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      Tori

      

      Tonight is going to suck.

      I can feel it in my bones as I run down Broad Street, toward the Strickland University football stadium. Our school lives and dies by football. Between the Philadelphia Eagles and our college teams, the city comes alive on game nights.

      With the start of a new season, the air buzzes with electricity from the fans screaming in the distance. I’m not one of them. Football is not my thing. Neither is our star running back. At least that’s what I tell myself every time I run away from Bash. But he’s fast. Obviously. So, I don’t get far before he catches up to me, trying to plead his case for the thousandth time.

      “C’mon, Tori,” Jessica yells, pulling on my shirt.

      I slow my pace to check out a cute guy sitting on a bench in the Quad because I need a distraction for tonight. He was in one of my classes last year, though I can’t remember which one with how many I packed into my schedule so that I can graduate on time.

      Jogging almost in place, I get up the nerve to raise my hand and wave to the boy who I think is Josh. Or maybe Justin. Either way, he’s hot. We can clear up the name situation later. Now that my senior year is finally beginning, I’m forcing myself to break out of my shell. This is a good start.

      “Stop checking him out. We’re gonna be late,” Jessica whines.

      I laugh at my best friend and roommate since freshman year and turn my head away from the hottie on the bench. “Let me ask him to come with us. Just hold on a second.”

      She still has a good grip on the Strickland football baby tee that rides up my stomach, exposing some of my flesh. The shirt is too small for me. It was free, and since I’m not much of a football fan, I didn’t want to pay for it. So, I stuffed my curvy ass into this size small shirt that has my boobs popping out of the V-neck.

      “We don’t have time. Let’s go! Clay will be pissed if I’m not in my usual seat at the start of the game, and I don’t feel like fighting with him tonight, of all nights.”

      Shrugging her off, I smile at Josh-Justin as he waves in my direction. I return the gesture and hope we will run into each other again. Preferably before the party tonight.

      “Fine,” I say to Jessica in a huff and jog next to her, dodging people on the street as we pass.

      If I can find someone to bring along with us to the party, my senior year will be off to a better start. I need a buffer when I step into the house that holds so many bad memories. Not only is this game important, but so is the massive party the football team throws every year at their house. It’s the kind of invite you die to get. Because an invitation by a team member means you’re one of the elite, part of the inner circle of sports royalty on this campus. I know from experience.

      Until Jessica had started dating Clay Summers last spring, I avoided football and anyone associated with it like the plague. My father is a big fan of the sport, but I loathe it because of one person. The boy who broke my heart freshman year. The asshole who also lives in the house I dread so much.

      Darting through the courtyard, I spot another boy who has the potential to make my ex-boyfriend jealous. If I don’t find someone good-looking enough to bring to this stupid party, I will look like an ass. I can’t have Bash see me alone when I have no doubt he will have a swarm of women surrounding him. Or worse, he’ll try to talk to me, same as usual. Then, I’ll have to play the catch me if you can game, where I look for ways to evade his charms.

      Jessica knows I have a legitimate concern about tonight, yet she still insists that I come along and put on a happy face. I have spent the last two years avoiding Bash. I only need to make it through the night.

      Shuffling past returning students, we’re almost at the football stadium. Like most prestigious schools, Strickland University has the pristine shine of an Ivy League campus. From the people to the statues of famous Philadelphians, the place oozes perfection and wealth. I’m one of the few who is here on a scholarship. Unlike these trust fund babies, I didn’t grow up with money. And I almost lost all of it because of Bash.

      Once we reach the gates, we stop to hold out our tickets to a man wearing a Strickland University polo shirt. He scans the bar code and says, “The game is already in progress. Be careful getting to your seats. You’re on the field.”

      “Shit,” Jessica moans, frowning in my direction. “You just had to stop and stare at that guy, didn’t you?”

      I snicker, now walking toward her, ignoring her previous comment. “You have a date to the party. I’m still looking for one in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Oh, I didn’t forget. How could I? You’ve only mentioned it to me a thousand times since you had agreed to come.”

      I sling my purse over my shoulder and laugh. “Please. I haven’t been that bad.”

      She peels strands of sweat-matted blonde hair from her face and shoves them behind her ears. “Yes, you have. Don’t even try to deny it. You’ve been driving me insane all week. After making it this long without speaking to Bash, you can make it through a game and a stupid jock party no problem.”

      A ball chaser to the core, she’s wearing a replica of her boyfriend’s jersey and dark blue eye shadow to match the color of the shirt. The jersey is so tight it could fit a child. She paired it with strappy sandals that show off her perfectly tanned legs and jean shorts that ride up her ass. Our tastes are similar, except I don’t date athletes. Not anymore.

      I was like her once. But my relationship with Bash had only lasted a few months before the incident that ruined everything. He destroyed what we had and for what? Now, he’s the hot shit star of our football team and can get any girl he wants. Since our break up, I don’t think Bash has kept a girl around for more than a weekend if that. We were never meant to be together. Coming from different worlds, the two never meshed. It just took me longer to figure that out than him.

      As the daughter of a former model, Jessica looks the part as the girlfriend of Clay Summers. She inherited her mother’s long lashes, perfect complexion, and rocking body. And, then there’s me. The artsy, giving zero fucks best friend who likes to dance in the Quad when it rains and do plenty of odd things that have made me an outcast at events like the one I have to attend tonight. I don’t fit in with these people. Never did.

      Jessica tugs on my hand, dragging me through the crowd of screaming fans. The stadium is on fire, brought to life by the energy of the people around us. Making our way through the throng, we start jogging again when Jessica hears Clay’s name over the loud speaker.

      We move so fast that my heart pounds out of my chest, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, igniting a fire under my skin. Turnover. That’s the only word that registers in my head as we move along the sidelines to look for our seats. I have no idea if the call is on our team or our rivals. Either way, I could care less. I’m here for moral support. Nothing more.

      Oblivious to my surroundings, I drop my purse on the metal bench once we find our spot. Clay is so grossly in love with Jessica that he had our seats reserved. I pick up the piece of paper with my name on it, shaking my head. It’s cute, but I do hate jocks, even if this one, in particular, breaks the mold with how sweet he is when it comes to Jessica.

      Scaring the shit out of me, Jessica screams my name so loud I turn around to face the field. But I get more than what I was expecting. A thick wall of man comes barreling toward me, reaching for the football as it smacks me in the head It happens so fast that I don’t have time to brace myself for impact, and the sting from the edge of the ball causes me to touch my left cheek reflexively, as I fall backward.

      He somehow manages to slip his hand around me before I hit my head, but he can’t stop himself from landing on top of me, as we hit the ground together. As if thrown around like a ragdoll, my head and body hurt. I shut my eyes for a few seconds. Strong arms hold me tight, so tight, that I think he’s sucking the air from my lungs.

      When I open my eyes, I feel his hot breath on my face before I stare into his bright green irises.

      “Bash,” I mutter, out of breath, because he has always taken my breath away. That’s why I avoid him whenever possible.

      Up close, Bash is even more handsome than when he’s strutting around campus. Of all the people to knock me over, it had to be Sebastian Prince. His cocky grin makes my lip curl with revulsion even though he seems to have the opposite effect on my body. One glance from Bash was all it ever took to make my heart pound. Today is no different.

      He brushes my hair off my face to get a better look at my cheek. “Are you okay, Queenie?” His voice is deeper, sexier than I remember from the last time he approached me in class. We haven’t had many classes together since I’d made it a point to drop every class we shared over the years.

      It’s been so long since we’ve spoken to each other. What do I even say? He makes me nervous, always has.

      I blush ten shades of pink from my cheeks to my neck, distracted by the eye black smeared beneath his lower lids that draws even more attention to his eyes.

      When I don’t respond to Queenie, the nickname he had given me years ago, he chooses the name only close friends use when speaking to me.

      “Tori, can you hear me?” His voice is softer but still firm. “Say something.” He takes off his helmet and sets in on the ground next to him.

      “You’re not allowed to call me that anymore,” I say through clenched teeth. And I have always hated the name Queenie. It’s stupid—just like him. “Get off of me, Bash.”

      He doesn’t bother to move, just holds me with a firm grip and continues touching me, sending chills down my spine that leave tiny bumps on my skin.

      People hover over us, talking amongst themselves. But all I can focus on is the sound of my heart beating so loud I hear it pounding in my ears. My cheek burns from where the football struck me, and with Bash touching it, my skin is even more sensitive. His fingers are calloused from years of playing football, yet there’s still has a softness about him as he caresses my face.

      “I shouldn’t have come here,” I croak out. “This was a stupid idea. A mistake.”

      He’s infuriating but beautiful. I can’t stop zoning in on his lips. He has nice lips. Every part of me wants to lean in, kiss him, and shove my fingers through his dark shaggy hair. To this day, no guy has ever affected me like Bash, which is why I need to get away from him. With tanned skin, chiseled features, and toned to perfection, he has the appearance of a fitness model. And he knows it. Owns it.

      Bash rubs his thumb along my jaw, letting out a sigh of relief. “Why was it a stupid idea to come to the game?”

      “Because you’re here,” I deadpan, rolling my eyes at him.

      I wiggle free from his grasp, our faces only inches apart as I break away from him. The sexual tension burns between us like a lit match. We share a short-lived moment with Bash staring at me as if I’m an actual person. For once. That is until his eyes find my breasts that are spilling out of this stupid football shirt, and he has the nerve to wink at my chest.

      “I see you haven’t changed,” I say, irritated. “Once a pig, always a pig.”

      “I’m a pig?” He laughs. “I’m a guy. I can’t help it that you have nice tits.”

      “You’re a pig. I think you had it right the first time.” I can’t help but smirk at him, feeling somewhat victorious after years of holding my tongue around him.

      How can I hate and like him all at the same time?

      As I sit up, Bash props himself up onto his elbow and reaches for my waist with his other hand. I swat him away before he can touch me. God knows I’d love to have Bash’s hands all over me again, but that ship has sailed. Despite my overwhelming attraction to him, I cannot allow myself to think of him in any way other than my shithead ex-boyfriend.

      “I always liked the fight in you. I see you haven’t changed.” Fire blazes behind those beautiful green eyes. Why am I even looking at him? Why even give him the time of day? He’s a fucking meathead jerk, plain and simple.

      The tiny bumps spread further down my arms and legs, a result of our proximity. And, of course, Bash notices the effect he has on me. He doesn’t skip a beat. Now aware of my body and how it reacts to him, I need an escape.

      “Bash, let’s go!” One of his teammates calls out from the field. “Get your ass out here, and stop trying to pick up chicks.”

      Laughter echoes around me, reminding me why I hate football and the assholes who play for this team.

      “Bash, let me take a look at her, and you get back on the field.” A blond-haired man dressed in a Strickland Senators tracksuit hovers over us with a medical bag slung over his shoulder.

      Bash tilts his head up at the middle-aged man and nods. He’s so athletic that when Bash grips his helmet and jumps up to his feet, he makes it look effortless. “Take good care of her, Doc. This one is special.” Bash says the last part while maintaining eye contact with me and slaps a big hand down on the team doctor’s back.

      As Bash stands above me, I’m desperate to stop the electricity pulsating through me. Every part of me aches for him, craves his touch. And every memory of the time we’d spent together floods through me. Even though I would never admit it aloud, I miss it. Miss him. He was such a good kisser. For a short time, he was nice, a good boyfriend, even. Until he changed. Or maybe I changed. I never understood why he did the things he did to me.

      With the helmet in his hand, Bash wipes a bead of sweat from his forehead, his skin glistening in the sunlight. Eye contact proves to be too much for me. I can’t stand another minute around him. My willpower crumbles, and if we weren’t in a crowded stadium, I would be in trouble. That’s why I do crazy things like drop classes when I know he’s in them. Or change directions when I see him coming toward me on campus. It’s silly and childish, I know. But I have no control over myself when I’m with him.

      Bash pushes a hand through his hair. He could be posing for the cover of Sports Illustrated with the way he positions himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if that becomes a reality for him someday. He’s a good enough running back to play in the NFL, and he sure as hell has the looks to be on a magazine cover. And it doesn’t hurt that last year he was awarded The Heisman, making him an even bigger deal.

      Bash smiles at me. “I guess I’ll see at the house later.”

      I don’t respond to his comment. He takes my silence as an answer. Just by showing up with Jessica, he already knows I will be there. Before he puts on his helmet, I get one last wink from Bash, and then he walks onto the field.

      To say I have trouble catching my breath would be an understatement. I was holding it the entire time we were together. Combined with the pain in my head and the welt growing on my cheek, I hadn’t even noticed all the air Bash was sucking from the space around me.

      “I’m Dr. Holland,” the man says, getting down on one knee next to me on the ground. “I need to make sure you don’t have a concussion. You got hit pretty hard with the ball.”

      I feel like such an idiot, surrounded by an entire stadium of screaming fans, while the doctor nurses my bruised cheek. I’m always the girl who sings to her tune, so why would this be any different? I can never just blend into the crowd like everyone else.

      Once the game starts back up, no one notices me anymore. All eyes are on the field—as they should be. Thank God.

      “I’m sure I’ll be okay.” I press my fingers to my cheek and cry out in pain. It hurts like a bitch. “See, it’s just a bruise. I’m sure it will heal on its own. I don’t have a concussion.”

      Sitting behind me on the bench, Jessica squeezes my shoulder to let me know she’s still there. She doesn’t say a word as the doctor goes about his business.

      “Do you know your name?”

      I nod, making eyes at the doctor as if he’s crazy. “Yes. It’s Victoria Reynolds.”

      He shines a tiny flashlight in my eyes and does the obligatory check to make sure I’m okay. My double vision of the field is probably temporary, which is why I don’t bother to mention it. I’ve broken bones before. This is nothing.

      “Good. Do you know what today is?”

      “Saturday,” I say, hoping this doesn’t go on much longer. I hate unwanted attention. The last thing I need is for people to label me as Bash’s ex-girlfriend who made a scene at the season opener. The rumor mill will churn, same as always. If Bash so much as sneezes, the campus knows about it. And anyone seen with him is always a target.

      “Other than the bruised cheek, I’m fine,” I tell Dr. Holland, attempting to make my words sound believable.

      Ten minutes pass before Dr. Holland is satisfied with the outcome of his tests. Apparently, I don’t have any major signs of a concussion. I figured as much by the way my body responded to Bash alone. Or maybe I’m losing my shit. Because why on earth would I think of Bash in that way ever again? He still disgusts me. He should repulse me. Except he doesn’t. And I kind of hate myself for it.

      Helping me to my seat next to Jessica, Dr. Holland hovers over me with a concerned look in his eyes. “You don’t have any major warning signs, but that doesn’t mean your situation can’t change. I want you to be careful for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. No drinking, drugs, or any strenuous activity.”

      Jessica laughs but keeps her mouth shut. The last thing she needs to mention is the after party in front of the doctor.

      “No problem.” I give him a forced grin, even though my face and head hurt like hell, causing the lines on the field to blur. “Thank you.”

      “Take it easy, Victoria.” He smiles, then shoves his medical instruments into the leather bag. “You can have a delayed reaction. It happens to my players all the time. Don’t take anything I’ve told you for granted.”

      I feign a smile. “Of course.”

      “I’ll take excellent care of her, Doc,” Jessica chimes. She hooks her arm through mine, putting my biceps in a vise. “I won’t let anything bad happen to my bestie.”

      Dr. Holland hands me his business card. “Call me if anything changes. My cell phone number is on the back.”

      “I will. Thank you.” I stuff the card into my pocket as he walks away.

      “Is he serious about not being able to drink tonight? That ruins my plans.” Jessica sounds like a child complaining about not getting her way.

      I do an internal happy dance because I take this incident as a valid excuse to bail on the dreaded party. But Jessica doesn’t see it that way.

      “You have to come with me,” she says, her eyes pointed at the field. She salivates over Clay. “You are not getting out of this that easily. We are a team.”

      I hold my hand up to my forehead, pretending to faint. “I think I feel something coming on.” Trying to hold back my laughter, I fail.

      “You’re not funny, Tori. I have been looking forward to this for weeks. We have it all planned out.”

      “No,” I correct her, “you have it all planned out. I just listen to you ramble on about how you’re having sex with Clay.”

      She presses her index finger to her lips and looks over her shoulder at the people behind us on the bleachers. “Shh! He would have a stroke if anyone heard you say that.”

      How Clay has waited this long to have sex with Jessica shocks the hell out of me. A guy like Clay—the starting quarterback of our team, good-looking, and rich—has girls throwing themselves at him all day long. Just like Bash. They’re practically twins. Jessica is beautiful beyond words, but I’m still surprised he hasn’t bailed, like his jerk of a friend did to me.

      “Calm down, Jess.” I stroke her forearm with my fingers. “I’ll make an appearance, but I can’t promise I will stay all night. I don’t feel good after getting smacked in the face and knocked down by Bash. He’s not a small guy, and the tip of the football hit me like a dart.”

      She lets out a relieved sigh. “I’m calm. Just glad that you’re not ditching me.”

      I force a closed mouth smile. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “But I understand if you need to leave,” she adds, with a hopeful expression on her face.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me. This night is about Clay popping your cherry.” I chuckle at the last part. “I won’t let this ruin your celebration.”

      “You’re so vulgar.” She smacks me on the leg. “Why do you have to say things like that?”

      “You’re such a prude,” I counter. “And for someone so pure, I can’t believe you want to give up your V card at a football party.”

      She shrugs, her eyes focused on the game in front of us. “It’s an important night for Clay, and this is an important night for me. I don’t know. I just thought it would make it special for us.”

      “I don’t know how special it will be with music thumping through the house and drunk people humping each other’s legs in the living room.”

      Jessica rolls her eyes at me. “Easy for you to say. Bash made your first time something from a fairy tale.”

      I can’t deny it. Bash went all out, made me believe he was my Prince Charming. It turns out he was more like a toad.

      “But look what he did after. That’s all that matters anymore.”

      She doesn’t respond this time. Jessica knows the story better than anyone. It’s a shame Bash has his version. That’s the story everyone on campus knows. It’s also the story that turned him into a legendary ladies man and made me an outcast.

      As much as I’d love to use the pulse throbbing in my head as an excuse to go back to the dorm, eat junk food, and binge watch Netflix, I have to support my friend. So, I have no choice but to suck it up and deal with Bash and his stupid friends. It’s only a few hours.

      How much damage can he do?
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      Bash

      

      We won our first game.

      I should be more excited after beating out my previous receiving record. But all I can think about is Tori and how hot she looked earlier. The first time I saw her, I had to have her. And I did. Until I let her get away. All because I had to fuck things up.

      After all the classes she’d spent ditching or dropping just to get away from me, Tori finally talked to me. About damn time. We severed ties at the end of freshman year. I ruined my chance with her, but it wasn’t my fault. Ever since we split, she hasn’t as much as glanced in my direction or acknowledged that we know each other when I see her on campus. Not like I can blame her. Things ended badly between us. But she doesn’t know the real story.

      Her disgust with me earlier only made me want to bend her over and fuck her senseless. Whether Tori realizes it or not, every guy on campus wants her. She’s the unattainable hot girl, mysterious and weird, and yet we all want a piece of her. I have a hard-on just thinking about her tanned skin, long legs, and blonde hair.

      She’s beautiful and oblivious to the way men on campus look at her, a quality that has always made her more attractive. I miss her. And on occasion, I find myself thinking about her more than I should. It’s hard not to. Tori is not the kind of girl you forget. But she hates me.

      Getting Tori to come to my house, after everything that had happened here, was always the hard part. With Clay’s girl guilt tripping Tori, I know she will show. Tori and Jessica are attached at the hip and never leave each other’s sides.

      My teammate, Shawn Finch, taps me on the shoulder. “Hey, man. What are you doing back here by yourself?”

      He’s a big guy, a few inches taller than my six foot two inches and much larger in the chest and arms.

      I’m not usually this anti-social. Somehow, I managed to wander off into the back of the house to the study after I tapped the keg. The house is huge, one of those old Victorians and large enough to get lost for a while if you don’t know where you’re going. I wanted to get lost.

      Facing the window, I turn around to look at Finch. “Nothing. I just needed a break from everyone.”

      “I hear ya. I get sick of all the people hanging around the Delta Sig house all the time.”

      “Frat life is a little different from sharing a house with the team.”

      “You try living in a house with sixty guys and see how you like it.”

      He’s got me there. We have ten football players living under one roof. That’s enough for me. Most days the house looks like a bomb went off, stinks of sweat and sex, and has a never-ending revolving door of girls coming through every night, who creep out the door in the morning.

      “I thought you’d want to know that Tori showed up with Jessica.”

      I shrug, nonchalant, even though I care that she’s here. It’s all I’ve been able to think about all night.

      “Dean is already hitting on her. That’s the other reason I thought you’d want me to come get you.”

      “No way in hell is he getting anywhere near her.” I get up from the windowsill and walk toward the door with Finch.

      By the time we reach the living room, the party is raging. Rap music cranks through the speakers suspended from the ceiling. The bass in the corners of the room vibrates beneath my feet, sending a tremor up my legs that go straight to my balls. A few dozen half-naked girls dance in front of me, trying to grind on my leg as I push through the crowd. But I’m on a mission. Find Tori.

      I spot her with Jessica and Clay. She looks bored standing next to a couple who have their tongues shoved down each other’s throats. Sexy as hell, Jessica was one of the few girls none of us had hooked up with until Clay made a play for her. She was a real cocktease. And a virgin. Only a handful of people knows that Clay has been waiting her out. She’d come to our parties with her friends, but she never put out. Her friends did, so at least there was that.

      Unlike Clay, I don’t chase girls. There’s no reason to seek them out when they plop down on my lap in class uninvited and follow me around campus. If you play a sport at Strickland University, people treat you like a celebrity. And football players are the cream of the crop.

      I have girls tugging at my arms, begging me to notice them. The only girl I see is Tori. She makes eye contact with me for a second, before turning her head away, unimpressed. I can already tell this will be a long night.

      Finch digs his elbow into my ribs, snapping me out of my head. “You gonna talk to her or just stand there and stare?”

      I snicker. “I’m getting there. I have to ease my way into it, or she’ll run away, like usual.”

      They say relationships take work. If that’s the case, chasing after Tori was like a full-time job. After she’d refused to hear me out, I let her go. What choice did I have? With football and everything I had going on, I didn’t have time to state my case. Not like she wanted to listen to a word I had to say. There were too many willing girls parading through campus to settle down. So I didn’t. I played the field. I still do. But Tori is different.

      Finch smirks, tugging at the edge of his T-shirt and runs a hand through his short blond hair. “You can’t tell me that you don’t wanna hit that again. If not, I volunteer as tribute.”

      Hearing those words come from Finch’s mouth incite a rage inside me. I’ve always felt possessive over Tori. I’m the reason she can’t get a date. No one would go near her after I had issued my warning. This school operates on power and money. I have both. And the two combined go a long way.

      Ignoring Finch’s comment, I move through the throng, dodging girls as I pass. The kitchen is just as packed as the living room with all the alcohol flowing. Harper Connelly, the president of Kappa, darts across the room flanked by two of her sorority sisters. Her hips have a gentle sway in a red dress that appears as if she taped it onto her tiny frame.

      Flicking her long hair over her shoulders, she flashes a set of pearly white teeth in my direction. An unusual gesture for Harper. So, she must want something.

      For a hot girl, she always looked pissed off. Even when I’m giving her the one thing she wants. The one thing I hate doing.

      “Hey, Bash.” Harper strokes my arm with her nails, forcing a smile. Her smiles are always fake. She’s the Queen Bitch of this campus and just as plastic as her Barbie-like appearance.

      She’s had a crush on me for years. And now I’m stuck with Harper, indebted to her because she knows my secret.

      “Harper”—I nod—“what’s up?”

      Harper glances at her sorority sisters, shooting them a knowing look, and turns back to face me. “Tori is here with Jessica.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, so.” I clear my throat and stand taller, more confident. “What’s it to you?”

      She tilts her head so that her nose points up at the ceiling. “I just thought I should remind you, seeing as we have a mutual understanding.”

      “Thanks,” I shoot back, crossing my arms over my chest. “I don’t need a reminder. You never let me forget.”

      She pushes her hands onto her hips, a defiant smirk on her lips. “I could help you get her back, you know. All you have to do is hold up our end of the deal until the end of the school year.”

      Harper steps closer, as though she’s about to touch me, and I take a few steps back. I hate how she makes it a point to run her nails along my skin every time we speak. I hate her, but I can’t turn my back either. She’s like heroin, cancerous to my body, hard to kick, and controls my life.

      “I’m not bailing on our deal, so can you quit playing games? I’d like to enjoy the party. Without you.” I stress the last part.

      She gives me the evil eye, typical Harper move. “Fine, but you had better come find me later.”

      I snort in an attempt to stifle my laughter. “Fine. Whatever. Just go dance or something, and leave me alone.”

      “Don’t be an asshole.” Harper points a long, bony finger at me and presses it into my chest.

      I manage to choke back my laughter as I straighten my stance. Harper beams with excitement, taking my silence as acceptance, and without another word, she stomps off. Her sisters follow behind, shaking their asses to the music as they pass me.

      Harper adds a complication to the Tori equation I don’t need. It has been a long time since my last challenge. No one ever challenged me the way Tori does. But what the fuck do I do with Harper?

      After I fill two Solo cups with beer, I make my way back into the living room. Tori latches onto me and shoots a dirty look in my direction that tells me what I need to know without asking. She hates me. I have zero chance of getting her back. But I am not giving up on her.

      “Wanna dance?” I ask, offering Tori the extra beer in my hand.

      Her lips curl upward as if the thought of dancing with me makes her want to vomit. She takes the cup from my hand and pounds most of the liquid in one sip. As she walks away from me, I grab hold of her hip. She looks over her shoulder at me and closes her eyes.

      Electricity skates across my skin. Just one touch. That’s all it ever took with Tori. But, at this point, she hates me so much that I doubt she can enjoy being around me. Tori doesn’t fight me when I pull her into my chest, my muscles rippling against her back. Resisting me must be harder than she’d thought.

      “Dance with me, Queenie,” I say, my breath warming her earlobe.

      She clenches her teeth. “You’re not allowed to call me that anymore, Bash. I hate that name, always did. It’s stupid. You’re such an idiot.”

      In one fluid motion, I spin her around to face me. She has nowhere to run with the group of people surrounding us.

      She searches the crowd as if looking for someone when her best friend is standing right next to her. I reach down to stroke her jaw with my finger to get her attention. Her beautiful blue eyes are even more amazing up close, wide and bright in the dark room.

      “I hate you!” She yells over a speaker behind us.

      My arrogant smile turns into a slight frown.

      “I know,” I say against her ear, brushing my lips against her skin once more on purpose. “But I want to make it up to you. Let me explain. You never gave me a chance.”

      She chugs down the rest of her beer. “We have nothing to talk about, Bash. You’re a jerk, and we broke up two years ago. You are the one who ruined our relationship. Not me. So, if this is some ego trip, leave me out of it. I’m not the girl who got away. I’m the girl you threw to the side for something better. And I will never forget that. I will never forgive you. You’re disgusting. Why don’t you go back to whoever you were screwing before I showed up? I’m sure there’s a girl already waiting in your bed for you.”

      Tori shakes her head at me before she forces her way through the crowd. What had happened between us was a misunderstanding. If only she’d given me more than a minute to explain myself before storming off. We go through the same thing every time I attempt to get within five feet of her. I hate losing.

      In the kitchen, I find Tori and Harper throwing back shots of vodka, which cannot be a good thing. Watching as they alternate between beer and rum shooters, I wonder what kind of shit Harper will stir now that she has Tori in her sights. Harper has an agenda. She always has an ulterior motive, like a chess player moving around pieces on the board. And she always gets checkmate.

      The bartender tips a shot glass to Harper’s lips and pours it into her mouth. She raises her hands above her head and yells something I can’t make out. I lean against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest, as I wait my turn.

      Beyond drunk, Harper is leaning on Tori and unable to stand up. On nights when Harper gets this hammered, I get a reprieve from her games. Sometimes, I like her. Most of the time I hate her. Harper only cares about herself, and I’m just another person who has secrets she uses against them.

      Dragging Tori by the hand, Harper leads her into the living room to dance. I follow behind them as they sift through the crowd. In some ways, I feel responsible for Tori. While she’s in this house, I have to make sure she’s okay. I owe her that much. I made a promise to her father a long time ago, and I intend to keep it.

      Sweat pours off the girls, their skin glistening under the dim lights. They grind against each other, screaming and moving in unison. For once, Tori looks as though she’s having fun. Harper, too, which is weird. The two of them could be the scowl sisters with how little they smile.

      Tori throws her arms in the air, swaying her hips back and forth to the music. They dance with each other, drawing attention from the men around them.

      A guy I don’t recognize with reddish brown hair digs his fingers into Tori’s side, holding her close. She must be wasted because she leans her head on his shoulder, panting as though she’s trying to catch her breath.

      Feeling possessive over her, I reach them in a hurry and tap him on the shoulder. He knows who I am. Everyone on campus knows who I am. So, it's not surprising when he takes a hint and releases his grip on Tori.

      I take his spot behind her without her noticing until she opens her eyes and looks up at me. When I wrap my muscular arms around her, she doesn’t protest.

      “Having fun?” I whisper into her ear.

      My fingers slide up her bare stomach without a fight. She gives in to me, her ass rubbing against my thigh until she remembers she’s dancing with me. Then, the sickened expression returns to her face, making my stomach knot. Because I’m afraid she’ll run, and I am not in the mood for another chase.

      Tori cups my shoulder to steady herself and yells into my ear, “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      That explains why she looks so repulsed by me.

      I hook my arm around her, and we move through the crowded living room. We ascended a flight of stairs, passing some of my teammates as we walk past endless rooms packed with people and to the end of the hallway. I stop in front of my room and insert the key into the lock.

      “You took me to your bedroom?” She rolls her eyes and tries to slip away from my grasp. “So typical. I’m not having sex with you, Bash. Been there, done that, got the T-shirt.”

      I laugh at her last comment. “I brought you here because I share a bathroom with Clay. You’ll have more privacy here than one of the hall bathrooms.” I let go of her and throw my hands out at my sides. “Hey, if you want to take your chances out there, then go right ahead. I was trying to be nice. Don’t jump down my throat like you always do.”

      “Oh.” She lets out a deep breath. “Sorry. I don't feel good.”

      My room is one of the largest in the house. I have enough space for a couch that lines a row of windows, a giant flat screen TV hung on the opposite wall, and a King size bed smack dab in the middle of it all.

      “It’s okay,” I say, escorting her into the bathroom at the far corner of the room.

      She flips up the toilet seat and gives me a look as though I should leave, but I want to make sure she’s okay.

      “Do you think you can turn around or something? Don’t just stand there and watch me. It’s weird, and you’re giving me stage fright.”

      I turn to face the wall. “I’m here if you need me, okay?”

      “Uh-huh,” she mutters, before puking her guts out.

      After she finishes, I hear the toilet seat slam and turn around to face her. She uses the vanity next to the toilet to support her weight and takes a seat on the lid, wiping her mouth with a tissue.

      I drop to my knees to position myself in front of her. “Feeling any better?”

      “Nope,” she confesses. “Ever since I got hit with the football, my head has been killing me, my stomach hurts, and I feel nauseous.”

      My fingers graze her cheek, and I scoot closer to her, staring into her eyes. “It’s possible you have a concussion. You took a hard hit. I’ve had them before, and it sounds like you have some of the symptoms.”

      “The doctor said I was fine.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “What are you my dad now? I don’t need you watching over me, Bash.”

      “I think you need to brush your teeth, Queenie.” I laugh in an attempt to lighten the mood.

      “Dick,” she mutters, shaking her head at me. “Give me some mouthwash or a mint then.”

      I reach into the bottom vanity drawer and remove a bottle of mouthwash, filling the cup before I hand it over.

      She takes it from my hand, swishes it in her mouth, and then leans over the sink to spit and rinse. Then, she wipes her mouth on the hand towel I give her.

      “Why are you all of a sudden nice to me, Bash?” She leans her elbows on her knees, her breasts pouring out of her shirt, giving me a nice view of her tits. “You must have some angle you’re working again.”

