but then I remembered the last time I was in a dark room and held my tongue.

      After a few minutes, he dropped his hand. “No one’s in here.”

      “Obviously,” I said, moving around him to turn on a lamp on the desk at the side of the room.

      “A light, Mads, really?”

      “I don’t want to be in the dark.”

      His eyes went soft, and he hooked a hand around the back of my head, dropping a kiss on the top. “All right, sweetheart, leave it on.”

      “There’s no one here to see anyway,” I muttered. “Come on. Let’s look around.”

      I moved off to weave between all the mannequins in the middle of the room, heading toward the back.

      “What’s with all the headless dummies?” he muttered.

      Laughing beneath my breath, I pointed to one with a head but no face.

      “No head or no face, which is worse?”

      “The no face. Definitely.” He concurred, turning to glance over the two large sewing tables, then wandering over to gaze at a giant pinboard hung on the wall. As far as I could tell, it was filled with measurements, design sketches, and notes.

      There was a small rolling cart with about five drawers nearby, and I went through each drawer, frustrated to find it was only filled with supplies.

      “Ugh,” I spat, annoyed. “Did you find anything?”

      “Not yet,” he said.

      “Check the desk,” I told him, something familiar catching my eye.

      I spun, breath catching as I saw Juliet’s white angel gown near the corner of the room. It was still on the same headless form as it had been in the prop room, though the rope around its neck was gone.

      “My dress,” I said, walking cautiously over to it, my stomach cramping uncomfortably. It was a shame because it really was a beautiful dress, but it would forever be stained for me now, and I wondered how I was going to wear it onstage without having a panic attack.

      Reaching the gown, I stared at it for long moments as if I were waiting for it to tell me its secrets. I fingered the dramatic wings. The feathers were soft and had a hint of sparkle.

      As I touched them, one came off in my hand, and I stared at the snowy white feather as it lay against my palm. “Jamie,” I called. “I found the dress. They brought it back here.”

      He didn’t answer. The absence of his voice was like a dagger in my lung. All the air wheezed right out, and my chest seemed to deflate. The feather blew out of my palm when I spun, heart pounding.

      “Jamie?”

      I nearly collapsed in relief when I saw him standing near the desk, his broad back to me.

      He glanced over his shoulder, his face shrouded in shadows because the light was so dim. “Come look at this.”

      I moved quickly to his side, my shoulder brushing his arm as I looked down at what he held. It was a photograph.

      “That’s my mom,” I whispered, pointing to the woman who captured my attention immediately. She had long blond hair, wide eyes, and she was smiling for the camera.

      “You have her smile,” Jamie said softly, and my heart pricked with sadness. “Is that you?” he asked, pointing to the little girl she was holding.

      I nodded. “I couldn’t have been more than two.”

      “Cute even then,” Jamie said.

      I pointed to another woman in the photo. “That’s Mel,” I said, recognizing the costume designer easily. She looked pretty much the same, just older now. “I guess she really did know my mom,” I mused, eyes wandering back to my mother once again.

      “What about that kid?” Jamie asked, pointing.

      “Oh,” I murmured, leaning closer. “I didn’t even see him at first,” I said of the boy who was hiding behind Mel’s long skirt. The only thing visible was his face as he peeked out around her.

      “She have a kid?” Jamie asked.

      “I have no idea.” Taking the photo, I flipped it over, seeing the cursive handwriting sprawled on the back. There was a date—proving that I was definitely not older than two—and then all of our names, which I read out loud. “Charlotte, Madison, Mel, and…” I gasped. Lifting my eyes to Jamie, I said, “Foster.”

      “Foster, as in lame-o Romeo Foster?” Jamie questioned, turning the photo over to stare back at the small boy.

      It was impossible to tell if there was a resemblance. There was hardly any of the boy visible. And he was young like me.

      “Is Foster the designer’s son?” Jamie asked.

      “I-I don’t know. I haven’t heard anyone mention it, and Foster never has.”

      Jamie slipped the photo into his pocket.

      “What are you doing?” I worried.

      “C’mon, let’s go. We’ll give this to the cops in the morning. They can check it out.”

      The heavy slam of a door made me jerk.

      Jamie reacted instantly, whirling and pushing me behind him. “Who’s there?” he demanded.

      Foster strolled across the room, stepping into the light cast by the small lamp. “It’s about time you figured it out.”

      “Foster,” I whispered. “What are you doing here? Figured what out?”

      “Do you know how utterly exhausting it’s been all this time, taunting you? Waiting for you to look long enough at me to get a clue?”

      Jamie started forward.

      Foster yanked a knife out from behind his back, the silver blade glinting in the light. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

      Shock rendered me incapacitated as I stared at the knife, and memories from the night of Elena’s murder assaulted me.

