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            Gabby

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five years ago . . .

      

      

      “Sean, stop!” I yelled at my older brother as he held my forearms, dragging me into the living room. “You’re going to mess up my nails. They aren’t dry yet! Mom!”

      I’d painted my nails with pink polish to attract a certain boy’s attention. The problem now though was that my brothers wanted me to go snowboarding after the dump we had overnight.

      I would jump at the chance any other day, but I really liked this boy in my class, and since tomorrow was Monday, and Dylan only went for the girly girls, this seemed like the best way for him to notice me.

      Mom came out with her purse and car keys. “Sean, leave her alone. And I don’t mean leave her home by herself!” The front door closed behind her a second later.

      “Come on, Crabby Gabby,” my other brother, Hunter, teased. “Even Ryker’s here. The snow is calling.”

      I peeked around the side of Sean’s arm and saw that Ryker was in fact here with Brody, and another one of my brother’s friends who was sitting on the couch.

      They’d planned this all along.

      Sean and Hunter were high school seniors, and they did this all the time. “Come on, little sis, let’s go snowboarding,” and then within an hour of catching some early runs in the park, they’d take off, leaving me with Brody, Ryker, and Lee. I didn’t mind at first, but the mean girls at school were starting to make fun of me, flipping their hair and saying things like the guys only hung out with me because my brothers told them to.

      I had friends. Like my brothers, and these three guys. Girlfriends? I had about four, but they were the girls I competed with at snowboarding events, and two of them lived in a different country, Japan and Norway, so it wasn’t as if we really hung out. Ireland lived in Breckenridge, almost two hours from here, and Ally, she lived nearby, although she was more of a skier and three years older.

      So, yup, there I was, the only female in the room being outvoted by the males in my life.

      “You aren’t going to make it to the Olympics by getting your nails done,” Hunter tried to reason.

      “And you’re not going to get any smarter by using that line every chance you get. Just go without me,” I argued back.

      “No, because the last time that happened, you almost burned the house down.”

      “It was an accident!”

      “How about this—” Sean grabbed my fingers, his hands sliding over the still-wet polish before he let go. My heart stopped.

      “Why would you do that?!” I yanked my hand away, saddened by the disaster that was now my nails.

      “You’ll thank me when you’re getting that gold medal one day,” Sean said.

      And this was my life growing up. Don’t get me wrong, I dreamt of competing with the best of the best from all over the world, but when my brothers used it as some excuse to get what they wanted, I wanted to spite them, which was why I went to my room and slammed the door.

      Fuming, I scrubbed the polish off my fingers with a cotton ball.

      I was not going to the ski resort today, no matter what.

      “Gabby,” Ryker said from outside my door about fifteen minutes later. “If you come out with us, I promise I’ll help you after.”

      “Help me what?”

      “I’ll re-paint your nails.”

      “It’s ruined, and stop lying for them.”

      “I’m not. They’re actually all looking at me like I have a disease.”

      “Yeah, it’s called being a pussy. What the hell, dude? Are you hitting on Gabby or something?” my brother’s friend asked, his voice distinctly coarse.

      “No, fuck off,” Ryker retorted. “Such an idiot.”

      A whole minute passed before I caved, but Ryker upheld his offer that afternoon. So while the rest of the guys played a game in the living room, he and I were on the linoleum floor under the bright lights in the kitchen.

      “I’ve never seen you with nail polish before, why now?” Ryker asked.

      “I don’t know. Change is good.”

      “Uh-huh.” He passed a few strokes of pink over my index fingernail before moving to my middle finger. “So, it isn’t about Dylan.”

      “Dylan?” I asked a bit too hastily. “No, what?”

      “So, you don’t have a crush on him?”

      My cheeks flushed. “No.”

      “Gabby, you have a crush on Dylan.”

      “No.”

      He smiled. “Whatever you say, but you don’t need this, you know?”

      “Need what?”

      “The nail polish. The lip gloss.”

      I rubbed my glossed lips together. I’d swiped some on earlier, because I liked the taste, and it made me feel . . . girly?

      “You don’t need all the extra shit that other girls do to attract guys.”

      “You don’t know anything. It isn’t that easy.”

      “Why do you think it isn’t easy?” He finished my pinky nail and moved to my other hand.

      “Because—” I looked at him for a second, and knowing he wouldn’t judge me, I told him. “They see me as a dude, not feminine enough, which means they’re never going to ask me out.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “You’re stupid, and you call me a dude too!”

      He paused and looked up at me, but I kept my eyes down, embarrassed.

      “Because, dude, you’re cool. How’s that a bad thing?”

      I thought about that as he continued to paint my nails, pushing aside my thirteen-year-old self-esteem issues to observe the amazing job he was doing. None of the polish was on my skin like when I’d painted them, and they didn’t look like I’d just slapped a glob of polish on them. But I shouldn’t be surprised that he’d be good at this. Ryker was good at everything—snowboarding, football, basketball, swimming, painting, and drawing. More recently, though, I think he loved to draw the most. In one of our classes together, I’d watched him sketch a cartoon version of the classroom with the students at their desk and the teacher at the dry-erase board. And halfway through using his color pencils to fill in the colors, he’d gotten busted and sent to the principal’s office. He was also good at getting in trouble.

      My gaze flitted to his face, the specks of freckles on his skin, his full lips, the tousled red hair on his head.

      His voice lowered. “You know the reason Sean wanted to get you out of the house today was because Hunter had a girl coming over?”

      “What? Eeww! That’s gross.”

      “Gross? That’s going to be you one day, trying to get your brothers out of the house.”

      “No, it isn’t!”

      “Whatever you say, just keep making googly eyes at Dylan and drooling on your desk at school then.” His mouth quirked into a smile.

      “I don’t drool on my desk.”

      He looked up and teased, his eyes rolled to the ceiling, “Dylan, oh Dylan!”
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            Gabby

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present day . . .

      

      

      “We can’t take out a second mortgage on the house!” Mom yelled.

      “Gabby needs our help. It’s just a few more events. Just one more year,” Dad responded.

      “And then what? We live on the streets?”

      Heart pounding inside my chest, I held my breath, key in my hand as I stood on the front porch.

      “We could use some of the money for your mother’s medical bills. It’s the only way out,” Dad reasoned. A door slammed inside. “Carol?”

      A second passed before Dad spoke again. “Don’t you want her to get somewhere, to do more than we did?”

      “Don’t you put that on me! That isn’t fair. I’ve done everything I could, I just stopped working two jobs, and your only focus has always been on Gabby and the Olympics. You cart her around, pushing her into this dream you both have, but she has her sponsorships. She’s eighteen; you don’t have to go with her everywhere, especially if it means putting us in the position of possibly losing our home. We’ve been doing this for ten years, Roy. We’re in our fifties! We can’t start over. When are you going to get that through your head?”

      I swallowed, stepping back and hurrying to my blue Subaru Outback.

      Dad had spent a lot of money, making sure I had all the gear and flying with me across the world to train and compete while also homeschooling me since I was fourteen. Through all of that, I’d never once heard my parents fight about money.

      I knew it had to have been an issue before my sponsorships, especially since Mom used to yell at my brothers to either turn off the television or to stop messing with the heater, but that was as far as it went.