      I sit on the tiled floor in front of her. “That’s where you’re wrong. I just want the chance to make things up to you.”

      She huffs. “I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it my entire life. I don’t need you to be my knight in shining armor. You are not my Prince Charming.”

      I touch her leg and rub my thumb over her bare skin, staring up at her. “I just want to help you, and make sure you’re not going to pass out. Is that okay?”

      “I hate that I feel anything for you, Bash. But I do. Just promise me you won’t try to apologize or do anything stupid. I don’t want to hear it anymore. Help me get home, and then your good deed for the night is over, and we can call it even.”

      Our faces are so close that the heat from her breath makes my body tingle. I want to kiss her. But I don’t want her to slap me for it.

      “Sounds good. Let me get you in bed.”

      She punches me in the arm. “You promised.”

      “Not my bed,” I say, defensive. “I meant that I'd help you get into your bed.”

      “Just so we’re clear, you’re not getting in it with me.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much. What do you think I’m some pervert who takes advantage of sick girls?”

      With her lips pulled tight, in a straight line that makes her demeanor unreadable, Tori confuses the fuck out of me. After a long pause, she breaks the silence with her laughter. “Don’t be so serious, Bash. I was joking. But not about you getting in bed with me. That’s non-negotiable.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it.” Women. This one, in particular, has always kept me on my toes. I hold out my arm to help Tori up from the toilet seat, and she accepts my offer, pushing herself up to her feet, as she holds onto me.

      I’m concerned about her health. She has no idea how much worse things could get for her if she has even a slight concussion. Now, I feel even more responsible for her. Tori will need my help. And I will be there whenever she needs it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Tori

      

      With our fingers interlocked and my head on his chest, I take in his manly scent and let Bash drag me down the street. I wanted to fight him, call it a night, but I like being around him. And I need his help getting home.

      My head spins, the pain in my skull making me sick to my stomach. City blocks seem to go on for miles, and after we round a corner and walk to the end of the next street, I spot a McDonald’s that is open twenty-four hours. The growling in my stomach hasn’t let up since I puked up my lunch.

      “Can we stop and get something to eat? I’m starving.”

      “Yeah, of course,” he says, without hesitation, steering us in the direction of the fast food restaurant.

      He opens the door and helps me inside. The lights blind me after being on the street for so long, wandering in the dark. The scent of french fries and burgers wafts through the air, causing my stomach to growl.

      After Bash orders for us, I collapse across from him in a booth by the window.

      “How are you feeling?” Bash studies my face as if searching for something.

      “Hungry,” I choke out. “Sick. Dizzy. Pick one.”

      I prop my elbows on the table to support my head. My skull feels as though someone is drilling into it. The doctor had told me not to drink, but Bash makes me so angry and nervous, all at the same time, that I ignored the doctor’s instructions. It was a mistake I now regret.

      He looks at me with his bright green eyes and those long dark lashes. Despite my concussed state, he still has an alarming effect on me. Heat creeps up the back of my neck and down my arms from his intense gaze. I should stop looking at him. But I can’t. He’s beautiful, if you can even say that about a man, but it’s the truth.

      Bash is flawless and built to perfection as if designed with a specific intent. To kill me. Make my ovaries go into overdrive. Good thing I’m too sick to climb across the table and assault him. Because that’s what I want to do every time he locks onto me, holding me in his clutches.

      When the man behind the counter signals our food is ready, Bash gets up from the table. “I’ll be right back.”

      I nod, unsure why he's acting so weird. And nice. Bash doesn’t do nice. He just takes what he wants.

      “Chicken nuggets and barbecue sauce,” he says when he comes back, setting the tray down in front of me.

      “Don’t forget my fries.”

      He chuckles and slides the fries next to my nuggets along with the sauce packets. “Here ya go, Queenie.”

      As he lifts the burger to his mouth, he burns a hole through me with his eyes.

      “Why do you keep looking at me?” My tone demands an answer.

      “I want to make sure you’re not going to pass out on me.” He speaks between bites. “And you’re not bad to look at.”

      “Not bad to look at?” I snicker. “Thanks.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” he says, defensive.

      “I’m sure.” I stare out the window, shoving a fry into my mouth.

      Bash reaches across the table and touches my chin with his finger to get my attention. “Hey, don’t be like that. I think you’re beautiful, always have. You’re one of the hottest girls on campus.”

      Our eyes meet for a second, melting away my anger, but it’s not enough to make me forget. “Now, I know you’re full of shit.”

      His laughter fills the quiet air. Even though he should be pissed, he seems entertained by my attitude. “Queenie, I swear…” he says in a playful tone. “Will you ever forgive me? It’s been years. Would you just let it go already?”

      “No.” I shake my head, shoveling my food into my mouth like a ravenous beast. “I will not let it go. If I had done the same thing to you, I doubt you would forgive me. So, why do you deserve another chance?”

      “Because there are two sides to every story, and you never bothered to listen to mine. You dismiss me every time I get near you.”

      “I wish you’d stop calling me Queenie. You could start with that.”

      “You didn’t have a problem with it before.”

      “First off, I only tolerated that stupid nickname because I was in love with you.”

      I stop myself from saying more about the love part. He seems confused, upset, even. It’s hard to tell with the room spinning.

      Lowering my voice to a whisper, I say, “I gave you my virginity, Bash. You should know by now that I’m not the kind of girl who hops into bed with just anyone.”

      He reaches out to touch my forearm, and for some reason, I let him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say. I’ve tried to apologize for years. Why can’t you have a civilized conversation with me?”

      “We could stop talking about the past. How about that? Let’s move on and finish our food so that we can get the hell out of here. I’m sure you have something or someone you could be doing instead of hanging out with me. I’m sure there’s some football trash lingering in your bedroom, naked and ready for you.”

      “Nope, I can’t think of a single thing I want to do more than sitting here with your cranky ass.” He smiles, and it’s contagious because he provokes a half-smile from me.

      How am I still drawn to him after all the shit he put me through in the past? I hate that his presence alone fills my stomach with nervous energy.

      “I’m shocked,” I deadpan. “Here, I thought you’d have girls or keg stands to attend to.”

      Bash smirks, swallowing the rest of his burger. “And that’s where you’re wrong about me. There’s more to me than parties and hot chicks.”

      “Right,” I say, laughing, “there’s also football.”

      He shakes his head, somewhat entertained. “You’re impossible. You must be feeling better if your sense of humor has returned.”

      “A little concussion won’t keep me from laying on the sarcasm,” I say, popping the last fry into my mouth.

      “I see that.” Bash flashes a broad grin and a perfect set of white teeth. Everything about him is flawless. Why does he have to be so damn perfect all the time? I think I hate him more because of it. Because it’s his perfections that make me like him more. His imperfections…well, those are the reason we’re not together. And he has plenty of those.

      My shoulders slump against the booth, as I take a second to pull myself together. The room hasn’t stopped spinning since we walked into McDonald’s. The lights are all of a sudden too bright. A brush of heat spreads from my cheeks to my neck and down my arms. I’m hot, so fucking hot I feel as though I could pass out at any moment. And for once, Bash has nothing to do with it.

      “I don’t feel good. We need to leave,” I choke out, struggling with the words.

      Bash slides off the bench and comes around to my side of the table, helping me up to my feet. “It’s gonna be okay. I’ve gone through this before. Don’t worry, Tori. I know what to do.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As soon as we make it into my dorm room, I get sick again. This time, Bash holds my hair while I puke and rubs my back. He’s acting like the person I once knew. And I like it. His behavior makes me miss him and what we had together.

      I brush my teeth, swallow a few Tylenol along with a bottle of water, and then, Bash helps me to the couch.

      The living room of the two-bedroom suite I share with Jessica has couches facing one another, separated by a wooden coffee table. We have a small kitchen off to the left, a full-size bathroom to the right, and private bedrooms along the back wall. Each room has a double bed situated between two windows covered by dark gray curtains. It’s the standard room you can expect to find in Jefferson Hall.

      Jessica and I thought about upgrading to off-campus housing, like the house Bash lives in, but we didn’t want to be surrounded by girls and fighting over bathrooms. We like our space, and this place suits us just fine.

      Bash sinks into the microfiber next to me, smiling like an idiot. Still dizzy, I scoot closer to him and lay my head on his chest. He cradles me in the crook of his arm and swipes a strand of hair from my face.

      I close my eyes, hoping I will drift off to sleep. I’m so tired my lids are heavy. My body is desperate for sleep. When Bash kisses my forehead, I stir in his arms and mumble his name under my breath, about to tell him to stop. But this is nice. Plus, he’s like lying on a big comfy pillow—if that pillow had rock hard abs and chiseled arms.

      “You should sleep in your bed,” he says, speaking so low I almost have trouble hearing him. “You will need all the rest you can get if you want to get back to normal.”

      Bash picks me up, kicks open the door to my bedroom with his foot, and places me on the mattress. I haven’t made my bed. The sheets are a tangled mess. He tugs at the light gray comforter beneath me until he manages to get it out from under my weight. Crouched next to the bed, he runs his fingers down my arm and lets out a loud sigh.

      We stare at each other for a few seconds, before I look away and slip under the covers. I trace my fingers along Bash’s arm, stopping when I see the tiny bumps dotting his skin. We look at each other for minutes. It’s intense. He stares at me like he wants to rip off my clothes. But he wouldn’t dare. Not after my warnings. Not after everything he has done.

      “It’s annoying how perfect you are,” I say in a hushed tone.

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I’m far from perfect, Queenie. Just like everyone else, you only see what you want to see.”

      “Then stop pretending to be what everyone wants you to be. Once upon a time, the Bash I knew was…different.”

      He holds onto the edge of the bed, and with his chin on the mattress, he peeks up at me with those bright green eyes that jump off his face.

      My heart thumps out of my chest, overcome with a strange mixture of emotions. Bash makes me so nervous yet excited, all at the same time. My old and new feelings are so twisted together that my head spins from all the thoughts racing through it.

      “I’m still the same person. If you’d let me explain, give me a chance, you’d see that for yourself.”

      He leans in, as if he’s about to kiss me, and then he stops himself. A beat passes between us where I would have considered kissing him if he’d made a move. But I reject the idea. What we have tonight is nice, so I’ll enjoy it while I can. I know it won’t last. I’m not delusional. Anything that seems too good to be true is always too good to be true. Bash included.

      Grabbing the duvet, I yank it up to my chin and fall back onto the mound of pillows behind me. Bash hasn’t taken his eyes off me, and it freaks me out. That’s why I decide to throw him a bone since he’s already begging.

      “I guess we can be friends. If that’s what you want to call what we’re doing right now.”

      “I can do friends,” he says, taking my hand in his to kiss my skin, his lips moving up my arm.

      “Friends don’t kiss,” I remind him.

      He stops kissing me and looks at me, still holding my hand. “Right…my mistake. I’m sorry.” He lets go of me and uses the bed to push himself up to his feet. “How about I let you get some sleep?”

      I curl up with a pillow and smile. “Yeah, that sounds good. I’m pretty tired.”

      He walks away from the bed, about to flip the light switch when I stop him.

      “Bash, do you think you can call the team doctor for me? So that I can get looked at again.”

      “Right now?” He turns around to face me, his hand still next to the light switch. “Are you feeling sick again?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that. It can wait until the morning.”

      “Of course. Get some sleep, and I’ll call Doc when I wake up.”

      “Thanks,” I say, unable to keep my eyes open. “Night, Bash.”

      He smiles, then flips the switch, leaving my room in darkness. “Night, Queenie.”

      “Stop calling me that,” I say, my voice tired and weak.

      Hugging the pillow tight against me, I take in the scent of my laundry detergent and drift off to sleep, thinking about Bash. This time they are good thoughts.
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      Bash

      

      The couch in Tori’s dorm suite is harder than the fucking floor. I’m shocked that I managed to get any sleep. It was like curling up on stone slabs. After a few hours of trying to sleep, I thought about going home and coming back later. But I was afraid that something might happen, and with Jessica staying the night at my house with Clay, I didn’t want to leave Tori alone.

      After I wash my face and rinse the taste from my mouth, I make a pot of coffee. It’s nine o’clock in the morning and late enough that I can call Dr. Holland to treat Tori. I’m worried about her. I’ve been through my fair share of concussions, and I know firsthand how rough it can be until it passes.

      I remove my cell phone from my pocket and call Doc. Everyone on the team has him on speed dial after all the issues we’ve had over the years. He answers on the third ring and promises to come soon after I explain the situation with Tori.

      Stirring sugar into my coffee, I finish my call with Doc, and then shove the phone back into my pocket. When I turn around, Tori opens her bedroom door, rubbing her eyes and yawning. She lowers her arm from her face and locks onto me, shocked to see me. Tori just stares, unblinking. I bet she thought I would bail because that’s the man she thinks I am.

      I lean my back against the counter and take a sip from my mug, appraising her, before handing her my coffee. She takes it from my hand without a word and chugs the rest of it down in one gulp.

      “More,” she grunts, shoving the cup into my chest.

      Tori looks like hell with her hair sticking up in different directions, mascara streaks under her eyes, and what looks like dried slobber in the corner of her mouth. But she’s still beautiful. A hot mess I’d still bend over this counter and lose myself with her…In her.

      I make us each a coffee and tip my mug to hers, the ceramic clanging together in the silent room. Tori walks away without a word and sinks into the thin cushions of the gray microfiber couch in the living room, burying her head in the pillows. “I feel like a truck ran over my head and kept backing up over it all night.”

      I laugh at her theatrics. She was always a drama queen. “I called Dr. Holland for you. He should be here within the hour.” I take a sip and then lean over to set the mug on the table. “I’ll stay with you until he leaves if you’re okay with that.”

      She lets out a big gulp of air but doesn’t speak.

      I sit at the opposite end of the sofa, lean my elbow on the arm, and turn on the flat screen on the wall. After flipping through Netflix for ten minutes without finding anything she likes, Tori sets her mug on the table and crawls over to me. Her gesture isn’t meant to be seductive. But the way she looks at me, on all fours and her breasts spilling out her shirt, make it hard for me to think of anything other than sex.

      “Give me,” she demands, snatching the remote from my hand. “You have never had good taste in movies.”

      I chuckle as she makes herself comfortable next to me as if she forgot that she hates me. “Hey, that’s not true. I have excellent taste in movies.”

      “Says the guy who likes Spider Man 3,” she deadpans, her eyes focused on the TV and a sly smirk on her lips.

      “That was a good movie,” I spit back, defensive.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “You just proved my point. Horrible taste. You also think Tron is a good movie. I guess that’s because you’re a jock who wouldn’t know a good movie.”

      “Oh, so I’m just some dumb jock now? You should know me well enough to realize that’s not true. We were in the same classes, have the same major, and have the same grade point average. The only difference is I play football, and you hate sports and any activity that involves socializing”

      I take another sip, the warm liquid running down my throat. Peeking out the corner of my eye, I can see the scowl forming on her lips.

      “I am not anti-social,” she says, angry. “Just because you’re the King of Strickland University doesn’t make me the weird girl who’s afraid to talk to people.” She sits up straight and points her nose up at the ceiling. “I will have you know I am very social.”

      “Is that so?” What was the last party you went to?”

      “Yours, you jackass.” The smirk returns to her lips.

      Duh! She’s got me there.

      “You know what I meant, smart ass.”

      She flips through the shows on the TV, ignoring me for a minute before she gives up her search and hands the remote back to me. “Here, put on whatever you want. I’m sick of looking, and I’ve watched most these already.”

      “It’s your place, not mine. You should pick the movie. You know, since I have such bad taste.” I say the last part with an impish grin.

      Saved by the knock on the door, I get up to let Dr. Holland into the apartment. We exchange the usual pleasantries, and he takes a seat next to Tori on the couch.

      “How are you feeling, Victoria?”

      I used to tell her that she was my queen since her name is Victoria, hence the nickname Queenie. Lame, I know. It was something I said when I was half-lit and trying to get into her pants. She hates it, always has, but I think she secretly likes it. With a last name like Prince, it seemed fitting. She used to call me her Prince Charming, joking around, and that was always my comeback. The name ended up sticking.

      She’s the only girl I’ve cared for since I stepped foot on this campus three years ago. At one time, I was madly in love with her. But I had to move on.

      I watch as Dr. Holland evaluates Tori. He shines a light in her eyes, tells her to follow his finger, and performs all the usual tests to check cognitive function.

      “I don’t see any causes for concern, but you will need to get some rest. The only way to give your brain the time you need to recover is to spend the rest of the weekend off your feet and in bed. Do you have anyone who can take care of you? I’d feel better if someone were with you just in case.”

      She shakes her head. “No, my roommate is spending the weekend with her boyfriend, and my family lives in Pittsburgh.”

      “I can stay with her,” I say.

      Tori shoots daggers in my direction. Her lip curls up at me in revulsion. “No, I don’t think so, Bash. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “You heard what Doc said,” I challenge, moving closer to command her attention. “Doctor’s orders.”

      She pretends as though I don’t exist and turns her head toward the TV.

      “Even though you hate me, you will need me to stay with you.” I stand in front of her and wait for her to look up at me. “I’ve been through this more times than I can count. Trust me.”

      “I don’t trust you,” she snaps back.

      “I would consider Bash’s offer,” Dr. Holland adds. “If you start to display any of the more serious symptoms of a concussion, you will need someone to take you to the hospital.”

      Tori slides her hand behind her head, staring up at the ceiling as if it holds the answer to her dilemma. “I guess Bash can hang out for a while, as long as he doesn’t annoy me too much.”

      “So, it’s settled,” Dr. Holland says, placing his medical instruments back into his bag. “Take care of yourself Victoria. Make sure you drink plenty of fluids and get some rest. Don’t drink or do any strenuous activities. I’d prefer if you stay inside for the next two days, if possible.”

      “That won’t be an issue,” she says, propping herself up on the arm of the couch as she tucks her feet under her.

      Dr. Holland looks at me as he stands, and I follow suit. “Bash, call me if anything changes with Victoria.”

      When I open the door for Doc, he lingers in the entryway, hesitating. He lowers his voice to an almost whisper. “Make sure she follows my instructions. She seems a bit headstrong, and people like that make the worst patients. You know better than anyone that not following doctor’s orders can lead to complications.”

      I nod. “Yes, I do. That’s why I plan to sit by Tori’s side until she’s feeling better, even if she doesn’t want me here.”

      “Good.” He flashes a quick smile. “I’m glad to hear it. Like I said, call me if anything changes. As long as Victoria gets some rest, I think she will be just fine by the start of class on Monday.”

      I slap a hand on his back. “Thanks again, Doc. I’ll take good care of her.”

      He nods without another word and disappears into the crowded hallway. The weekends on campus are always insane, with some people still up from the night before and drunk out of their skulls. I’m one of them when it’s not football season. But I have to be in the zone, and that means keeping my partying to a minimum.

      Once upon a time, my dad was a professional football player. He played quarterback for the Redskins back in the day, long before he blew out his knee. He was at the end of his career when it happened, but he still crawls up my ass about conditioning and being in game-ready shape. Now, he’s a sports announcer for ESPN and is never home. But he always finds the time to call and tell me what I need to do better or how I can improve my game.

      So, the most partying I can do on the weekends is drinking a few beers, at best. I take football serious. For as long as I can remember, my entire life has revolved around practice schedules, workouts, and games. My dad had molded me, so that he could turn me into the best running back in the league.

      If everything goes as planned, I should have a shot at the NFL. That’s why I have no room for error or distractions. Except I have one perched on the sofa, making my dick twitch. The skin-tight top Tori has on from last night clings to her petite, yet curvy frame.

      One of the things I always like most about Tori is her figure and her full, luscious tits. All I can think about is shoving my face between them as I take my place on the couch across from her. Hanging out with Tori for the next ten minutes will be hard with the semi growing in my pants, let alone another day or two, assuming she doesn’t kick me out before then.

      “I’m hungry.” She rubs her stomach with a sly grin. “If you’re going to be my caretaker, the least you can do is get me something to eat.”

      I shake my head, laughing. “You’re impossible, Queenie.”

      “I’m serious. As your first order of business as my nurse, you need to feed me.”

      “Cooking is not my thing. How about we go to the SAC instead? Are you feeling up to it?”

      “You expect me to be seen with you…in public?” She doesn’t even try to hide her disgust.

      I snicker. “You act like that’s a bad thing. Being seen with me can do wonders for your image.”

      “Been there, done that,” she deadpans. “It didn’t do a damn thing for me other than…” Her voice trails off, and without finishing her train of thought, I already have an idea of what she was about to say.

      I ruined her. I destroyed what we had. I made her the laughing stock of Strickland University. But I didn’t do it on purpose. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t reverse any of the embarrassment or shame she felt after our breakup, even if I wanted to help take away her pain. Tori went into a deep depression, one that I’d watched unfold over time. That’s why I made a deal with her father, kept a secret from Tori, along with my distance.

      I’ve watched her from afar, made sure no one got too close, and now, it’s time to get her back. But how do I change her mind? She’s so tough and resilient. The girl sitting next to me is nothing like the one I once knew.

      “So, the SAC? Wanna go or what? Otherwise, you may starve to death.”

      A beat passes between us before she says, “Fine. We can go to the SAC. Let’s just get this over with, so I can come back and take a nap. I’m getting tired again.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When we reach the Student Activity Center, the intoxicating aroma of fried food welcomes us. We sift through the masses, pass the bookstore, and walk up a flight of stairs.

      Holding on to my arm, Tori whines, “You know, Bash, stairs count as strenuous activity. We’re only an hour in, and you’re already sucking as my nurse.”

      “I’m doing the best I can, woman. Just calm down. Steps do not count as strenuous activity. The last time I checked you weren’t a ninety-year-old woman and are capable of climbing a flight of steps.”

      “You’re fired,” she jokes, her smile reaching up to her big, blue eyes. “I should replace you with someone smarter and better looking.”

      “Better looking?” My tone indicates a question that I don’t expect her to answer.

      Now, she’s just trying to piss me off, a scare tactic to get me to leave. She can forget that. I plan to stay by her side until Monday morning if she’ll let me. I already have enough guilt on my conscience when it comes to Tori. The last thing I want to do is leave her sick and unattended when she needs someone most.

      With hundreds of people roaming around the SAC, we step inside the crowded cafeteria. I grab a tray from the stack and slide it down the metal counter. They have everything from burgers and fries to Chinese food, paired with a few leftover breakfast foods. Tori has her eye on the massive salad bar in the center of the buffet lines.

      “Do you want me to get you a salad?”

      “Nope,” she says, turning her head back to me. “I want chicken fingers.”

      “You had them last night.”

      She scowls at me. “What do you care? I like them.”

      “I’m just saying that you should eat something with more nutritional value than chicken fingers.”

      “You sound like my dad. And chicken is a food group.” She sticks her tongue out at me.

      “Technicality,” I say, shaking my head at her.

      As we move through the buffet, Tori places a paper carton of chicken tenders on the tray. Following her lead, I opt for a greasy cheesesteak wrapped in foil.

      “Why, Bash, how could you?” Tori holds her hand up to her mouth, widening her eyes in mock surprise. “What happened to food with nutritional value?”

      “Keep moving, smart ass,” I say, pushing the tray with my fingers. “I guess you’re rubbing off on me already.”

      She flashes a victorious smile as if she’s won a contest. At the rate we’re going, this will be one of the longest weekends of my life.

      I search the expanse of the hall for Clay, hoping he showed up with Jessica. But I catch someone else’s attention.

      Instead of Clay, I find Harper, smiling and waving at me. She reminds me of everything I hate. Everything I did to get to this point. I hate myself for allowing her to fuck with my life. But I hate myself more for making the stupid decisions that had forced me to go along with Harper’s agreement.

      Something about her has always provoked a sudden rage inside me. There used to be a bit of sexual tension laced with anger between us. Now, it’s just anger and resentment, or at least on my part.

      As Harper violates me with her eyes, I pretend not to see her. In desperate need of a distraction, I clutch Tori’s shoulder as we stand in line for the cash register.

      “Why are you touching me? Hands off,” Tori says, through clenched teeth.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. Old habits, I guess.”

      She shakes me off. “Don’t let it happen again.”

      By the time I pay for our meals, Harper has vanished. Another minute of her gawking at me would lead to more problems. And I need to make things right with Tori.

      Crammed between hundreds of people, Clay raises his hand in the air to flag me down. He has on a navy blue Strickland Senators T-shirt that fits tight against his chest and shoulders, revealing the definition in his arms, and a pair of jeans. Clay is a big dude, built like an ox, but I have a few inches on him.

      “Tori,” Jessica calls out, waving. “About time you made it. I was getting ready to call you.”

      “We’re here. You can call off the search team.” Tori deadpans, feigning a smile.

      “You look like death. What happened to you?” Jessica’s eyes travel from Tori to me. She gives me a look of disgust as if I am the reason Tori is so disheveled.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I say to Jessica, annoyed. “I’m taking care of her until she gets better.”

      I make room between some of my teammates and set my tray across from Clay and Jessica.

      Tori sits next to me with a flustered sigh.

      A few of the guys nod or say hello as we make ourselves comfortable. The look surprised to see me. After all the rumors that have gone around campus about Tori and me, eating lunch together will start more. I will have to shield her from as many as I can. She couldn’t handle the rumors last time. I don’t blame her. The shit they were saying about her would’ve made anyone go a little…nuts.

      “Why are you taking care of her?” Jessica seems confused.

      “Because I have a minor concussion, and Dr. Holland wants someone to stay with me.”

      “And I volunteered,” I add.

      Offended, Jessica says, “Why didn’t you call me? That’s why I’m here.”

      Tori lifts a chicken tender from the tray and holds it up to her mouth. “Don’t be ridiculous. You guys have plans, and I am capable of taking care of myself.” She bites into the chicken, speaking between bites. “Have fun. I will be okay on my own.”

      “You’re not on your own,” I clarify.

      “Whatever. You’ll be there. Same difference.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I counter. She’s working my last nerve.

      “Like I can count on you for anything, Bash. Please. Be serious.”

      If only she knew about the things I have done for her, continue to do for her. But I can’t…

      “You can,” I say, lowering my voice to a whisper. “Just let me show you.”

      Tori studies my face for a few seconds before her features soften. “I guess I’ll find out.” Then, she shoves the rest of the chicken into her mouth, ending the conversation as she stuffs her face.

      Seated next to Finch, a girl with caramel hair, cut in layers over her shoulders, flashes a broad grin at me. She raises her hand and gives me a quick wave. Even with Tori next to me, women still try to get my attention. The girls who didn’t give a fuck who they had to step on to get to me ruined my relationship with Tori the first time. Not me. And I won’t let them do it again.

      Ignoring the girl who is now pretending to poke at her salad, my attention shifts back to Tori, who by the scowl on her face must’ve watched the quick exchange between the girl next to Finch and me. Just fucking great.

      Neither of us exchanges a word, holding each other’s gaze before Jessica interrupts our staring contest.

      “Are you going to be okay with him?” Jessica asks Tori, her finger pointed at me as if even she thinks I am not up to her standards.

      Tori shrugs against her chair. “Who knows. I doubt he’ll make it through the night without attending to one of his booty calls.”

      “I’m right here,” I say, not meaning to raise my voice. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not. And I’m staying with you until Monday, so you had better get used to me.”

      Now, I have everyone at the table’s attention, whether I wanted it or not. Bringing Tori here, even with our friends to run interference, was a mistake.

      I turn away, checking out the right side of the cafeteria and frown when I see Harper strutting over to our table with her friends. She slides a chair between Clay and Finch, focused on me the entire time. I try to ignore her, but the two feet separating us is not enough. The devilish grin she wears, although not unusual for Harper, makes me want to throw her over my shoulder and drag her from the room. I keep my fingers crossed that she shuts her mouth in front of Tori. We have an arrangement for a reason.

      Harper scans my face, acknowledging my warning with a nod. We don’t need words to communicate. She knows the deal. But that doesn’t mean she won’t make Tori’s life a living hell instead of mine.

      “Bash,” she coos, “I see you’ve brought the trash with you. I didn’t realize you were doing charity work this weekend. How nice of you.”

      Balling my hands into fists at my sides, I yell, “Knock it off, Harper. Apologize. Right now!”

      Tori rolls her eyes and chugs the last sip of her soda. “It’s okay, Bash. I can handle this bitch.”

      “What did you just call me?” Harper squeaks out.

      “You heard me, bitch,” Tori says, her face like stone.

      I always loved that fight inside of Tori. It was one of the things I liked most about her. That’s why it upset me so much to see the fire die inside her over the years. I’m glad it’s back.

      “He doesn’t even like you,” Harper spits back.

      “Harper, stop it!” I yell, crossing my arms over my chest. “I am sick of this shit. You need to leave.”

      Her lip quivers at my words. “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do,” I say, pointing toward the exit doors. “Now, go. You are not wanted here.”

      She folds her hands on the table, leaning forward. “You’re an ass; you know that? You had better stop by tonight, or you will be sorry.”

      I do not doubt that she will make things worse now that Tori is back in my sights. It has taken me far too long to get close to Tori again. I’m stuck in a tough position. Harper knows the secret I’ve kept from Tori all these years. A secret that will make Tori hate me. But Harper also knows the truth, and the truth is what Tori would want from me. It would give her closure. If I don’t give in to Harper’s demands, she will make sure Tori finds out. I can’t have that.

      “Later, Harper,” I say, shooing her away.

      She shakes her head, teeth clenched in anger. Without another word, she gets up from the table, her three minions following behind her as if she’s a celebrity flanked by her team.

      I dig my fingers through my hair, frustrated, flashing a forced smile at Tori. “I’m sorry about that.”

      She shrugs, unaffected by the exchange with Harper. “It’s nothing. She’s an idiot.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay. I’m lightheaded, but for the most part, not bad. I think I could use a nap.”

      “We can leave,” I say, pushing my chair out from the table.

      “Already,” Jessica whines. “Don’t let that hooker be the reason you’re leaving. She was just trying to get under your skin.”

      Tori laughs. “Like I care about Harper. I don’t feel good. I promise I just need some sleep. Have fun this weekend. Don’t worry about me.”

      Jessica snorts at her comment. “As if I can ignore the fact my best friend has a concussion and enjoy my weekend.” Jessica turns to Clay. “Would you mind if we cancel our plans for tonight?”

      “Jess, C'mon,” Clay says, trying not to look too disappointed. “Bash can take care of Tori. If anyone knows how to nurse a concussion, it’s Bash. She’s in good hands.”

      “But—” Clay interrupts Jessica’s train of thought.

      “It took me a month to get reservations for tonight, and that was with my dad’s connections. Just let Bash handle things.”

      “He’s right,” Tori says. “I will be fine.”

      Jessica cocks an eyebrow at Tori. “Really?”

      “Yup,” Tori confirms. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Promise me you will let Bash stay with you.”

      “I can’t promise he won’t get on my nerves,” she counters.

      Jessica purses her lips. “I’m serious.”

      Tori smirks. “So am I.”

      Clay scratches his jaw, the corner of his mouth opening a little bit. “Good. It’s settled.”

      He shuts the conversation down with three words. Jessica doesn’t even bother to argue.

      Holding out my hand to Tori, she looks up at me, her big, blue eyes slicing right through me. She takes my hand without fighting me, allowing me to help her to her feet.

      Nervous energy runs through my body in waves, magnified by Tori’s touch. My skin is on fire, a sudden burst of heat traveling down my arms. It feels so good to be with her again.

      Tori flicks her golden locks over her shoulder with her other hand, still holding onto me tight. I thought she’d leave after Harper’s outburst, but instead, I get the opposite reaction. Maybe she will give me time to show her how wrong she is about me.

      I lean down and whisper against her ear. “Are you ready, Queenie?”

      She grins up at me, despite the permanent scowl she usually wears in protest. “Yes,” she breathes. “But stop calling me that. I hate that nickname.”

      “Whatever you say, Queenie.” I laugh, and she elbows me hard in my side.