      “Oh my God,” I intoned. “It was you.” My eyes latched back on the blade as I remembered the sound it made when it was yanked out of Elena’s chest. “Is that—is that the knife you used to kill her?”

      “Tell me. Does your arm ache when you look at this?”

      Yes. Yes, actually, it does.

      Jamie rumbled like a storm about to strike. “All this was you?”

      Foster laughed. It was the same laugh from before, a sound that chilled me to the bone.

      Holding his arm out as more defense, Jamie spoke to me even though his eyes stayed on Foster. “C’mon, baby, we’re leaving.”

      Foster laughed again.

      My knees started to shake. My head was dizzy from all the thoughts and questions assaulting me.

      “I think this says otherwise.” Foster waved the blade.

      Jamie made an aggressive sound and then lunged. I screamed. The sounds of flesh meeting flesh made me gag, and the ring of the knife clattering onto the floor forced my head up.

      Jamie stood over Foster’s body, which was sprawled on the floor, blood splattering his face and dripping from his nose. As he spoke, he kicked the knife across the room. “If you think I’m gonna let one knife keep me from taking my girl and leaving, you’re even stupider than I thought.”

      “Jamie?”

      He made a soft sound. “It’s okay, baby. I’m sorry I hit him, but I had to do it.” He held out his hand, and I surrendered mine. “Come on.”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes off Foster, and the blood staining his skin made me want to scream.

      Crack! The sound was followed immediately by the feel of Jamie’s hand slipping from mine. The floor shuddered when he dropped to his knees.

      “Jamie!” My voice was shrill as I stared at his dull eyes and blood dripping from his head to run over his face.

      “Run.” He gasped, struggling to stand back up. “Run!”

      A wooden dowel came down again, smacking against his skull.

      “Nooo!” I screeched as he dropped onto the floor like dead weight.

      The white hat I’d so lovingly admired before flipped off his head and was now spattered with blood.

      “I’ve got to do everything myself,” a new voice intoned, jerking my head up.

      Melanie Clair stood there in another of her satiny dress numbers with a matching head scarf adorned with a broach. Instead of purple this time, it was bright pink.

      In her hand was the wooden dowel she’d hit Jamie with.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I screamed, heart beating faster than I was sure was safe. Stealing another glance at Jamie, whose head was still bleeding and lashes were fanned against cheeks that seemed too white, something snapped inside me.

      Gone was the fear I’d lived with all my life.

      Now I was just pissed.

      Letting out a cry, I launched myself at the woman, ready to attack. She swung the dowel like a bat, knocking me aside as though it took no effort at all.

      My body slapped onto the cold floor, head slamming into the tile.

      I groaned, rolling to the side, the entire room tilting on its axis. My eyes searched for Jamie, and the second I saw him, my vision dimmed.

      I stretched my arm out, trying to reach for him.

      But I never made it, and that horrible, horrible laughter seemed to escort me into blackness.
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      Jamie

      

      Consciousness came back the same way it had left: slowly and then all at once.

      Smacking my hands against the cold floor, I shoved up, groaning under the sharp pain attempting to split my skull in two. Reaching up, I dabbed at my temple, feeling the warm slick of blood smear my fingers.

      “Madison!” I roared, not even sure what was going on but only caring about her.

      Lurching to my feet, I swayed but forced my legs to remain steady as I looked at where Foster had gone down. I should have hit him more than once.

      He was gone. The entire room was empty and silent like a tomb. This motherfucker had the audacity to take her right from under my nose.

      Oh, bro, no.

      Another wave of dizziness overcame me, and I growled. “Fuck right off,” I told it, digging into my pants for my cell.

      I hit the number and started moving, the door slamming against the wall when I yanked it open, making everything around it shudder.

      “Where are you?” Ryan asked the second he picked up. “Why is your Jeep still at the theater building?”

      “We never left. Foster pulled a knife on us. The same one he used to kill Elena. Someone knocked me out. Madison’s gone. Get back here and bring the cops.”

      Ryan started to say something, and I growled. “Just find Madison!” I roared and then disconnected the call.

      A rivulet of blood caught on the end of my brow, and I swiped it away with the back of my hand.

      “Madison!” I bellowed, my booming voice echoing through the entire wing of the building.

      I couldn’t have been out that long, so she probably wasn’t far. And given this asshole’s flair for the dramatic, he probably wanted to drag out his torture. If I wasn’t so pissed off, I’d be thankful for his theatrical ways because it would buy me time. It also made it hella obvious where he was going.

      Ignoring the nausea roiling in my gut and the vomit sloshing up the back of my throat, I turned in the direction of the auditorium. If they had wanted to keep me down, they should have killed me. But I wasn’t dead.