      In some stupid way, I’d thought things would get better once I started to give them eighty percent of any money I made at events, which wasn’t a lot, but still, I’d hoped it could help to dig them out of how much they’d already invested in me.

      But if things were still that bad, Mom was right. I still had an entire year—exactly three hundred and ninety-three days until the Winter Olympics in Japan. So, Dad trying to put their home on the line for me was too much. Something I’d need to talk to him about, just not when things were that heated at home.

      I headed into town and then pulled into the parking lot of Darlene’s Bakery and Café.

      Grabbing my laptop from my bag, I got out of the car and walked in.

      It wasn’t as busy as the weekends, but it wasn’t empty either.

      A petite woman with short, curly brown hair that was partially covered by a red beanie stood at the counter that Averie was leaning her hip against.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Betty. I don’t have any more tickets left. Does anyone have an extra ticket for the New Year’s Masquerade?” Averie asked loud enough for everyone inside the café to hear. “No?”

      I glanced around the room at the various heads shaking.

      “Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I want to stay home,” Ms. Betty grumbled. “I want to go dance and sip champagne at midnight too.”

      I smiled despite the sadness that had settled deep inside me from a few minutes earlier.

      “You young people—” Ms. Betty began before Averie lifted a gold envelope and smiled. “I’m joking. I have your ticket right here.”

      “Why you!” She smiled. “Thank you, darling. I was about to have a talk with that grandson of mine.”

      I’d heard a few people at the Alpen Springs Mountain College campus library talking about the masquerade party when I’d gone in to take my finals last month, but I hadn’t paid much attention since there was little to no chance of my being invited. Ashton’s grandmother was on the in though.

      “Gabby! I didn’t see you come in,” Averie said, walking over as I looked around for a spot to sit and hide out until I was ready to head back home. “What can I get for you?”

      “Just a small latte, but I can order it at the counter,” I told her.

      “No, it’s no problem, we aren’t too busy, I’ll bring it over to you when it’s done.”

      “Thank you.”

      I grabbed a seat in the far corner and placed my laptop on the table. My initial thought had been to start reading ahead for my online spring classes at the Mountain College, but today, I wanted to escape instead, so I opened my saved Word document to continue writing a paranormal short story I’d been working on.

      “You doing okay today?” Averie asked as she set my cup down.

      I looked up. “Yeah, just a lot on my mind.”

      She placed a gold envelope on the table in front of me, but when I didn’t immediately reach for it out of utter confusion, she said, “I always see you come in, but I’ve never seen you hang out and just relax. With all your classes and training, I figured it might be nice for you to take a breather. I mean if you don’t want to go that’s totally cool too, just let me know so I can open a spot on my list of plus ones.”

      “Oh, wow. Thank you. This is so nice.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Sliding the heavy cardstock from the envelope, I read the invitation and was glad that Averie couldn’t see the way my heart pounded as I stared at the name of the second host that was listed under Averie’s.

      Ryker Stanley.
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            Ryker

          

        

      

    

    
      A six foot tower heater was keeping off the chill at the entrance of Glores Tavern where I was greeting our guests.

      The launch party for Twisted Events, the new business venture I’d taken on with Averie, was tonight. Next to me, my brother Ashton checked off the next person in line on the guest list, a girl with black hair and a pretty round face who was still in her long twill coat.

      “Happy New Year’s Eve,” the girl said.

      Securing a red wristband around her wrist, I said, “To you as well.”

      Red bands were for the non-drinkers, the under eighteen crowd. Black bands were for the over twenty-one crowd.

      As the girl walked into the party behind me, one of my best friends took her place.

      “Dude!” My fingers curled into Brody’s, and we pulled each other in for one of those bro-dude hugs where our bodies barely touch before moving back. “I need a drink,” I muttered for his ears only.

      “Got it.”

      Brody’s dad owned this place and not only did we have our own spot in the basement nightclub beneath the bar and grill level we were on, but also we had the hookup when it came to alcohol.

      “The gold one, come on, Averie, you know that one won’t look good on me,” Brody complained from where Averie was handing out masks for the guests who didn’t have their own.

      This was a masquerade after all. Possibly Alpen Springs’ first. Averie had on a blue-and-black lace half mask that matched Ashton’s. I was wearing a black one, but, as usual, Brody was just being his rich, indecisive virgin self.

      “Dude, where’s yours? You bought one the same time I did,” I said.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Averie sighed. “Fine, blondie. Gold it is.”

      My eyes widened at the sight of the next person in line. “Gabby? What are you doing here?”

      “I got an invitation,” Gabriella replied.

      “I thought you were in Park City this weekend.”

      “I didn’t realize you were keeping track of my whereabouts, and I was, but what day is it today?” she asked casually, as if she didn’t know what day in the week it was.

      I placed a red band around her wrist, careful not to let our skin touch. “Wednesday.”

      “So, not the weekend anymore, is it?” she quipped.

      Our eyes held a moment before Jax, Gabby’s douchebag boyfriend, stepped up beside her. I should just punch him in the face, except he wasn’t a douchebag, at least not from what I could tell, but that didn’t lessen the urge.

      “I guess not,” I responded.

      I didn’t know what had happened between Gabby and me. We were once good friends, but then, overnight, it was as if she couldn’t stand me. And it was just me. I realized this over two years ago.

      At first, I thought she didn’t want to hang out with her older brothers and their friends anymore, but nope, she just didn’t want to hang out with me and always mysteriously disappeared whenever I was around.

      So, it was strange that she would show up at a party I was hosting.

      As she went inside, a bouncer took the iPad from Ash to check off the late-comers.

      Time to get this party started.

      While Ash and Averie got photographed, I headed toward the storage room in the back of the bar, which was where my friends and I usually snuck drinks, but before I could get there, I glimpsed Brody talking to two girls from Alpen Springs High.

      When he saw me, he jerked his head and pointed a finger to the roof, signaling for me to meet him up there instead.

      Knowing I would need my coat, I went back to the front and as I waited on the guy behind the counter, I caught a glimpse of Gabby in my periphery.

      My gaze traveled down the length of her body, stopping at the hem of the black mini dress hugging her tanned thighs, toned by all the gnarly shit she was capable of doing on a snowboard.

      When had she started to dress like this?

      As a burst of laughter erupted from her plum-colored lips, her wavy black hair swung around her face.

      My eyes shifted to the person responsible for her happiness, and I swallowed, my teeth grinding. A semicircle of four guys was laughing along with her, their attention on her face because she might have a knockout body and mad skills on the slopes, but it was her laugh, her beauty, the warmth radiating from her that drew everyone in even though she didn’t know it. I’d always tried not to notice, treated her like one of the boys, but as we grew older, it became harder to do.

      She placed a hand on one of the guy’s shoulders, and I could practically see him drool before her boyfriend swooped in, sliding an arm around her tiny waist.

      “Where are you going?” Averie asked, distracting me from the urge to punch something, anything, but preferably something that started with a J.

      I glanced at her and Ash as I shrugged on my coat. “Stepping out for a minute. I’ll be back.”

      “We’re supposed to be on stage in ten minutes.”

      “I know—”

      “Ryker, I swear if you—”

      “Calm down, A. Mozey. I’ll be there.”