      I missed this. I missed Tori. And I hope she will let me stay long enough to win her back.
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      Tori

      

      Bash is killing me. With kindness. And I have no idea how to react to him. After all the years I have spent hating him, he’s making it hard for me not to like him all over again. Why is he so nice? I wish he’d be the jerk I know, the asshole who betrayed my trust. Except he’s different or at least trying to be a person I am starting to like.

      “Sit up,” Bash says, pushing another pillow behind my head. He fluffs the stack and helps me lie back down as if I’m incapable of doing it myself.

      Sitting at the edge of my bed, he leans over me to pull the blanket up to my neck. Being this close to Bash is hard. So fucking hard. All my feelings for him come swirling back. A blush spreads from my cheeks to my chest, my nipples hardening from his proximity. He’s always had this effect on me. I lose all self-control around him.

      Fighting off the urge to kiss him, I close my eyes and suck in a deep breath before blowing it out my nose. When I open my eyes, Bash’s face is so close to mine. I can feel his breath on my cheek.

      “Bash,” I whisper, wanting to tell him to leave. But I won’t ask him to leave. I don’t have the willpower. Instead, I mutter a quick thank you.

      He props himself up with his elbow and leans over me, pushing a strand of hair from my face. “How are you feeling?”

      The fact that he doesn’t move makes his intentions clear. I try hard to suppress my emotions. But in a moment of weakness, I brush my fingers over his skin and look up at him, flicking my tongue over my lips.

      “Tori,” he mutters, moving close enough that I can feel his breath on my lips. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be,” I say. “You’re here now. I’ll be fine.”

      “You mean that?” He seems surprised by my words.

      “Yes, I do. I know you will take care of me.”

      He sighs. “I thought you hated me and didn't trust me.”

      “I do, but you feel guilty. That’s why you’re here. And I know you will help me.”

      “I would do anything for you.” With our faces so close together, I can feel his breath on my lips.

      I lean in closer and stare into his eyes. My body stills but my heart is another story.

      “Then show me,” I whisper. He either needs to kiss me or get off the bed. It’s hard being this close to Bash without wanting to jump him.

      He doesn’t hesitate. Bash grips my ass with one hand and my face with the other. Our clips crash together, and when he slips his tongue into my mouth, his touch goes straight between my thighs. One thing I always loved about Bash was his ability to make me wet just from one kiss. His tongue is like magic, spelling me into believing this is all real and like it was before everything had fallen apart.

      At this moment, I can forget about the Bash I hate and focus on the Bash I love. Moaning, he sucks on my bottom lip. I love the sexy sounds he makes, always have. Each sound he makes dampens my panties. I want him to touch me, make this throbbing between my legs go away.

      I can feel his erection pressing against my thigh through his jeans. Licking my lips, I feel his length over the material. He’s so big that to this day, I can still remember what it was like when he took my virginity. It was perfect, something out of a fairy tale, but it hurt like fucking hell. I’m not even sure I can handle Bash right now with how much my head hurts. One body part at a time.

      Bash is the only guy I have ever had sex. Unlike him, it has meant something to me. He meant everything to me. For a second, I let myself enjoy the sweet scent of his skin and the way his hips rock against me.

      I separate my lips from him, moving my head to the side, but he kisses my neck instead. “What are we doing, Bash?”

      “Kissing,” he mumbles against my skin. “I missed you, Tori. I missed you so fucking much.”

      I don’t want his hands to leave my body or his tongue to stop doing whatever he does that causes my toes curl and my body to tingle with pleasure. I want to fight him, but I don’t have the willpower. Because I am powerless with one kiss, one touch.

      “I missed you, too,” I confess, hating myself for saying the words aloud.

      His tongue caresses mine once more, and he kisses me with an animalistic passion I crave. Heat runs over my body in waves as his hand slides up my thigh. Everything about this feels normal, familiar. I wish my body would reject him the way my mind has tried to over the years, but it’s a goddamn traitor.

      I sit up just enough so he can lift my shirt over my head. He throws it on the floor behind him and unhooks my bra, sliding the straps down my shoulders to expose my breasts. His palm falls to my back, pulling me closer, as he leans down to suck on my nipple, tugging it with his teeth. The tiny bud hardens at the flick of his tongue.

      He takes his time as he explores my body.

      On the verge of an orgasm, my brain shuts down, functioning long enough to mutter, “What are we doing, Bash?” I grip his hair in my hands, and he stops sucking on my nipple, peeking up at me. “We shouldn’t do this.”

      “I was planning to make you come.” He peeks up at me, so confident and relaxed, as always.

      Gripping his hair in my hands, I get his attention, holding him in place. “After what happened at the SAC, we should stop.”

      “Because of Harper?” He slips from my grip and sits up, locking onto me, his expression serious. “Don’t let her get to you. She’s trying to piss you off.”

      “I know that, but I just can’t do this with you. Not right now. We can’t be together. This cannot happen again. It was a mistake the first time.”

      He frowns. “It wasn’t a mistake. What we had was real.”

      “You cheated on me, Bash. I was the laughing stock of this school because of you and what you did to me. And you know what happened after that…” My voice trails off, and I don’t dare finish the rest. It’s hard enough to forget the past. I don’t want to relive it

      He shakes his head. “I never cheated on you. Never. I never even as much as thought about another girl while I was with you.”

      I sit up and use the stack of pillows behind me for support. “I caught you in bed with another girl. Try again.”

      “It wasn’t what it looked like.” His tone is defensive, upset, even. “You never gave me the chance to explain.”

      “I saw all I needed to see,” I spit back. “Can you hand me my shirt?” This conversation is making me sick to my stomach.

      He huffs before reaching for my clothes and hands the tee to me. “I cared about you, Tori. A lot. I still do.”

      “Look, Bash, I appreciate that you are staying with me, but this cannot happen between us. We’re not good together.”

      “Why not?” He challenges. “Because I think we are perfect together.”

      “Not even close,” I counter. “You’re like a celebrity around here. And why wouldn’t you be treated that way when your dad is an actual celebrity? And I’m…me.”

      “I can’t do anything about my dad, but what’s wrong with being you? I like you the way you are, always have.”

      “You don’t get it, and I don’t expect you to understand what it’s like to be your girlfriend.” I sink further into the pillow and turn my head away from him.

      “Tori,” he breathes.

      “I need to get some sleep, Bash.” I close my eyes and roll onto my side, curling up with the pillow.

      He gets up from the bed, the mattress shifting from his weight. “I’ll be on the other side of the door. If you need me, just call. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You’re not indebted to me, Bash. It’s not necessary for you to stay here while I sleep. Nothing exciting is going to happen this afternoon. Why don’t you go home and get a shower or do whatever it is you would do on the weekend.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” I look over at him just as he pushes his hands onto his hips, the muscles flexing in his arms. “But a shower does sound good.”

      “Go ahead.” I wave my hand toward the door, fighting off what he’s doing to my body. “You’re free to go and live your life.”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “I can have someone bring me clothes if you’re okay with me taking a shower here.”

      Thinking it over for a second, I nod. “That’s fine. I can’t have you stinking up my place. But you should stop acting like the prince you are and go get your clothes.”

      “Fine, but I won’t be gone long.” He smiles at me. “I’m serious, Tori. I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too, Bash, but that doesn’t mean a thing. You feel bad for me. That’s the only reason you’re here right now. I know you’re a good person, even if the things you did to me were shitty. But I also know that your conscience is why you are helping me out.”

      He glances down at the floor, annoyed. “Is that so? How do you figure?”

      “You should’ve caught the football that knocked me on my ass, and now you feel bad about it. If you were on your game, it never would’ve hit me, and we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “My God, woman. You’re such a smart ass.” He grins so wide it reaches up to his eyes this time. “Clay overthrew the ball. It had nothing to do with my game. And, yes, maybe I do feel bad about what happened, but I am not the one who hit you. I’ve been through this before. You might not want me to stay, but if you have any complications or your condition worsens, you will wish you had someone to help you. Trust me. You will not care who is here with you if that time comes because it fucking sucks.”

      “Go take a shower,” I say, waving him off. “I will summon you when I’m awake.”

      “You will summon me?” He smirks, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, like a genie in a bottle. Now go.” I point at the door.

      He smiles and shoves his hands in his pockets. “Get some sleep, beautiful.”

      We share a quick moment before he walks out of my room, closing the door behind him. I can breathe now that he’s gone. How am I supposed to make it two more days with Bash killing me with kindness? There’s no way I will be able to control myself that long—not when he’s showing me this side of him. The side I have missed.
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      Bash

      

      With Tori fast asleep, I have no idea how much time I have before she wakes up. I want to be there when she opens her eyes, so I need to get my ass in gear. But I’m dragging just as much if not more than Tori. Drinking most of the night and then sleeping on a hard couch was rough. My back aches, and I’ve had a massive migraine since this morning.

      Tori was right about one thing. I need a shower. And a change of clothes. Power walking through campus, I zip past the SAC and the business and law schools, before making my way toward the other side of campus.

      When I’m crossing the street at the light, Finch stops me almost dead in my tracks, calling out my name. I slow my pace until he catches up to me.

      “Bash, wait up!” Finch yells behind me, his sneakers hitting the pavement with a loud thud. He cups my shoulder with his big hand, bringing me to a halt.

      I turn to face him as he blows out a puff of air. He hunches over, his palms flat on his thighs, as he attempts to catch his breath. He looks as though he just ran a marathon, beads of sweat rolling off his forehead and down his face.

      “Dude, you look like you’re about to pass out. Where are you coming from?”

      “Coach wanted me to get some running in today.”

      Finch pulls the black cutoff shirt over his head and wipes his forehead with it. “This training is killer,” he says, slinging his shirt around his neck. “Coach is riding me hard.”

      I laugh as I tap him in the stomach, and what used to be a six-pack moves with my touch. “You’re out of shape. Just do what Coach tells you, and you’ll be fine. We can’t have you getting benched this season because you were too busy doing keg stands instead of training.”

      Finch shrugs, his broad shoulders creating a wall.

      As the son of Sebastian Prince, Sr.—who was not only a pro football player but also the star quarterback at Strickland University back in the eighties—I had big shoes to fill when I’d joined the team. I grew up with the mentality that practice and training come before parties and girls. My dad made sure of it. But Finch’s lack of discipline and constant partying had almost gotten him thrown off the team last year.

      With my father’s intervention, he’d managed to keep his position, but he is on thin ice. There’s only so much the Prince name can do for my friends. And Finch has to want to help himself.

      “I’m working on it,” Finch says, keeping pace with me as we walk through campus. “I have to lay off the beer for a while. Coach is making me work with our trainer until I get back into shape.”

      The extra weight doesn’t agree with him, and it shows on the field. He’s slow as fuck, getting his ass handed to him on a nightly basis. Over the past year, he has gone from fast-tracking it to the pros to barely keeping his spot on the team. Unlike me, Finch doesn’t have a dad to call him ten times a day to remind him about how much he’s screwing up his career. That’s why he needs me to tell him that he’s blowing his shot. It’s also my job as the team captain to ensure the guys are meeting their goals.

      I tap him on the back. “Laying off the beer sounds like a good start, but I’ll believe it when I see it. You should try drinking a protein shake instead of eating at the SAC every day. All that processed food is bad for you.”

      “Nah. Those shakes taste like rotten vegetables mixed with chocolate powder. I think I’ll pass.”

      “You can suck it up until the season is over.”

      He sighs. “I guess I can give it a try.”

      “Just hold your nose and open your mouth. It’s that simple. You overthink everything. The taste will grow on you after a while.”

      Finch nods in acknowledgment.

      We round the corner without uttering another word until we reach our house. Finch waves to someone across the street, but my gaze drifts elsewhere. Even in the mid-day sun, the street is almost back to full-blown rage mode. We live on a street with other Victorian’s similar to ours. Off-campus housing in the city means you’re only two blocks away from the main part of campus and one block over from Greek Row, which means never-ending parties.

      With his elbow, Finch taps me on the bicep to get my attention. “What happened with Tori last night? Conner told me you left with her.”

      I shove my hands in my pockets and shrug, still focused on the concrete. “Yeah, I went home with Tori, but it’s not what you think. She has a concussion from the hit she took at the game. I brought her home and stayed the night on her couch.”

      Finch sighs. “Are you trying to get back with her again?”

      My focus shifts back to the ground. “Nope, she still hates me. That hasn’t changed. But she’s letting me stay with her this weekend. I don’t want her to be alone with a concussion.”

      “Look, man, I know you like this girl, but—”

      I hold up my hand to make him stop. “Save it. I already know what you’re going to say.”

      “All I was going to say is that she will flip out if she ever finds out what you did for her. What you continue to do for her.”

      “I told you about that as my friend, not so you can throw it in my face. Tori can never know. She would leave school and ruin her chance of graduating if she had any idea that I was involved. She’s too proud to take anything from me, even though she needs my help.”

      “What about Harper? If she finds out you’re talking to Tori again, she will flip out.”

      “You were there. She already caused a scene this morning at the SAC.”

      “Harper is the one you need to worry about. As soon as you stop fucking her, she’ll tell Tori all about the deal you have with her dad.”

      “I don’t know. I hate fucking Harper. I hate looking at her. Every time I have to touch her, my skin crawls. But—”

      “You don’t have a choice,” he finishes for me.

      “Nope. I wish things were simpler. I should’ve been upfront with Tori years ago. I should’ve made her listen to me.”

      “Even if she believed you didn’t cheat on her, she never would’ve accepted a hand out from you. The things you did for her no one would do.”

      “I owed her that much after everything I put her through.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Why don’t you just tell Tori that you love her and just get it over with?”

      “I’m not in love with Tori.”

      “Yes, you are,” he challenges, rolling his eyes at me. “You don’t have to say it for everyone to know. Every time you see her, you shut down. And you’re—”

      I throw out my hand once more to silence him. “Enough about Tori. I don’t want to hear it anymore.”

      “Fine. All I’m saying is that you should come clean with Tori.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “You could get rid of Harper.”

      “I’ll figure something out. Stay out of it.”

      When we reach the house, I keep walking without saying a word. Finch runs up the steps to our house, slapping two of our teammates on the backs as they stand on the porch, pounding beers.

      “No beer,” I tell Finch. After his workout and Coach giving him hell, I shouldn’t even have to tell him to stick with the plan. But I know I do. He’s the kind of person who needs someone to crack the whip. Otherwise, he’ll veer off track.

      I raise my hand and check my phone in case Tori called. No texts and no missed calls—at least none I want to answer. I have several messages from Harper that can wait. The only girl that matters right now is Tori.

      Like most Saturdays, after a long night of partying, the house looks like a scene from Animal House. I waltz through the house and stop in the living room. Beer cans, liquor bottles, and empty cups litter the floor. A few guys who live in the house are sleeping on couches. For the most part, everyone is in zombie mode after last night’s party, while some of the guys have picked up right where they left off.

      I walk past the half-awake, still drunk people and into the dining room, finding a similar situation.

      Why are they still here? It’s almost one o’clock in the afternoon. If it were a normal day, we’d all be at practice, but Coach had given us the day off to rest after doing so well last night. Finch and a few others are the only ones who were not exempt. They have themselves to blame.

      “Wake up, assholes,” I say, cupping my hands around my mouth

      Mike Kelly peels his shaggy blond head from the long dining table and looks over at me with one eye open. “What the fuck, Bash? I’m trying to sleep.”

      I clap my hands together. “Time to wake up, Boss. If you sleep all day, you’ll end up paying for it tomorrow when Coach gets a hold of you.”

      He perks up at the mention of Coach. His name alone puts the guys on their toes. Coach Davenport doesn’t fuck around. Of all the coaches I’ve had over the years, he’s the strictest. My dad says that’s what makes him a winner. The Strickland Senators have been champs sixteen out of the almost thirty years since Coach has been with the team. He breeds professional football players.

      Some of the guys who live in the house file into the kitchen, and that’s when the beer begins flowing. Within the first twenty minutes, they’ve upgraded from beer to vodka. As their captain, I should give all of them hell for drinking during the season. Today is special. I have Tori to get back to and could care less what everyone else is doing.

      Finch sits across from me at the bar, drinking a can of beer with a big fuck-you grin on his face.

      I raise an eyebrow at him. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “Oh, nothing. I just heard you have a surprise waiting for you in your bedroom.”

      I let out a puff of air. “What now? It had better be a good surprise.”

      “I guess it depends on how you look at it.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      He wipes his mouth with his forearm and gulps down the rest of his beer. “Go see for yourself.”

      Somewhat nervous about what could be waiting for me, I get up, using the counter to stabilize myself. I nod at Finch and make my way upstairs to my room. At the end of the long hallway, I push open the door, unsure of what awaits me on the other side. If it were anyone else on any other day, this would be the best possible surprise. Except now I have another shot with Tori, and I don’t want to blow it.

      And Harper no longer does it for me. In all honesty, she never did. Naked and twisted up with a dark haired girl, Harper pinches the girl’s nipple between her fingers, staring at me as she kisses her on the lips. I don’t want to be turned on. But I am. I’m a man. I can’t help it that my dick twitches at the sight of two naked women in my bed, fooling around.

      Harper has never been shy when it comes to sharing me with other women. I prefer it that way. It keeps us from getting too close. This is all part of our normal games. Except I have grown tired of her bullshit, even though she does everything in her power to fulfill all my fantasies. Sometimes, sex is not enough. I want more, and now I have a chance to have it with Tori. If I don’t fuck things up again.

      “Harper, what are you doing here?” My voice comes off like a growl in the quiet room, startling the girl next to Harper in the bed.

      Harper spreads her legs to give me a nice view of her pussy. The two of them had already started before I got here. Fuck me. I’m hard and annoyed with myself that Harper can provoke this response from me. She’s a cold, manipulative bitch who blackmails me into having sex with her, but I can’t deny that my dick likes her pussy. The rest of me can’t fucking stand her.

      “We want to take turns sucking your cock, Bash. Then, I want you to fuck my friend and let me watch before you fuck me.”

      Why does she have to say and do things that make it harder to throw her out? Stop thinking with your dick. I have to remind myself that Tori has a concussion and needs me. She’s the one I want to spend my weekend with—not Harper or her friend.

      Harper gets up from the bed, her tits shaking as she stalks toward me. Trying not to think about how good she looks naked, I turn away from her as she runs her fingers up my arm. I suck in a deep breath, focusing on Tori. She’s the one that matters now. Too bad Harper is part of the equation. If I don’t fuck her, she’ll get mad and do something stupid. But at the same time, I don’t want to do anything that could affect what I have going with Tori.

      Harper flicks her tongue over her lips, attempting to unbutton my jeans. I should stop her and tell her to leave my house. It takes a few seconds before I start thinking with the right head and clamp a hand over hers, holding her in place.

      “What’s wrong, Bash?” She speaks so low her voice is almost a whisper. “Don’t be like this. We want to play with you.”

      A game. That’s all this ever was to Harper. To me, our arrangement was and still is my fucking life. She never seemed to understand that.

      “I’m not in the mood, Harper.”

      She feels over my jeans with her other hand and smiles up at me. “Liar. You’re so fucking hard right now. Stop denying you want me.”

      Peeling her hands from my body, I take a step back. My gaze falls over her tits for a split second before I get enough sense to walk away. Everything about her is dangerous. I wish I could avoid her. But she would make my life a living hell. She would also ruin Tori’s life. And I can’t have that happen. Tori deserves better.

      “You were amazing last night,” the mystery girl on my bed says, as I turn my back to open the top drawer of my dresser. “It was such a good game.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter, grabbing a handful of socks and boxers.

      After I pick through the drawers and grab the essential items I need for the weekend, I stuff the clothes and toiletries into a small duffel bag and sling it over my shoulder.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Harper curls her fingers around my bicep as I step into the bathroom I share with Clay.

      “I have things to do.”

      “Yeah, you have Ella and me to do. Don’t even think about leaving before you fuck us. You bailed on me last night for your charity case. I am losing my patience with you, Bash.”

      “Tori is not my charity case,” I spit back. “You’re losing your patience with me? You have been driving me fucking crazy for months. Maybe if you weren’t conning me into having sex with you, I’d enjoy it more.”

      She chuckles, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “That’s not what you said a few days ago when you were licking my pussy.” Dragging her nails down my arms, she whines. “Just give me what I want, and then you can go. I’m wet and horny. We’ve been waiting here for you for at least an hour.”

      Cupping her shoulders with both hands, I force her to look up at me. “Not now, Harper. Will you just listen to me for once? I have to leave.”

      How long can I hold her off without this coming back to bite me in the ass? Everything with Harper has strings attached. When she had discovered my secret, Harper presented the offer of sex. I was pissed at first, but once I warmed up to the idea of having guaranteed pussy whenever I wanted it, I didn’t think it was such a bad deal. Until I found out it wasn’t just sex on occasion.

      Harper is insatiable. I think she has a sex addiction. And she gets jealous of every girl I talk to that she doesn’t invite into bed with us. She hates Tori because she knows I’d never share her. A girl like Tori is special, not someone you pass around to your friends.

      Harper clenches her teeth, giving me her best angry scowl. I don’t care. As always, she’s in the way of my plans.

      “You will pay for this, Bash,” she chokes out.

      “I’m sure I will.” I shrug, nonchalant. “But right now I don’t give a fuck.”

      I exit the bathroom, ignoring the girl on my bed, and open the door, about to leave when Harper grabs my arm. “Please, Bash. Don’t leave us. Stay for an hour, and then you can go.”

      “Rain check,” I tell her, spinning around to look her in the eyes. Reaching up to stroke her cheek with my fingers, I say, “I can’t this weekend. Just listen to what I’m telling you. I’ll make it up to you later. Okay?”

      One touch is all it takes to shut her down. It works every time. And it was all for show. I fucking hate her ass so much that touching her anymore makes me want to vomit. Most guys would kill for the chance to have a threesome with Harper, and I’ve had plenty of them, but I can’t do this with her anymore.

      The anger fades from her face, and her features soften. “Okay. But I will hold you to it. A promise is a promise, and I plan to collect.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I say, laughing, “but I have to go. Why don’t you play with your friend? Let her keep you company until I get back.”

      She smiles. “I’ll take dirty pictures for you so that you won’t miss any of it.”

      I nod, pretending to care. “That’s a good girl.”

      Without another word, I turn on my heel and shut the door behind me. Ever since I let Harper into my world, she’s been a constant reminder of everything that’s wrong in my life. My father told me the same shit had happened to him before and even more so after he went pro. Women are relentless when it comes to athletes. At least now, I can get back to Tori without any more drama from Harper. For now.
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      Tori

      

      Disoriented, I wake to the loud thump of Bash’s fist slamming against the door, the sound so annoying it makes my head pound more than it did before my nap.

      I open the door in fuzzy slippers and the jean shorts and shirt I still have on from last night. Man, I feel like a dirtball. I sent Bash home to take a shower, and here I am with dried puke in the corner of my mouth and old clothes stuck to my skin from sweating in my sleep.

      My hair is sticking up all over the place, mussed up from sleep. Not that I care. Impressing Bash is the last thing on my mind. Somehow, he doesn’t even look repulsed when he takes in the sight of me.

      I yawn, stretching my hands over my head, and lean against the doorframe. “Hey…I thought you were taking a shower.”

      He glances down at his clothes. We both have on our outfits from last night. “I packed a few things. I was planning to take one here if that’s okay.”

      Moving to the side so that Bash can enter my suite, I hold out my hand and motion for him to come inside. “That’s fine. I still need to get one. My hair is all gross and is in desperate need of shampoo, but my head is spinning too much to stand up for long periods of time.”

      Bash closes the door behind him and follows me into the room. “I can help you wash your hair if you want.”

      I smile at his comment. That has to be one of the nicest things I’ve ever heard from his mouth. “I’m not sure how we’ll make that work without you seeing me naked. And…” I lose my train of thought just thinking about what we did before my nap. That kiss was everything.

      “It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked, Tori. But I understand. You can wear a bathing suit or your underwear or whatever you want. Or you can do it yourself. Whatever you decide. I’ll be here if you need me.”

      I scratch the back of my head, confused by the new side to Bash. I like this version. Where was he hiding all these years? It’s no wonder I allowed him to kiss me and take things a little too far before I got my shit together. He’s so unlike the person I used to know. This new side also makes me miss him. And I can’t miss or want Bash. We’re toxic together.

      Once I get better, he will be back to his usual player self, hooking up with rich, beautiful girls like Harper. A few seconds pass before his eyes light with realization. “Let me help you, Tori. I know you don’t like me or want me around, but you need me.”

      He’s right about that. My head still hurts, and with my stomach upset from having the spins most of the day, I could use someone to hold me up while I’m in the shower. Luckily, the apartment I share with Jessica has a private bathroom. While it’s on the small side, it does the trick. And we get to avoid using the disgusting shared bathrooms in Jefferson Hall.

      “I’d like to get in now. Do you mind?”

      “Nope, not at all.”

      He grabs hold of my biceps and leads me to the bathroom. I stare at Bash in the mirror, a tiny smile tugging at the corner of my lips. He returns the gesture, unspeaking or blinking until I end the silence.

      “Can you get the water ready? Not too hot, not too cold.”

      He laughs. “Whatever you say, Queenie. Keep barking out those orders. I like it when you’re bossy. It’s a turn on.”

      I slap my legs together when he tilts his head to the side and checks out my ass. Every time he stares at my bare legs in these booty-hugging shorts, he flashes a wicked grin.

      I fold my arms over my chest and lean against the sink, watching as Bash adjusts the knobs to get the right temperature. After a minute of awkward sexual tension, Bash pulls his shirt over his head, making things even more uncomfortable.

      “What are you doing?” I mutter, unable to take my eyes of his body.

      He’s the hottest naked man I’ve ever seen. Well, he’s the only one I have had the pleasure of appraising in person, but that fact doesn’t make him any less attractive. I must have a legit concussion, in need of a doctor, because Bash’s chiseled arms and rock hard abs are doing things between my legs that I wish would stop.

      “I’m getting in with you. How else do you think I will help you?” He unbuttons his jeans and slides them over his hips, making it hard for me to keep it together as I gawk at his body.

      I bite down on my bottom lip when Bash moves in front of me and tugs at the bottom of my shirt. “Lift your arms,” he says.

      Doing as he says, my heart beats out of my chest. He had my nipple in his mouth two hours ago. It’s not as if he hasn’t seen me naked. He took my virginity for Christ’s sake. Stripping me of my shirt, he throws it onto the floor and waits for me to give him the go ahead to help me out of my shorts. Any movements that require bending or looking down make me sick.

      So, I nod, telling him to remove my shorts. And he does, staring up at me as he slides them to the floor. I kick them to the side, and then, step into the shower stall, tiled from floor to ceiling, feeling the water with my hand.

      How are we going to fit inside such a small space?

      Bash is a big guy. While I’m petite, I’m also curvy.

      Once Bash gets in with me, we’re sandwiched together with no room to move. I press my palm against his chest, pushing him beneath the water. He hooks an arm around my back, sending chills down my spine, even with the warmth of the water beating down on my face. We share an intense moment, our eyes trained on one another, before Bash reaches behind me, pulling me closer. He takes the bottle of shampoo from the ledge and rubs it into my hair. He’s so much taller than me that my face is almost mashed against his chest, as he massages my scalp. Soap slides down the side of my face and onto my chest. There’s something so sensual about this scalp massage that my nipples harden with each touch. My legs are trembling, and this time, it’s all Bash.

      “Bash,” I moan with my eyes closed. This is so fucking erotic that my pussy is throbbing.

      He continues to wash my hair, and the water splashes my face. I wish he’d touch me in other places. At this moment, I want him to reach between my legs and take care of the real problem.

      “I think my hair is clean,” I tell him after ten minutes of him repeating the same process.

      He chuckles, and his laughter is contagious. I open my eyes, and the two of us stand there, looking at each other, laughing. “You look even sexier when you’re wet, Tori.” Cupping my cheek with his big hand, he gazes into my eyes. “Letting you go was the biggest mistake I ever made.”

      “I know,” I say, choking on the water filling my mouth. “You’re an idiot.”

      “The biggest,” he confesses. “I missed you.”

      “Things are different now, Bash.”

      “I know that, but just let me show you that I’m not as bad as you think. I swear I never meant to hurt you.”

      “This is intense shower talk,” I say with a wide grin. “Why don’t you help me finish up in here? Hand me the body wash.”

      Instead of allowing me to do it, Bash puts a glob of soap on his finger and smears it down my arm, working it into my skin. The heat from his touch spreads down from my arms and to my toes. I hate myself for falling back under his spell. This is why I dodged him on campus every chance I got since our breakup. Being around Bash always made me weak. Nothing has changed. He still commands my body, forcing it to bend to his will.

      I tilt my head back against his chest, allowing the water to wash over me. “You make showering fun.” The corners of my mouth turn up into a smile that mirrors his.

      I hand him the loofa from the shelf. He soaps it up and drags it over my chest, causing tiny bumps to prick my skin. Staring up at his big, green eyes that slice right through me, I have a hard time catching my breath.

      Bash was always too good to be true. Guys like him don’t settle down with girls like me. He’s rich, the son of a professional football player, amazing in bed, built like a model, and he’s smart. Of course, he even has the brains to back up his beauty. His scholarship to Strickland was both sports and academics.

      He’s so fucking perfect with his perfect teeth, perfect, smile, perfect body, and perfect life. I never fit into the equation. But things are different. Maybe I was wrong about him. Would the old Bash keep me company all weekend and wash my hair, of all things? I doubt it. He had moments where he was boyfriend material in the past but nothing like this. Sometimes, people take you by surprise. I wonder if Bash will be one of them.

      I suck in a deep breath and let it out, preparing myself for his reaction. “I’m going to take off my bra. I can’t get washed with my bra and panties on, so I don’t know maybe turn around or something.”

      He does as I ask without a word and faces the wall. His back is ripped with muscle that reaches down to his thick calves. I trace a finger over the tattoo on his right shoulder. Free of markings, except this one, it’s hard to miss the two crowns looped through one another. One appears larger than the other, fit for a king, with a more tiara looking one interconnected.

      “When did you get this?” I ask, feeling the rough edges of the tattoo.

      “Right before we broke up,” he says, his voice strained.

      “What does it mean?”

      He keeps his eyes on the wall; his head tilted down at the floor. “Do you want to know?”

      I shake my head at him, even though he can’t see me. Do I want to know? No…yes…maybe. Why the hell not? “Yes, of course. I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t curious.”

      “I got it because of you.” I get a little choked up by his confession, managing to suck down the emotions that consume me. “My last name is Prince, and you were always my queen.”

      Overwhelmed by emotion, I hug him from behind. He grips my hands in his, holding on tight. This day has taken an unexpected turn.

      “You got this because of me?” I ask with my lips pressed against his skin. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Pressing his palm flat against the tiled wall, he leans forward. The water trickles down his back, splashing me in the face. “You don’t have to say anything. I didn’t even want you to know about it. We already have enough weirdness between us.”

      Bash cared about me a lot more than I had realized. Otherwise, why would he make such a permanent gesture? Tears fill my eyes, and before I know it, I’m sobbing against his back. Now, I know for sure I have a concussion because my emotions are broken.

      Even over the water, he can hear me crying. When he told me he loved me, as I walked away from him all those years ago, he meant it. I thought he was full of shit. He squeezes my hands tighter against his stomach before he turns around to face me.

      Wiping my cheek with his finger, he says, “Don’t be upset. I’m here now. That’s all that matters. Let’s spend our time in the present, not in the past. Okay?”

      “Bash,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Tori,” he whispers.

      “Kiss me.” I place my hand on his chest, and he dips down to kiss my lips, lifting me up in the process.

      He rakes his fingers through my hair, shoving the wet strands off my face.  “You’re so fucking beautiful, Tori.”

      Hooking my legs around his middle, I dig my heels into his back. Once our tongues collide, I’m so consumed by Bash that I could kiss him all day without coming up for air. As our lips separate, I have trouble breathing. Every assumption I’d had about Bash has gone out the window. I feel bonded to him, the same way I had when we were dating.

      Would he say and do these things just for sex?

      Most girls on campus throw themselves at Bash. One foot out the door, and they are begging him to use them up and spit them out. That has always been his M.O. Seeing a different side to Bash gives me a new appreciation for him.