      “Here I come, motherfuckers,” I intoned and started to run.
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      Madison

      

      “Jamie.” He was my first word, my first thought, my first everything the second awareness washed over me.

      I didn’t care about myself. I only cared about him.

      “Where’s Jamie?” I asked, voice raspy as though I’d been out for days.

      Oh my God, what if I’ve been out for days? What if Jamie is dead? What if—

      “He let me take you, yet he’s still the first thing out of your mouth?” Foster said, that creepy, creepy laugh following his taunt.

      I pushed up into a sitting position, falling back immediately, realizing my hands and feet were bound.

      With rope.

      My whole body fell to the side with the force of my heave. Puke burned the back of my throat as it splattered the floor, my ribs instantly screaming in pain.

      “Get this off me!” I screamed, not caring how bad it hurt to yell.

      “Ah, you don’t like our family tradition?”

      I fell still against the floor. Did he say our?

      “What did you say?” I rasped, then coughed as my throat tickled.

      The vomit to my right was making my nose burn, so I rolled from it and tried to scoot away.

      Foster appeared, grabbing a handful of hair at the back of my head and yanking my upper body off the ground. I kept my yelp contained as he dragged me over the floor and then up. His face contorted, and spittle gathered at the corners of his lips when he said, “Don’t I remind you of anyone, sister?”

      I gasped.

      Flashes of Bradly—my father’s face—flickered behind my eyes. Most of the images were of him angry and yelling. Of his flared nostrils, incensed eyes, and pinched features.

      I stared up at Foster, and tears rolled down my cheeks as his face converged with Bradly’s and the two faces somehow fused as one.

      “No,” I murmured, going limp in his hold, no longer trying to get off the floor, suddenly too shocked to try.

      He laughed and let me go, and I fell with a thump.

      “Frankly, I was a little offended you didn’t know me from the beginning. That you didn’t see our father in me. That you didn’t remember from all those years ago.”

      “So it was you in the photo,” I murmured.

      “Our first and only photo we would ever have,” he mused. “Of course, no one knew the bond we shared.”

      “Bradly is your father?” I asked, mind still trying to catch up.

      “Did you think you were the only one?” he yelled.

      I flinched back before forcing myself up into a sitting position. The rope around my wrists was a horrible texture, rough and prickly, and it rubbed my skin like it had rubbed the ceiling beams when my mother was hanging. Squeezing my eyes shut, I shuddered.

      “You think you are so special, don’t you? The only daughter of one of the most iconic and famous couples to this day. I swear your mother’s death made her even more famous, but that wasn’t enough for you, was it? Even at seven, you wanted more. So you spewed lies upon lies, and our father went from famous to infamous.”

      “I didn’t lie!” I yelled suddenly, my brain catching up and adrenaline surging through my limbs. I embraced it. I would need it. “He killed my mother! He was an abusive, awful man, and he killed her then strung up her body for me to find!”

      “Lies!” a woman shrieked, and I craned my head to see Mel sitting in the front row of the audience like she was there for a show.

      This was sick.

      Sick. Sick. Sick.

      “Where’s Jamie?” I yelled at her. “What did you do to him?”

      “Jamie, Jamie, Jamie!” Foster yelled. “Enough about that elitist bastard! If it weren’t for him, I’d have gotten our revenge much sooner.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s made it hard for me,” Foster said, striding across the stage as though he were giving the performance of his life. “I liked it better when you were isolated, mistrusting, and ripe for the plucking. I see now I waited too long to earn your trust. By the time I was ready to make my move, he was already around, already in my way.”

      I gagged, fear for what they’d done to him outweighing everything else. Even the knowledge that this… man was my half-brother. It could be a lie.

      “You should have grabbed her months ago,” Mel called the way men yell at the TV while watching sports.

      “I tried!” Foster declared, sweeping his arm out. “Remember that night? I’d planned on grabbing you then, making you pay. But that stupid redhead showed up. It made me so angry I tried to kill her too… but I guess you aren’t as weak as I anticipated because you hit me in the head and then tricked me.”

      Oh my God, it was him that night all those months ago. It wasn’t Jonas after all.

      He’d attacked Rory because of me. My best friend almost died because of me.

      Rage made it possible for me to stand even as I teetered on my bound feet.

      “That was you!”

      He laughed. “Jonas made a perfect fall guy.”

      I glanced at Mel, peering past the ring of stage lighting toward where she sat. “You slept with my father while he was with my mother.”

      “He was mine!” she shrieked, jumping up from her chair. “He was supposed to leave her and be with me. With us. I’m the mother of his son! Me! But then he met your mother, and he couldn’t see past her fame and beauty. She cast a spell on him, and no matter how many times he swore it was over, he always went back to her.”