      I let myself through the roped-off staircase and made my way up to the roof. A cold chill went straight to my bones as the door shut behind me. Shivering, I buttoned my coat and stuffed my hands into the pockets. Brody came up a minute later.

      “Fuck, it’s cold.” He pulled a bottle of Jack from his jacket pocket and held it up. I grabbed it, unscrewed the top, and took a long pull. As I drew in a cold breath to quell the burn in my throat, Brody lifted his hand for the bottle.

      He took a drink, his face scrunching as he sucked in a breath.

      “I thought you were planning to enter the new year sober,” I reminded him.

      He passed the bottle back, and I took a swig.

      “I was,” he sighed. “My douche-zoid brother is in town. Showed up two hours ago.”

      “Shit. How long’s he staying this time?”

      Brody shrugged and shook his head. “Until Dad gives him what he wants.”

      Tyler might be a few years older than Brody, but he still lived off his dad, so the only time he ever came back was when he needed money.

      “Is he coming tonight?”

      “You’re seriously asking that?” Brody took the bottle and chugged.
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      Jax’s hand slid down my hip toward my butt, and I stopped it, placing my hand over his.

      “You look so sexy with that mask on,” he whispered.

      We were standing in a low-lit area in a corner where he’d practically dragged me to a second ago.

      “Behave.”

      “I have been . . . for almost four months now, Gabs.”

      I hated when he called me that. Only my brothers used that nickname, and even then, I protested.

      “I know, but we talked about this,” I reminded him.

      “Yeah, but it’s New Year’s Eve. I could get us a room tonight. I just don’t understand why we’re waiting.”

      Right, because apparently, the fact that I wasn’t ready wasn’t a good enough reason for him.

      My gaze shifted to Ryker, who was walking toward the stage where Brody’s dad stood with a mic in hand.

      Ryker Stanley.

      I had tried so hard to forget about him, but then I’d seen him and his brother all over the local news last month after their football team won the state championship. And as I’d stared at the sunset glow of his red hair, pink lips, and the dazzling gray of his eyes lighting up the screen, it had tossed me into a whirlwind of memories of me and my ex-best friend.

      Bear, one of the servers working the party tonight, walked up to us with a tray of champagne flutes that were filled with light-pink liquid. It looked ridiculous in his hands, like a giant holding a saucer. The man was huge.

      “That isn’t champagne,” I observed.

      His eyes, little beads behind his mask, drifted to my red wristband. “You’re underage.”

      “But it’s New Year’s, isn’t there some kind of exception?”

      “Underage drinking is not permitted.”

      “It’s a private party,” I enticed.

      “In a public establishment.”

      “Touché, Bear. Touché.”

      “Non-alcoholic sparkling rosé?” Bear asked, being all professional as if I hadn’t seen him act crazy after my brothers got him drunk in my backyard not too long ago.

      “Non-alcoholic sparkling rosé, it is.” I retrieved one of the glasses from the tray. “Thank you, Bear.” I guessed I wasn’t going to be ultra-fancy tonight while sipping champagne.

      The music began to fade until Mr. Keller announced, “Thank you for coming out. You know, if someone had told me twenty years ago that two kids still in high school were going to come up with an idea not only to cater to a younger crowd but also to provide custom event packages suitable for any age group, I would have laughed. But you know what I would have also said? Averie, what did I say to you two when you pitched me your idea for Twisted Events?”

      Averie lifted her own mic to her mouth as she walked toward the middle of the stage. “You said, ‘Why the hell didn’t I think like this when I was your age?’”

      The crowd chuckled as I admired Averie’s curled, light-brown hair and the navy-blue shimmering halter dress that hugged her torso and fell loosely to her feet.

      She and I’d had a few short conversations at Darlene’s Cafe, and I knew that her previous boyfriend died over a year ago and she was currently dating Ash, Ryker’s half-brother, but other than that, I didn’t know much more about her.

      Mr. Keller left the stage as Averie and Ryker took over. And Ryker? He looked different, more built. Definitely not the lanky thirteen-year-old boy I used to be friends with.

      “So, our custom party packages will range from a cowboy themed party to a vampire themed party.” Ryker grinned. “Whatever your heart desires, we will work with you to give you exactly what you want. Or you could choose from our ongoing theme packages. The Bachelor Package.”

      “The Bachelorette,” Averie added.

      “The Birthday,” Ryker said.

      “The Remedy,” Averie said.

      “And last but not least,” Ryker continued, “is the party package you’ll be experiencing tonight—”

      “The Masquerade,” the two said in unison, gesturing toward the crowd.

      “And you need to be excited because in the entire city of Alpen Springs, you were selected for this, for tonight,” Averie added enticingly before she and Ryker said, “Welcome to the launch of Twisted Events.”

      “And welcome to a night you’ll never forget,” Averie finished, flashing a flirty glance at the audience.

      A few shouts and a light applause circulated the room until the lights began to dim.

      It turned pitch black inside at the same time as the music increased in volume. A blue-and-white light lit up the sparkling silver curtains blocking the entrance that led downstairs, and as the long drapes pulled apart to reveal the staircase, a hand touched my ass a second before a very apparent erection pressed against my side.

      “The things we could get away with in the dark. Even the universe is giving us the okay to be naughty,” Jax whispered.

      Oh my God.

      I shook my head. Seriously, could he go a second without thinking about sex?

      The lights came back on and the crowd began to navigate downstairs.

      “Come on.” Jax touched my lower back, and I squirmed inside.

      “I’m just going to use the restroom, give me a minute,” I told him.

      “Okay, you want me to hold your drink?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      A few women were in the bathroom, chatting and laughing.

      I stood in the line, feeling a bit awkward.

      Growing up as a young athlete who competed and trained all over the world, I didn’t really have people who I hung out with at places like these. I was dating Jax, but I barely spent time with him.

      I lived in a snowboarding bubble and oftentimes felt uncomfortable in social gatherings that had nothing to do with sliding down a slope or discussing the sport itself.

      Besides my immediate family, there had been one guy I could let my guard down with and just be myself without any worries that I was being judged or being weird. And that was Ryker.

      Which made me ask myself what I was doing. Why was I even here?

      Once I got inside a stall, I sighed.

      “I can’t believe you did that! How are you going to dry it?” a girl asked just outside my stall.

      “I don’t know. Damn it!” a more frustrated voice responded.

      I continued to eavesdrop on the conversation as I peed before reaching for the toilet paper roll, which was totally empty.

      “Drinking isn’t going to make it go away.” The longer I listened, the more I realized I knew this raspier voice. I’d just heard it on stage and in the coffee shop. It was Averie’s.

      “But it’s helping,” the other girl replied.

      “Uh,” I began quietly, not wanting to ask for help but not really having any other choice. “Excuse me? Can someone help me, please? There’s no toilet paper in here.”

      Silence.

      Gah, I must have sounded like an idiot.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, my shoulders drooping. Heels clicked along the tile floor and into the stall next to mine.

      “How much do you need?” Averie asked.

      “Just, uh, not a lot.”

      “Got it.”

      A hand appeared beneath the stall with a thick coil of tissues.

      I sighed. “Thank you.”

      “Of course!”

      When I stepped out of the stall, Averie was standing next to a girl with long, pin-straight black hair. The girl was bent over the hand dryer with her chest pushed out, as if trying to catch the air from the dryer on her chest.