      It also makes me wish I had heard him out when he tried to explain the girl I found in his bed all those years ago. Everyone misjudges him because of his looks, money, and star power. Even me. He said there was more to the story. Maybe I should hear him out.

      After he finishes exploring my body with his mouth, he moves back up to my face. He holds me against the tile, pressing his lips to mine with so much passion behind each kiss, and this doesn’t feel like just sex. It’s so much more. My new feelings for Bash are so foreign yet welcome.

      How have I let him get this far? What are we even doing? He’s supposed to help me nurse a concussion, not give me an orgasm.

      I stare into his eyes, and my mouth opens wide, as he reaches between my legs. He peels back my panties, rolling the pad of his thumb over my clit before he slips his finger inside my wetness. Bash leaves a trail of kisses down my skin, from my neck to my breasts, before taking my nipple in his mouth. He plunges his fingers deeper, and I tremble beneath him, my breathing labored and sounding like a purr as I moan his name.

      As always, my body responds to Bash, as if made for him. Moving faster, Bash knows how I like it. He knows what to do to make me come. One thing we never had a problem with is our sexual chemistry.

      I dig my nails into his shoulders and scream his name once more, my body writhing beneath him.

      “Come for me,” he says, and I do. I come so fucking hard on his fingers, clamping down on them as my orgasm rocks through my body.

      Bash removes his fingers to suck on them before smearing what’s left of my juices across my lips. I stick my tongue out to taste, not breaking eye contact, and he takes my face in his hands. His kisses are so passionate, causing my toes to curl in anticipation of more. I never want this moment to end.

      After our lips part, I lean my head against the wall and whisper, “Bash.”

      “Uh-huh,” he mutters, still holding me up against the wall.

      I lock eyes with him. “I think I want you to fuck me.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me. “You think? Either you do, or you don’t, babe.”

      The corner of my mouth turns up into a wicked grin. “I do. But that might just be the concussion talking.”

      “Shit,” he says, looking away. “I wasn’t even thinking. I’m supposed to be taking care of you, not taking advantage.”

      “You are taking care of me,” I say with a smile on my lips. “My pussy was throbbing, and you made it all better.”

      He shakes his head, laughing. “You have no idea how much I missed you. No fucking clue.”

      Twisting my fingers through his dark hair, I say against his lips. “How about you show me?”

      And just like that, we let our mouths and bodies do the talking. Everything about this feels so right.
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      Bash

      

      After we finish making out in the shower, Tori strolls into her bedroom and drops her towel, peeking up at me beneath her brows. She’s so fucking beautiful my dick gets hard with one look. I couldn’t have sex with her, even though she begged me. This weekend is about nursing her back to health—not getting her off. While I’m glad I was able to do that for her, I cannot take advantage of this situation, no matter how many times she tries to convince me that it’s okay and that she wants this.

      For all I know, she’s having complications that are making her say and do things she wouldn’t normally do. I don’t need her having a moment of regret and assume that I am only here for sex. Because I’m not. It was never about sex with Tori. That was just a bonus.

      I’m about to help her to bed, when she flings her arms out at her sides, her tits shaking in my face. Tori is not making this easy for me. Hard, horny, and rocking the worst case of blue balls, I want to bend her over and fuck her so bad. But I have to fight the urge. She needs my help in other ways, and I plan to show Tori she can count on me for more than an orgasm.

      I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear and bend down to kiss her forehead, hooking my arm around her back. She stirs in my arms, her eyes closed, as she mumbles my name under her breath. Running my fingers down her arm, I let out a sigh. I’ve never been so happy to have a naked woman standing in front of me, except this is different. Tori isn’t just any naked woman.

      She opens her eyes and smiles up at me. We stare at each other for minutes. My heart thumps out of my chest, overcome with a strange mixture of emotions. When it comes to football, my hands are steady as fuck, but when I’m around Tori, she makes me nervous, a feeling so foreign it feels unnatural. I’m always in control—except when it comes to Tori.

      She leans in as if she’s about to reach up and kiss me before she slips from my grasp to sit on the bed. I follow her lead, the mattress sinking beneath my weight.

      Her naked body is too much of a distraction for me, so I focus on her face. But her lips make me think about how they would feel wrapped around my cock, which makes me hard again. Leaning back against the wall, I thread my fingers together and slide them behind my head.

      She’s beautiful, her smooth alabaster skin absolute perfection. With her perky tits and pussy on display as an offering just for me, I’m so goddamn hard I cannot think straight. But I find it impossible not to look at her.

      For a second, her eyes fall to her breasts. She peeks up at me and pulls her bottom lip down with her index finger. “Don’t you want me, Bash?” She coos, killing me with the seductive look in her eyes.

      “Of course, I do, but you need to rest.”

      I don’t miss the disappointment on her face, which makes me feel like the dickhead she assumes I still am. I’m trying to do right by her. If only she would see it that way.

      “Look,” I continue, “I want you more than I wanted The Heisman, but not under these circumstances. I feel like I’m taking advantage of you with your condition.”

      She blows out a gust of air, and her face twists in anger. “I don’t get it, Bash. You’ll fuck girls like Harper but not me?”

      “It has nothing to do with you or her,” I say, feeling like an asshole because she’s right. “It has to do with you being sick. I asked you to let me stay here with you this weekend for one reason. No matter how much I want you, I think we should wait until you’re feeling better.”

      She sighs but looks as though she understands, and points at a tall chest on the other end of the room. “Would you mind handing me a shirt from my top drawer and some underwear?”

      “Of course.” I slide off the bed and pull a Strickland University T-shirt from the drawer and a pair of black cotton panties.

      “Sit up, so I can help you get these on,” I command.

      Accepting my help, she allows me to slip the tee over her head. I pull her arms through the sleeves and tug it over her stomach, finding it even harder not to touch her again.

      Curling the soft cotton around her finger, she hikes it further and raises an eyebrow at me. “You forget the last part of my wardrobe.”

      I laugh at her comment and give her a hand. She tortures me, taking her good old time, as she raises her hips just enough to slide the panties on.

      Her hair brushes against my cheek when she leans back against the wall with me, the scent of her sweet shampoo filling my nostrils. She laces her fingers between mine and runs the pad of her thumb over my knuckles. “I hate that this feels right when I’m with you.”

      I slip my other hand through her hair and bring her closer to me. “There’s nothing wrong with that. We were always good together.”

      She lays her head on my chest and whispers, “I just don’t see how we can get past everything. But I appreciate you being here with me.”

      “You’re welcome.” I kiss her forehead. “Why don’t you get some sleep? You need to get better, so I can take you out.”

      She looks up at me, confused. “Take me where?”

      “On a proper date.”

      “You want to take me on a date?” I don’t miss the shock in her tone. “I know you feel bad about everything, but that’s not necessary.”

      “Why do you seem so surprised? You know how I feel about you. It’s not like I haven’t tried to tell you a thousand times. For some reason, you’re tolerating me, and I’d like to show you that I’m not a bad guy. Just let me help you. Okay?”

      She doesn’t speak for a few seconds, ignoring my comments. Why am I not surprised? Nothing is ever easy when it comes to Tori, and I doubt I’d want her this much if it weren't such a challenge. As always, she keeps me on my toes.

      After a long moment of silence, Tori peels herself from my arms. She scoots over just enough to give me some room and falls onto the stack of pillows at the head of the bed. Then, she peeks up at me, giving me the most adorable look. “Will you cuddle with me? I’m getting sleepy again, and you make a good snuggle buddy.”

      I plop my head down on the pillow next to her, and she reaches behind her back to find my hand, tugging until she has it wrapped around her stomach. With Tori in this position, dirty thoughts are running through my head. I fight the urge to palm her breast and kiss her neck. Instead, I curl up against her back, taking in the scent of her soap, as I close my hand over hers.

      “Sweet dreams, Tori,” I whisper.

      No response.

      Just like that she’s fast asleep and snoring in my arms. For the first time in years, everything feels right. This is my chance to make things right between us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few hours later, Tori staggers into the living room in a T-shirt and panties. Even with bed head and one eye open, she still looks amazing. She stretches her arms above her head, exposing her bare stomach, and yawns. “What’s that smell?”

      She follows the scent of the Italian food I had delivered, assuming she would be starving by the time she’d woken up. I slept for twenty minutes if that. How could I sleep with her tight ass digging into my erection? I had to get up and release the tension from my body after she left me with the worst case of blue balls. Again.

      “I ordered your favorite, or at least what used to be your favorite.” I pull a chair out from the kitchen table, gesturing for her to sit, which she ignores.

      “Chicken cacciatore. Yum!” She hugs me for a second, just long enough for me to run my hand over her back before she peels her body from mine. “Thank you, Bash.”

      “I thought we could get a head start on our date. Obviously, I plan to take you somewhere nice, but this will have to do for tonight.”

      She giggles with delight. “I guess I was wrong about you after all, huh?”

      I nod. “You’ll see. Mark my words.”

      She holds her hand over her heart with her lips puckered into the cutest smile. “I can’t believe you did this for me and that you remembered.”

      “How could I forget? Your dad tried to make it for us that one time when I came over for dinner.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, but my dad can’t cook. Not like my mom used to, anyway.”

      “At least he tries. My dad can barely heat up mac and cheese without burning it.”

      “Your dad would just order food.”

      “I guess that’s where I get it from. I’m good at ordering from a menu,” I say, laughing.

      When I bend down, she kisses me on the lips. It’s just a peck, but it means so much more. She quivers at the slightest touch, my fingers traveling over her skin. I love the way she responds to me.

      Even though the food was warm when it got here, I’d been waiting a while for Tori to wake up. We chat about our classes until I finish heating up the chicken and pasta, acting as if no time has passed between us. Tori stands at my side in front of the small stove, with her hand in my jeans pocket. It’s as if we picked up where we had left off before she had found that girl in my bed. A girl I never even touched.

      This is my chance to set the record straight.

      After we sit down to eat, Tori lifts her fork and shoves the chicken into her mouth, as if she’s in a hurry.

      “Oh, my God. Whoever made this could give my mom a run for her money,” she says between bites.

      “My dad told me about this restaurant the last time he was in town. They have the best Italian food in the city.”

      She nods. “Ain’t that the truth? This is unbelievable. It’s like a party in my mouth.”

      Matching her pace, we finish our meal in record timing. I love that Tori isn’t one of those girls who picks over a salad, pretending to eat as she swirls her food in a circle on the plate. Harper does it every time I have the displeasure of sharing a meal with her.

      “Are you ready for dessert?” I ask, getting up to clear our plates from the table.

      She follows me to the sink and stands next to me as I wash the dishes. Without saying a word, she just watches me, waiting for me to hand them over for her to dry with the towel on the counter. We do this in complete silence. But it’s not the eerie, uncomfortable silence you get during a bad date. It’s the kind you have when you are comfortable enough around a person that there’s no need to exchange words.

      After we finish, I dry my hands and pull Tori close to my side. “I missed you,” I whisper. “I fucking miss you. Missed this.”

      Her lip trembles as she peeks up at me. “Then, why did you do the things you did, Bash? That’s the one thing I don’t understand. I trusted you. You were my first, the one and only guy I have ever been with, and you betrayed me.”

      Taking her face in my hands, I gaze into her big, blue eyes. “I never cheated on you, Tori. Never. Not with anyone. I meant every single thing I ever said to you.”

      “But…I found that girl. You were with her. She said you two were together.”

      “She lied,” I spit back, defensive. “I didn’t even know her name until after the whole thing blew up in my face.”

      “You don’t have to know a girl’s name before you have sex with her.” Her words sound painful on the tip of her tongue. “I’m sure you’ve done it plenty of times.”

      “Look, I’m not going to lie to you and say that I haven’t been with a lot of girls because I have had more than my share. But I did not have sex with the girl you found in my bed. I promise. Ask Clay or Finch. They will both tell you the truth.”

      “They are your friends. The two of them would kill for you. There’s no telling what most of the people on campus would do just to cover for their golden boy.”

      “Hey,” I say, stroking her cheek, “I am telling you the truth whether you want to hear it or not. I know how things must have looked to you. If I were you, I would’ve thought the same thing. But you have to believe me when I say that I never cheated on you.”

      “Walk me through that night then. Tell me everything that happened.”

      “Most of it is a blur. I was drunk. So were you. We all were. That night was crazy.”

      “Bash,” she says against my hand. “Please. Humor me. Tell me everything that happened in the exact order you remember. I need to hear it. If you do this for me, I will try to let it go so that we can move on. I would like to believe that we had something.”

      “We still have something,” I tell her. “I know you feel it, too.”

      “I know. That’s why I need to hear it. Just this once, and we can forget about it.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. For years, I have wanted to tell Tori everything about that night. She never gave me a chance.

      Moving my hand from her face, I slide my palm down her back, guiding her toward the table. “Sit down. This might be a long story.”

      She does as I instruct, and I sit next to her, scooting my chair along the tile, so I can hold her hand as I tell her everything I can recall from that night.

      “The team had just made the playoffs. I’d broken my record for rushing yards and was on a high like you would not believe.”

      Tori smiles. She was always proud of my accomplishments, even though she didn’t understand much about football. She squeezes my hand as if telling me to keep going.

      “We had that big party at the house to celebrate after the game. I’d never seen the house so packed. It was like a frat party on steroids. You were hanging out with your friends, dancing in the living room, and I was doing shots with Clay and Finch in the kitchen. We drank about half a bottle of tequila before I stumbled back into the living room to look for you. I couldn’t find you or any of your friends. I called and texted you a few times, but you didn’t answer me. The music in the house was so loud. There were people screaming in my ear when I tried to leave you a slurred voicemail that made no sense.”

      I take a second to compose myself before continuing with the last half of the story. This part gets complicated. So much of that night plays in my head like movie clips, though none of it vivid enough to piece together.

      “I looked through most of the rooms on the first floor of the house and found nothing but drunken idiots, who were trying to get me to drink more with them. When I couldn’t find you anywhere, I had given up and decided to check my bedroom. I’d just assumed you went back to your dorm. It was well after three in the morning, and I couldn’t see ten feet in front of me to go after you. The lights were dim when I walked into my room, just a single lamp in the corner turned on low, but it was still hard for me to see. I saw blonde hair fanned out on my pillow and a girl who I had thought was you wrapped in my blankets. She had her back turned to me so that I couldn’t see her face. It was dark, and I was drunk.”

      Tori wipes the corner of her eye, causing me to stop long enough to comfort her before I finish dredging up some of the worst memories of our lives. But this conversation needs to happen. Because it should have happened years ago.

      “I stripped down to my boxers, hopped into bed with the girl, and ran my hands down her arms and legs, but only because I thought she was you. When I leaned down to kiss her neck, she rolled onto her back before I could touch her and smiled up at me. I was in shock, paralyzed by the fear of you finding me with her. By the time I tried to get away from her and throw her out, you had burst into my bedroom. How could I explain what had happened? I thought she was you. We never kissed. We never had sex. I felt guilty about touching her at all, but again, I had no idea she wasn’t you. It was all a misunderstanding.”

      “But girls always sneak into your room. They knew that was okay because you’d allowed them. Or at least that was what I’d heard around campus after the rumors started.”

      I shake my head. “No, that was the first time a girl had climbed into my bed. Now, they do it all the time just to see if I will let them stay. Do you know how many girls I have had to throw out of my bed every week?”

      She rolls her eyes at me in disapproval. “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you, Bash?” The corner of her lip curls into an angry scowl. “Because I don’t. That’s just disgusting.”

      “I’m not saying this to get on your nerves just stating a fact.”

      “Well, you managed to do both,” she deadpans, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “C’mon, Tori. Don’t be like that. You wanted to hear the truth, and you got it. I’m not going to pretend that I’m a saint, but I sure as hell didn’t do anything with that girl. It took me a while to figure out who she was and what she was doing in my bed.”

      “Was she a cheerleader from another school?”

      “Yes.” I let out a puff of air, frustrated. “One of the guys on the other team set me up. He wanted to get to me. And he did. Earlier in the season, the same guy broke Clay’s arm with a bullshit sack, and even with Clay out of the game, we still made it into the playoffs. That asshole wanted to hurt the team and me, and in the process, he also hurt you. The plan had worked, because we lost to their team that year. Not having you in the stands to cheer for me and with all the drama that had gone on around campus had sucked the life out of my game.”

      “But you’re Sebastian Prince, football royalty and God’s gift to Strick U,” she says, with sarcasm in her tone. “You didn’t need me to win a game.”

      “Maybe, but you were always my lucky charm. Seeing you in my jersey and screaming my name in the stands made me play better. I kept searching for you and finding your seat empty. It wasn’t the same after you were gone. And I never had the opportunity to state my case. Every time I saw you on campus, you would walk the other way, drop classes, and change your phone number. I even showed up at your dorm until you made campus security throw me out. And then—”

      “Then, the rumors started,” she finishes, choking on her words. “You have no idea what it was like for me, Bash. People are so mean. I couldn’t even show my face without hearing whispers behind my back. I’d thought about switching schools, but I was on a scholarship and couldn’t afford to pay for another college. My dad has no money, financial aid doesn’t pay enough for a school this prestigious, and I almost lost everything over that girl and the drama that comes with being your girlfriend.”

      “But you didn’t lose your scholarship, and you’re still on track to graduate on time.”

      She can never know that I am the reason she is still on campus. That’s the secret Harper knows. The secret I hope to keep until the end of the school year. Tori cannot find out about my intervention and the things I have done for her. When it comes to Tori, I have no problem throwing around my father’s money or my last name because I will do whatever it takes to make her happy. In her mind, I am the bad guy. And I don’t blame her. I have earned the reputation over the years. But she’s wrong about me. I think she sees that I’m not as bad as she had thought.

      She sighs. “I lucked out. If I had lost my scholarship and had to switch schools in the middle of all that drama, I don’t know what would’ve happened to me. Losing you destroyed me, wrecked me from the inside out.”

      “You never lost me, babe. I tried to get you back, explain my side of the story.”

      Her gaze lowers, zoning in on our hands intertwined. “I was in love with you, Bash. You were my world. Everything revolved around you.”

      I tip her chin up with my finger so that our eyes meet. “I never stopped loving you.”

      “You still do?” She asks, her voice sounding hopeful.

      I nod. “Still do.”

      With that, she lunges herself at me and wraps her legs around my back. I grab the back of her head and press my lips to her neck to taste her, lick every inch of her delicious body. As she pries her lips from mine, her fingers work at a feverish pace. Tori pops open the button on my jeans and then unzips them.

      She leans forward, tugging on the hem of my T-shirt as she moans in my ear, stopping to suck on it. “Take this off.”

      Following her orders, I pull my shirt over my head and throw it onto the floor. She grinds on my dick, taking my belt off in one swift motion. Once our eyes meet, I see the fire brewing behind her bright blue irises. Tori slides off me, long enough to strip me down to my boxers and remove her clothes, before resuming her position on my lap. Our lips meet, the hunger of our kisses satisfying a deep aching between us.

      She presses her bare breasts into my chest and breathes against my neck. “Bash, I want you inside me.”

      “I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

      “You’re not. I am fine. I haven’t felt dizzy since before my nap earlier. This is my decision. It’s not like you’re forcing me into bed with you. I want this. Don’t make me beg.”

      I smile against her lips. “I might like it if you beg.”

      She laughs and smacks a hand against my chest. “Not funny. Now, do you want me or not?”

      “More than anything,” I whisper. “Why don’t we take this into the bedroom instead of the kitchen table?”

      She hops off my lap, and I follow behind her. Stopping in the entryway of her bedroom, she leans against the wall, her arm raised above her head. My God, she looks sexy. And she’s mine. I grab her ass in my hands and part her lips with my tongue, making my way down to her neck and breasts. Her body quivers with each flick of my tongue on her nipples, the pink buds hardening as I nibble on them.

      I pull my boxers down with one hand and give myself a quick stroke. As much as I want to take my time and devour every inch of her body, I can’t think straight when Tori moans in my ear, purring against my neck.

      Leaving a trail of kisses down her stomach, I drop to my knees and spread her legs wider. Each sound of pleasure makes me so hard I am in physical agony. I try to occupy my mind with anything other than how good she tastes and how amazing she feels as I slip my fingers inside her slickness. She rocks her hips against my mouth, twisting her fingers through my hair, as the hottest orgasmic screams echo in the quiet air.

      She’s going to kill me. But it will be worth it. At this rate, I’m not sure how long I will last, but I have to fuck her. It has been too long since the last time we were together. I need this. I need her.

      I lead her by the hand toward the bed. Kissing her until the backs of her legs hit the mattress, I fall on top of her, our mouths still melded together. Positioned above her, I rub the tip of my cock against her clit, and a soft purr escapes her mouth.

      The warmth that pools between her legs sends me over the edge when I rub myself along her folds, wishing it could be like old times without any barriers between us. But I stop myself and let out an irritated grunt when I realize my condoms are in my wallet…on the floor in the living room.

      Fuck. Way to kill the mood.

      “Hold that thought,” I say, crawling off her. “I’ll be right back.”

      When I get back to her room, I’m about to hop back into bed with her when I stop myself. Curled into a ball on her side, Tori has her eyes closed, her face twisted in pain.

      I drop to the floor next to her and slip my fingers between hers. “Are you okay?”

      She doesn’t respond, even though I know she’s awake and just ignoring me. I’m so confused by the recent turn of events. Did I do something to upset her? Nothing comes to mind. Everything was perfect before I left the room.

      Trying once more to get her to talk to me, I bring her hand up to my lips and plant a kiss on her skin. She doesn’t budge an inch. It’s as if she’s dead to the world. Only a few minutes ago, she was wide awake and grinding against my mouth, as she came for me.

      “Tori, C'mon, babe.” I hover over her, my breath brushing against her cheek. “I need to know you’re okay. Open your eyes for me.”

      She stirs a bit, a soft moan escaping her lips. But it doesn’t sound like one of pleasure—more like pain. “Bash,” she says, her voice soft. “I think you need to call the doctor for me.”

      I scoot closer to the bed and tighten my grip on her hand while stroking her face with the other. “What happened after I left the room?”

      “It hurts,” she chokes out, struggling with the words.

      “What hurts? Talk to me. Tell me what you need.”

      “My head,” she slurs, opening one eye for a second before she closes them once more.

      “Fuck,” I mutter to myself, even though I know she can hear me.

      And here I thought she was doing better. Or at least that’s the impression I got. If anyone should know better, it’s me. A concussion can sneak up on you when you least expect. Everything will appear to be okay, and then the next minute, you’re hanging over the toilet, puking your guts out.

      Unhooking my fingers from hers, I come to a standing. Naked and staring down at my girl, I have no idea what to do to take away her pain. I have been through this before. Head traumas are as much a part of the sport as parties and women. I can take the pain. I can take a hit no problem. But Tori isn’t built for this. She’s fragile, always has been.

      I bend down to kiss her forehead and stroke her cheek with my hand. “I’ll be right back, babe. I’m going to call Doc real quick.”

      In a hurry, I dart into the living room and grab my phone from the pocket of my jeans. Doc answers on the second ring and promises to come right away. I’m worried about Tori. I know the ball hit her hard enough to knock her on her ass, but I had no idea it could do that much damage. I guess I’m used to playing rough.

      After I hang up with Doc, I run back into the bedroom to find Tori holding one hand over her mouth, the other over her stomach. She sits up, or at least attempts it before she sinks back into the mattress with a loud groan.

      I rush over to her side and clamp my hand around her tiny biceps.

      “I’m gonna be sick,” she mutters, her words almost inaudible.

      Helping her up from the bed, I maintain a firm grip on her arm. At first, she tries to walk, but I don’t want to leave anything to chance. So, I pick her up and take her into the bathroom. She’s still naked, her face and chest now covered in sweat. I don’t even have time to remove a washcloth from the linen closet to place on her forehead before she drops to her knees on the cold tile floor. Under different circumstances, her position would excite me. But not tonight.

      Scooting closer to the toilet, she glances up at me for a second. With beads of sweat dotting her brows and the color draining from her face, I have no doubt she’s in for a long night.

      It’s been a while since I had a night like the one Tori is about to experience as if the night before wasn’t bad enough for her. Hunched over in pain, she runs a shaky hand along the toilet seat, feeling the porcelain as she opens the lid.

      I stand behind her and gather her hair in my hands, making sure to keep it off her face. As if on cue, she empties the contents of her stomach, all while I stroke her hair and tell her things will be okay, keeping my fingers crossed that they will be.

      If someone had told me that my weekend with Tori back in my life would go this bad, I would’ve thought they were full of shit. It was a risk to ask Clay and Jessica to help me out with Tori, full well knowing she would turn me down. But, by some miracle, I’m still here, in her apartment and helping her nurse a wicked concussion. This was unexpected.

      What were the chances that our first meaningful encounter where she didn’t run away would start with Tori getting hit in the face with a football going over fifty miles per hour? And it’s all because of Clay. He over threw the ball. I couldn’t have caught it even if I had superpowers. It was a bad play and an even worse pass.

      I guess to some extent Clay helped me get Tori back. But I didn’t want it to be under duress or whatever you would call these circumstances. I fear that Tori is open to having me back in her life again just for the weekend, only because she needs me here. I hope that’s not the case.

      At least ten minutes of puking and dry heaving continue before Tori pulls a strip of toilet paper from the roll and wipes her mouth. She sits on the floor, cupping her head in her hands. I can tell she’s embarrassed as if having me see her so vulnerable is killing her more than the concussion. I have seen her at her absolute worst. This is not it.

      I doubt she even remembers the time I went to visit her in the psychiatric hospital. She was so doped up on drugs and whatever they were feeding her that she looked and sounded nothing like herself. It’d taken a long time to see the same glimmer in her eye I once saw from her. That’s also why Jessica was so hesitant to help me out.

      She wasn’t convinced that I was good enough for Tori. I’m not even sure that I am good enough for her, so I can’t say that I blame her friend for being concerned. She has seen enough of what goes on at my house to have some doubt about me being a different person. But I want to be the man Tori needs. Or at least I will try to be what she needs. So far, she’s allowed me to show her that I have changed.

      I dampen a washcloth and drop next to her on one knee to wipe the sweat from her face. She looks awful, tired and pale and so unlike herself.

      “I can’t believe you have to see me like this,” she mutters, as she watches me dab her cheek with the cloth.

      Her words stop me for a second. I sit behind her on the tile and wrap my arms around her stomach, pulling her against my chest. It feels so good to be with Tori again and to have her back in my life. I missed her so much. For years, I have tried to drown the pain of losing her with football, girls, and parties, but Tori was always the one thing I was missing. She’s the missing piece to my puzzle.
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      Tori

      Dragging the washcloth down my bare arms and chest, Bash whispers adorable things into my ear, making me feel less self-conscious about sitting naked on the floor with him. It also helps me forget that I just puked up my dinner in front of him. Again.

      How many times will I repeat the same thing with Bash over the course of one weekend?

      This is humiliating, but I’m also glad Bash is here instead of Jessica. Bash just lets me do my thing without freaking out, where Jessica would have been a total spaz and tried to take me to the emergency room at least ten times by now. Plus, Bash has changed so much from what I can tell in the short amount of time we have spent together.

      The Bash I once knew would do the same things he has done for me in the last two days. I guess this side of him has always been there. I had always known Bash was a decent person deep down inside, even if he buried that part of him around others. But I didn’t want to admit that to myself after everything that had happened between us.

      The night I’d given Bash my virginity was special. He spared no expense and rolled out the red carpet. He told me he loved me that night. But I already knew he felt that way about me. It was in his actions and his words.

      Bash presses his lips to my ear and says, “Do you have a robe or something you can wear?”

      It must have hit him that we’re still naked and Doc is on his way.

      “Uh-huh,” I say, leaning my head back on his shoulder, too tired to offer any more information.

      I could sit here with Bash’s arms around me forever. But at some point, the doctor will be knocking on my door. Judging by the way Bash scans the room, his eyes landing on a pink terry cloth robe on a hook by the shower stall, it must be soon.

      “Doc will be here any minute. We need to get some clothes on. And you need to get back into bed and get some rest.”

      Using the floor to push himself up to his feet, Bash takes a second to get his bearings and then holds his hand out to me. I place my hand in his, my body still trembling. In one swift motion, Bash lifts me off the floor and into his arms, cradling me against his chest once more. He treats me as if I’m a piece of fine china. I’m sure by now everyone at Strickland University knows about how fragile I am. Or at least how breakable I used to be.

      Bash already broke me once. I don’t think he would do it again. His apologies seem sincere. If he were only after sex, he wouldn’t stay here while I vomit for the hundredth time in two days. And he wouldn’t have slept on my couch for the weekend so that he can nurse me back to health. He cares about me, loves me, even. I still can’t believe he uttered those words to me an hour ago.

      We were about to have sex, and this stupid concussion had to get in the way. That’s just my luck. Maybe it’s for the best. After waiting years, I think we can hold out a little while longer.

      By the time we get dressed, and Bash helps me back into bed, we hear a loud knock at the door. Bash rushes to answer, in jeans that hang low from his narrow hips. When the room isn’t spinning, I get a perfect view of his ass, as he struts out of the room. How is this real? I keep thinking that my concussion is a dream and that Bash will disappear as fast as he walked back into my life.

      “Hi, Victoria,” Dr. Holland says with a wave. He flashes an apprehensive smile the closer he gets to my bed, staring down at me with a concerned look on his face. “I hear you’re getting worse. Can you tell me about what’s going on? When the episodes start again are you doing any strenuous activity?”

      I glance up at Bash, a devious smile plastered on my face that mirrors his. Then, I shift my attention back to Dr. Holland, thinking over my answer.

      “I wouldn’t say I was doing anything strenuous, per say.” I give him a sheepish grin.

      “Okay.” He kneels next to my bed and sets a black medical bag on the floor.  “Can you tell me what you were doing before the last incident occurred?”

      “Um…” I bite down on my bottom lip, focused on Bash. “We were about to—”

      “We were making out,” Bash interjects.

      Dr. Holland shakes his head in disapproval. “You were supposed to be taking care of Victoria, not putting the moves on her, Bash. That is not why I had asked you to stay with her.”

      Bash turns away from Doc. He knows the doctor is right.

      Hell, even I knew that what we were doing was a mistake with how I was feeling today. Even though I made it through a steamy shower with Bash and some playful make out sessions, my head was throbbing, and the room was spinning for most of it. If I'm honest with myself, I haven’t felt one hundred percent since before the football hit me.

      “I’m almost sorry that I asked you to watch over her,” Dr. Holland says to Bash. “If anyone should know better, it is you.”

      “Look, Doc, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for things to get out of hand. Tori’s health is my number one priority.”

      They continue the back and forth banter about my condition and how Bash should have done the right thing for a few minutes before the conversation ends. Dr. Holland removes a flashlight and shines it into each of my eyes. I have no idea what he’s looking for, but he asks me to follow the light.

      “You need to get some rest, Victoria.” Dr. Holland says, his voice firm. “It’s important that you stop all activities, including reading, studying, and texting. Anything that requires thinking or moving—no matter how big or small—needs to stop until your brain has had the time to recover. Do you understand?”

      I nod.

      Doc looks up at Bash. “I thought you understood this the first time, but I will ask the same of you. No activities whatsoever. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah, Doc, I get it. I promise this time I will follow your orders. We won’t even kiss on the lips until Tori is feeling better.”

      Dr. Holland places his instruments back into the medical bag and comes to a standing. Hovering over me, he removes a bottle of Tylenol from his satchel and hands them to me. “Make sure you take these if you have a headache. Do not take anything with Ibuprofen in it, as it can cause bleeding and worsen your condition, and we don’t want that. If you get enough rest, you should be back on your feet in a few days. You’ll have to miss the first few days of classes. Just let me know your class schedule, and I can speak with your teachers about make up assignments and tests.”

      I missed a ton of school after I lost my shit over Bash and ended up in the loony bin for almost two months. More time away from coursework is not ideal, especially when I’m back on track to graduate this year. What choice do I have? At this rate, there’s no way in hell I will be able to sit through a class on Monday morning. Maybe I can send Bash in my place to take notes. Well, if he doesn’t already have another class at the same times.