      “Or maybe he just liked keeping you on the side.” I sneered. How dare she imply my mother was the other woman? She and my father lived together my entire life.

      Foster slapped me across the face, the force of the blow so strong my ears rang. I dropped to the floor, my hair covering my face as my cheek stung.

      “Apologize,” Foster said, yanking me up off the floor.

      “No.”

      His expression turned angry.

      I looked toward his mother and said, “Did he beat you too?”

      Her silence was poignant, and then suddenly, Foster yanked me to my feet.

      “You lie,” Mel hissed.

      “I don’t. And you know it. You did the costumes for her last movie, right? She had fittings with you. I bet you saw the bruises. I bet you knew, and you never said a word. Were you glad? Did you think she deserved the physical and mental abuse Bradly forced on her? She tried to leave him so many times. She tried to leave him the night he murdered her. If he wanted you so badly, he would have let her go. He would have just come home to you.”

      “Enough!” Mel wailed and then dropped into the chair like a rag doll.

      Foster shoved away from me, shoes pounding over the stage as he disappeared somewhere in the darkness.

      Scraaape. Scraaape.

      The sound of wood being dragged over wood was like nails on a chalkboard. When he stepped into the light, horror like no other stuck like lightning.

      I turned to run, but because I was unable, I started to hop.

      He laughed. That bone-chilling, amused sound of a predator sure of his prey.

      “No,” I begged, glancing over my shoulder, nearly pitching to the side.

      The dragging of wood stopped as he righted the chair in the center of the stage light. Bracing a foot on the seat, he stepped up on it and stretched up into the ceiling, grasping what he wanted and yanking it down.

      The knotted noose fell over the chair, swaying in the nonexistent breeze.

      Still standing on the chair, Foster rotated toward me. His smile was sick, the pleasure he derived from this completely disgusting.

      “My father couldn’t leave your mother because then he would become the most-hated man in Hollywood. Bradly Morrow abandons Hollywood’s sweetheart and baby daughter to run off with costume designer.” He mocked the faux headline as if it had once indeed been real. “So he stayed and was miserable, forced to abandon instead the woman he actually loved and his only son. You know why he beat your mother, Madison?” He leaped off the chair, his feet landing with a gentle thud on the stage. His eyes burned with anger and resentment as he slowly paced toward me. “Because she deserved it.”

      “No!” I roared, rushing him, slamming my body into his so hard that we both went down in a tangled heap.

      Laughing, he rolled, pinning me beneath him. “I bet you thought I wanted to date you. I had to use my best acting skills to make out like I had a crush. In truth, I hate you, Madison. You cost me my father. My future. Instead of being Foster Morrow, the next generation of Hollywood’s most famous, we were forced into hiding. I was forced to change my name, and no one could know who I truly was because you made my father a murderer.”

      “I didn’t make him anything,” I growled, spitting the words in his face. “He threw my mother down those stairs and killed her. Then he hung her to cover up his filth.”

      His hands shook with rage as he lifted his arm, and I braced for the blow.

      None came. Instead, his fingers wrapped around my neck, and he pulled me up, making me choke. “Well, now it’s your turn to hang,” he said, dragging me to the chair.

      “Your death will be your most iconic performance, Madison. And when everyone shows up tomorrow and finds your limp, lifeless body hanging center stage, I’ll make sure they know how you followed right along in mommy’s footsteps.”

      I started to fight. To kick and punch, to scream with every ounce of oxygen in my lungs. He dropped me, and I coughed, lifting my hands to my throat as I wheezed.

      “Do it,” Mel intoned from below the stage as if she were cheering on her sick offspring.

      Scrambling up, I sucked in a breath. Foster hit me across the face, and I fell.

      The next thing I knew, I was teetering on the chair as he pushed the noose down over my head. I started to scream and shove at his body. I tried to leap off the chair and fight.

      The rope scraped the side of my neck when Foster caught me around the waist, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Be careful. If you fall off that chair, your neck will snap.”

      Turning my head, I bit him. Sank my teeth right into the nose Jamie had already busted.

      More blood spurted, making him roar as he shoved me away and fell backward. The fumble made the chair teeter, and my life flashed before my eyes.

      My foot caught the back, and I shoved it down, my toes balancing on the edge just enough to keep me from hanging myself.

      “Madison!” A familiar voice nearly rattled the walls as the doors in the back of the auditorium ripped open.

      “Jamie,” I yelled, still wavering on my toes. “Help.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” he spat, and I felt rather than saw him run.

      Foster scrambled up, a maniacal gleam in his wild eyes. I watched in slow motion as he kicked the chair out from under me. The rope groaned. My body plummeted, and my eyes squeezed shut as I waited to die.

      I didn’t fall, though.

      My neck didn’t break.