      “Heeey, I know you,” Averie said as she looked up.

      “And I know you.” I smiled. “Thanks for inviting me.”

      “No, thank you for coming!”

      I glanced at her friend as I made my way to the sink to wash my hands.

      “This is Nicky, my friend from Alpen Springs North,” Averie explained as another guest wandered inside the bathroom. “She kind of spilled a little, uh, juice on herself.”

      Nicky turned to face me, and my eyebrows rose at the light brown stain that was almost the size of a fist on the white upper section of her black-and-white dress.

      “Oh no, you can’t dry it like that! It’s going to leave a stain,” I told her.

      “I know. My dad’s going to kill me if he sees it.”

      I walked over to the hand dryer, my wet hands raised in front of me. “May I—”

      “Yeah, go ahead, sorry,” Nicky said as she stepped out of the way. “And I love your dress! It’s so cute! You have like the perfect body.”

      My cheeks flushed as I dried my hands, but my self-esteem grew amidst the thoughts of how much smaller my breasts were in comparison to hers. “Thank you.” With my eyes fixated on the stain, I added, “I think you’re going to have to take it off to get it out.”

      Nicky pressed a hand to her chest and peered down, pouting. “Nooo.”

      “Averie could get your coat, and I could try to work on getting out the stain, I’m sure they have something in the kitchen or cleaning closet to remove it.”

      “But how would we dry it? This hand thing isn’t working.”

      “Ah . . .”

      Maybe Lee could help.

      “I’m friends with the guy whose parents own the Moon Laundromat. It would only take us like two minutes to walk over there, but I’d have to call him to help us out since it’s closed already.”

      “Would his parents allow that? I wouldn’t want to impose, and would he come all the way into town?”

      “Yeah, he lives like five minutes away, and he might owe me a favor or two. Or maybe I owe him a favor?” I chuckled. “Either way, I’ll give him a call, but my um, boyfriend.” The title still seemed so unfitting even after months of being with him. “He has my phone. I’ll be right back.”

      When I walked out of the bathroom, Jax was nowhere in sight, and after minutes of looking for him, I found him downstairs talking to some guys.

      “You’re leaving? I’m only at this stupid party because of you,” he responded after I explained, but he still held my phone out to me. I removed it from his grasp.

      “I’m not leaving. I mean I am, but I’ll be right back.”

      “Gabs, you don’t even know them. Just let them figure that shit out.”

      “I want to help them.”

      “But what about me?”

      As his hand came around my waist, I moved back.

      “You were fine without me a minute ago, and I’ll only be gone for a few minutes.”

      I spun and walked away, already going through my contact list to find Lee’s number.

      “Everything okay?” Ryker asked from right behind me. My breath caught, and my steps halted.

      With a black mask covering the top portion of his face, all I could see was his ice-gray eyes, strong cheekbones, and his tousled sunset hair.

      “Everything is fine,” I said.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed, and his eyes roamed over my face. “Cool.”

      I knew I would need to talk to him at some point, over two years of holding in this hurt had been long enough, only I still didn’t have the guts to just talk to him. I supposed I could try before he left for college or before I went abroad in a couple months for my competitions. That way if he laughed in my face or rejected me, I would be okay. Almost.

      Or maybe avoidance was key. Wasn’t that the tried-and-true method of not getting hurt again?

      I pressed my phone to my ear and sighed in relief when Lee picked up and agreed to meet us at the laundromat.

      A minute later, I found Nicky and Averie waiting just outside the bathroom with their coats.

      Averie looked over my shoulder. “Nicky, your mom. Inside, quick.”

      We scurried into the bathroom, and I grinned, weirdly enjoying this. “So, I’m guessing we’re hiding because of the color of the stain on your dress?”

      “Yeah, how’d you know?” Nicky asked.

      “Non-alcoholic drinks are pink,” I whispered. “Where did you get alcohol?”

      “Sworn to secrecy.” Nicky coughed. “Ryker.”

      I swallowed.

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind sharing with you,” Averie said. “If you wanted some.”

      “I’ll pass. He and I . . . we aren’t that close anymore.”

      Nicky cocked her head. “You know Ryker?”

      Thinking and talking about him was not helping with the feelings I’d been pushing aside for years. “Somewhat. He and Brody used to hang out with me and my older brothers on the slopes, but we haven’t hung out in years.”

      “Interesting. How long have you known him?” Averie asked.

      “I don’t know . . . I met him in, maybe, first or second grade?”

      “Really? How come you two don’t hang out anymore?” Nicky asked.

      Not that question. Anything but that question.

      I looked down, fidgeting with my phone. “We just aren’t really friends anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          

      

    

    







            Ryker

          

        

      

    

    
      Curious about the shenanigans the girls had going on down the street, I stepped out of the party for a minute to tag along with Ash.

      After knocking on the door of the Moon Laundromat for a few seconds, I stared through the dark windows, cupping the corner of my eyes until I saw movement inside.

      The door unlocked, and Averie peered out. As she saw Ash, she grabbed his arm and yanked him inside.

      Smiling, I shook my head, letting myself in.

      “You know it isn’t a party until I arrive, and I have arrived,” I said to myself as I moved toward the light in the back where there was music, specifically, Nirvana’s “Smells like Teen Spirit.” That song and the girl I used to hang out with went hand in hand.

      I remembered relaxing on the couch, nodding and watching her dance around.

      I chewed on my lip as I walked to the room, and sure enough, Gabby was there. Lost in the music, leaning against a desk with her eyes closed, her head bobbing, her lips moving silently along with the words.

      My eyes traveled over her body, greedy with want, while I vaguely noted that her boyfriend wasn’t with her.

      “Hey! Where’s the liquor?” My gaze shifted to Nicky, who is sitting on a chair with her phone. I reached inside my coat, retrieving my half-empty bottle of Jack.

      “Yay! You’re the best.” Nicky stood and reached as if to grab it from me, but I lifted the bottle higher. “Not for you.”

      “What?”

      “You’ve had enough.”

      “Yeah, well, your boyfriend didn’t dump you over Christmas break. I’m allowed, okay?”

      I glanced to Gabby and found her watching Nicky and me.

      She pulled the open flaps of her coat closed. “I’m going to head back to the party.”

      “No,” Nicky said, turning to Gabby, “you should stay. My dress is almost done anyway.”

      Lee, one of the guys in my ex-snowboarding crew, walked in and he nodded to me. I still hung out with them every once in a while, but since some of the guys from my football team and I had formed our own shredding squad, I hadn’t been seeing too much of him. I’d intentionally stepped away from some of my friends to give Gabby the space she’d wanted from me because I didn’t want her to hate me, but as it turned out, she hated me anyway. The worst part was that I couldn’t blame her.

      “Dude, seriously, you’re doing her laundry?” I gave Lee an incredulous look.

      “Ryker, shut up,” Nicky said, her eyes twinkling as she added, “He’s being a gentleman.”

      My eyes narrowed.

      “I don’t mind.” Lee crossed his arms over his skinny chest. “Plus, she promised to sneak me into the party.”

      “Really?” I looked him up and down in his sweatpants and long-sleeved shirt. “And you’re going to go there dressed like that?”