      “Thanks, Doc.” I hold out my hand to shake his. “I appreciate you making all these house calls.”

      “No thanks are necessary,” he says with a smile. “I’m just doing my job, and I want to see you get better and back to class.”

      Bash slaps a hand on Dr. Holland’s back, thanking him as they leave my bedroom. He walks the doctor to the doctor, and a private conversation ensues, one that I cannot hear.

      A few minutes later, the door slams shut and Bash waltzes back into my room, looking like he just stepped off the cover of GQ or Sports Illustrated. He’s so perfect, chiseled and tanned, the perfect All American boy. And here I am, laying in bed with my sweat drenched hair and vomit breath, wondering how I ever landed the attention of Sebastian Prince. He can have any girl he wants, which is why it still amazes me that he’s still here, desperate to have me back in his life.

      Bash gets in bed with me and pulls the covers over us. He wraps his arm around my stomach, his touch going straight between my thighs. Despite the pain in my head, I still want Bash to finish what he started over dinner. I still want him inside me; our bodies tangled up in the sheets and connected as one. But the room keeps spinning as if I’m on a never-ending ride at an amusement park.

      Bash pushes my hair back and presses his lips to my ear. “You should get some sleep, Queenie.”

      “I’m not so sure if I am ready to go back to sleep. I just woke up from my last nap less than two hours ago.”

      “Don’t be stubborn. You heard what Doc said. Rest is the only thing that will heal your brain. Trust me. I have been through this many times. I thought I was invincible and that I didn’t need to sleep it off and could do whatever I wanted, and I learned the hard way.”

      “I remember the one you had while we were dating,” I say, resting my cheek on the pillow. “You threw up for at least a week straight.”

      “Right, and that was all because I didn’t listen to Doc. I kept acting as if nothing was wrong with me when in reality, I was sick as shit and shouldn’t have been out of bed. Our relationship was so new that I didn’t want to leave you hanging until I got better. You were a big part of why I wouldn’t listen to Doc.”

      “Oh, that’s just great. Blame it on me why don’t you?”

      His laughter shakes right through me. “I’m not blaming anything on you. All I’m saying is that I was so crazy about you that nothing and no one could keep me away. I had to be around you all the time—even at the expense of my health. You had me from the start, babe.”

      I smile at his words.

      Only last night I had hated his guts and wanted nothing to do with him. And, today…well, things have changed since he took me home and comforted me. It doesn’t take long before I close my eyes, and my nostrils fill with Bash’s manly scent. Our fingers intertwine, and I hold his hand against my stomach, as I drift off to sleep.
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      On Monday morning, the alarm clock wakes me, digging into my skull with the most obnoxious sound. I almost forget Bash is next to me and that this weekend wasn’t a dream until he rolls over to turn the damn thing off. He resumes his position behind me, tightens his arms around my stomach, and presses his lips to my neck. His erection is also digging into my ass cheek, coaxing me from my dream and helping to dull some of the pain in my head.

      “Morning, my love,” he says, as he continues to pepper my skin with kisses.

      “Morning,” I choke out, consumed by the heat that rushes through my body. “You’re way too awake.”

      “It’s all you, babe.” He grinds against me, long and hard and making me so wet.

      It’s too early in the morning. My head is killing me, and I’m not even prepared for what Bash is doing between my legs. No matter how sick I feel, Bash still has ways of making me forget for a second that I am supposed to rest and relax. If only I could act upon my desires. I know Bash wants me just as much as I want him.

      With the dull throbbing at the base of my skull, I will be lucky if I can make it through my classes today. We spent all of Sunday in bed, curled up with one another. Bash didn’t seem to mind. If anything, he looked happy to hang out with me and watch Netflix.

      “How are you feeling?” Bash’s breath warms my earlobe, making it harder to resist him.

      “I feel fine. My headache is almost gone, but I have a new problem.”

      “Oh, and what’s that? Do you want me to call Doc?”

      “No, it’s not that kind of problem, more like the one you can help me with.”

      As if reading my mind, Bash reaches between my legs, his hands warm against my skin. His fingers travel up my inner thigh, igniting a fire that spreads throughout my body. This has been one of the best weekends of my life. Once we leave this room, I’m so afraid the charade will be over, and that Bash will forget about all the promises he made to me. So, I have to live in the moment, allow him to take what he wants right now. Because it’s also what I want.

      I open wide enough to give him easier access, his fingers slipping beneath the thin fabric of my panties. He massages my clit with his calloused thumb, as he slides two fingers inside my slickness. Bash hasn’t stopped kissing me since the first kiss he planted on my neck, and with every kiss, he plunges further inside me, spreading me out when he adds another finger.

      “Bash,” I moan a soft whisper on my lips that catches his attention.

      “Is this what you want?” He growls into my ear, just as my breathing becomes more erratic, the orgasm building inside me.

      I nod, too focused on how good this feels to speak.

      “Good, then come for me,” he says, picking up the pace. “I want to feel your pussy tighten around my fingers as you come all over them.”

      His words are so fucking hot and erotic that it doesn’t take much more to send me over the edge. My mind drifts to another place, detached from my body, as a mind-blowing orgasm sends chills down my spine, causing my toes to curl from the power it commands over me.

      Bash brings his fingers up to his mouth and sucks my juices from them. “Mmm…” He moans, maintaining eye contact with me the entire time. “You taste good, babe. I can’t wait to be inside you.”

      I smile up at him, too focused on his gorgeous mouth and those nice, full lips that are begging to be kissed. Using my index finger, I beckon him to come closer, and he complies with my request. Bash leans over me, digging his fingers into my side, leaving marks. He grips me with such force and kisses me with so much passion that I almost forget that we have class until the second alarm sounds, blaring in my ear.

      As much as I want to lie in bed all day with Bash, today is my first finance quiz, and I can’t be late. Even though Dr. Holland said he would talk to my professors, I have worked too hard to miss a test this important over a migraine. I can make it through the day, no matter how hard it might be.

      Our lips separate long enough for me to say, “We have to get going, Bash. I cannot miss this class.”

      “You should stay in bed and let me deal with your professors. All you need is a note from Doc, and you already have one.”

      “True, but I can’t lay in bed all day and wonder if my professors will be okay with my absence. Not like you would remember since you weren’t around back then, but I had a lot of making up to do after I came back to Strick U, and some professors were not as forgiving as others. That left me with a lot of classes to retake and not enough time to do it. I was lucky that I was able to get that additional scholarship, so I could take the classes I needed during the summer breaks.”

      “Okay, fine,” he says, giving in to me. “If you want to go, I can’t stop you, but just remember what Doc said about needing your rest. I’m worried about you. This will all pass, but until it does, you should make your health a priority over school.”

      “I did that in the past, and it didn’t get me very far. But I appreciate your concern, Bash.”

      “Then, I will make sure you get there without any complications,” he says.

      With a bit of hesitation, Bash sits up, still holding me by the hip, not wanting to let go. Neither do I. I don’t want to face everyone on campus, who I’m sure by now know that Bash stayed with me. It’s not as if everyone didn’t see the football hit me in the face or Bash land on top of me.

      Our history is something everyone at this school knows. They also know that I am the “crazy girl.” Or at least that’s what they called me after our last break up. I hope I will make it through the day without being attacked by some of the rich bitches who had it out for me last time.

      The one thing that runs this school other than football is money. And I have none. People like Bash walk on water. They are the elite and therefore invincible in the school’s eyes. If your parents can afford to pay for a new library or donate money to the football team, then you are one of them. You are welcome into their inner circle.

      But when your dad works in a factory, has just enough money to feed himself, and can barely function most days, you will never be one of them. And that’s why I was not admitted into the inner circles on this campus. The crazy thing is that it doesn’t matter how you make your money. You can come from old money like Harper’s family or new money with celebrity status like Bash’s family. Around here, money is money, no matter how new or old.

      “What’s wrong, Queenie?” He asks, bringing my hand up to his mouth to plant a kiss on my skin.

      His touch sends a tremor up my arm that rushes through me, making it so much harder to peel myself from the mattress to go to school. “I don’t want this to end,” I confess, all of a sudden feeling stupid about my comment.

      Still holding my hand in his, the corners of his mouth turn up into a sweet smile. “Never gonna happen. Not unless you change your mind.”

      I shake my head. “Nope, I’m not changing my mind. Now that I know the truth we don’t have the barrier we once had between us. Things are different this time.”

      He looks away from me for a second, as if he’s hiding something, before locking onto me. His bright green eyes hold me in his clutches, forcing me to maintain his intense gaze.

      “I don’t care what I have to do this time, Tori. You are my girl. What we have is real. And I am not going anywhere.”

      “The girls and the parties, all of that has to stop if you want this to work between us. I am not going to compete for your attention.”

      “It’s just football until the end of the season. No more girls. No more parties. You are the only girl I want. You’re the only girl I ever wanted.”

      “I want to believe that, Bash, I do. But so many things have happened in the past that make it hard for me to believe we won’t have a similar situation like last time.”

      He cups my face in his big hands, his expression even more serious this time. “I can’t promise that girls won’t throw themselves at me or show up unannounced. That will happen for a while. It will probably always happen. But what I can promise is that I will not act upon any of the offers. I have never wanted another girl more than I want you, Tori. I even have the ink on my shoulder to prove it. Do you think I would have gotten that tattoo if I wasn’t all in the first time around?”

      Overcome with emotion, my eyes get a little watery, and I try to fight off the tears.

      “Where was this version of Sebastian Prince two years ago?” I mutter, choking on my words.

      “I’ve always been this guy, at least with you. But so many things had gotten in the way.”

      “I should have heard you out instead of running away,” I say, feeling somewhat guilty for not giving him a chance back then.

      “I wish you did. But we have right now, and we have our future together. Just give this a chance. If you get scared, come to me. Don’t put up your defenses. I can’t handle it again.”

      Why does he have to be so perfect all the damn time? It’s no surprise that I fell in love with him years ago, and I am falling for him all over again. One weekend. I always knew that was all it would take for me to go running back to him. And that was why I stayed away and avoided him any chance I got.

      “Kiss me,” I say, unable to catch my breath. “I need you to kiss me, Bash.”

      He does as I instruct, rubbing my jaw with his thumb, as his tongue slips inside my mouth, tangling with mine.

      One kiss. One look. One sexy smirk. That was all it had ever taken for me to melt, like a piece of chocolate on a hot summer day. Bash was always my weakness, but maybe this time, he will be my strength. I hope that I am wrong about him and that he’s the good guy hidden inside the body of a football god.

      “We had better get in the shower if you want to make it to class on time,” he says, against my lips.

      “No time for a shower.” I glance over at the clock, shocked by how many minutes have passed since the first alarm.

      Bash helps me out of bed and kisses me one last time before he bends down to retrieve his shirt from the floor. The muscles in his back flex, drawing my attention to his body and every single curve and valley. He’s the perfect man in so many ways, especially in those that count most.

      I could never resist the urge to lunge myself at him, which is what had gotten me into trouble with him in the first place. The sexual chemistry between us has always been off the charts hot. Our relationship started with sexy banter that turned into so much more in a short period. I was under his spell. He not only controlled my body but my mind and heart. I was his in every way possible. And he knew it.

      Things between us are different now. I lived without him and so I know I don’t need him in my life. Not in the way I needed him years ago. His betrayal, or what I thought was his betrayal, was what sent me over the edge. It was what landed me in Friends Hospital for psychiatric evaluation.

      That night destroyed a part of me that I never thought I would get back. I never knew it was possible to hit so many highs and lows with one man until I hit the lowest point of them all. I wanted it to be over. I wanted the pain of losing him to go away. The doctor had said I was lucky. He was right.

      Everything was falling back into place until that football hit me in the face. Now, my entire world has been turned upside down again. Bash had the power to hurt me in the past. But I will not allow him that much control in the future. I shouldn’t have given in to him. His sexual appeal, manly scent, and the feelings of our past were too much for me to bear. And so I allowed myself to fall back into old habits.

      We get dressed in a hurry and leave my suite, holding hands as if we do this every morning. What we have works. He squeezes my hand tighter, showing everyone in the hallway we pass that we are together. This is our official declaration, and it continues once we step outside Jefferson Hall.

      Heads turn when we reach the Quad and Bash stops dead in his tracks, bringing both of us to a halt. He kisses me on the lips, a soft peck that doesn’t last long but does the trick.

      “I have to stop by my house and get my books. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      I smile as he swipes a strand of hair from my face and tucks it behind my ear. “Can’t wait.”

      His fingers slip from mine, and he begins to walk away but stops himself. “Later, beautiful.”

      I give him a tiny wave. “Later.”

      Turning on my heel, I don’t bother to stay and watch him walk away. My heart hurts with each step I take further away from him. Was this weekend real? I pinch myself to double check. Bash and I are together. Again. We’re doing this. Boyfriend and girlfriend, just like old times. The smile plastered on my face stays there until I reach Lincoln Hall.

      Then it occurs to me that I have zero makeup on my face and the same cut off jeans shorts and tank top I wore yesterday. What the hell is wrong with me? I look like such a dirtball, and yet Bash wasn’t embarrassed to be seen with me. That alone surprises me.

      He also stayed with me at my worst and helped to nurse me back to health. I still have some of a dull headache from this morning. The side effects of the concussion are still somewhat present, although fading. I’m tired, and after sleeping a few hours, I have no idea how I am going to make it through this test.

      Doing math equations at this hour had sounded better before I allowed Bash back into my life. Now, I wish I’d chosen a later class. I had dropped the one I was supposed to take with Bash. Now, I would do anything to get back into it.

      When I walk into the hall, students occupy half of the seats. I choose my usual desk in the back aisle, set my bag on the chair next to me, and pull out a notepad and pen before settling into my seat.

      Professor Stevenson, a tall, middle-aged man with dark, shaggy hair that curls behind his ears, stands behind the podium, shuffling papers in his hands. He checks his watch as the door slams shut, and then he loosens his tie and lowers the microphone to his mouth. “Welcome, everyone. The test will begin in five minutes. Please check your name off on the sign-in sheet making its way around the room and pass it forward.”

      For a few minutes, I flip through my notes to study them, wishing I had spent more time studying and less time get reacquainted with Bash’s body. But I don’t regret any of it because Bash is a fucking god in the bedroom. I sink lower into my chair, so my head rests on the wooden back and prop my elbow on the table attached to the right arm.

      My eyes shut for a second, and I catch myself falling asleep by the time I hear shoes hitting the tile floor in my row, coming closer. I look up to see Bash with a paper in his hand. My jaw just about hits the floor as he slides into the desk next to me.

      Bash winks at me and places his arm on my chair. “Don’t look so surprised. You might drop the classes I’m in, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enroll in yours.”

      “You didn’t,” I say, smiling and happy to see him.

      He returns my expression. “Oh, but I did. You’re stuck with me. Every class from now until the end of the semester we have together.”

      “How did you pull that off?”

      Bash flashes a wicked smirk. “I’m Sebastian Prince,” he says as if that means something. And on this campus it does. “All it took was one phone call.”

      “Of course it did,” I deadpan.

      I tilt my head to get a whiff of his scent, musk mixed with laundry detergent, making me want to nuzzle my face in the crook of his neck. He flashes a panty-dropper smile that forces me to slap my thighs together. Just thinking about this morning makes my legs quiver in anticipation of more.

      “People are going to gossip about us.”

      He shrugs. “So what? Let them. You’re my girl. They’ll have to get used to it.”

      “I’m yours,” I say, pointing at my chest. “How presumptuous.”

      Disappointment registers on his face but only for a second. Bash glances down at the sign-in sheet in his hand and checks our names off with the pen on my desk.

      “Mine.” With his face hard as stone, Bash leans over to kiss me on the lips and mutters, “I am not letting you go ever again.”

      He cups his big hand over mine. His touch sends a ripple of electricity through my body. My cheeks flush, the warmth spreading down my neck.

      “Wanna get something to eat with me after class?” Bash’s playful smile has a torturous effect on me.

      I stare at him, slack-jawed, my brain working slower than my body, and nod. “Sounds good.”

      When he looks at me, as though his world gravitates around me, I can’t breathe. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. I find it impossible to speak another word.

      Now that we’re back together, Bash has been treating me like a queen—his queen. I want to believe him when he says this is real. He’s been keeping his distance from the football groupies, as promised. But I fear what will happen when we make our relationship known. As far as I know, Bash hasn’t dated anyone on campus other than me. I was the exception to his rule. I’m afraid now that I’ve given in to him that I am setting myself up for disappointment.

      Bash gives my hand a quick squeeze that makes my heart race. How am I supposed to make it through this exam with him touching me? Our professor announces the test is about to begin, and Bash sets off down the aisle to hand in the attendance sheet.

      All eyes are on me as he struts away from me, broad-shouldered and graceful in a pair of jeans that hang low from his waist and a black fitted Strickland Senators T-shirt. I hear a few girls whisper his name, their jealous stares aimed in my direction.

      The first few days will be the hardest. I have to try my best not to crumple under the pressure of being Bash’s girlfriend. We will be the talk of the campus in no time. That part worries me. Last time, the rumors were so bad I almost left Strickland University.

      On his way back down the aisle, he grins at me. Bash slides into the chair and moves the table in front of him, preparing for the test. The classroom erupts into chatter and dies down when the professor taps the microphone. I spend the remainder of class with my fingers threaded between Bash’s, all while scribbling down the answers to the questions.

      Midway through class, I finish the test and so does Bash, who sees this as an opportunity to slide his hand between my legs, feeling me over my jean skirt. This is fucking torture.

      I flash a warning glance in his direction. “Bash, stop it,” I whisper so low that I wonder if he can hear me.

      “I’m not doing anything. Just keeping my hand warm,” he says, the corners of his mouth turning up into a smirk.

      His hand travels up to the hem of my skirt, lingering there for a second. I’m wet for him. But as much as I want this, I do not want to draw unwanted attention. I glance over at him, wishing he’d move his hand but too weak to make him. Bash just loves to torture me. And he does an excellent job. Pretending he doesn’t have this effect on me, I focus on my test and hope the answers I jot down are correct. I have to ace all of my classes to maintain a high enough GPA to keep my scholarship.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Bash grinning like an idiot. I want to kill him, or maybe even kiss him. At this point, I’d say kiss, but damn him for making me this wet in the middle of a crowded room.

      When class ends, we hand in our tests and rush out the door. Propelled by the energy flowing through my body, I drag Bash toward the SAC. I keep my mouth shut until we get out of earshot from onlookers, who are no doubt already starting up the rumor mill.

      “I’m going to murder you!” I yell, garnering a few stares from people passing by us on the street, which forces me to walk faster and with more of a purpose. “What was that all about?”

      Pushing past the groups of students making their way to class, Bash reaches for my hand. As he laces his fingers between mine, I fight the urge to scold him further. But I like touching him too much to deprive myself of his warmth.

      “Stop freaking out. I wanted to touch you. So I did.” He leans over me and says, “And if I had my way, I would have shoved my fingers inside your tight pussy and made you come for me.”

      “Bash,” I say, unable to finish my sentence. “Keep talking like that, and we won’t make it to breakfast.”

      “I’d be more than okay with that.” He winks.

      “While that is tempting, I think we should get something to eat and try to make it through the day without any more incidents,” I say with an evil grin.

      He knows I’m joking, but I am dead serious about him doing shit like that in the middle of class. No matter how good it had felt, I cannot run the risk of getting caught. Unlike Bash and his cronies, I need this scholarship. I don’t have a rich daddy to bail me out if I get in trouble.

      Once we reach the SAC, he opens the door for me. Our eyes meet, and he sucks in a deep breath, neither one of us pulling away from the other. He was planning to finger me in class. We were holding hands in the middle of campus. What the hell is happening? The looks I got from girls on our way here could have set me on fire. I wish someone would pinch me again because I need another reminder that this is real.

      “Have dinner with me tonight.” It sounds more like a demand than a request.

      “Okay,” I mumble. “Are we eating at my place again or going somewhere fancy?”

      Bash leads me by the hand through the front doors of the SAC. The bustling hub of our campus buzzes with energy, a steady stream of voices echoing off the high ceiling.

      “I was thinking somewhere nice. Do you have any dresses you could wear? It’s pretty formal. My dad called in a favor for me. This restaurant has a three-week waiting list, and we have reservations tonight.”

      My brain races with so many thoughts, my emotions overwhelming me. “Yeah, I think I have a dress from last year in my closet. If not, I can borrow one from Jessica. It’s not a big deal.”

      “I can have one sent over to you.” He says this as though this is a normal thing to say to a girl when asking them out on a date.

      Growing up in a middle-class neighborhood with a father who worked at a steel mill, I never had the kind of luxuries Bash is accustomed. Accepting a hand out from Bash seems wrong.

      “That’s not necessary, Bash.” I smile so wide my jaw hurts. “I appreciate the gesture, but a dress is a bit much for our first date.”

      “It’s not our first date,” he reminds me. “More like our hundredth date.”

      Bash lets go of my hand and walk up the stairs, a wry smile on his gorgeous face. I follow behind him.

      “You might want to double check,” he says, once we reach the top landing. “Just in case. I don’t mind doing these things for you. I want the night to be perfect.”

      I don’t even know how to respond, so I don’t.

      Bash stops at the entrance of the cafeteria. His nose tips up to the ceiling, taking in the delicious scents wafting through the air. “I’m starving. What do you want?”

      I shrug. “Whatever.”

      “No more chicken fingers,” he kids.

      “I doubt they have them for breakfast anyway,” I shoot back with a smile.

      I spot Jessica flagging me down from the left corner of the room with her hand raised in the air that I acknowledge with a wave.

      Bash taps me on the shoulder. “What do you want to eat? I’ll get it for you.”

      “How about eggs and toast? Maybe some apple juice. Don’t forget the butter and grape jelly.”

      “Coming right up,” he says, guiding me in the direction of our friends.

      Then, we separate, both of us headed in opposite directions.

      Finch and a few of the guys on Bash’s team are flirting with girls I’ve never seen before. Judging by the pins they are wearing on their shirts, I assume they are sorority sisters. I sit across from Jessica and Clay, between Finch and some guy I don’t know.

      The people at the end of the table stop talking, and I feel the urge to run and hide. The awkward silence, even though it’s brief, will become the new thing when I walk into a room. That’s how it was for a while after I first dated Bash. This time will be no different.

      I wave to the pretty blondes next to Jessica. They both look me over as if deciding whether it’s okay to speak to me. Once Bash sets a tray between us to share, the girl's faces light up. They ignore me, as expected, their eyes trained on Bash and every move he makes. Always the center of attention, Bash doesn’t seem to notice. He must be used to all the attention by now, while I am still trying to get used to being in the spotlight again. I just hope I don’t get burned.

      Bash scoots his chair so that our thighs are touching, and everyone stares at us. I wish they would all just fuck off and get a life. Why does Bash have to be so popular? If he were some nerdy, middle-class boy, things would be different. But he’s not.

      Bash sets a plate of eggs and toast in front of me and hands me a fork. His smile must be contagious because I can’t stop myself once the corners of my mouth curl up.

      “Eat,” he says under his breath, “you will need all the strength you can get for later.” And the sexy smirk he wears like a badge of honor returns to his handsome face.

      My body betrays me, my nipples hardening from one glance in my direction. Needing a distraction, I dig into the eggs. Our paths cross when I reach for the jam, nudging the other one out of the way. Bash hands me the package, and we laugh between bites.

      “Oh, how cute. I see you’re still doing your charity work, Bash. It’s time to kick the trash to the curb.” I look up to see Harper’s mouth twisted in disgust. She pushes her hands onto her hips, swinging her hair away from her face. “You’re in my seat,” she hisses, her eyes cutting through me like daggers.

      I drop my fork onto the plate, my lip curled in anger and quivering. “No, I’m where I am supposed to be.”

      Bash grabs my wrist, his touch keeping me grounded, as I clamp down on the edge of the table. Girls like Harper are the reason our relationship didn’t work last time. I am not about to let her destroy what Bash and I have now.

      “It’s okay, Tori,” Bash says, before looking up at Harper. “You can find a seat somewhere else, Harper. We don’t want you here. Not if you’re going to act like a bitch.”

      Harper rolls her eyes. “Don’t make me do something stupid, Bash. You know I will.”

      Bash bites on his lip. What could have him so worried? “Harper, knock it off. Just sit the fuck down and eat.”

      Bash has never spoken to me with so much hate behind his words.

      Harper’s stony expression eases up when Clay touches her forearm, issuing a silent decree for her to back down.

      But she shakes him off.

      “Not now,” Clay tells Harper. He’s the type of man who is used to getting what he wants and will not put up with her shit.

      What are they all hiding? It’s as if Harper is a ticking bomb, about to detonate any minute. Everyone at the table waits for her next move. They must be in on the secret. As usual, I am left out, stuck wondering what Harper is dying to say that has them all on edge.

      Harper shoots an evil stare in Bash’s direction and lets out a puff of air, blowing hair in her eyes. “Bash, can I talk to you?”

      “No,” he grunts. “I’m busy, and you're rude.”

      Bash looks at me and then to Harper, and for a second, I wonder what has transpired between them in the past. If the rumors are true, Harper sneaks into Bash’s room when he’s not home. I assume he has sex with her, but I haven’t had the nerve or desire to ask.

      “I have something to say to you,” Harper says, burning a hole through Bash. “Either come with me, or I will just go ahead and say it right here in front of everyone.”

      That provokes a response from Bash. Whatever is going on between them makes my stomach turn.

      “I’ll be back,” he whispers, his breath warming my earlobe. “Meet me out front of the library in one hour.”

      I nod in response, too overcome by emotion to speak.

      Bash gets up and walks away with Harper.

      This situation is so fucked up.

      When the two of them are out of sight, I look at Jessica. “Can you believe her?”

      She flicks her hair over her shoulder, feigning a smile. “Bash and Harper have this weird thing going on.”

      “As in they still do?” I ask, confused.

      Jessica shrugs. “She shows up at his house a lot. I can’t say for sure if anything happens between them. But you know, it’s Bash.”

      Her confession causes my stomach to churn, my breakfast about to make a reappearance. I tense up, now aggravated with Bash for leaving me for Harper, of all people.

      “Don’t worry about Harper,” Clay says with a genuine smile. “She’s just jealous. Bash will deal with her.”

      What was I thinking? Allowing Bash into my life again sets me up for failure. He hasn’t changed. Has he? When we’re alone, I see the difference in him. I see the old Bash, the guy I used to know. But what if this is a mistake? I’m so confused now that our relationship has extended outside the walls of my dorm room.

      We come from two different sides of the track. A relationship between us could never work. My life is not a fairy tale. I’m not supposed to have a rag to riches happily ever after. Bash will marry a girl like Harper—rich, beautiful, and down for anything. Where do I fit into the equation?

      I like him a lot. Those old feelings are still there. I could love him again, the way I did once. But is he worthy of my love? Can I trust him this time? Knowing the truth about that night helps. But it doesn’t repair the damage it did to my heart over night. Of course, Bash’s ability to give me multiple orgasms is a bonus. How can I forget that?

      I finish my eggs in silence. By the looks I give Jessica, she knows I want to be left alone. The awkwardness at the table ebbs away, their conversations blending with the noise of the cafeteria. I’m no longer the center of attention, which makes it the perfect time to leave.

      When I stand, Jessica lifts her tray to join me and flashes a bright smile.

      “Stay.” I force a fake smile to mirror hers. “I have to run to class. I’ll see you at home.”

      We’ve been friends long enough for her to pick up on my irritation. She was there through all the dark days after Bash wrecked me. If anyone knows how much he can hurt me, it’s Jessica. I need to retreat if I plan to keep my sanity in check. Sitting here with his friends, waiting for him like a lovesick puppy, makes me look pathetic. And I’m not pathetic. At least not anymore.

      “Okay.” Jessica bobs her head, deflated.

      I zip through the crowded halls, down the stairs, and out the front door. Even with the humidity and end-of-summer heat, the fresh air feels good. I can breathe easier now that I’m away from everyone. But Bash had better have a damn good reason for bailing on me for Harper. Because, this time, I want to give him the benefit of the doubt.
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      Bash

      

      “Harper, knock it the fuck off,” I say, shaking her hand away from me. “This shit has got to stop. You can’t attack Tori anytime you feel threatened by her. You and I are not together. You are not my girlfriend, and I am not your property.”

      “You are mine for as long as I say so,” she yells, attracting the attention of the people passing by us on the busy street.

      Once we reach an alleyway between the buildings, I pull her to the side, out of sight from onlookers.

      Lowering my voice, I keep my tone firm, serious. “Listen to me, and listen to me good, because I am not going to repeat myself again. You will not speak to Tori ever again. Are we clear?”

      She scrunches her nose in disgust with her arms folded over her chest. “You’re not the boss of me, Bash. And we have an agreement. Are you going to break it for Tori?”

      “You know what, I don’t care anymore.” I throw my hands up in the air, beyond frustrated. “We’ve been playing this game for far too long anyway. I can’t do this with you. If you want to tell Tori, go right ahead. It’s about time I come clean with her. She should know the truth.”

      “Bash, no,” she whines, tugging at my shirt to pull me closer. I slip from her grasp, but she grabs my hip to get my attention. “Please, Bash.” Her voice sounds so pathetic, desperate.

      Every time I threaten to end our arrangement, Harper backs down. But part of me is still afraid of what she might do if I walk away for good and end my suffering. Harper has money and everything she has ever wanted. Except for me. That’s why she used sex as a bargaining chip when she discovered my secret. Harper thinks I’m her end game because we come from wealthy families that have similar interests.

      But she was never even a thought when I had planned my future. From the second I met her, it was always Tori. Like an idiot, I let her slip away. I might’ve made a mistake once by leaving her alone, allowing her to heal on her own, but I never want a repeat.

      I spent years filling the void of losing Tori, waiting my time for a second chance. In all honesty, I never thought she would speak to me again. If I hadn’t convinced Jessica and Clay to help me, I doubt Tori would have come to my game. She hates football, and up until a few days ago, she hated me even more.

      While Harper is hanging onto me, I can use this to my advantage. She wants me in her life, and I want her to keep her mouth shut. But there’s no way I am ever touching her again. Now that I’m back with Tori, I don’t want another girl. Only Tori.

      “We’re done, Harper.” I lean down so that she has no trouble reading the words on my lips. “I never even liked fucking you.”

      “What?” She chokes out, her face twisting into confusion. “We both know that’s not true. You have no problem fucking my friends or me. As much as you want to deny it, you like my pussy just as much as it likes you. I know you like all the dirty little things I do with you and to you. You like to bend me over, spank my ass, and pull my hair when you come, so that you can show me I’m your dirty girl.”

      “The only reason I fuck you from behind is so I don’t have to look at your face,” I spit back.

      She looks as though she wants to cry. But she won’t. Harper is the biggest Ice Queen I have ever met. The cold practically runs through her veins.

      “You’re just saying that to get rid of me. Well, it’s not going to work. Just because Tori is back in the picture doesn’t mean I will bow out and let her have you. You are mine, Bash, and you have been mine ever since you got enough sense to ditch the gutter trash.”

      “Tori is not gutter trash,” I growl. “If anyone is trash, it’s you. It’s a shame your money can’t buy you some class.”

      “Don’t get all high and mighty on me. You’re no saint, Bash. I’ve witnessed you do quite a few things that would make your precious Tori sick to her stomach. She has no idea what you’re like.” Harper tugs at the seam of my shirt, holding onto me with a firm grip. “We are supposed to be together. You and I make sense together.”

      “Just because you’ve done some of those things with me doesn’t mean that I enjoyed them. Not when you were the one blackmailing me into doing them in the first place. If it were up to me, I would’ve set things with Tori straight years ago, instead of allowing her to…” I can’t even finish the rest of my thought, too ashamed of what had happened to Tori because of me. Because of our breakup.

      “She went crazy. So, what? It wasn’t the end of the world.”

      Peeling her disgusting fingers from my shirt, I take a step back. “Don’t pretend like you understand what that situation was like for Tori or for me. After she found me in bed with another girl…”My voice trails off because I see no point in finishing my thought. This conversation is fucking pointless.

      “It was a misunderstanding,” she says, throwing her hands onto her narrow hips. “If she weren't such a bitch, she would’ve let you explain.”