      Jamie was there, arms locked around my waist, pushing my body up so the rope had plenty of slack.

      “I got you,” he told me. “I got you, and I’m not going to let go.”

      “Jamie,” I wailed, crying.

      “Come on, baby, get that rope off your neck.”

      With trembling, tied hands, I reached for the noose, fumbling a bit and getting frustrated.

      “It’s okay, Maddie baby. I’m here, okay? Take your time, sweetheart.”

      Foster gave a yell and threw himself into Jamie. I screamed, thinking Jamie would fall back and I would be left to hang.

      But Jamie didn’t budge. Somehow he planted himself into that stage, sturdy and determined to stay in place until that rope was off my neck.

      “Try again, sweetheart,” he said as if someone wasn’t trying to literally attack him.

      Hurrying, I pulled the rope up, gagging under the way it scraped against the back of my neck as I forced my chin from beneath it.

      Foster rammed into him again. This time, Jamie jolted but pushed me up higher to give me slack as he moved. I felt the trembling in his arms, felt the strain and effort he put forth to keep me up.

      “You sick son of a bitch.” Jamie grunted and delivered a roundhouse kick right to Foster’s middle. The man flew back, banging into the piano.

      “No!” Mel roared.

      “Hurry up, Mads,” Jamie said.

      The back doors flung open, accentuating the sound of sirens in the distance.

      “Jamie,” Ryan yelled.

      “Help!” I screamed. “Help us!”

      Foster charged Jamie again, and Jamie kicked him. This time, Foster skidded backward on his butt as I ripped the noose free.

      With a cry, I sagged, falling into Jamie’s arms.

      “Good girl,” he said, eyes sweeping over me to make sure I was okay.

      “Jamie!” I yelled as Foster lunged, but he was caught around the waist by Ryan who towed him up off his feet.

      Wes appeared, and Jamie dropped me into his arms, but I struggled to hang on to him.

      Jamie pulled back, bending to stare intently into my eyes. “I know you don’t like violence, baby, but this guy…”

      I shuddered. “Go.”

      He nodded once and pulled back. “Turn around,” he commanded Wes, who did what he was told.

      “You been torturing my girl?” Jamie said, his voice icy and calm. I glanced up at Wes.

      He started walking all the way to stage right and toward the door into the hall.

      “No!” I wailed. “No, I can’t go without him,” I said, clinging to Wes’s shoulder.

      Wes stopped walking, and Max put his hands over my ears, pressing so I couldn’t hear a thing.

      It seemed like only seconds. Then Max was pulling away, and I heard the police yelling for someone to put their hands up.

      “No!” I yelled, trying to jump out of Wes’s hold. “Jamie, no!”

      Jamie appeared, scooping me up. I climbed his body like a tree, latching my arms and legs around him, burying my face in his throat.

      “They’re talking to Foster and his mom. Not me,” he said against my ear.

      I pulled back. “He’s still alive?”

      “I’d never kill someone,” he murmured, eyes sweeping every part of me they could reach. “I would never hurt you like that.”

      I started to cry, my tears drenching his skin as fear, trauma, and anger poured out of me. “But you punched him, right?” I said around a hiccup. I didn’t like violence, but Foster deserved a couple good thumps.

      He made a noise. “Oh yeah.”

      “You’re bleeding.” I worried, reaching up to dab at the blood streaking the side of his head. Red smeared the tips of my fingers, and I stared at it, almost transfixed. “She hit you.”

      Wrapping his hand around my stained fingers, he pulled them down with a light sound. “She has shitty aim.”

      “But—” I started to protest, but Rory came rushing in from the hall, eyes wide.

      “Madison? Oh my God.”

      “It was him!” I told her, the words spilling out of me. “That night in here. It was him, not Jonas! I’m so sorry!” I wailed, crying all over again.

      Rory went pale, and Ryan swore, swinging her up into his arms. Even through my tears, I noticed the split red knuckles on his hands.

      “I should have hit him more,” Ryan grumbled.

      Guess Ryan got in a few hits too.

      Melanie Clair’s voice started to echo through the auditorium as she yelled, insisting it was my and my mother’s fault. That I should be arrested.

      Jamie wasted no time pushing through the door to stand in the hall.

      Detective Paul appeared almost instantly, his face grim. “It’s pretty clear what happened, but I’m going to need statements.”

      “Give us a few, would you?” Jamie said, his voice quiet, no anger at all.

      “Sure.” The detective nodded. “Just take your time. And, uh, see the paramedics about your head.”

      Jamie carried me down the hall to the bathroom and pushed inside. After flipping the lock, he took me to the counter and set me in the center. I still clung to him so he could only pull back enough for our gazes to collide.

      “I’m sorry I was late.”

      My lips trembled as I tried to smile. “You were just in time.”