      “Ryker!” Averie screeched.

      “I’m just saying.” I shrugged and uncapped the Jack before taking a swig. What else was I supposed to say? It was the truth.

      “He doesn’t mean that,” Averie said in some sort of apology on my behalf.

      “Yeah, he does,” Lee supplied.

      I smiled at the angry crease forming between Averie’s eyebrows. “Looks like he knows me better than you do, A. Mozey.”

      With eyes trying but failing to cut me in half, she shook her head. “Do you always have to be a dick?”

      “Only when necessary.”

      Ash’s mouth twitched as his girlfriend placed her hands on her hips.

      From behind her, he placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay, babe. We’ve known Lee for years, he’s just messing with you.”

      “Or maybe he’s just an asshole?” Gabby asked Ash.

      Ash looked up, speechless.

      When no one said anything, Gabby pushed up from where she was leaning against the table. “My boyfriend’s probably looking for me. I’ll see you guys later.”

      I decided in that moment that, no, fuck this. I passed my bottle to Ash, turned, and stalked after her into the open area of the laundromat.

      “I don’t need company,” she muttered, seeming to know I was behind her.

      “I know, but I’m still walking you back, so how about we act like adults for once, and keep our mouths shut unless we have something nice to say.”

      “There’s nothing nice to say about you.”

      “Then I guess it’s going to be a quiet walk.”

      As we stepped out into the cold night air, she stuffed her hands into her coat pockets and walked quickly down the sidewalk, giving me the silent treatment as her heels clicked on the pavement. I kept close behind because I’d slipped on an icy patch on the walk over, I didn’t fall but—I swung my arms out, catching Gabby as she scrambled for her footing, which caused me to slide a second before catching my balance.

      “Shit,” she cursed, breathing hard as we got out of the icy spot. “Sorry,” she said under her breath, struggling on her next words. “Thanks.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      Back in the day, she and I used to joke about it being something trivial like this, like falling over a step, slipping on ice, or running into a door that would prevent us from going pro—me as a football player and her as a professional snowboarder.

      She started to walk again and halted, causing me to bump into her. My hands went to her waist, steadying her.

      “It’s your fault,” she said.

      “Of course it is,” I agreed, guessing that she was blaming me for our small collision.

      “No.” She turned to face me. “I mean why we’re like this now.”

      “Again, of course it is.”

      She let out a breath. “You’re so frustrating.”

      “Gabby?”

      My eyes lifted at the sound of her name and saw Jax walking toward us.

      “Hey,” Gabby responded, stepping away from me, her shoulders dropping.
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      Ryker headed back to Glores Tavern as Jax wrapped his arms around me. It felt wrong, and I didn’t realize just how much until the guy I wanted was leaving me in the arms of well—my boyfriend.

      “Jax.” I drew in a breath as he leaned into me, nuzzling my neck. “Jax, I—”

      He grabbed my hand and pressed it to his crotch. “You feel that? It’s all for you, Gabs.”

      I tried to pull my hand away. “Jax, stop, someone’s going to see—”

      He pulled back. “See what? How you’ve been out here all snuggled up with that dude for who knows how long. Are you fucking him? Is that why you’ve been holding out on me? Was that why you wanted to leave the party so you could be with him?”

      “What? No. I told you, I was helping—”

      “He fucks everyone in this town, Gabs, I don’t have to tell you that, you’re the one who lives here.” He let out a humorless laugh and shook his head. “I guess my friends were right.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s no fucking way you’re a virgin, Gabby. Virgins don’t suck dick like you do.”

      Nausea settled in my stomach as something vile moved through my gut.

      Jax may be in college, but he acted like a horny teenager, and I was over it and the way he treated me.

      “I can’t do this with you anymore. We need to break up.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “No.” I shook my head, knowing this was the right thing to do.

      The disbelief on his face was clear from the street lights above our heads.

      “So, you’ve been leading me on all this time, for what? To tell me this now? No. Fuck no, Gabby.”

      “I’m sorry.” I turned to walk away and he grabbed my arm.

      “You can’t just break up with me, stop being dramatic.”

      “I can do whatever I want, Jax.”

      “It’s about him, isn’t it?”

      “Him? What are you talking about?”

      “Ryker. You act like you’re so self-righteous—”

      “We’ve been out on like five dates in three months. I’m always gone, I’m not screwing anyone else, and I’m not fucking self-righteous. If I was, I would tell you to go fuck yourself and never talk to me again, which I guess I’m doing, so yes, I guess I am fucking self-righteous when it comes to immature pricks like you.”

      “Whoa!” I turned around to see Lee backing away. “Don’t mind me, I was just, ah—” His feet slipped back and forth, right and left, his body swaying until he went down, back first.

      “Oh my gosh! Lee!” Minding my steps, I made my way over to him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I, uh, I just need to lie here for the rest of the night or year . . .”

      I sighed.

      “I’ve never heard you go off on someone like that,” he said under his breath. “I almost thought you were someone else.”

      I shook my head. “I guess some guys just know how to bring it out of me.”

      “Then maybe those guys don’t deserve your time,” Lee said, and when I looked over my shoulder, it was in time to see Jax disappearing down the sidewalk.

      Getting to his feet, Lee added, “Looks like it’s going to be one hell of a new year, huh?”

      “Looks like it,” I murmured.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime close to midnight, I joined Nicky on the roof next to one of those six-foot-tall tower heaters while we waited for the fireworks to start.

      “Hey, who’s that guy?” Nicky asked, placing an arm around my shoulder as I rubbed my cold hands together.

      My gaze drifted to where she was looking and found Ryker, Brody, and Tyler. Since she was Averie’s friend and had only been hanging out with Ash and Brody as of recent, I figured she hadn’t met Tyler.

      “I’m guessing you’re referring to Tyler?” I asked.

      “Yeah, Tyler, who’s Tyler?”

      “It’s Brody’s older brother. He lives in L.A. but shows up here from time to time. But, no matter how much he dazzles, what you’re looking at right there is bad choices and heartaches.” My eyes shifted to Ryker.

      “It’s always the hot ones,” Nicky murmured, sounding deep in thought and also as if she was speaking from experience.

      “Not always. Brody isn’t a douchebag.”

      “Ashton isn’t either,” she agreed. “How about Ryker?” Her mouth quirked into a smile as she looked at me.

      “Douchebag.” I grinned, but I didn’t mean it. Ryker could be a dick, but he’d never been one to me, not intentionally anyway, and the only time he ever was—that one time ruined our friendship and broke me.

      “I saw that look.” Using a gloved finger, Nicky combed each side of her long black hair behind her ears. “Do you think we’re going to be attracted to assholes for the rest of our lives?”

      “I hope not.”

      I hadn’t told her and Averie about the specifics of why I’d broken up with Jax. Just that he was being an asshole.

      “Is your ex here tonight?” I asked her.

      “No. Ryker hates him.”

      I chuckled. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Yeah, I’m glad though. It means I won’t have to see his face outside of school.”

      She paused for a moment, a somber look on her face.

      “What is it?”

      She shrugged. “It’s stupid. You’ll probably think I’m stupid.”

      “No, I won’t, besides I feel pretty stupid a lot myself so—”

      “I think—I think my ex is in love with Averie, which is why we broke up, and I could see why, but it sucks because I love him, I loved him, I don’t even know anymore.”