      “It shouldn’t have happened in the first place. That’s the part you don’t seem to understand.” Shaking my head, I can’t stand the sight of her or the smug expression splayed across her face. “This arrangement of ours is over. Get it through your head, Harper.”

      “How about I go back to the SAC and tell Tori all about the scholarship she earned?” she says, using air quotes. “I’m sure she will think differently about you once she finds out what you did to keep her on campus. It’s pathetic.”

      “What’s pathetic is you and this conversation.” Pivoting my foot away from her, I glance at her one last time. “Don’t show up at my house. Don’t follow me to class. And don’t come near Tori again. Are we clear?”

      She grinds her teeth together and spits out. “Crystal.”

      I turn on my heel, walking away from her when she calls out, “You will regret this, Bash.”

      “No, I won’t,” I yell back, my eyes focused on the walkway in front of me. “The only thing I regret is not doing this sooner.”
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* * *

      I wasn’t joking when I told Tori that I enrolled in all her classes. She cannot avoid me anymore. Our relationship is back on track along with Tori’s health. She can fight me all she wants, but we are together again, whether she likes it or not. I know she still loves me.

      As I slip into the desk next to her, I get a look so evil from Tori that her eyes could slice right through me. She likes to sit in the back row of every class, making this easier than I had thought to get close to her once again. Acting as though she’s about to relocate, she clutches the edge of the desk, thinking about her next action with her gaze focused on the front of the classroom.

      I reach out and cup my hand over hers, holding her in place. The heat that travels between us is intense but calming. When it comes to Tori, we have always had a special connection. We both feel it. She cannot deny that what we share is more than our physical attraction for one another.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” I whisper to Tori.

      She stills in her chair, allowing me to thread my fingers between hers, the energy she radiates coming off her in waves. “I don’t forgive you,” she mumbles under her breath. “I can’t believe you left me alone and for that skank Harper, of all people.” Turning her head to look me in the eye, she finishes, “Do you have any idea how embarrassing that was for me, sitting with your friends after you ditched me?”

      “I didn’t ditch you. The only reason I went with Harper was to get rid of her. She’s jealous of you and wants to cause problems with us. But I won’t allow her to get in the way. I handled the situation. Don’t feel threatened by her. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “As if she would ever threaten me.” She rolls her eyes at me, the corner of her lip turning up in disgust. “But don’t expect me to forget that you chose her over me.”

      “It wasn’t a choice between you or Harper. I was trying to take the path of least resistance. To get Harper out of our lives, I had to deal with her.”

      “So,” she says with anger in her tone, “did you deal with her?”

      I flash one of my boyish smiles in her direction, hoping it will lower her guard, and it does. “She won’t be a problem anymore. I promise.”

      “Harper is a spoiled brat, just like you, and used to getting what she wants. You fed into her bullshit. I don’t have time for these games or the drama that comes with being your girlfriend.”

      By stroking her skin with my thumb, I get her undivided attention. She locks onto me, staring into my eyes. We share a moment where her lips part, along with her thighs. I never miss the response I get from Tori.

      Staring down at her legs, I lick my lips. The professor begins speaking into the microphone, but I cannot stop thinking about what I want to do to Tori, especially when she’s wearing a skirt that allows me easy access. Her thighs are tanned and toned, and when I reach between them, tiny bumps dot her skin.  She should stop me. I should stop myself. But I want to feel her, connect with her on a more intimate level.

      No one can see us back here. We’re all alone and in the last row. The class sizes at Strickland University are bigger than other schools. With the desks situated up high enough that no one can see, I tell myself it’s okay to keep going.

      Unable to think of anything other than what’s underneath the thin material between her legs, I slide my hand further up her leg, rubbing the silky fabric. If we were alone, I’d kiss every inch of her, make her come with my tongue and then, thrust my throbbing cock into her wet pussy. But she will have to settle for the next best thing.

      Moving her panties to the side, I slip my fingers inside her. As always, she’s soaked for me. I love that I have such an instantaneous effect on her every time we are together. If she would have given in years ago, allowed me to plead my case. I’m not the monster she once thought. Now, I think she’s starting to see that and believe it for herself. Or so I hope.

      Regardless, she’s allowing me to give her an orgasm in the middle of class, biting down on her lip, as she tightens her grip on my fingers. Her eyes shut the further I bring her to the point of release, her body shaking in the process.

      Leaning over, I speak against her ear, my voice a whisper. “Your pussy is so fucking wet. The next time you get pissed at me, just remember that I did this to you. Now, come for me.”

      Stifling the soft moans that escape her lips, she covers her mouth with her hand, doing her best to keep quiet as she comes on my fingers.

      Disregarding the other students in the room, she doesn’t seem to care because it feels too good for her to want me to stop. Not like I would care if someone found me with my hand between her legs. In fact, the idea of being caught excites me. But Tori would die from embarrassment if that were to happen.

      In under a minute, I gave Tori the one thing she didn’t realize she had needed before I sat down. My cock is rock hard and ready for more of her tight pussy. I can never get enough of her.

      “Come with me,” I say, removing my fingers and pushing her panties back into place. “We need to finish this.”

      She stares at me, as I suck her juices her from my fingers, not giving a fuck that we’re in the middle of class. With the scent of sex in the air, I wouldn’t be surprised if someone figures out what we just did. They can look all they want. It wasn’t the first time I have done something like this in public. But with Tori, this is different.

      “Where are we going?” She mutters, out of breath.

      “Anywhere but here.” I keep my voice low. “I don’t care. Get your bag and follow me.”
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      Tori

      

      Bash always finds a way to get everyone to do what he wants—including me. He bent me to his will, making me succumb to my desires, and in class, of all places. I feel so dirty and cheap, like one of his whores. But at this moment, I don’t give a fuck. I have zero fucks to give after Bash gave me another mind-blowing orgasm. And I want another one.

      I follow him out of the classroom as if on autopilot from the high he had just given me. His fingers were like magic, commanding power over me, taking me to the brink of ecstasy.

      We run down the somewhat vacant hallway with our hands intertwined. Our excitement buzzes between us, the electricity between us palpable. Even though I know that what we did was wrong, it feels so right. With Bash, every feeling I once had for him has come flooding back to me ever since the night of the football game.

      From the start of the school year, I wanted to hate Bash. But he makes it impossible. It’s hard not to like Bash when he smiles at me as though there’s no else in the room with us, his bright green eyes burning a hole through me. Or when he tells me how sorry he is for letting me walk away. Most of the time, I believe him. I want him back in my life, and I want us to take our relationship to the next level.

      The rooms are locked when not in use, but Bash manages to find one that is vacant. We step inside, and he locks the door, pulling down the shade to cover the window, leaving us in darkness. The room is on the small side for a biology lab, not much larger than the classrooms I’ve had for English Lit. He leads me to a long laboratory desk toward the front, cups my ass with his big hands, his erection digging into me, and lifts me up and onto the cold marble top.

      Bash spreads my legs, finding his place among them. Planting hungry kisses on my lips, Bash doesn’t waste any time exploring my body, his hands traveling up my shirt and beneath my bra to cup my breasts in his big hands. He massages my nipples, giving them a little pinch, as his tongue tangles with mine.

      The more he touches me, the more I lose all control. Right now, Bash owns my body. And whether I care to admit it or not, Bash has always owned my heart. He claimed it a long time ago.

      I let out a soft moan as his hand slides between my thighs. My panties are so wet. I cannot think of anything other than immersing myself into mind-blowing sexual bliss with Bash.

      When he stops kissing me long enough to look into my eyes, he smiles one of those crooked smiles that go right to my core. Bash leans in, and I thread my fingers through his shaggy brown hair and slip my tongue in his mouth. He palms the back of my head, deepening the kiss.

      Each kiss grows more passionate, more impatient. Heat spreads from my cheeks, down my arms, and to my thighs like wildfire. An intense burning, a desire only Bash can satisfy, makes my body quiver in anticipation, but I’m also a little nervous about having sex with Bash. This isn’t our first time. Even so, it sure feels like he’s stripping me of my virginity all over again.

      He slides his hands up the back of my shirt and unhooks my bra. I sit back, staring into his eyes, as I pull my shirt over my head and set it on the counter behind me.

      Bash grabs the straps of my bra and slips them down my arms. He stops for a moment, his gaze traveling from my breasts to my face, before holding my gaze. He lets out a loud sigh. “You are so fucking beautiful, Tori.”

      I smile, his words melting my heart along with my panties.

      Just as his tongue is about to glide over my nipple, the sound of people talking fills the once quiet air. Before I can prepare myself, the door at the back of the classroom flings open, students filing in without even noticing we are there. Still dressed, Bash blocks me with his muscular frame and reaches behind me to hand me my shirt. Acting fast, I put my shirt back on in record timing, sans bra, and use Bash as my shield.

      As students begin to take their seats, someone has enough sense to flip the light switch, drawing their attention to the front of the room. The shock of such a compromising position makes me want to crawl into a ball and die. Bash tucks my bra into his pocket, pretending as if this encounter had never happened. He was always the cool, calm, and collected one. I was always—and still am—a giant ball of nerves.

      He grabs my hand, leading me out of the room without a word. Not until we make it outside do I get some sense of relief. My chest is tight from holding my breath. Instead of freaking out, as I want to do, Bash laughs. At first, he starts with a light chuckle that turns into loud, guttural laughter that shakes through his body.

      I smack him on the arm and shake my head. “I cannot believe you are laughing after what just happened.”

      He hooks his arm around me, his muscles flexing against my back. “C’mon, Queenie, don’t be so uptight. You have to admit that was pretty damn funny.”

      “Well, I am not laughing,” I say, trying to stifle my laughter. But I fail because a few seconds pass before I join him.

      We’re hunched over, getting a kick out of what could have been an awful situation for both of us. What else can I do but see the lighter side to this situation? And it’s not like anyone even noticed what we were doing. If they did, he’s Sebastian fucking Prince. Heaven and Earth move for him. I doubt we would’ve even had as much as a lecture from a professor.

      He pulls me in tighter as he glances at his watch—a gold Rolex, of course. “Looks like we have another class in thirty minutes. Wanna kill some time in the movie room at the SAC?” He wiggles his eyebrows at me, and it’s fucking cute.

      I shrug. “Sure, why not?”

      We stroll through campus, Bash with his arm around me and me with my hand in his jeans pocket. It’s as if we never stopped dating. Everything feels so natural around him that I have to keep reminding myself that Bash was almost my undoing last time. I have to be careful not to get too close until I know for sure I can trust him again.

      But it’s nice to have this level of comfort with him. In all honesty, it would be nice to have this with anyone. Because how often does someone who you have amazing chemistry with come along? Other than Jessica, Bash is the only person on campus I had an instant connection.

      When we first me, he was the perfect gentleman, despite his reputation. He had me fooled, placed under his well-crafted spell of lust and attraction.

      “Do you remember the day we met?” I ask, curious if the day is just as fresh in his mind as it is in mine.

      “Of course. How could I forget it? You’re not an easy person to forget, babe. It was the Delta Sig Halloween party. You were with Jessica and a few other girls.” He tucks me under his arm to make the room for a group of boys running toward us, barreling down the sidewalk like a herd of cattle.

      “Watch it, assholes,” he yells, interrupting his train of thought about our first encounter.

      “Sorry, Bash,” one of them calls out after they pass, which calls to attention the fact that everyone knows Bash.

      Bash and his star power are all everyone talk about on this campus. Between Bash and the Mafia boss’ son who goes to Strickland University, it’s as if we have local celebrities walking among us nobodies.

      “Where were we before we were interrupted?” Bash says, the warmth from his hand on my back leeching into my skin, leaving a brush of fire in its wake.

      “We were talking about the night we met.”

      “The best night of my life.” He smiles as he says this, and it has a mirroring effect on me.

      “I find that hard to believe,” I quip, smirking up at him.

      “Well, believe it, babe. You are the best thing that ever happened to me. I was an asshole before I met you.”

      “You’re still an asshole,” I interject.

      “Hey, that’s not fair, and you know it.”

      “Okay, fine, you’re less of an asshole than before.”

      “Are you going to keep interrupting me or let me finish the rest of the story, smart ass?”

      “Continue, my prince,” I say with a hint of sarcasm in my voice.

      “Like I was saying, you were with Jessica and a few girls you stopped hanging out with years ago. I can’t even remember their names.”

      “That’s because none of them are important,” I add, thinking about the bitches who had bailed on me after my temporary mental breakdown.

      “Anyway, you were dancing with Jess and those girls in the living room at the Delta Sig house. You were wearing a sexy nurse costume and the hottest red lipstick. My God, babe, your lips were what caught my attention first. All I could think about was, you know, what I wanted to do with them.”

      “Figures,” I deadpan and roll my eyes at him. “And here I was thinking you were about to go all deep and meaningful on me when in reality, all you were thinking about was me sucking your dick.”

      “That wasn’t the only thing I was thinking about,” he shoots back, defensive. “Will you just let me finish or not?”

      “I’m dying to hear the part where you did not sound like an asshole, so please proceed.”

      “Whatever,” he says, pretending to be annoyed. “The point I was trying to make before you also interrupted me is that I was a different person before I met you.”

      “But you went back to being that person after we broke up.”

      “Okay, fine. I guess to some extent I went back to being a jerk, but I am not like that when I’m with you. And even you can’t deny it.”

      “I guess I will give you that, Prince.”

      He bends down to plant a kiss on my forehead, still holding my tight against his chest as we walk toward the SAC. “You make me a better man, Tori, always have and always will. I even play better when we’re together.”

      “At least I’m good for something,” I joke, laughing as I speak the last word.

      “You’re good for more than sending me positive vibes on the field.” He nuzzles his face against my hair, as he opens the door to the SAC for us to enter. “That much I plan to show you after dinner tonight.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I counter, nervous about having sex with Bash. But I want it to happen. I need to feel connected to him in that way once more.

      “Dinner is happening.” His voice is low enough that only I can hear him. “And so is what comes after it.”

      The corners of my mouth curl up and into a wicked grin. For once, I don’t even care about all the people who stare at us when we enter the movie room. Girls can be jealous all they want. Bash is mine.
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* * *

      True to Bash form, he ignored my request to wear my clothes and had a dress sent over for our dinner. I hadn’t even been home for ten minutes before one of his teammates had knocked on the door and hand delivered a box from Nordstrom. Inside, I found the short, tight black dress that Bash paired with a diamond necklace.

      Must be nice to be rich. I’m sure my wardrobe cost more than what my father makes at the steel mill in six months. But it’s Bash. He never spared any expense. All the lavish gifts had always made me feel somewhat uncomfortable when we were dating, especially in the beginning when I had least expected them. He knows how I feel about over-the-top presents, but since it’s our first date in years, I decided to honor his wishes and wear the dress and necklace.

      “You look beautiful,” Jessica says, helping me clip the necklace. She slides it in place, the diamond pendant falling between my cleavage. “Bash is going to die when he sees you in this dress.” She tilts her head to the side to appraise my body, making me feel self-conscious.

      “He picked it out, so I’m sure he will love it.”

      “I’d be surprised if you make it to the restaurant in this. Girl, you look smoking hot.”

      “Thanks, Jess.” I smile at her through the mirror in the bathroom and apply the red lipstick Bash had mentioned earlier. I’ve had the same shade since our freshman year, but I reserve it for special occasions. Tonight fits the bill.

      “I’m just glad you’re not pissed at Clay and me for helping Bash out.” She shifts her stance, looking nervous.

      “I can’t say I was thrilled when I found out that you had helped Bash, but now that we’re back together, I’m kind of happy that you got involved. I spent years hating his guts, only to find out that it was a complete misunderstanding.”

      “I tried to tell you before, but you’re so stubborn you wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “I guess I just didn’t want to believe that there was any good in him after what had happened, you know. I doubt that makes any sense to you, but that’s how I felt.”

      She leans in to slide her arm across my back and into a hug. “It makes perfect sense. If I had found Clay in bed with another girl, I would’ve had a stroke. Trust me; we would not be together. Bash was telling you the truth. At least now you have closure on that part of your life, even if some of it is still painful for you.”

      “I’m pretty much over it,” I confess because it’s the truth. “Now, we’re headed in the right direction.”

      To move on with my life, I had to forgive Bash. My therapist said it was part of the healing process, and she was right. Once I had let Bash go, the wounds left open by him closed up over time until I’d gotten to the point that I didn’t even think about him anymore. That is until he stumbled back into my life, taking my world by storm.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Jessica says, jumping from the pounding on the front door. “That must be Bash. I’ll get it so that you can make your grand entrance.”

      Jessica smiles at me once more before she leaves to answer the door. I stare into the mirror, blinking a few times as I apply another coat of mascara to my lashes. The last time I had worn makeup was at least six months ago when Jessica had asked me to attend some family function at her house. Staring at my reflection, I don’t look much like myself with all the shades of pink and gray, my skin tone almost flawless with all the concealer and blush Jessica had applied to my face.

      Once I hear Bash’s deep voice, I fix my dress, tugging at the hem, before I come out from hiding in the bathroom. With such a small apartment, it only takes a few more steps, my heels clicking loudly on the tile, until I reach the kitchen area that connects to our living room. Jessica and Bash chat about Clay and the team on the couch, laughing and joking with one another. Not until I clear my throat do they snap out of their conversation and look up at me.

      Bash comes to a standing at once, his eyes as wide as his mouth, as he takes in the sight of me. “Wow!” At first, he doesn’t utter another word, a beat passing between us.

      I move into the room, stopping in front of the coffee table with my eyes trained on Bash. He looks handsome, so put together and dressed to the nines. Not like I had expected anything short of perfection.

      He steps around the table and grips my hip to pull me closer. “You look beautiful, Tori.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

      “Well, coming from you, I guess I will take that as a compliment.”

      Bash bends down to plant a soft kiss on my lips, lingering for a few seconds too long. His touch goes right to my core, blazing a trail of heat down my arms in the process. He knows what he’s doing because he flashes one of those sexy-as-fuck grins at me.

      “You two have fun,” Jessica says, interrupting our intense stare down.

      “We will,” Bash shoots back with sarcasm in his tone. “Don’t wait up.”

      “I’m staying with Clay tonight, so you guys have the whole place to yourselves.”

      Bash doesn’t say anything in response. In fact, he looks as though he’s hiding something, which tells me he has something else up his sleeve for the night. I don’t even bother to ask. A wave of excitement rushes through me as if this is the first time I am going to have sex with Bash. It sure as hell feels like it after so many years apart.

      We leave the apartment in almost silence, both of us a lot more nervous about this date than we had anticipated. The crazy thing is Bash never gets nervous about anything, so his reaction makes me even more uncomfortable.

      On our way to the restaurant, I stare out the window and admire the view of the city. Philadelphia has an incredible skyline and rich history that draws you in, makes you want to experience everything the city has to offer. Bash is from the suburbs just outside of Philly. Even after his father made it pro, his family remained in the area, only they upgraded from a normal house to the McMansion he lives in now.

      When we get to Luciano’s, Bash pulls up in front of the valet stand and opens his door. He gives my hand a quick squeeze, staring into my eyes with a bright smile on his face.

      “This is the start of our new beginning. I want this to work, Tori. Tonight is going to be perfect. I promise.”

      “You’re already off to a good start. This place has the best Italian food in the city.”

      “It’s like visiting Italy for the night.” He releases my hand and gets out of the car, leaving the door open as he hands the keys and money to the valet attendant holding out his hand.

      While Bash makes his way around to my side of the car, another man opens my door, helping me out of the car. Bash is already there, all smiles and waiting to escort me through the front doors held open by two more men in similar red-and-black uniforms.

      After Bash gives his name, the hostess offers to seat us without delay, telling us to follow her upstairs to a table in the corner of the second floor. From what I’d heard around campus, the Marchese family owns this place. We go to school with Luca, the son of the Mafia boss who uses this restaurant as a front to launder money. In a city so beautiful, it’s full of so much crime.

      Our waitress stops by before I even have time to place the cloth napkin on my lap and takes our drink order. The semi-circular booth is far too big for two people, so I scoot along the bench and sit in the middle next to Bash. We have so much privacy up here, despite the people on the other side of the balcony making noise.

      He slides his arms across my shoulders, and I lean my head on his chest. Cradled by his warmth, I take in my surroundings, happy that I gave Bash another chance. So far, this date is perfect, from the dress and necklace to his choice in restaurant.

      I peek up at him, and he’s already smiling down at me. “This is happening again, huh? It still doesn’t seem real to me.”

      “This is very much real, and we are doing this again.” He takes my hand and rests it on his thigh. “I wasn’t joking when I said I am never letting you go.”

      He moves my hand over just enough so I can feel his erection, long and hard against his thigh. “Bash, I think you need to calm down.” I do my best to keep my voice low and soft.

      “Who says I’m not calm. Just because seeing you in this dress makes me rock hard doesn’t mean I can’t keep it under control. Besides, we could have sex up here, and no one would even know. No one can see up and into our both from this angle. I could crawl under the table and eat your pussy right now, and no one would have a fucking clue.”

      “Bash,” I moan, too distracted by thoughts of Bash making me his meal. “Please don’t start something you cannot finish.”

      He runs his calloused thumb across my skin, the heat from his touch spreading up my arm. “Finishing is something I’m good at, babe. And if you want me to make you come before dinner, I have no problem doing just that, whether we’re alone or in a restaurant full of people.”

      “As much as I would love that, I think the waitress would notice you under the table.”

      He runs his hand through his dark hair and smiles, moving my hand on top of his massive cock, reminding me how much tonight is going to hurt.

      “Promise me that you will take things slow tonight.”

      “We can go as fast or slow as you want. Hell, we don’t even have to do anything tonight. For all I know, you still have some of the symptoms of your concussion.”

      “No, I don’t think so. I have felt fine the last twenty-four hours. I get some pain here and there, and I might get tired, but overall, I am fine.”

      “Good, because I have everything planned out for us, and I want you to enjoy every second of it.”

      I smile. “I do not doubt that I will.”

      The waitress breaks up our conversation when she sets our glasses down on the table and asks us what we want to eat. They serve everything family style, so Bash orders chicken Cacciatore for us to share and Caesar salads.

      Bash picks up his glass and takes a sip of his beer. He chose some fancy Craft beer that you would find in another country.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I bought you some new clothes to wear, seeing as we’re not going home after this.”

      I lift my wine glass to my mouth and chug down a big sip, trying to prepare myself for what comes next. “Where are we going?”

      He hugs me tight and kisses my hair. “It’s a surprise, one I know you will love.”

      “I can’t wait to see what you planned.”

      Bash dips down to kiss my lips, his hand slipping between my legs in the process. I want to pull away from him because I’m afraid the waitress will come back, but I also don’t give a shit. I wish we could skip dinner and go right to the sex. Bash makes it hard for me not to straddle him in the restaurant. Just thinking of his giant cock excites me. As I massage him over his pants, my panties get so fucking wet I want him to drag him into the bathroom or force his head under the table to take care of the situation he has created.

      With his hand beneath my dress, I consider pushing further when the waitress comes back with our salads, interrupting our almost under the table action.

      “Hungry?” Bash asks, digging into the salad with his fork.

      I nod, maintaining eye contact with him as I lift my fork from the table. “Starved.”

      “There’s something else I would rather eat,” he mutters under his breath, “but you're shy.”

      I shake my head, issuing a silent warning with the waitress still at our table, refilling our water glasses with a pitcher.

      He smiles and shoves the lettuce in his mouth, grinning like an idiot as he chews his food, giving me the lust glaze that fills his eyes every time we are together.

      We eat in silence with me trying not to think about what I want Bash to do to me, and him staring at my breasts while he eats his food. Even though I’m not allowing him to make me his meal, he sure as hell can have me for dessert.
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      Bash

      

      To say Tori is impressed with my choice in the hotel would be an understatement. But she had also expected me to pick something as fancy as the Ritz Carlton. I’m so accustomed to staying in nice hotels that I often forget that most people consider this a luxury. That much I had forgotten until Tori steps inside the suite, her eyes jumping off her face and her mouth opens wide in shock.

      “This is…incredible,” she mutters. “Just like last time.”

      “It’s the same room,” I confess, offering her a little bit of information from the past.

      “No shit.” She glances around the room in awe of her surroundings.

      When I had sex with Tori for the first time, I wanted to make losing her virginity special. So, I had planned out this elaborate date with dinner and her favorite musical, followed by a very long night of breaking her in and making her mine.

      I step behind Tori and wrap my arms around her stomach, leaning my chin on her shoulder as I whisper into her ear, “You’re beautiful, and I’m so glad you’re here with me. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

      She cocks an eyebrow at me. “To have sex with me? How romantic, Bash.”

      “Yes and no. Being here with you is far more important to me than the sex.”

      “So you’d be okay with us lying in bed and watching movies all night instead?”

      “I’ll do whatever makes you happy. This is your special night, Queenie. You call the shots.” I take her ear in my mouth, tugging on it with my teeth.

      She makes a purring sound and leans her head back against my shoulder. Enjoying the kisses I plant on her neck, she stirs in my arms, speaking my name under her breath.

      Not even realizing the words coming out of my mouth, I mumble, “I love you, Tori, so fucking much.”

      That’s all it takes before she slips from my grasp and spins around, attaching her body to mine. I lift her up, underestimating my strength when her back hits the wall with a thud. She throws her arms around my neck and kisses my skin, as she hooks her leg around my back. Taking her face in my hand, I slip my tongue into her mouth and use my other hand to hold her against the wall.

      Each kiss goes straight to my balls, making it harder for me to take things slow. But I can’t rush things. With how long it has been since Tori’s last time, it’s as if I am taking her virginity all over again. I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit that the idea of being the only man inside her excites me. She is mine.

      Tori takes my bottom lip in her mouth and tugs on it, her breath warming my mouth as she purrs my name. She reaches between us and pulls down the zipper of my pants; her dress already hiked up to her waist. I am so hard my dick pokes through the slit in my boxers and grazes her leg.

      As if knowing what I want, she wiggles free from my grasp, holding onto the wall to regain her balance. She peels her panties to the side, giving me enough room to reach between her legs and slip two fingers inside her. She’s so fucking wet for me that I close my eyes and push further, my pace quickening with each thrust.

      I drop to the carpet on both knees and push her dress up to her hips, exposing her pussy. Scooting closer to her, I bend forward and roll my tongue over her clit, causing her body to jerk in response.

      My tongue slips between her folds, lapping up her juices and sending her over the edge. She clamps down on my fingers and comes for me, her moans turning into screams. Her voice is so loud as she calls out my name that I have a hard time controlling myself.

      How am I going to take things slow when she’s driving me insane?

      After I remove my fingers from her, I lick her juices from them, locking onto her as I watch her chest rise and fall.

      I come to a standing and tilt her chin up with my index finger so that our eyes meet. “I’m not even close to done with you, babe. Take this dress off.”

      She does as I instruct, out of breath and panting, as she removes all of her clothes. Naked and glistening in sweat, she looks even more beautiful. Her body is absolute perfection and all mine.

      Tugging at the hem of my shirt, she pulls the black oxford from my waist and proceeds to flip open each button, staring into my eyes the entire time. There’s something so erotic about the way she undresses me. At this moment, she doesn’t seem like an inexperienced girl.

      She undresses me in a hurry, and I let her continue until we’re standing in the middle of the living room of the suite, naked and waiting for the other to make the next move. I take my cock in my hand and give myself a few strokes.

      Tori licks her lips and closes the distance between us. “Now, it’s my time to make you come,” she says, before sinking to the floor in front of me.

      Once her tongue glides across the head of my sensitive skin, I don’t know how long I’ll last, because it feels so fucking good. My hands find the back of her head, and I guide my cock into her mouth. She looks up at me the entire time and reaches up to grip my shaft, jerking it to match the pace at which she slides my cock in and out of her mouth.

      After being tortured by her pussy, it doesn’t take long before I find my release. I thread my fingers through her hair, keeping her in position long enough to come in her mouth. She swallows and sits back on her feet.

      I drag my finger across her lips and smile, and she returns the gesture, her wide grin reaching up to her bright blue eyes.

      “Be a good girl and go get in bed,” I order.

      As I knew she would, she gets up from the floor and follows my command.

      I have to stop myself for a second and remember that Tori is not another girl. She’s my girl, my fragile girl. And I have to be careful with her. I need to show her my gentle side, not the rough animal who takes what he wants and likes to fuck.

      Nope, this will be different. We’re going to make love, soft and slow. I’m not sure how long I’ll last, but it might not take long for Tori to come a few more times for me before I find my release once more.

      With her legs wide open, I crawl between them and position myself at her entrance. I grab a condom from the nightstand and tear open the packet, staring into her eyes as I wait for her to back out. She doesn’t seem nervous, but that doesn’t mean she’s not filled with dread. I’m not a small guy. She has to be at least somewhat terrified. I know she was the first time around.

      After I roll the condom down my length, I rub my cock along her folds, testing her slickness. Repositioned above her, with my elbows on each side of her head, I lean forward to kiss her neck before making my way to her lips. Her hips arch as she kisses me, her hand gliding down my back.

      She bites down on her bottom lip, closing her eyes in anticipation. “Be gentle with me, Bash. It’s been a while.”

      I wait until she opens her eyes again before I slide inside her. Taking my time, careful not to fill her right away, I make love to her, something I haven’t done since our breakup. A groan of pleasure, maybe pain, forces her eyes closed, and I tense, unsure if I should stop.

      I don’t move any further, leaning down to kiss her mouth. “Am I hurting you?”

      She nods, but her eyes remain shut.

      “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      She peeks up at me, runs her hand down my backside, and smiles. “Don’t you dare.” As if the pain has passed, she wraps her legs around my back. “Bash,” she breathes against my lips, “keep going and don’t stop.”

      She’s wet, more so than before, making it easier to fill her all the way. I place my palms on the mattress and lean in to kiss her lips. As she digs her fingernails into my back, I take my time, moving so slow I can’t even think straight. This feels so much like our first time together, yet different than before.

      She moans so loud when I move from her lips to suck on her neck that I have to distract myself from coming before her. This night is about Tori. It’s not a race or a marathon. We hold each other’s gaze, and I whisper that I love her again, because I do. I wouldn’t have done the things I have for Tori, including getting the tattoo on my back, if I wasn’t in love with her.

      “I love you, too, Bash,” she cries out in pleasure.

      As her body relaxes, working in a rhythmic motion along with mine, I lift her leg over my shoulder, sliding deeper inside her.

      She cries out and sucks in a deep breath, her chest rising and falling with each groan that escapes her lips. Once her eyes find mine, I smile from the look of pure ecstasy in them.

      “Harder, Bash. I’m not going to break.”

      Her muscles tighten around me, and even though I could make love to her all day long, I know it won’t be long for either of us, so I pick up the pace, knowing she can handle it. I want her to enjoy every second as Tori comes undone beneath me.

      I lose control and collapse on top of Tori, kissing her lips before rolling onto the mattress next to her. It takes a few minutes for me to get my bearings before I can formulate a coherent thought.

      She curls up into the nook between my arm and shoulder, resting her head on my chest. “That was…” She whispers, her voice trailing off. “That was amazing.”

      “You were amazing,” I mutter.

      “Don’t hurt me, Bash.” She glances up at me from beneath her light brows, her features softening. “I’m trusting you this time.”

      I bring her hand to my lips to plant a kiss. “You’re my queen, Tori. I promise this time I won’t let anything get in the way of us.”

      “Good.” The corners of her mouth turn up into a wide grin. “Because I expect the royal treatment.”

      “Always,” I say against her hair. “That much I can promise.”

      She doesn’t speak another word, just squeezes me tight, as her fingers grip my side. I waited a long time for this moment. For the first time in a very long time, I am legit happy. And in love.
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      Tori

      

      After several weeks of being in the spotlight, I’m used to being Bash’s girlfriend. Again. The adjustment was not easy with all the unwanted stares in my direction. Girls can be such jealous bitches when it comes to men. They’re even more vicious when it comes to Bash. But he just shrugs them off, pretending as if they don’t even exist.

      Dressed in full uniform and holding his helmet at his side, Bash comes strutting out from the locker room and into the hallway where I’ve been waiting for him for the past ten minutes.