      Grasping my chin, he ever so gently pushed it up, looking at my neck. His eyes darkened, and anger sparked.

      “Hey,” I murmured, drawing his stare. “It’s okay. It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing.” His voice was gruff.

      I caught his chin, forcing his eyes up the way he often did to mine. “You stopped me from dying, and that… that is everything.”

      His forehead aligned with mine, the force of his exhale ruffling my hair. After a few minutes of just soaking each other in, I reached for his hands, lifting them so I could look at his busted knuckles.

      He tried to pull them back, shifting as though he were worried I would hate to see. But I didn’t hate it. There was nothing at all about Jamie I could hate.

      Making a soft noise, I lifted the bloodied knuckles and kissed them one by one. Then I grasped his face to pull him down and kiss his head near the bloody gash.

      His eyes went soft, his whole body swaying in my direction.

      “I love you,” I told him. “Maybe finding out Foster was my half-brother would have destroyed me at any other time.”

      His eyes flared with my words, and I nodded.

      “Apparently, Bradly is a killer and a cheater.” I cleared my throat. “And we share the same DNA.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said fiercely, holding my face between his palms. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I know,” I said, eyes bouncing between his. “I know because you taught me that blood isn’t what makes family. It’s love.”

      “Well, I love you with my whole heart,” he said, nuzzling my cheek.

      “Your wingspan is bigger.”

      He laughed beneath his breath, pulling his hands from my face to wrap me up in his arms. “Maybe in size, baby. But without my heart, this wingspan wouldn’t feel damn near as good.”

      “I’m never giving it back, you know,” I whispered, winding around him tight.

      “My wingspan or my heart?”

      I smiled against his chest. “Both.”

      He was quiet for a few moments, but then his velvety voice filled the entire room. “I like the sound of that.”
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Several weeks later…

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      The deafening applause rang up to the highest point of the ceiling as the cast took their final bows. Shoving my fingers between my lips, I whistled, adding to the noise. Madison unfolded from her bow, eyes lifting to the seat I’d occupied every single performance of Romeo and Juliet. I smiled, knowing she probably couldn’t see it because of the spotlights blinding her, but she didn’t have to see it to feel it.

      When the cast was off stage, the lights in the auditorium came up, and I turned toward the row filled with everyone who’d come out to support the final night of this play.

      Me, Ryan, Rory, my parents, Ryan’s parents, Max, Wes, and even some Elite showed. Even Prism was here, without his Airpods. Kruger was in the row behind us, and his lifeguard friend who wasn’t his girlfriend sat beside him.

      “Don’t forget,” my mom said, telling the entire row and our friends in the one behind us, “we have a room reserved at Luca’s. Everyone is welcome.”

      I was about to eat my weight in pasta. But first I had to get my girl.

      After promising to meet everyone at the restaurant, I grabbed the bouquet of roses I bought and went in the back to the dressing rooms. Director Fields saw me, his eyes sliding away the second mine made contact. He didn’t say much to me after the prop room incident and then even less when it was proved that Mads was not making shit up and the one torturing her for months was the man he’d picked to star alongside her in the play. He was probably ashamed.

      Good, he should be.

      He was treating Mads way better, and for that, I was grateful. I wasn’t cocky enough to think it was because I’d offered to introduce him to his asshole but more likely that he found out she was basically Hollywood royalty. The entire campus knew. After all that went down with Foster and his psycho mom, everything came out in the news. The first week was utter chaos with press everywhere, trying to get photos and talk to Mads.

      When one of them posed as a student and got into one of her classes, I went to the dean. Campus was now off-limits to all press, and if they violated the rules, they faced sixty days of jail time and a hefty fee.

      Of course, they still hung around outside campus and tried to take her photo. They probably always would. It was something we were learning to deal with, and we just did our best to ignore it.

      Being the bigger man that I was, I stopped behind the director and cleared my throat.

      He turned. “Mr. Owens.”

      “Congratulations on a successful performance of Romeo and Juliet. Everyone worked hard.”

      The man seemed slightly surprised I could be nice, but he recovered to say, “Thank you.”

      I moved past him to the dressing room that Mads used and didn’t bother knocking before stepping inside.

      She gasped, holding the gown she was stripping off in front of her as though she’d been caught naked. I chuckled, shut the door, and then leaned against it.

      “Don’t stop on my account.”

      “Nothing you haven’t seen before,” she quipped.

      “It’s something I always want to see.”

      She smiled and let the dress fall so she was standing there in nothing but a pair of panties.

      I pushed off the door. “Woman, where is your bra?”

      “I can’t wear one with this dress.”

      I made a face.

      “Are those for me?” she asked, glancing at the dozen red roses I held.

      “They were until I found out you been walking around like that,” I said, waving a hand at her chest.