      She forced a brittle smile while I tried to figure out who she was referring to. “I’m sorry, I’m not really up on the gossip. Who’s your ex?”

      “This guy Ben. Before we were together, he and Averie hooked up. They were never serious, but I shouldn’t have gone out with him in the first place, but that doesn’t change how stupid I was for being with him after they were together.”

      Nicky jutted out her chin for me to look somewhere, and I smiled at the first explosion of fireworks over Alpen Lake, the burst of colors lighting the night sky a half mile away. She grabbed my shoulders and turned me around.

      “Isn’t that Jax?”

      It was him, and I should feel something, but as I watched my ex-boyfriend make out with a girl who wasn’t me, I felt nothing.

      No that wasn’t right.

      I felt something.

      Disappointment.

      Not anger.

      Not jealousy.

      He knew my two older brothers weren’t here tonight to beat the shit out of him, so maybe that was why he was trying to prove something.

      Like that I was replaceable or that he was a—

      “What a fucking dick!” Nicky fumed. “Are you kidding me? You literally just broke up. Why can guys be such assholes?”

      “It’s okay.”

      She looked at me as if I were crazy as another giant blast went off and lit the sky.

      “We weren’t serious,” I told her. “I liked him, but not enough to care that he—” Before I could finish my sentence, my eyes shifted and locked with Ryker’s stare, burning with silent anger.

      He pushed himself off the wall, effectively breaking our eye contact as he strode toward Jax, his posture relaxed. When he reached the two who were practically eating each other’s faces, he tapped them both on the shoulder, and when neither of them noticed, Ryker held their shoulders and pushed their bodies and sucking lips apart.

      Oh my God. A stupid smile pulled at my lips.

      “I can’t read Ryker’s face, is this good or bad? Maybe he’s going to ask him to leave,” Nicky commented. “Should we go over there?”

      Speechless, I didn’t know what to do. Jax seemed to be saying something to Ryker, and a second later, Ryker’s mouth moved, but I couldn’t tell what they were saying.

      “Gabby?” Nicky tried again.

      Before I could reply Jax pushed Ryker, and without missing a beat, Ryker clocked him in the face. I drew back as if I was the one who’d been hit.

      “Oh shit!” Nicky said, pulling on my arm as Jax clumsily moved forward and threw a fist that Ryker blocked, except the next one caught him in his jaw, and that was it. Ryker Stanley was unleashed, and his fist landed square in Jax’s face.

      So, as music played in the background and fireworks bombed and sparked all over the world, a small crowd formed around my ex-boyfriend and my ex-friend as they went at each other.

      “What’s going on?” a woman asked.

      “What happened?” someone else asked, looking at me for answers.

      Still stunned, I shook my head. “I-I don’t know.”

      Ryker straddled Jax’s body, punching him in the face over and over and over again until Ashton and Will were there grabbing Ryker’s shoulders, arms, and anything they could as they tried to pull him off Jax.

      “Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . seven—” people started to count down, not realizing the hell that was breaking loose behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    







            Ryker

          

        

      

    

    
      Realizing I was losing the fight against the people trying to pull me away, I threw my shoulders back, elbowing the person grabbing on to my arm. “Get off me!”

      I grabbed Jax’s collar and yanked his bloody face toward mine, hissing, “You talk about her like that again, I will find you, and I will fucking end you.”

      Getting to my feet with help from behind, I turned, my eyes moving across each of the stunned faces staring back at me. I was used to it. This was me. The douchebag who people hated. That did not include my brother though, but as our eyes locked, I knew just how bad I’d fucked up.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he said, pushing me in the chest hard enough that I jerked back a step.

      Averie was next to him, looking as if she were close to tears. Fuck. We’d been working together for months on this. This party was the launch of Twisted Events, and I’d found a way to ruin it like I did everything.

      “Listen, you need to go somewhere and calm down,” Will said.

      I looked at him, bitterness and anger eating up my insides. The last person I needed to tell me what to do was my biological father who’d practically lived down the street from me my whole life, but wanted nothing to do with me, and why would he? He already had the perfect son.

      “I’m fine,” I huffed.

      “No, you aren’t,” Averie said. “You just beat the crap out of someone in the middle of our launch party.”

      I knew she was right. This night was supposed to encourage people to book events with us, with Twisted Events.

      Nibbling on the inside of my lip, I shook my head, my eyes trying to convey the words I wanted to say to her before I went on my way.

      When I got to the main floor and was walking toward the front entrance, I heard my name but I didn’t turn around.

      “Ryker.”

      “Ryker.”

      “Ry!”

      It was Gabby. I turned and found her scrambling around the few people who had remained inside.

      “Just remember I fucked her first.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yeah, and that thing she does when she deepthroats? Just remember I taught her that.”

      My teeth ground as I tried to ignore the words that were urging me to march back up to the roof and finish that asshole.

      “What’s up?” I asked

      My fists clenched and my knuckles burned, but I wasn’t the least bit fucking sorry for what I did.

      “What did he say to you?” Gabby asked.

      That was what was bothering her? What her douchebag boyfriend said and not that he was making out with some chick in front of her?

      Her bright blue eyes peered through the holes of the black lace mask. “That’s what you really want to know?”

      This wasn’t the time to consider how she looked like some mystical creature with her bouncy dark waves and long black coat, but I was already envisioning all the lines and angles I would be using when I sketched her.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Well, I’m guessing you got in a fight with him because of what he said, so what did he say?”

      When everyone else assumed I fought because it was just in my nature, she was here looking for the reason. And that pissed me off even more because, at one point, she’d known me better than anyone else did. Yet, I still hadn’t been good enough to keep around.

      “Maybe I punched him because I’m a dick. In fact, you should go check on him, nurse his fucked-up face or something,” I said before turning and continuing out the door.

      Once I was outside, the unmistakable sound of feet following me had me on edge. After I was an asshole, I liked quiet. I liked being able to go away and stew in my misery until I could reset.

      As I got close to my truck, Gabby asked, “Where are you going?”

      Suddenly, she was in front of me, blocking the driver’s door.

      “You can’t drive, you’ve been drinking.”

      “I can do whatever the fuck I want. Go back to the party and leave me alone.”

      “No.” Her hand moved up to block the door handle.

      “Gabby,” I ground out, irritated she was in my way.

      “Do you enjoy being an asshole?”

      “Yes,” I responded, teeth clenching.

      “I’m not going to let you drive anywhere tonight.”

      A muscle ticked in my jaw, and I leaned in closer and closer until she was backed up against the vehicle. Helpless. “Get out of my way, Gabby.”

      “You don’t scare me.”

      “Of course I don’t.” A stubborn smile formed on my mouth because I was a menace to society and I couldn’t resist. “You’re used to fucking assholes, right?”

      Even as I provoked her, I wanted to find every other asshole who’d ever touched her and pound them into a bloody pulp too.

      Her hands pushed at my chest, but I didn’t budge.

      “I thought I didn’t scare you.”

      “You don’t have to be a dick!”

      She was right. I didn’t, but I liked this side of myself. It was all I needed to keep people at a distance.

      “Then by all means,” I said, stepping back, “leave.”