      He reaches out to stroke my jaw, cradling my face in his big hand. “There’s my girl.”

      I smile and lean in to plant a kiss on his lips. He opens his mouth, parting my lips with his tongue, threading his fingers through my hair as he deepens the kiss. Every time Bash as much as touches my skin, my entire body comes alive. He has always had this effect on me, and now that we’re building something new, the old feelings mix with the new, heightening the sensation of each kiss.

      Lost in one another, we’re grabbing at each other’s clothes, ready to get naked in the hallway, when a man clears his throat behind Bash. We still for a second, our lips still locked, and stare into each other’s eyes.

      “Get your ass on the field, Prince,” he growls.

      Bash turns around to look at his coach and the players now crowding around us. “I had to get my good luck kiss,” Bash says, his tone serious.

      His teammates’ laughter fills the hallway. I feel like such an ass that I wish I could click my heels together and disappear. We avoid public displays of affection for this particular reason. Still clinging to my side, Bash tightens his grip on my waist, before giving me one last kiss. In front of everyone. And it’s fucking hot. Like so hot my panties are wet, and I don’t want to pull away, even though I’m somewhat embarrassed.

      I have trouble getting my bearings once our lips separate, still high on Bash and wanting more.

      “I’ll see you after the game,” Bash says.

      I nod and then he walks down the hall with his teammates, toward the entrance to the field. A few minutes pass as I wait for the announcer to welcome the team onto the field. The crowd goes wild, the stadium brought to life and buzzing with energy. I still don’t share the same enthusiasm as my peers when it comes to football, but I have no problem cheering for my man in the stands.

      My cell phone dings with a text from Jessica, wanting to know where I am. Walking down the hallway, I type out a quick reply and shove the phone back into my pocket. Once I reach our seats, Jessica throws herself at me, squeezing the life out of me.

      “You’re here. I was starting to worry that you wouldn’t show.”

      I take my seat next to Jessica and get comfortable on the bench. “Of course, I’m here. Bash would lose his shit if I missed this game. It’s way too important to him.”

      Her eyes travel away from me and onto the field. “Clay has been talking about it all week. Those assholes broke Clay’s arm, and they’re the same…”

      Even though her voice trails off, I know what she was planning to say. One of the defensive linemen for the Cougars was responsible for Clay’s broken arm but also for what happened between Bash and me. Luckily, Clay healed without any issues and Bash, and I made amends and moved on with our lives.

      Bash was so amped for this game that we had sex three times before he left his house today. As always, he was insatiable, but I think all the testosterone and nerves about playing this team were making him even more of a caveman than normal. Jessica holds my hand, giving it a nervous squeeze, as we watch Bash head onto the field for the coin toss. He stares down the dark-haired boy responsible for some of our darker moments. Bash wins the coin toss and chooses to receive the ball from the other team.

      “I feel like I’m going to be sick,” Jessica says, tugging at the replica of Clay’s jersey.

      I’m wearing the same navy blue and white striped jersey with PRINCE on the back. Bash had insisted that I sport his gear as a show of solidarity for the team. He knows football is still not my thing. It will never be my thing. But at least I’m here, showing my team spirit and cheering on my man.

      “Clay will be fine. You have nothing to worry about.”

      She bites down on her bottom lip, her eyes on the field and the players lining up in formation. “Yeah, I know. It’s just that every game counts from here on out for Clay.”

      “The NFL is already interested in him. I’m sure he will have no problem getting drafted when he has Bash in his corner.”

      She shifts her weight on the bench and smiles at me. “How cool would it be if we end up with Bash and Clay when they go pro?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know about all that.”

      “Are you doubting Bash already?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that. We need more time to get to know each other better.”

      “But you love him, and he’s madly in love with you. I don’t see the problem.”

      “You know me better than anyone, Jess. And you, of all people, should know that I am not getting ahead of myself. Last time, I fell so hard for Bash that I couldn’t even function when things went south.”

      “You’re just as in love with him this time, if not more,” Jessica interjects.

      “Maybe, but it’s different now. Do I love Bash? Yes. I’ve loved him for years. But I also hated him for a long time, too.”

      “Way to kill my plans for our future,” she says with a sly grin. “Here I imagined us sitting on the sidelines at their professional games with big, fat rocks on our fingers and all the luxuries that come with being the wife of a professional football player.”

      “We already have those perks now, silly. Bash’s trust fund alone is enough to live off for the rest of our lives without lifting a finger.”

      “Same for Clay,” Jessica adds. “We scored with these two, huh?”

      I nod. “Even more so for me than you. I didn’t come from money like you guys, so I don’t dream of hotel suites at the Ritz Carlton or vacation homes on private islands. My life was more like motel rooms at the Howard Johnson and a trailer on the beach in Ocean City.”

      Jessica laughs, shaking her head at me. “Well, get used to it, because from here on out, you will be treated like a queen. Bash will make sure of it.”

      “He already does,” I confess, smiling at the thought of my last few weeks with Bash. “Everything is high end. Even the coffees he brings to class for me are fancy.”

      He has changed so much that it’s as if I am dating a different person. There are so many sides to Bash. And I love all of them.

      “A caramel macchiato is not fancy,” Jessica says.

      “Where I come from, coffee is black and served with cream and sugar—not with caramel swirls and foam. And it sure as hell doesn’t cost over five dollars. Who would spend that much money on coffee, anyway?”

      Jessica chuckles but doesn’t say anything.

      We sit in silence for most of the first quarter, focused on our men. The Strickland Senators are winning by seven points and in possession of the ball. That’s about all I understand from what the announcer and Jessica have relayed because I understand nothing about football other than kick, throw, catch, and score. When it comes to most sports, I have zero interest unless it involves ogling hot men in tight pants. So, yeah, that much I have covered. But, as far as understanding what is going on, that is another story.

      Bash and Clay are such a show-offs it’s no wonder the other team was gunning for them. They play so well together, their movements so cohesive. Clay throws the ball to Bash who’s already running down the field, toward the end zone, when he catches it.

      Bash is fast, like really fucking fast. He zips down the field, dogging his attackers, and when his foot touches down in the end zone, he slams the ball on the ground and does a victory dance. My God, my boyfriend is such an ass. His team slaps their hands on his helmet, as he walks toward them, congratulating him.

      As Bash passes our bench, he looks right at me and winks. I blow him a kiss to show him my appreciation. He’s so damn talented, the kind of person who makes normal people like me sick. Bash is not just model hot, amazing in bed, and a force on the field, he’s also smart as shit.

      Unlike Finch and some of the guys on his team, Bash didn’t need a sports scholarship or a tutor to keep up his grades. Jessica is right about us. If things go our way, we will be doing the same thing together, only at a professional game. I’m sure the wives of players sit in the boxes and not down on the field, but still, it would be pretty cool to be the wife of Sebastian Prince.

      “What are you smiling about, trailer park trash?” I hear Harper’s scratchy voice that has the effect of nails dragging down a chalkboard before I see the nasty look on her face.

      “Beat it, Harper,” Jessica snaps before I have the chance to say something to her. “You just can’t deal with the fact that Bash is with Tori, and that he doesn’t want your skank ass.”

      “Tori is nothing more than another one of Bash’s charity cases. He’s with her because he feels sorry for her. She is just an obligation he is fulfilling.”

      “Seriously, Harper,” I interject, holding my hand out in front of me to shut her up, “just shut the fuck up already. I am so sick of your lies and games. You may have found ways to manipulate Bash in the past, but you cannot hurt me. Call me trailer park trash or whatever the hell you want because I don’t give a shit what you think about me.”

      Harper shoves her hands onto her narrow waist, shifting her weight to her other foot and drawing attention to the short cheerleading skirt that shows off her long, toned legs. Looks wise, Harper is the kind of girl Bash would date. Hell, she’s the type of girl a guy like him would marry. She will make the perfect trophy wife one day. But she is not getting her slutty hands on Bash ever again.

      “If you only knew,” Harper says with venom in her voice. “You think Bash is so perfect and honest with you. I bet he won’t tell you his dirty little secret.”

      “Everyone knows he’s had sex with you, Harper. You might be dirty, but it’s not a secret.”

      She flicks her hair over her shoulder and smirks. “You think you’re funny, don’t you? Well, you won’t be laughing when you find out how you managed to stay at Strick U.”

      I glance at Jessica who stills in her seat, her body turning to stone as if she’s in on the secret everyone seems to know.

      “What are you not telling me?” I say to Jessica.

      She turns her head, biting at the corner of her lip.

      I clamp my hand around her tiny biceps and give her arm a jerk to get her attention. “Jess, C'mon. Spill it. What the hell is she talking about?”

      Jessica gives me a deflated look. “You should ask Bash. It’s not my place to tell you.”

      “No, I want to hear it from you.”

      “Go on,” Harper says with a victorious expression on her face. This is what she had wanted, and I fed right into her nonsense. “I can’t wait to hear you tell the story, Jess.”

      “I can’t,” Jessica mutters, her eyes moving toward the field and locking onto Bash. “You should hear it from Bash. It’s not my story to tell.”

      “Oh, well, if you’re going to be such a buzz kill, Jess, then maybe I should tell you dear old friend,” Harper says. “After all, you have been keeping this from her for almost as long as Bash.”

      “Just say it already,” I say to Harper through clenched teeth. “I’m sick of the games.”

      “Fine, but you will not like what you hear.”

      I hold my hand out. “Go on.”

      She bends down, her breasts spilling out from the tight navy uniform. “Have you ever wondered how you were the only student to be awarded the Strickland University Scholarship for Academic Excellence?”

      I narrow my eyes at her, confused and wondering where she is going with this. “Not really. I got a scholarship from the school because of my grades.”

      “Wrong,” Harper says with laughter in her voice. “There is no such thing as the Strickland University Scholarship for Academic Excellence.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Harper. I have the papers and the money to prove it,” I spit back, defensive.

      “If you don’t believe me, go ask anyone in the bursar’s office tomorrow morning. They will tell you the truth. Your scholarship is not real. It does not exist.”

      “What is she talking about?” I ask Jessica, beyond frustrated by this conversation.

      “You should talk to Bash about this. I don’t want to get the middle.”

      The first quarter ends, and the crowd erupts into cheers. One of the cheerleaders calls over to Harper, flagging her down by waving her hand in the air at her with an impatient look on her face.

      “Soon, you will find out just how much you do not belong in our world,” Harper says to me.

      She walks away before I can come up with something to retort, leaving me with a lot to consider.

      “I’m so sorry, Tori. You weren’t supposed to find out like this,” Jessica says with sadness in her voice. “That bitch wants to chase you away so she can have Bash all to herself. Don’t let her get under your skin.”

      “What was she trying to tell me? If the scholarship isn’t real, then where is the money coming from?”

      “I think you already know where.”

      “Bash?” My tone indicates a question more than a statement. “But why? I don’t understand.” I sink my elbows in my thighs and lean forward, using my hands to prop up my head.

      “After you went into the hospital and missed all that time from school, you lost your real scholarship.”

      “I know, but the school said I was eligible for the one I have now.”

      “Only because Bash took care of it.”

      “I can’t believe he did this.” There’s so much anger in my voice, my body trembling as I speak.

      “Why are you mad at him? What he did was sweet. You treated him like shit for the past two years, and he never once gave up on you. He felt responsible for what happened to you and wanted to make up for it.”

      “I am his charity case,” I mutter, sickened by Bash’s betrayal. “You and Bash, of all people, knew how important that scholarship was to me. Do you have any idea how hard I had to work all through high school just to come to Strickland University? My mom went here. She talked about it all the time before she died. So, I did everything in my power to make sure I could graduate from her alma mater.”

      “You are graduating this year. Nothing has changed, Tori.”

      She reaches out to touch my leg, but I slide to along the bench, away from her.

      “Don’t be like that,” Jessica snaps.

      Now, we’re both pissed off and in terrible moods.

      I push myself up and to a standing, towering over her as I speak the last words I plan to say to her before I leave. “I have nothing left to say to you, Jess. You kept this a secret from me. I thought we were best friends. I trusted you.”

      Walking away from Jessica with my hands balled into fists at my sides and my mouth twisted in anger, I try not to cry. The tears are welling in my bottom lids, and it takes every ounce of willpower in my body to fight off the urge to break down in front of everyone. But I won’t. That’s what Harper wants from me. It’s the reason she chose this game to break the news to me. She wants to ruin my relationship with Bash. Harper wants to be the one to comfort him when I’m not there.

      Now, she’s winning, because I’m feeding into her plan. But I don’t care. I need to get out of this stadium and back to my dorm, so I can collect my thoughts and figure out my next move. Bash has been paying for me to attend this school. I still can’t get over the news. And there is no way in hell I am going to allow him to continue to foot the bill—even if that means graduating from another school.

      My family might be poor, but we are proud. And we don’t take handouts from anyone. A scholarship was one thing, but guilt money is another. I’m so pissed at Bash as I exit the stadium, seething mad and blind with rage. Jessica, Clay, and all of his teammates were all in on the secret. Even that bitch Harper. The betrayal. The lies. Where do we go from here? How can we make this work when our relationship was founded on secrets and lies?
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      Bash

      

      Tori pretended not to hear me as she walked out the stadium, her face twisted in anger and her cheeks red and blotchy. Fucking Harper. I should have known that she would only put up with my excuses for so long before she tried to hurt me. And by getting to me, she also hurt Tori.

      After Tori had left, my mojo was off. I felt sick to my stomach. Still, do. We won the game by a field goal when we should have won by a lot more. Everything was on track for the complete annihilation of the Cougars before my lucky charm had abandoned me. I fucked up. That much I already know.

      With Tori back in my life, I didn’t want to run the risk of fucking things up too soon by coming clean about the scholarship. It was my fault that Tori had missed so many classes, to begin with, so I felt as though it was right for me to make up for the scholarship she had lost.

      Once we finish up with our team meeting and shower, I call Tori. The phone rings a few times and then goes to voicemail. I dial her number six more times, all with the same result. She’s ignoring me. While I deserve it, she can’t shut me out this time. I need to tell her everything.

      Finch slaps his hand down on my shoulder as we exit the locker room. “You’ll get her back. Don’t worry, man.”

      “I wish I was as confident as you. You should have seen Tori’s face. She was devastated. I bet she hates me all over again.”

      “It’s not like you did something wrong. Stop being so hard on yourself and come party with us. We’re going over to Mickey’s for a drink.”

      “I’m not in the mood to sit in a bar tonight, and I have to go over to Tori’s dorm and smooth things over with her. If she’ll even let me in.”

      “I don’t see the issue.” He shoves his hand through his dark hair, his eyes shifting to a hot blonde busting out of a tight red tank top. “Tori was already getting a scholarship from the school. What difference does it make where the money comes from?”

      “It’s a pride thing with Tori. That’s why I never wanted her to know. I knew she would overreact and stop talking to me again.”

      A few of my teammates catch up to us by the time we reach Broad Street. I’m exhausted but still hopped up on adrenaline from the game, and in desperate need to see Tori. I cannot lose her again. And I don’t feel like spending any more time with these idiots. They will try to talk me into hooking up with some random chick, which is not going to happen.

      “I’ll catch you guys later,” I say, crossing the street at the light, going in the opposite direction.

      “Later, man,” Finch says. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks, I’ll need it.”

      My teammates wave and fall in line with Finch as they head toward the bar on the corner.

      After my feet land on the opposite side of the street, I pick up my pace, my light jog turning into more of a run. I was planning to celebrate this win with Tori. Now, I’m going to spend the night begging for her forgiveness. In a hurry, I fling open the door to the senior dormitory and take the stairs up to Tori’s suite.

      People I know try to stop me on my way, but I’m too focused on my mission to be deterred by anyone. When I find her door, I raise my hand to knock, shaking the wood in the process. Sometimes, I don’t realize my strength.

      “Go the fuck away,” I hear Tori yell from the other side.

      “C’mon, Queenie, don’t do this again. I need to talk to you. Just let me come inside.”

      “No!” She shouts, and this time, her voice sounds closer, as if she’s standing in front of the door, peeking through the hole at me.

      “Please, Tori, just let me explain everything to you. I’m sure Harper didn’t tell you everything. She was just trying to get under your skin.”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Bash. I need some time to process.”

      I place my palm on the door and lean closer, lowering voice because we are drawing the attention of those around me. “People are starting to stare at me,” I tell her, hoping it will work. “Just open the damn door, already.”

      “You love the attention.” I can practically see the smirk forming on her lips as she speaks. “So, let them stare at you.”

      “But you hate it, and everyone will hear what I have to say to you if you don’t open this door.”

      She grunts loud enough that I can hear her, and the door swings open. Standing in the entryway in my navy boxer shorts and a white tank top with no bra, Tori holds out her hand, indicating for me to come inside.

      As I move forward, she steps to the side, allowing me to come inside. She closes the door behind and locks it, and then leans her back against the wood, flashing an evil stare at me.

      “Just let me explain everything before you chop my head off, okay?”

      She folds her arms over her chest. “You can talk all you want, but I don’t want to hear it, Bash. As much as I hate Harper, maybe she did me a favor. I hate that you kept this secret from me and that everyone on your team, including Jessica, was in on it. I feel so stupid. So betrayed. How could you? You even had my best friend and roommate hide this from me.”

      “Don’t be mad at Jessica. She didn’t want you to leave school, and neither did I. That’s why I created the scholarship to replace the one you lost.”

      “Do you have any idea how hard I worked to get here, Bash? I know things come easy for you and the Prince name opens doors for you, but the Reynolds name does not. I had to bust my ass to make this dream a reality. And all you had to do was hand someone a check. How do you think that makes me feel? All my hard work down the fucking drain.”

      I move closer, hoping she won’t kick me in the nuts. Luckily, she doesn’t make any advances and stays in position.

      “Your hard work was not a waste because you earned those grades, whether I paid your tuition or the college did. The money part is irrelevant. All that matters is that you aced your classes, and now, you will graduate on time. This is all I ever wanted for you, babe. Can’t you see that? I didn’t want to take anything away from you. I wanted to give you a future; one I was hoping I would someday be a part of if you’ll still let me. I owed you this much. Don’t go doubting yourself over one tiny thing that has no bearing on everything you have achieved on your own.”

      “Bash,” she says and lifts her hands up to her face, sobbing into her palms. “I can’t believe you did this, and you didn’t tell me.”

      I move her hands from her face and kiss her skin. “I made up the scholarship because I was in love with you, Tori. And I’m even more in love with you now than before. I couldn’t stand to see you hurting so much. It was my fault that you lost your scholarship. It was my fault that you lost that sparkle in your eyes. Everything bad that happened to you was my fault, and I couldn’t stand to see you in pain.”

      Her tears slide down her cheeks. “Bash,” she chokes out, “I love you, too, but I can’t take money from you. I just can’t.”

      “Yes, you can and you will. Your tuition is paid until graduation. Books, food, whatever you need.”

      “I wish you could understand how this makes me feel.”

      “I know you’re proud and hate taking a dime from me, but can you forget where the money came from and focus on graduating with honors? I want nothing more than to see you on that stage at graduation, wearing your honors sash and tassel, as you wave to your dad and me. I’m so proud of you, babe. You have no idea. Think of me as a silent investor in your future.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” she says, a soft moan escaping her lips as I continue to kiss my way from her hands up to her arms. “Bash, stop trying to control the situation. I will not let you distract me…”

      Her voice trails off the closer I get to her neck. Once I’m there, she leans her head to the side, giving me the go-ahead. “Don’t fight it, babe, just let it happen.”

      She does as I command, lowering her guard along with her inhibitions. She wants this as much as I do. Tori brushes her hair off her neck and looks up at me.

      I take her face in my hands, and her lips part for me. Slipping my tongue inside her mouth, I tug at her hair, as I deepen the kiss. Everything I have done was with one goal in mind. Tori. She has always been my end game. Losing Tori was the worst thing that ever happened to me, and if paying her tuition to keep her here was selfish, then, at least it was worth it.

      I carry Tori into the bedroom, and kick the door shut. At first, we crash into the wall with our lips stick locked. Moaning, she sucks on my bottom lip, before her tongue caresses mine once more. Our kisses are animalistic and hungry, full of the passion I crave.

      I set her on the floor, our eyes trained on one another. She lifts her shirt over her head and throws it on the floor, exposing my breasts. My palm falls to her back, pulling her closer, as I lean down to suck on her nipple. Feeling my way down her stomach, I slid the shorts over her hips along with her panties, and she steps out of them.

      Staring at her gorgeous body, I lick my lips and drop to the floor in front of her. Tiny bumps dot her skin as my hand slides up her inner thigh. As I lick the inseam of her thigh, I stare up at her, not wanting to take my eyes off my girl. She’s beautiful and tastes so fucking good. When I lick between her folds, Tori digs her fingers through my hair, holding my head in a vise. She moans even louder as I slip two fingers inside her wetness. It doesn’t take long before her body trembles, and she rocks her hips against my mouth and comes for me. I love the way her body responds to me.

      Licking her juices from my fingers and then my lips, I come to a standing and take off my shirt, followed by the rest of my clothes. She steps forward, pressing her breasts against my chest and hooks her leg around mine. I pick her up and kiss her until the backs of my legs hit the edge of the bed, and we fall back onto the mattress.

      I roll Tori onto her back and position myself between her legs. Fisting my cock, I rub the tip along her entrance, before I ease into her, giving Tori some time to adjust to my size.

      As I slide in and out of her, always careful not to hurt her, she gets used to me, and her face relaxes. She moans and hooks her legs around my back, digging her heels into my ass. I grip her hips and pick up the pace.

      “Bash,” she moans and rakes her nails down my arms, crying out with pleasure.

      “Come for me, babe” I whisper, as I dip down to kiss her on the lips.

      When her insides clench around me, her cheeks redden, and a brush of heat spreads down to her chest. She screams my name as an intense orgasm rocks through her body. She has come undone beneath me.

      I pump faster, the sweat trickling down my forehead with each thrust. With my orgasm brewing, I let out a guttural groan, and glance down at Tori. She has a look so sexy as she comes for me again, and I am right behind her.

      My body trembles one last time before I kiss her, slow and passionate. After I leave a trail of kisses along her neck and chest, I slide out of her and roll onto the mattress. She scoots closer and lays her head on my chest. I hook my arm around her and kiss her hair.

      “I love you, Tori. And I promise to show you how much I love you for the rest of my life.”

      “I love you, too, Bash,” she says out of breath. “But please don’t lie to me ever again. No more secrets. No more barriers.”

      I hold her so tight as if I’m afraid she will change her mind, and whisper, “I promise, babe. You’re my queen, now and always.”
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      Seven months later

      Bash

      

      Standing with the rest our graduating class, I watch with pride as Tori walks up the stairs and onto the platform to receive her diploma. As much as she had wanted to suck up her pride and find other ways to graduate, she kept the scholarship I’d created for her. I know a small part of her would’ve liked to have quit school and found someplace cheaper, just so she could be independent, but that would’ve meant leaving me behind. And I wasn’t about to allow that to happen.

      I glance over at Tori’s father, a tall, balding man in his early fifties and smile. He doesn’t even know I’m over here, but his smile mirrors mine. Years ago, I had made him a promise that I would do anything I could to help Tori after putting her through hell. I vowed to take care of her, and when I let him down, I did everything in my power to make amends. He was content with the scholarship arrangement, though he has no idea I paid Tori’s tuition from my trust fund. He still believes my father has a charity that gives scholarships to the academically gifted.

      As Tori shakes the Dean’s hand and holds her diploma in the air, she grins at her dad first, before her eyes land on me. This moment is priceless, worth every cent. She walks across the stage and toward my section, before taking her place with the rest of the students in her honor’s society.

      It’s not long before they announce my name, and I make my way onto the stage to receive my diploma. Or the piece of paper that acts as one until the real thing comes in the mail. I find my parents in the crowd, and my dad moves his right arm back, as if he’s about to throw a football to me, and then pretends to release the imaginary ball. What a dork.

      I laugh at him and shake my head while raising my hand to wave to my mom.

      My dad is proud, and I’m just happy he was able to get away from work to be here. He’s missed so many important events in my life. Of all the days to miss, this would not be the one, especially since he knows my plans for after graduation, plans that involve Tori and the life we want to build together.

      After they finish the final speeches and the Dean announces the graduating class, we shuffle out of the auditorium, the crowd turning into a stampede. I find Tori, slip my fingers between hers, and drag her through the throng, not wanting to let her out of my sight.

      Our parents have the crowd working against them, so we wait for them on the lawn. Tori grips my gown and pulls me into her chest. I dip down to kiss her on the lips, wishing we were alone right now. We haven’t spent a day apart since I’d promised there would be no barriers between us, and I never want her to leave my sight.

      “Keep kissing me like that, and we’ll have to skip lunch with our parents,” she says once our lips separate.

      “Don’t worry, babe. I intend to keep you locked up for the rest of the weekend.”

      “You have the NFL draft, so I don’t think that’s going to happen, but I’ll settle for being locked up for the night.”

      Just thinking about the draft makes me nervous. My dad swears that I’m a shoe-in, especially given his career with the organization, but I have my concerns. Not every great college player is selected the first time around. And, now that Tori scored herself a job at a financial firm downtown as an analyst, I’d like to stay in the area, which means the Philadelphia Eagles need to pick me.

      I’m keeping my fingers crossed that will happen because I don’t want Tori to feel obligated to leave her job before it even starts to follow me around the country. I know she would, and that’s why I’m hoping the draft goes as planned.

      Tori’s dad finds us first. She runs over to him and jumps into his arms. After she finishes her private conversation with her father, she takes her place at my side.

      He smacks a hand on my back and pulls me into a hug. “Nice to see you, son.”

      Joe has been calling me son for almost as long as I have known him, and even more so now that I am making things with Tori official.

      “You too, Sir,” I say, shaking his hand.

      “Enough of that formal shit, Bash. Call me dad.”

      Tori chuckles and her laughter is contagious. “Sure thing, Dad,” I choke out.

      My mom and dad come up to Joe, and they exchange pleasantries. We’d introduced our parents a few months ago at a dinner my dad hosted. Being a massive football fan, Joe jumped at the chance to meet my father and some of his friends. He was in his glory and loving every second of it.

      Now, our fathers are good friends, which worked out, seeing as we will all be one big happy family someday. They even talk on the phone a few times a month. Despite being surrounded by so many football lovers, Tori still hates the sport. But she never misses a game. My girl cheers her ass off, pretending as if she knows what’s going on. I joke with her that she just likes my uniform.

      “So, today is the day,” my father says, not referring to graduation.

      My mother kisses me on each cheek and then pinches them, embarrassing me in front of a lawn full of people. “My baby,” she says into my ear. “I’m so proud of you, Bash. And Tori is lovely. I’m so excited for you.”

      Tori cannot hear my mom. She’s too busy talking to our dads to notice. Mom slips a black ring box into my hand and closes my fingers over it. “Be good to her. This ring has been in our family for over two hundred years. It’s good luck, you know.”

      I smile and kiss my mom on the cheek, pulling her into a hug. “Thanks, Mom.”

      After our bodies separate, I nod at Tori’s father, who already knew that I’d wanted to propose to Tori after graduation. I would have done it midway through the school year, but her dad would only give me his blessing if I could promise Tori was not pregnant and would graduate with honors. I satisfied both obligations.

      Joe takes a step back from Tori, and I move forward. Tori’s eyes travel from me to her dad and back to me. She seems confused, even though she should have known this was coming. I wasn’t kidding when I told her she was the one, and that she is mine forever.

      With the box in my hand, I take Tori’s in the other, giving her a light squeeze, as I drop to my knee in front of her. This is the moment I had run through my head a thousand times over the past few months. After living without her for so long, I could never go back to that feeling again. I need to make this official. Forever.

      Her eyes widen, and she covers her mouth with her hand when I remove the ring from the box and hold it out for her to see.

      “Is that your mom’s ring?” She chokes out between tears, wiping them away with her finger.

      “Yes, and I want it to be yours.” I suck in a deep breath and prepare myself for the speech I have committed to memory. “Victoria Elizabeth Reynolds, I knew you were the one the day I met you. Losing you was the hardest thing that’d ever happened to me. Everything in my life was handed to me on a silver platter, but nothing with you was ever easy. I had to work to get you, and because of that, I respected you even more. You were worth the wait.”

      “Bash,” she says, stroking my shoulder with her fingers. Overcome by emotion, she doesn’t say anything else and lets me finish.

      “I might be a Prince, but you will always be my queen. Will you marry me?”

      She nods, the tears streaming down her cheeks and a smile plastered on her face that reaches up to her bright blue eyes. “Yes, of course, Bash.”

      I slide the ring onto her finger and gaze up at her beauty. It’s not just our parents clapping behind me. People are cheering us on, the sound growing louder in the courtyard.

      “As usual, you’re causing a scene,” Tori says with a smirk. “Now, get up here and kiss me.”

      I shake my head and laugh, as I rise to my feet. Taking her face in my hands, I do as she says and kiss her. There’s so much passion behind the kiss I have to remind myself we’re in public because my body is responding to Tori in ways that it shouldn’t right now.

      I don’t care that everyone is watching us. Lifting Tori up, I continue to kiss her, ignoring all the cheering and chatter around us. For as long as I can remember, I have been in the spotlight. It’s pretty much an occupational hazard for a Prince, and now Tori will be one of us.

      Forever and always.
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        Mark Montgomery cares about two things—getting laid and getting paid. He's cocky, confident, sexy-as-sin, and counting down the last few months of college before he can begin his professional baseball career. But there are things Mark must do to survive until his big payday, questionable activities that could get him killed.

        

        He doesn't want to rope anyone into his mess, especially not Olivia Ford, the woman he takes home from the club, a sexy lawyer who turns out to be his Law and Ethics professor. Their new relationship changes everything. But Mark won’t take no for an answer. Olivia can fight him all she wants, but Mark is the one who will be teaching her a lesson. In her classroom. Bent over her office desk. On the hood of his car.

        

        Mark is more than a dirty talker who’s good in bed and can throw a ball, but what he does on the side is the one thing that could tear them apart and expose their forbidden relationship to the world.
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        Chapter One

      

      OLIVIA

      

      “You can do this,” I mutter. I suck in a deep breath, trying to psych myself up so that I can make it through one more night of work. Except it’s not just one more night. I have repeated the same mantra to myself for months now, and this job never gets easier.

      Staring into the mirror, I hate the person I see—a woman with long fake lashes, too much makeup caked on her face, and a short black wig that itches her head, forcing her to scratch so hard that she looks like a dog who has fleas. None of it is mine; all of it is a facade to lure customers into the club. I hate that I have to work at Club Rave, offering my body to men, shaking my ass for a few dollars. But I’ve chosen this lifestyle as a temporary means to make money.

      The bass thumps through the club, and even in the dressing room, the music vibrates beneath my five-inch heels. Each girl has their own vanity that they use to get ready, but tonight, the boss called in a few extras to entertain a private party, and now, we’re forced to share. On nights like these, the claws come out, and the girls have been known to fight over something as stupid as using the last of the hair spray.

      “Liv,” Donna says from behind me, “we’re on in five. Hurry up. I need to put my face on. Courtney won’t move her ass until she’s slathered on another five layers of concealer, and I have bags under my eyes that make me look like a zombie from The Walking Dead.”

      I don’t see a thing. She is gorgeous and has the body of a goddess. But her looks are not her best feature. Men like her because of her spitfire personality that matches what they see on the outside.

      Her long, dark strands, also as fake as mine, sit above her large breasts that are practically falling out of a sexy referee costume. Most of the girls wear wigs to protect their identities. Donna just so happens to be the daughter of a successful banker in town who would go ballistic if he knew what she did for a living. Unlike me, Donna dances because she likes it. She loves when men throw themselves at her; she even gets off on it.

      We became friends after only one night at the club. I was nervous about dancing in spandex and a crop top in front of strange men, and Donna did everything in her power to make me comfortable.

      I look at her reflection in the mirror and laugh, shaking my head at her ridiculousness. “You look great, as always. Stop fishing for compliments.”

      “But it’s true. I’ve been dragging ass this whole week. I’ll be lucky if I don’t break a heel and face-plant on the bar.”