      She laughed. “I had on a dress.”

      I held the bouquet out. “Congratulations, baby. That was the best play I’ve ever seen.”

      “It’s the only play you’ve ever seen.”

      I shrugged. “It’s still my favorite.”

      She hugged me, the roses between us. “Thank you.” Pulling away, she lifted the roses to smell them. “I can’t believe you came to every show.”

      “I told you I would.”

      “Hold these?” she asked, holding out the bouquet. I took them again, and she reached for her bra. As she dressed, she said, “I’m kinda glad it’s over.”

      I set aside the flowers and reached for her, pulling her into my arms. “Of course you are. You barely had time to breathe before this started.”

      “They couldn’t delay it forever.”

      I made a rude noise. I thought they should have canceled it, but too much work went into the production. Too many people were involved. And apparently, it counted for some final grade. Whatever.

      They delayed for a week, but everyone had to rehearse with the understudy for Romeo so he could take Foster’s place.

      Foster, who was sitting in jail just like his dear old dad. And his mother? She got shipped off to the mental ward. Hollywood was thrilled. Jonas got cleared of the assault charges regarding Rory and Mads, but there were still so many other charges for which his punishment stood.

      You smell that? That’s the scent of fresh air ‘cause all the trash got taken out.

      “Well, it’s over now. You were the best Juliet in the history of Juliets, and now you can take a break.”

      Mads pulled back, tipping her chin to look at me. Her eyes were solemn when she called my name.

      “Tell me,” I implored.

      “I’m not sure I want to be an actress anymore.”

      When I didn’t act shocked or flabbergasted, she frowned. “Why aren’t you surprised?”

      “Because being an actress was your mom’s dream, not yours.”

      Her mouth fell open, and I reached up to snap it shut.

      “How did you know?” she whispered.

      “I pay attention.”

      “I thought you just made stupid jokes.”

      “Woman,” I warned.

      She laughed but soon turned sober. “It was her dream. I thought if I fulfilled it, it would somehow make up for her dying. For the fact she’d protected me.”

      My heart clenched. “Madison, her death was Bradly’s fault. Not yours. You were just a little girl. She protected you because she loved you. And she would want you to live the life you want, not the life she did.”

      She nodded, slipping her feet into her sneakers. I got her some Air Force Ones so we’d match.

      “I’m not sure what I want to do.”

      I shrugged. “Take your time. No pressure. You don’t have to know.”

      “I still want to go here.”

      “Duh,” I said.

      “Maybe I’ll take some directing classes. Or photography with Rory.”

      Curling my hand around her, I towed her in. “I don’t care what you do, okay?” I paused. “You still want to do me, right?”

      She laughed and leaped in my arms, legs wrapping around my waist. “Always.”

      “That’s my girl,” I said, lowering my lips to capture hers.

      When our heads lifted, she said, “Maybe I’ll just become your groupie and follow you around when you go to the Olympics.”

      I grinned. “I’ll do my best to qualify, but even if I don’t make it, you can still follow me around.”

      “You’ll make it,” she whispered, laying her cheek on my shoulder.

      Tryouts were still months away, but I was going to go for it. Even if I didn’t make it, I still had everything.

      After another moment of holding her, I set her down. “Get your coat, I’m starving.”

      “Your parents really did rent out the back room at Luca’s?” she asked, reaching for the sherpa jacket.

      “My mom has been planning this for weeks. She’s thrilled.”

      “I like them,” she said quietly, her eyes skirting away.

      “You can like them, Maddie baby. My parents love you. Hell, they like you better than me.”

      She smiled. “Not true.”

      I scoffed. “Just see who Mom hugs first when we walk in.”

      When she didn’t say anything, I drew her in, wrapping my wingspan around her. “I’m not going anywhere, Mads. None of us are. We’re your family now. Okay?”

      The smile that lit up her face took my breath away. “You keep looking at me like that, and we’ll never make it out of here.”

      Desire warmed her mahogany eyes, and I groaned. “Later. I’m gonna keep you up all night.”

      “Promise?” she asked.

      I remembered a time when she told me promises were nothing but extreme lies. But look at my girl now, knowing without a doubt that any promise from me was absolute.

      “Oh hells yeah,” I said, lacing our fingers on the way to the door.

      Some promises were just so easy to keep.
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        Want more of Westbrook Elite?

        Wish (Wes & Max’s book) will release early 2023!

        Join Cambria’s newsletter for release information:

        https://view.flodesk.com/pages/62bf54af9b2a0dd45de3fa82

      

      

      

      
        
        Want more college romance by Cambria Hebert right now?