      A small puff of frosted air escaped her lips as she shook her head. “Fine. Go be an idiot and lose your scholarship.”

      As she stomped off, I turned and saw Will heading toward me. “Don’t tell me you’re really thinking about getting in that driver’s seat, Ryker.”

      “I’m not in the mood, and now is not the time to pretend you give a shit about what I do,” I said, yanking the door open just to piss him off.

      My scholarship to Oklahoma University was the only thing I had, and I wasn’t that stupid. Maybe I hadn’t thought about it before I walked outside, but I wasn’t dumb enough or angry enough to be that irresponsible. All I wanted was to sit inside my truck alone for a while and not have to listen to anyone lecture me about what was right and what was fucking wrong.

      “Of course I care,” he responded just as I hopped inside and slammed the door shut.

      “Ryker!” Will came closer, and I pushed down the knob on the door, causing all the locks to snap shut. He knocked on the door and tried the handle.

      Putting my keys in the ignition, I wound down the window just enough so he could hear me loud and clear because even though I wasn’t a snake, the venom in me was poison.

      “Careful, Will. You might want to make those taps a little lighter. I don’t want you to dent my truck, my dad got it for me. You know, the guy who’s been doing your job for the last eighteen years.”

      I was the one who’d endured six years of endless mornings shoveling snow out of driveways before school in the dead of winter while also selling my digital illustrations online to save enough to put a down payment on this truck, and I was the one paying for every penny of its upkeep, but he didn’t need to know that.

      I lit a joint and blew the smoke up through the window gap. “I’ve been tolerating you for Ash, but the truth is, I don’t like you. I’m almost sure I hate you.”
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      Last night.

      I’d gone too far and was officially the shit on the ground animals left behind and humans stepped in. Basically, I was still stewing, rock music blasting in my ears, aware that there was no coming back from everything I’d said in anger.

      I’d meant most of my words. But still, they gutted me because, even though I acted as if I wanted nothing to do with Will, I wanted him to prove himself to me for once. Prove that I meant something to him. Tell me that he’d keep trying. Tell me that no matter what I said or did, he wouldn’t leave me because I was his son. But instead of that happening, he’d left, proving—once again—what I’d always known. There was no father-son bond, no love, there was nothing but my brother between us.

      Leaned against my headboard with iPad in hand, I outlined a few strokes of dark hair behind the character I was creating before filling it in and shading in the strands so that it seemed like the lustrous waves of her hair was blowing in the wind.

      Once I was satisfied with her hair, I touched up the wide, angular jawline, small nose, and huge cartoon-like eyes. I painted her body in a skin-tight black outfit and a coat flipping in the breeze behind her. Erasing her legs, I re-drew them as if they were drawn up to her chest, and then I added a snowboard strapped to her feet. Then I added her hand clutching the edge of the board while the other hid at the back of her head. It was the pose I’d seen time and time again when I used to watch her do her jumps in the park.

      With a few quick touches, I captured a black lace mask around her big, blue eyes and colored in the board with a hot pink background and neon green lettering that read: “Maybe she does.”

      She acted as if she didn’t care, but maybe she did.

      I wanted her to.

      Yet, I pushed her away last night. My actions and reactions made no sense. I was always at battle, trying to win against the rest of the world. Out there, I seemed undefeated, but at the end of every day, when the façade fell away, I was the failure. The mistake.

      But there was one way I’d always been able to feel better, and that was hanging out with Ash.

      The good to my evil.

      The angel to my demon.

      Except, this time, he was just as pissed at me as everyone else always was.

      I fucked up, I knew I did, but when Jax had said that all shit and then had the nerve to make a fucking go at me after embarrassing Gabby like that, he was lucky he was still breathing. And the way my teeth were grinding just thinking about it made two things clear: my damage here was done, and it was time to go.

      Time for me to leave Alpen Springs for a while.

      I’d committed to OKU last month, and since I’d completed all the classes and done all the paperwork required for graduating early, the only thing I really needed to do was to confirm with my new coach.

      I turned my iPad screen to my little sister, lying on her back, curly red hair on my pillow. One of her legs was crossed over her knee, propping up her own iPad on her stomach. She swore she was an adult at only seven years old, although when she was calm like this, she was my drawing buddy. Most days, she had so much energy, I had to hide out because I swore it was like she became fucking possessed.

      Removing my earphones, I asked, “What do you think?”

      Her green eyes slowly moved from the cartoon she was watching to my illustration.

      She gasped, and I smiled.

      “Is it me?” she asked, and I gave her an incredulous look.

      “You have green eyes and red hair.”

      She giggled. “I know. Your colors are off.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. Smartass.

      “I know who it is. It’s the ice princess.”

      “The ice princess?”

      “She’s like Elsa with black hair.”

      Elsa, who the fuck is Elsa?

      “Who’s Elsa?”

      “Elsa!” she squeaked, sitting up in the bed, glaring at me. “From Frozen. You watched it with me on Christmas.”

      “Oh yeah,” I said, slowly remembering. “That Elsa.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. She wasn’t buying it.

      “We watched three movies that day, Lily. I’m old. I can’t remember all of them.”

      “No,” she pouted. “I’m mad at you.”

      As my phone pinged, I lifted it and stared at the text.

      
        
        Ash: I’m outside. Get your running gear on.

        

      

      A small amount of the weight on my chest lifted.

      Any other day I would fight this running in twenty degrees weather shit with my last breath, but this could be our last time doing this for who knew how long.

      
        
        Me: BRT

        

      

      “You wanna go say hi to Ash? He’s outside.”

      “What? No way!” She sailed off my bed and was out the door before I made it across the room to my dresser to grab my winter gear. Base layers, insulated vest, beanie, and my joggers.

      Stuffing my phone into my pocket, I went downstairs and heard Lily’s excited squeals as I saw Ash raising her over his head before lowering her to her feet and then pulling her up into a hug.

      “Why aren’t you my brother, you’re so much nicer,” she told Ash.

      Little traitor.

      “You should have him watch Frozen with you then.”

      As Ash gave me a death stare, I shrugged.

      “Yes! It’s so good. She’s like an ice princess and her sister is like . . .” As Lily continued to talk about Frozen at a million words per minute, I got my running shoes on.

      “Lilycakes! Ash and I need to go before I change my mind. You can bug him more later.”

      “I’m not bugging him, you’re bugging him,” she said as Ash set her down.

      I could see it in her eyes as she stomped over to me. The little devil had arrived. She jumped in front of me and started to speed-punch my leg. When I tried to skirt around her and get out of her area of crazy, she lunged for me, giggling as she kept trying to grab me.

      Once I was safely outside, I blew out a breath and shook my head. “Thanks a lot, she’s going to be like that for hours.”

      “I know.” He grinned.

      “You’re such a dick.”

      Trying to activate the heat in my body to counter the cold, I jumped in place for a few seconds, swinging my arms in front of me.

      “I’d say you deserve it.”

      Couldn’t argue with that.

      We took off jogging down the sidewalk. It hadn’t snowed in a few days, and most of what had fallen before was almost gone, except for the small mounds that people had shoveled to the end of their driveways.

      We ran through downtown Alpen Springs and saw Tammy, the flower shop owner, walking with a coffee in hand and her white-and-brown Papillon running behind her, trying to keep up.