      I remove a tube of red lipstick from the makeup case on the vanity in front of me. “That’s because you choose to run out for your late-night booty calls with Tony whenever he beckons you.”

      “If you saw the size of him, you’d run right over, too. Trust me.” She places her hands on my shoulders, winks at me, and squeezes down hard enough to cause me to slump in my chair. “You need to get laid, babe. When was the last time you had a good dicking?”

      I burst into laughter. “Dicking? Where do you come up with this shit?”

      She proceeds to make an O with her left thumb and index finger and then sticks her right index finger through the middle, sliding it back and forth at a fast pace, her eyes wide open with a goofy smile splayed on her face. “This is what you need to do before your vagina dries up like the Sahara.” Donna moves to the side of my chair, leans against the vanity, and bends down, as if looking under my skirt.

      I roll my eyes. “What are you doing, weirdo?”

      “Checking for cobwebs.” A smile reaches up to her deep brown eyes, but she holds back her laughter, her face giving away nothing.

      I swat at her arm, but she moves in just enough time, causing me to smack my hand on the edge of the counter. “Damn you. Shut up, and go get ready. We don’t have time to discuss my love life, or lack thereof.”

      “I’m only trying to help. As your breast friend, it is my duty to make sure you stop moping around and find some action. A one-night stand would do you some good.”

      She has a point, but I don’t bother to acknowledge her comment. It has been far too long since my last boyfriend. I’ve finally gotten to the point where I dated so many losers in a row that I gave up on the idea of finding anyone normal in this city. My last boyfriend stole my car and wrecked it, and the one before had a drinking problem.

      Propping her leg up on my chair, she laces up the black leather boots that cover her pale legs and stop mid thigh, accentuating her killer curves. “Is that what you’re wearing out there?” She sets her foot on the floor and moves closer, her eyes traveling down my body in disapproval. “You have to take that off.”

      I slide the red lipstick along my lips and blot with a tissue from the box next to my makeup case. “Why? What’s wrong with what I have on? I wear this every Thursday.”

      “Not this week. Bruno said you had to wear the gray skirt and top tonight. Ya know, the sexy-teacher outfit.” She points at the opposite end of the room, her finger landing on Kerry, who is wearing the same schoolgirl outfit as me.

      Guess I missed the memo.

      Bruno will kill me if I go onstage in the same costume as another dancer.

      I glance in the mirror, checking my makeup one more time, and run a glossy shimmer along my bottom lip before smacking them together. “Whatever Bruno wants.” I stand with my hand held out, motioning toward my chair. “Go ahead. You should finish up here. I’ll get changed, and then I’ll see you in the VIP room.”

      “Perfect.” She plops down on the leather chair. “I’m right behind you. Break a leg.”

      After I change, I walk down the creepy back hallway. In the dimly lit space, the lumpy red wallpaper reminds me of coagulated blood. The lack of ventilation along with the mold and whatever is festering inside the walls and drop ceiling make it hard to breathe.

      At the end of the hall, opposite our dressing room, I open the door to the VIP room and suck in a deep breath, taking in the dense air and the stench of sweaty bodies. Purple lights illuminate the mirrored walls and ceiling, casting shadows of the men who are sitting on couches scattered throughout the large, open room and standing around the bar that runs along the right side.

      Two girls are dancing, each wrapping her body around a pole at the center of the room. While we’re not strippers, we have to do some pole work on occasion, especially for the high-end clients who book private rooms. Bouncers guard us, as if we were their property. In some ways though, we do belong to Bruno and his club.

      Donna files in behind me and playfully smacks me on the ass, pushing me closer to the stage. Even after three months of working at the club, I still get stage fright for the first few minutes until I get into my groove. But, after I’m on the stage, bar, or whatever spot Bruno has chosen for me that night, I try not to think about the people in the crowd, and I concentrate on the real reason I am stuck working here.

      Donna takes her place on the stage. I follow her lead. Bruno even had the circular platform mirrored, allowing anyone who is standing close enough to see right up our skirts. I purposely wear booty-hugging black shorts instead of the standard thong and fishnets most of the girls wear.

      Moving my hips back and forth to the music, I keep my eyes on the crowd forming in front of me, careful not to focus on anyone in particular. I made that mistake when I first started dancing. A man thought I was making eye contact to signal that I wanted him when all I was trying to do was calm my nerves and pick someone to zone in on. I had done the same thing when I was in law school, and my trick had worked every time. But the freak followed me home for a week after our strange encounter, which resulted in me having to stop by the courthouse to get a restraining order.

      Fun times.

      I’ve heard stories from the girls, some who used to strip, about men who became obsessed with them and thought they were dating just because they’d paid them for a lap dance and tipped well. Unfortunately, the same thing happens in this line of work.

      I look at the men surrounding us, standing a few feet back from the stage, thanks to our bouncers.

      “Make eye contact,” Bruno always says to us.

      So, I do, my eyes traveling around the room, never stopping on anyone in particular.

      With this job, at least I don’t have to wear a G-string, take off my clothes, or have sweaty, horny men touching me. They only stare at me with their mouths open wide, whistling and screaming, as I throw my leg around the pole. After I twirl a few times, dancing nonstop, my body and the pole are now slick with sweat. Under the heat from the lights and the steady pace we have to maintain, I practically melt into a puddle on the floor.

      I tighten my grip on the pole and hop off before I fall and embarrass myself, like when I first started out. Counting down the minutes in my head until the end of this shift, I keep going and force my body to move, already feeling my leg cramping up. I hate when that happens because it makes standing in these heels ten times harder.

      When the song changes to a more techno beat, I inch forward, in sync with the other girls, and we gyrate to the beat of the music. I took ballet, tap, and jazz lessons when I was younger. But I never thought I was any good.

      One of the girls I met while working as a lawyer at the public defender’s office told me about a club that paid well  for dancing without taking off your clothes, and I was banging on Bruno’s door the next day, begging him for a job because I was so desperate for cash. The life of a public servant has zero rewards. On my measly public defender salary, I barely made enough money to pay a few bills and treat myself to a manicure once a month.

      Once our set ends, I stop for a second, sweat dripping into my eyes and down my face. With the makeup and lights blinding me, I can hardly see the faces in front of me. Blinking a few times as I step down from the platform, I grab ahold of a bouncer’s arm, and he escorts me out of the room. I’m thrilled that I have thirty minutes before I have to go back on again.

      I need the money. But I hate this job.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Our next shift moves to the main room of the club where girls are dancing inside cages suspended from the vaulted ceiling. Bruno used to switch me with the girls who normally worked above the dance floor, but one night, I got so sick from the height that he hasn’t forced me to go up there since. Now, he wants the girls to dance on top of a long mahogany bar at the center of the club where everyone can perfectly see us as we step onto the stools and climb up onto the bar.

      I almost lose my balance when my shoe collides with  something wet, causing me to glide toward one of the six poles bolted into the ceiling and fixed to the wood. On my first night as a dancer, I didn’t adjust to the black lights, and I walked into the bottom of the stage, falling onto the platform with my arms sprawled out and my legs sticking up in the air. It was beyond humiliating. I thought about quitting after that night, but Donna convinced me to stick with it, said things would get better as time went by. She was right. But that does not change how I feel about this job.

      I could have worked a different job, apart from the public defender’s office, but I wanted to make some fast cash to pay off my debts. According to my projections, it will be at least one year, if not more, before I am debt-free. My pride has to take a backseat to the mountain of bills and collection agencies hounding me on a daily basis. I am flat broke and drowning in school loans.

      “No touching!” the bouncer yells at a guy who has grabbed my leg, his sleazy hand running up the length of my calf. “I said, no touching.”

      I try to shake him off, holding on to the pole and hopping around, as the bouncer peels the guy’s fingers from my skin and grips him by his shirt.

      When the bouncer turns to manhandle him, my hand slides down the metal of the sweat-coated pole. With the slickness from spilled drinks on the bar, I fall forward after the guy releases my leg, having nothing left to keep me from tumbling to the ground. Except my body never hits the floor because strong arms have wrapped around me. The scent of musk and laundry detergent fill my nostrils as my nose crashes against the neck of the man who caught me.

      “I got you, beautiful,” he whispers into my ear, his voice deep and sensual.

      He sets me on the floor his striking green eyes luring me in. The dark tats on his muscular arms cause my heart to flutter a bit. Damn if he’s not one of the sexiest men I have laid eyes on in a long time. I was already curious about the man who saved me, but now…

      Fashioned into tiny spikes that stick up in different directions, his dark auburn hair has more brown to it than red, somehow making him even more alluring. He has a trace of stubble along his angular jaw, completing the younger, sexier Michael Fassbender look.

      My God, he’s gorgeous. Can I even use that word when talking about a man?

      “I’m sorry about that!” he yells over the music. “My friend is an asshole. Let me make it up to you. What are you drinking?”

      “I can’t, not when I’m working.”

      “After work then.”

      Before I can respond, a bouncer pulls me away from him and pushes the guy further into the crowd.

      My cue to get back to work.

      Bruno watches us from camera feeds in his office. I have no doubt, he is pissed about me taking a minute to talk to the man who spared me massive humiliation.

      You okay? Donna mouths to me as I climb onto the bar.

      I try to compose myself before getting back to our routine. With a quick nod, I continue moving to the beat of the music, falling in line with the rest of the girls on the bar with me. It’s rare for a customer to ever get close enough to us that we have cause for concern—not unless they’ve paid for a more intimate experience in the VIP room, but even that premium service only gets them within a few feet of the girls.

      Among the guys in the crowd, I spot him instantly. He’s the kind of guy who stands out. He must be in his early twenties, though he could pass as older.

      The boy who touched me must have evaded the bouncer because he’s found his way back to the group of guys surrounding my tatted savior. He chases the boy away with a wave of his hand, his mouth twisted in disgust while speaking to him, and then he steps next to a tall, dark-haired man with a scruffy beard and unkempt appearance. They do not look like friends. I’m shocked someone so yummy would even hang out with guys like the troll next to him and the skeevy dude who tried to feel me up. But the two guys to his left, the ones with beautiful women dangling on their arms, are even better-looking, similar in height, and just as well built.

      Despite my rule of not focusing on anyone too long, I cannot take my eyes off him. And, once he leans into his unattractive friend to talk to him, our eyes meet at the same time, and I forget I’m supposed to be moving to the beat and following a routine. My body does what it wants, repeating the sequences from memory. He stares so hard, so intense, that, if the lights weren’t so damn hot already, I’d melt under his gaze.

      He sifts through the crowd and steps in front of the bar to order, his eyes never leaving mine. After the bartender hands him a drink, he licks his lips at me and takes a sip from his glass. Lost in him, I don’t even realize the song has ended until Donna taps me on the shoulder, snapping me out of my trance.

      “C’mon, Liv. Get your ass in gear.”

      Ending our staring contest, I turn around, giving him a nice view of my ass in my barely there outfit, and I hop down from the bar. I look over my shoulder at him one last time before I follow behind Donna. He smiles and raises his glass at me, and I grin like an idiot.

      I walk into the dressing room with Donna at my side, the other girls ahead of us.

      Donna pats me on the back and pulls me closer. “That was a close call, huh? He had his hand wrapped pretty tightly around your leg.”

      “I didn’t even have time to react before the bouncer threw him out.”

      “You should’ve kicked him in the face for getting so close.” She tilts her head back and laughs. “That would’ve taught that bastard a lesson for touching the goods.”

      Taking a seat in front of my dressing table, I sigh. “I’m fine. It’s not like I haven’t had dudes try to touch me before. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      Donna sits beside me, pressing down on the corner of her eye to hold her fake lashes in place. “At least you start your new job on Monday. You won’t need this place soon enough.” She turns to me and frowns. “I’ll miss you when you are a hotshot professor and have dozens of published papers in some fancy law journal.”

      “It’s only an associate professor position at Strickland University, not Harvard.”

      “Strickland is still a prestigious school. Give yourself some credit. Not too shabby for your first teaching gig. And it beats the hell out of the public defender’s office.”

      I shrug, nonchalant, even though I know the position is the opportunity of a lifetime. “You’re acting like I scored a job as a department head. I will still be here, shaking my ass next to you, until I have my freedom back.”

      She grabs a bottle of water from the vanity and holds it up. “To freedom and making money. I’m so happy for you, Liv. Professor Ford has a nice ring to it. Professor Olivia Ford. You sound very official.”

      Her comment brings a smile to my face. “Thanks, D. I guess you can say, teaching is in my blood.”

      “I bet your dad was a good teacher. He can teach me quadratic equations any day.” She licks her lips and winks at me.

      “Gross!” I throw a tube of lipstick at her, laughing. “That’s my dad you’re talking about. He’s retired and…just ew.”

      She shrugs. “What? He’s cute for an old dude.”

      I grew up in a middle-class neighborhood in Northeast Philadelphia with parents who were both schoolteachers. My dad taught high school mathematics and met my mom shortly after when she applied at his school to teach English. I’m a little bit of each parent, good with both numbers and words.

      Instead of teaching, I went to law school and landed myself a job at the public defender’s office after I passed the Pennsylvania Bar Exam right out of school. I had offers from top firms in the city, but I chose the life of a civil servant because I wanted to help people. Too bad the job paid shit. With all the loans and credit cards I had racked up while I was in school, the pittance of a salary I made wasn’t enough to keep food on my table, a roof over my head, and the collection agencies off my back.

      I loved my job…until I had that one case—the one that rips you apart and tears you to pieces. Every lawyer has one client who tests their limits, their morals, and their judgment. Glen Brandis, aka the Wissinoming Park Rapist, was the straw that broke my back. I lost all desire to practice law after his case. I still lose sleep at night over what happened in the courtroom that day.

      “Let’s go, ladies!” Tamara, the grouchy woman who manages the dancers, screams through the dressing room door. “You’re on again in two minutes.”

      I groan and slide off my stool. “I seriously hope I won’t have to endure much more of this before I can make my escape.”

      Donna laughs. “You only have to slum it a little bit longer, Teach,” she says, calling me by my dancer name.

    

  


  
    
      If you like Mafia romances and want more stories from Strickland University, keep reading for a free excerpt of CORRUPT ME.

      
        Read CORRUPT ME for FREE with Kindle Unlimited.

      

      To get the girl, he has to make her an offer she can’t refuse.

      Luca Marchese, the smooth-talking son of the most notorious man in Philadelphia, is used to getting what he wants. He hasn’t forgotten the girl he knew as a child, and now that he has Isabella Rinaldi’s attention, Luca will stop at nothing to have her. Luca’s defiance of the law turns Izzie on more than she cares to admit. He lives up to his reputation as the campus bad boy and king of one-night stands, and she wants Luca to corrupt her in every way possible. But a future with Luca could mean swapping her diamond bracelets for a pair of handcuffs.

    

  


  
    
      
        CORRUPT ME

        Chapter One

      

      Izzie

      

      As I headed down Broad Street toward the stadium, cars whipped through the city in a frenzy of chaos. With the Phillies on a winning streak, the streets were crowded with red-and-white baseball jerseys. Despite the fans cheering in the distance, the dull hum didn’t compare to Strickland University’s bustling campus.

      My senior year would’ve been off to a good start if not for the tatted hothead in a Honda Civic who had almost run me off the road. I managed to swerve in time to miss the parked car to my right, but I couldn’t let him off that easy.

      Even though I should remain in the right lane to get to my dormitory, I checked my side mirror, inched forward, and yanked the wheel into the left lane to cut off the beat-up Honda.

      My best friend, Silvia Barker, rolled down her window, her middle finger dangling in the breeze, as I blew through the red light. As a minivan pulled onto the street, I parked in its space in front of Jefferson Hall.

      I opened the door of my M Series Coupé, desperate to peel my legs from the leather seat and grabbed my Diet Coke bottle from the cup holder. Twenty yards away, even in the glaring summer sun, I spotted my next mistake. Shirtless eye candy threw footballs across the front lawn, dirt smeared on their sweaty bodies. I flipped up my sunglasses and leaned on the hood to get a better look.

      Silvia slid out from the passenger side, a complaint on her lips. “Damn, it’s hot out here. I bet you could fry an egg on the pavement.”

      I tugged on my canary-yellow tank top to fan myself. “I know. It’s at least ten degrees hotter than in the burbs.”

      “The worst part is the humidity,” Silvia groaned.

      I clicked the trunk release.

      Silvia jumped off the curb to retrieve her black-and-gold studded purse from the trunk. She rifled through her bag and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “The Weather Channel is predicting a heat wave over the next few days.”

      “A little weather won’t hold me back.” I chuckled, turning away from her as she lit a cigarette, the smoke assaulting my lungs. “I’m like an inmate on death row with just a few more days of freedom until my life is officially over.”

      “Get a grip. It’s just a job, not the end of the world.”

      “Just a job,” I moaned. “That’s easy for you to say. You’ll be off to California next year and I’ll be stuck working with Grandfather.”

      Around a giant fountain, a group of girls in bikinis propped themselves up against a replica of the Liberty Bell. Water trickled down from the top of the cracked bell in the center of the quad, spraying them. They were the main attraction, and boys were tripping over their toes to get a second look. Returning students flocked from the well-preserved brownstone that lined three sides of the rectangular field. Strickland University had the pristine shine of an Ivy League college with skyscrapers serving as the backdrop. Even the statues of famous Philadelphians sparkled like fresh paint on new car.

      “C’mon, Izzie Bear, let’s get a move on.” Silvia took a few more drags and then knocked the fiery ash off with the bottom of her sneaker.

      I snickered, now walking toward her, as I ignored her previous comment. “I was waiting for you to put that out. You know those things will kill you.”

      “Well, I like my cancer in the form of menthols, thank you very much.” Silvia slung her purse over her shoulder and laughed. Her black hair, fashioned into a bob resting below her chin, was stuck to a thin sheen of sweat on her cheek.

      A punk rocker to the core, she wore a faded Warped Tour tee and jean shorts with holes in them. Our tastes were similar, except I’d pay for the ripped look where Silvia would make her own clothes. It wasn’t because she couldn’t afford them. She was one of those artsy chicks who enjoyed torturing her parents, a plea to get them to pay attention to her.

      As the daughter of a former beauty queen, she didn’t look the part—although she did inherit her mother’s long lashes and perfect complexion—but her mother never glanced up from her martini glass long enough to notice. We were born into families with too much money and zero emphasis on human interaction.

      I was about to open my soda when a car swerved next to me, its back tire just missing my foot. Blinded by rage, I gripped the plastic top and lunged my soda at the white Honda Civic.

      “Watch it, asshole!” I screamed, my hands above my head.

      The car screeched to a halt twenty feet ahead of us as Silvia stood at my side in shock. First, the blinkers turned on, and then a stocky twenty-something boy flung open his door. Dark tattoos covered his forearms that were corded with muscles. He ran his hand through his shaggy auburn hair, spiked up in different places, as he grinned at me.

      “Oh, shit.” Silvia slapped her hand over her mouth, her voice full of laughter. “That dude’s gonna murder us. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I shut the trunk and followed Silvia across the lawn. I ran so fast that my heart pounded out of my chest, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, igniting a fire under my skin. It gave me such a rush that I couldn’t hide a satisfied smile as I peeked over my shoulder.

      The thrill of doing something wrong, waiting to be caught in the act, always seemed more exciting than sex. Maybe there was something wrong with me, an inner sickness that I needed to address. For whatever reason, those small victories would get my juices flowing.

      We yell-laughed, skirting around innocent bystanders, as we made our victory lap. Oblivious to my surroundings, my celebration ended faster than it had begun as I crashed headfirst into a thick wall of hunky man flesh. It happened so fast that I hadn’t had time to brace myself for impact, doing a half flip along with him. He landed on his back with me face-planting on top of him, my breasts pressed against his chin.

      Of all the people to bump into, it had to be Luca Marchese. His cocky grin made my lip curl with revulsion even though he seemed to have the opposite effect on my nipples. One glance from him, and they betrayed me.

      “Hey, princess.” His voice was deeper, sexier, than I remembered from class.

      I blushed ten shades of pink from my cheeks to my neck, distracted by denim-blue irises set under dark brows. I rolled my eyes, attempting to peel myself off his bare chest, but he grabbed my wrists.

      “Not so fast. I think you owe me an explanation.”

      “I don’t owe you shit.”

      I wiggled free from his grasp, straddling him without meaning to. I held his arms flat against the grass. Our faces were inches apart as I hovered over him, the sexual tension burning between us like a lit match. We shared a short-lived moment until his eyes found my breasts again, and he winked.

      “Perv,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Lean muscles brushed against my legs as he moved.

      “What? You can’t fault me for checking you out”—he tilted his head to the side, his gaze falling over each of my curves—“especially when you’re shoving some of your best features in my face.”

      He propped himself up onto his elbow and reached for my waist with his other hand, but I swatted his hand before he could touch me.

      “You’re a feisty one. Got a mouth on you, too.” A fire blazed behind those beautiful blue eyes. “What I’d like to do with that dirty mouth of yours,” he said, rolling his tongue over his lip.

      Damn, he had nice lips, both full and perfect. Every part of me wanted to lean in and kiss him and shove my fingers through his dark waves. No boy had ever affected me this way. But he was a man, not a boy. With radiant olive skin, chiseled features, and toned in all the right places, he could be a model.

      My breath hitched at his comment.

      I wasn’t sure, but I swore I could feel his erection pressing against my thigh, which should have freaked me out. Instead, I looked down, irritated that it turned me on more than I cared to admit.

      He followed my gaze to his crotch and grinned, confirming my suspicions. “You should come to Delta Sig’s annual beach party. The less you wear, the better.”

      “Well, you know what they say. Less is more.” My strange attempt at a joke only fueled the tension between us. “But, no, thanks.”

      Tiny bumps ran down my arms and legs, a result of our close proximity. And, of course, he noticed the effect he had on me. He didn’t skip a beat.

      Now aware of my body and how it reacted to him, I needed an escape. I stood over Luca, desperate to stop the electricity pulsating through me. Every part of me ached for him, craved his touch. Since I’d knocked him over, I stretched my arm out to help him up, and he accepted. I didn’t have the right to be a total bitch, maybe just a partial one.

      Luca wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead, the rest of his bare skin glistening in the sunlight. Eye contact proved to be too much for me.

      He picked up the pigskin at his feet and pushed a hand through his cropped black hair. Luca had thick hair that moved back into place, like those people in shampoo commercials. With the football held against his hip, he could have been posing for the cover of a magazine, one I would have shamelessly hung on my wall.

      I recognized the boy from Broad Street walking toward us in a Phillies baseball jersey. As our eyes met, he folded his arms over his chest.

      “You rich bitch,” he said, his voice coming off like a growl. Cold and calculated, his hardened stare was similar to that of a trained killer.

      What was it with Philly boys? They were so rough around the edges, like rabid dogs ready to claw their way out of a cage.

      Luca pushed me behind him, his hand on my hip, sparking a new level of excitement within me. I damn near salivated on his tan skin as he came to my defense.

      “Talk to her like that again, and you’ll be picking up your teeth off the ground.”

      The guy moved his jaw back and forth, drawing attention to his cleft chin, and cracked his neck. No way was he close to backing down. Idiot.

      “I’ll talk to her however the fuck I want to. Stay out of it. Bitch threw a soda in my car window.”

      I slid out from Luca’s shadow and stepped between them. “You almost ran me over. Maybe you should watch where you’re going next time.”

      Luca hooked his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get back in your car and forget it ever happened.”

      I should have moved because I expected the boy to take a swing. But Luca smelled of sweat and citrus, a delicious combination that made me want to lick his skin.

      “She owes me!” he yelled in Luca’s face, pointing at the tiny brown stains on his jersey. “Her soda exploded when it hit my dashboard.”

      He was close enough that I got a whiff of stale cigarettes on his breath.

      Nothing seemed to faze Luca, not even this crazy person invading his personal space. He took a wad of cash from his pocket, plucked a few twenties from the stack, and threw them at the boy. “There, consider the debt paid. Now, get outta here!” he spoke with a thick South Philly accent.

      His over pronunciation of vowels wasn’t what caught my attention though. No, Luca commanded a presence, a sense of authority, that I felt in my bones. He didn’t back down. He just stood there, grinding his teeth together. I looked over my shoulder at Luca’s fraternity brothers huddled around us like an army.

      “Keep your bitch on a leash,” the boy said, his body angled toward the street.

      With that, I lost my damn mind. As I attempted to lunge at the guy, Luca clutched my bicep, holding me back.

      I flicked my fingers under my jaw and smirked at the asshole. “Vaffanculo!”

      Most of the time, I cursed in Italian, sort of a habit I’d picked up while growing up at Rinaldi Manor. Swear words sounded better in another language.

      Luca laughed, shaking his head at me, intrigued. I stomped off toward Silvia. She was waiting for me with an impish grin, her back resting against a flagpole, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Wow!” Silvia’s mouth dropped open in awe. “That was pretty crazy, huh? And, now, Luca Marchese is over there, defending your honor. Never thought I’d see that.”

      I turned around to see Luca with his fists full of the boy’s shirt, and I gulped. Because of my insane outburst, this stranger now had Luca’s fraternity brothers surrounding him. Damn it.

      I sifted through the group just in time to hear Luca threatening him. The two of them were going at it in an attempt to counter the other. I had a feeling Luca was not used to anyone challenging him.

      “That’s enough.” I touched Luca’s forearm.

      He glanced at me. “Not until he apologizes.” He released his shirt and stepped back. He pivoted his foot, half-facing the boy and me, as if torn between where he wanted to be.

      At the murderous look in his eyes and the heat behind his words, a strange pulse of electricity situated itself between my thighs. I wasn’t sure if my hands were sweating from the heat or the nervous energy shooting through my entire body.

      The fountain girls watched him and studied me, their arms folded across their chests. I felt as though I were under a giant microscope. The vicious daggers these girls shot at me made me wonder if they would tackle me to get to him. Well, they could have him. Rich assholes like Luca were a dime a dozen at this school. And I’d had my fair share of drama over the years. I didn’t need any more.

      When I refused to respond, Luca said, “Bella, he owes you an apology.” He shot the guy a pained expression. “Don’t you? Now, tell her you’re sorry. Nod your fucking head, and spit it out.”

      “Don’t call me Bella,” I said, my jaw tensed in anger. “You lost the right years ago.”

      “You’re beautiful. I’m just stating a fact, gorgeous.” Luca winked, one side of his mouth turned up into a crooked smile.

      He pulled the same Greek-lettered shirt his brothers wore from the waistband of his black basketball shorts. As he wiped his face with it, I couldn’t help but stare.

      “Sorry,” the boy grumbled.

      Luca folded his arms across his chest, engaged in a stare-down with the crazy person in front of him, before turning toward me. “What kind of man would I be if I let him talk to a woman like that? You shouldn’t settle.”

      “I’m not,” I snapped back. “I know how to choose my battles, and this isn’t one of them.” I waved my hand at the stranger. “Apology accepted. Just go!”

      Luca cocked an eyebrow at me. The guy might have been an ass for almost running me down, but he did not deserve anything Luca had in mind. I knew all about his family and their connections. If the guy had even a hint of who Luca was, he would have kept his mouth shut. Nobody stepped up to a Marchese unless they wanted to end up at the bottom of the Delaware River. By shooing him away, I might have saved his life without him realizing it.

      Smart enough to leave this time, the boy started walking toward his car.

      With wide-eyed curiosity, Luca took a step back. “Looks like you owe me now, princess.”

      At the sound of his husky voice, I stopped in my tracks. I wasn’t about to owe the son of the most dangerous man in Philadelphia a thing.

      His brothers didn’t even pretend not to stare down my shirt, but that wasn’t what angered me.

      “I don’t owe you shit.” I crossed my arms over my chest, deciding whether I wanted to walk away. But I could not let him win on principle alone. “How much did you give him? My wallet is in my car.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, unaffected. “You can find another way to show me your appreciation.”

      “Che schifo!” I damn near spit on the ground, throwing my hand out at him in disgust.

      “Babe, I’m not that bad.” He stared at my thighs and flashed a panty-dropper grin. “Trust me, I don’t repulse you. Not even a little bit.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and blew it out my nose. “Think whatever you want. I don’t need your charity. I’m good for it.”

      He smirked. “I know you are, princess, but I don’t want your money.”

      “Fine,” I huffed, not the least bit entertained. “I guess I’ll have to find another way to pay you back. Come by Mickey’s. I’m going there with some friends later.”

      His smile widened. “It’s a date.”

      “Nope, not a date. Just paying off a debt. I sure as hell don’t want to owe you of all people anything.” Despite my anger, I felt an odd sense of arousal from this argument.

      He stepped forward, his brothers making room for him to pass. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know what I mean, Luca.”

      He shot me a look, as though I’d piqued his interest. “So, you do remember me.”

      “We’ve had, how many classes together? How could I not? No one can miss the skank parade you bring with you.”

      His cocky smirk set my skin on fire.

      “Don’t think I give a crap about you, you stubborn ass.” I rolled my eyes. “You can go home and stroke your ego, but keep me out of it,” I said, making a jerking motion with my hand.

      Luca laughed, but it came out more like a snort. “I can’t wait for tonight. You’re a mystery, Isabella Rinaldi. Always have been.”

      I wondered why I’d invited him to the bar with us or why I kept talking to him. Stupidity, I guessed.

      A small part of me, the side that had zero willpower, wanted him to do unspeakable things to me. My brain screamed for me to retreat.

      “Next time, try not to be such a dick. It’s not flattering.”

      He nodded, and then, I spun around and walked away from him.

      “What the hell was that?” Silvia skipped across the lawn toward me.

      The massive four-story brownstone and the courtyard surrounding it took up the better part of a city block. Strickland University had a beautiful campus. According to the pamphlets, the senior dorm was the oldest and, by far, the most architecturally impressive. The residence hall was split into multiple sections, with walkways that led to each of the wide staircases.

      Silvia and I veered toward the right, passing a group of boys jogging. She turned for a second glance, smiling at her usual rugged type. Twenty-four/seven, she had boys on the brain.

      Double doors swung open, concerned parents and their children forcing their way through them. A palpable air of excitement radiated off the incoming seniors. It would’ve been nice to have parents who cared enough to help me move. Mine had probably forgotten I was still in school.

      I hooked my arm around Silvia’s skinny bicep, leading her into the hall. “We’re meeting the Delta Sig guys at Mickey’s later, so wear something hot.”

      She squealed with delight, her elbow digging into my side, as we scooted closer to make room in the crowded hallway. “Yum. I got dibs on Hunter Sterling.”

      “The chunky lineman?” I scrunched my nose at her. “He’s all yours.”

      Silvia bobbed her head, unaffected by my sarcasm. “You’ve gotta admit, he’s still hot even though he’s gained a few pounds. I mean, how do you not want to grip those arms and straddle him?”

      I rolled my eyes and climbed the stairs to our double suite, sliding my fingers up the wooden railing. “I hate rich guys. They’re all cut from the same cloth. Why would you even want him? He’s a total Preston.”

      Silvia ducked to the side, trying to avoid a group of girls scampering in our direction. “Maybe, but they’re not like the rest of the frat boys, Izzie Bear. Most of them are from around here, not like those pricks over at the Alpha house with their boat shoes and cardigans. The things I’ve heard about some of the Delta Sig guys, I swear, would blow your mind.”

      “I seriously doubt any of them could blow my mind.” Well, maybe Luca could, but I kept that to myself. “Let’s not talk about them. Now that I’m on Luca’s radar, he’s never going to stop bothering me.” I stuffed the room assignment paper in my pocket and pointed at our new two-bedroom suite. “I have a better idea. As soon as we get our stuff unpacked, we should have a little afternoon pick-me-up. Coffee with a little Sambuca sounds good right about now.”

      Silvia turned the key and pushed open the door to our room, and we stepped inside. “Nah, Irish coffee all the way, babe. I’ve got a bottle of whiskey in the trunk we can work with.”

      I held up my fist, and Silvia bumped hers against it with a goofy smile splayed on her face.

      “Cheers to that,” I said, planning to drink away my past feelings for Luca. He broke my heart when we were kids. I wasn’t about to let him do it again.
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