        Check out #Nerd, book one in the bestselling, award-winning Hashtag Series

        https://amzn.to/3OVA05J

        or

        Butterfly (a Public Enemy standalone).

        https://amzn.to/3pxER2n

      

        

      
        How about some romantic suspense by Cambria Hebert?

        Check out BearPaw Resort, a new adult romantic suspense series.

        https://amzn.to/3wmLIQ9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bro.

      Brooooo.

      The second Jamie stepped onto the page in WET, I knew I was in trouble. He had me at the first ridiculous bro. I had to work to keep him from taking over Ryan’s book because he charmed me that much. I mean, at first he was just goofy comic relief and filled with one-liners, but he can be serious too. In fact, I might even say Jamie is one of the most persistent and consistent characters I have ever written.

      This man just will not give up. If he wants something, that’s it. He is fierce and intense and beyond loyal.

      And those shoulders…

      Lord have mercy.

      I haven’t loved a male character of mine like this in a long time. (Except my MM boys. Those boys are a whole other conversation.)

      Even with all the bro love I have for Jamie, this book was a freaking ride. Jamie and Mads did not make it easy on me. Before I started this book, I had an idea of how I wanted it to go. A loose plot, if you will. I’m a pantser by nature, which means I don’t outline or really plot much. I basically jot down a bunch of notes and scene ideas and then go.

      So I had notes and ideas and a loose plotline for this book. And Jamie and Madison disrespected it all over the page. I would sit down to write one thing, and they would do something completely different. I can’t tell you how many times I looked up from the screen and wondered, “What the hell am I writing, and what is happening?”

      I would try and steer them back on track… and they would ignore me. Eventually, I just gave up and wrote what they did. For example, the scene where Madison was picking out her outfit and having coffee with Rory at JJ’s? Never supposed to happen.

      Melanie Clair? Her entire character? Not supposed to happen. She just showed up on the page, and I was like, “Um, what?”

      Y’all, I was shocked when they told me at 80k that woman was Foster’s mother. Like what now?

      I worried the entire book about the end because the more these two veered out of the thin grip I had on the plot, the more stressed I got. When I hit 83k, I was sweating. That ending was them. I wanted to do the hanging part (Was that too savage and dark? LOL), but the rest—like Mel sitting in the audience like she was watching ol’ 90210… What the heck was that? The photograph in the desk, Jamie getting hit in the head… not planned. Nope. Nope. Nope.

      I didn’t even plan that whole scene at the police station with Detective Paul.

      I’m telling you these two were running willy-nilly all over the place, and Jamie would just bro me, and I’d giggle and let him go on.

      Shameful.

      All that to say I hope you enjoyed the book Jamie and Madison wrote for you. I feel as though I can’t take credit. LOL. If you didn’t enjoy this book, again, I can’t take credit. LOL.

      But seriously, I did my best here. It was hard to just trust this book would work out. It was hard to follow their lead and just… write.

      Personally, it was a rough write because during the time I was working on this book, I flew to Texas for Book Bonanza. Then I drove to Washington DC for Apollycon. My husband brought home a lovely parting gift from DC in the form of the dreaded C-word. He was sick eight days, and I was taking care of him while trying to write. Thankfully, and somewhat miraculously, I did not get sick. Yay me! Jamie takes credit for that.

      Bro, sure he does.

      So yeah, traveling, illness, and all the other stuff in life competed with this book, but as I said, Jamie is persistent and will not be deterred. I know this read is a little different from WET, and even as I tell myself no two books are the same, nor should they be, I still am nervous and hopeful that you will love this one as much as WET.

      Next up for Westbrook Elite is Wes and Max. I know many of you are super excited for their book, and I definitely am too. I’ll get started on that once I recover from Jamie.

      As always, thank you for reading and supporting my books. Thank you for your encouragement and all the love and reviews you leave on social media. I truly am grateful, and I appreciate any time you spend reading any of my work.

      So until next time!

      

      See you next book!

      ~XO~

      Cambria
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        Cambria Hebert is a bestselling novelist of more than fifty titles. She went to college for a bachelor’s degree, couldn’t pick a major, and ended up with a degree in cosmetology. So rest assured her characters will always have good hair.

        Besides writing, Cambria loves a pumpkin spice latte, staying up late, sleeping in, and watching K drama until her eyes won’t stay open. She considers math human torture and has an irrational fear of chickens (yes, chickens). You can often find her running on the treadmill (she’d rather be eating a donut), painting her toenails (because she bites her fingernails), or walking her chihuahuas (the real bosses of the house).

        Cambria has written in many genres, including new adult, sports romance, male/male romance, sci-fi, thriller, suspense, contemporary romance, and young adult. Many of her titles have been translated into foreign languages and have been the recipient of multiple awards.
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        #NERD Book Trailer: Best Book Trailer of 2016 (UtopiaCon 2016)
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