      “Good morning, boys,” Tammy said.

      “Morning, Tammy,” we returned at the same time.

      Ash bent and ruffled the Papillon’s little head. “Hey, cute girl.”

      “I thought we talked about you staying out of trouble,” Tammy said, eyeing me.

      Nodding, I punched Ash on the arm for us to continue going as I told her, “We did, but you know, sometimes trouble just finds me.”

      “Looks like word has already gotten out around town,” Ash murmured.

      “Makes me wonder what else they’re going to talk about when I leave for college.”

      “Ms. Darlene’s daughter.”

      “Tess. Damn, dude, I can’t believe she’s pregnant.”

      “And now you sound like them. I didn’t drag you out on a run to gossip.”

      “You didn’t?” I asked, my nose and throat dry from the cold air.

      “No.”

      We called out to a few more locals as we ran up to the fun park and then back down Sheppards, which ran parallel to Main Street and the Colorado River. We kept going until the pavement turned into a dirt trail and the houses began to space out more.

      “He said some shit about Gabby, and I lost it,” I admitted. “I’m sorry, I’ll make it up to A. Mozey.”

      My strides grew lighter as the trail inclined.

      “You need to go big with the apology. She was excited about Twisted Events.”

      “I know.” This thing was her baby, and I fucked it up. It was why my next decision made more sense and slotted it as probably the best choice I’d made in a long time.

      As we slowed to a walk, I stopped and set my hands on either side of my hips, looking down and over at the river and the clusters of ice floating down it. “I’m planning to leave for college early so I can start training with my new team.”

      As top athletes, this wasn’t uncommon. That was why Ash and I had both taken all the required courses we’d needed to graduate early if we wanted, but Ash’s journey was different from mine.

      “Like how early?”

      “Next week. I just need to give him a call and register for classes, and I can do that online later.”

      “Dude, seriously?”

      “I can’t stay here, Ash.” I shook my head. “If I do, I’m either going to end up in jail or do something stupid that has them yanking my scholarship.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      He picked up a rock and hurled it as far as possible into the river. I did the same, trying to make mine land farther. It didn’t, of course. I was the running back, and he was the quarterback with the sight, mind, and arms of a legend.

      He should be coming with me, not staying here.

      “What about Dad?” Ash asked.

      My lips pursed as I shook my head. “No, we aren’t talking about that.”

      “Why not?”

      I inhaled and stepped back. “You don’t get it.”

      “Get what?”

      “He’s your dad; he isn’t mine. You don’t get it because he’s always been there for you, but what about me?”

      “It isn’t like that—”

      “Just drop it, okay.” I picked up another rock and flung it into the river. “We should head back.”

      I glanced at the swath of forest up the hill and the snow still on the ground between the trees on our right. The last house we passed was about a mile from here and the next house from this point wasn’t for another seven miles.

      “What’s up?” Ash asked, following my eyes.

      I started the walk back. “Just thinking. You’re planning to stay here, right?”

      “In Alpen Springs? Yeah.”

      “Is there anything that I could do that would make you hate me for the rest of your life?”

      He stopped in his tracks. “What?”

      “Just answer my question,” I said, turning around and jogging backward.

      “Are you planning to do something stupid?” he asked.

      “Your face is stupid.”

      “Ryker?”

      “No, I’m not planning to do anything stupid.” I grinned. “Do I ever?”

      “Yes.” He smiled and shook his head. “But the answer is probably not but I’m not going to tell you that and then have you go and do something that makes me want to punch you in the face, but we’re brothers for life, right?”

      “We are. Anyway, I was just thinking. A few years from now, after I go pro, I could see myself buying that piece of land. I’ve hiked up there a few times before and it would be sweet just building a huge fucking house or two up there.”

      “Or two? You’re inviting me to be your neighbor in your future world?”

      “Maybe, but if you keep looking at me with that stupid face, no.”

      “I love you even though you’re a dick.”

      “Are you saying you love dicks?”

      His mouth opened as he caught his mistake, but then he chuckled. “I love your dick.”

      I laughed. “Don’t ever say that again, dude!” I shook my head, continuing to jog backward. “Too far. But, yeah, I love you too,” I tossed back, “even though you’re a pussy.”

      “You want me to ask if you love pussy, don’t you?”

      I waggled my eyebrows.

      “Hey, fuckers!”

      Ash and I looked toward the white Subaru as it slowed, the driver’s window winding all the way down. Eddie. He was the kicker on the football team.

      “Eddie, you piece of shit,” I said, “where’d you go last night? You were at the party for like two seconds.”

      “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” he replied, pulling the beanie low over his ears, covering more of his shoulder length black hair.

      “Whatever, give us a ride back into town.”

      “Dude, it’s like less than two miles and I’m heading to work. Those lift tickets aren’t going to scan themselves.”

      “Your life sucks,” I said.

      “Well, it’s either this or I start charging for sucking dicks,” Eddie supplied.

      Ash and I laughed before Ash joked, “I bet you’d get paid more though.”

      “Encouraging me to become a male prostitute. Man, I need new friends.” Eddie grinned.

      “But he’s right,” I chuckled.

      Another car approached, so I slapped my hand on the top of his car. “Later, dude. And hit me up, we’ve got another party to plan.”

      Eddie stuck his head out the window as the car began to roll away. “Can I hit you up when my ex deserves a punch in the face too?”

      I gave him my middle finger.

      “Seriously, though, Ryker. I heard Jax is pissed. Be careful.”

      Like I was scared of that little punk, but my thoughts did wander to Gabby.
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      A few days post my ex getting punched in the face by my childhood best friend, I walked into Darlene’s Café and looked around for Averie. It didn’t look as if she was working, and Ms. Darlene was at the register.

      “Good morning, beautiful.”

      “Good morning, Ms. Darlene.”

      “Coffee latte and a Vanilla Cream cupcake?”

      That was my signature grab-and-go breakfast before I headed up to one of the five ski mountains around here.

      “No, I think I’m going to eat in today, but I was wondering if Averie is working.”

      “No, not until one.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders sagged.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No. I was just hoping to talk to her.”

      “What do you want with Averie?”

      My heart almost jumped out of my chest at the sound of Ryker’s voice.

      I turned around. “Nothing.”

      His lips pursed, and he looked down at the young girl next to him, his sister. Holy crap, she was getting big. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw her.

      She was looking at me weird, studying me, her head to the side.

      “Come on, Lily.” Ryker jerked his head. “I need coffee.”

      “You’re Elsa,” Lily said, her eyes still on me as she stepped away, her little cheeks flushing.

      “What?” I asked.

      Ryker tucked her to the side of his leg, guiding her toward an empty table. My confusion went to cuteness overload as he helped her out of her small pink puffy coat and pulled out her chair.

      Then I was jealous, out of nowhere, not of his sister, but of how he treated her. I was once that girl who was never a target for his assholery, but I was no longer an exception. Pain ripped through me knowing that.

      “Ms. Darlene,” I said, getting her attention. “I think I’m actually going to take that order to-go.”

      She gave me a once over. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can get you in touch with Averie if you need her for something.”

      “You could?”

      She yelled over her shoulder for her daughter.

      When Tess poked her head out from the back of the café, Ms. Darlene asked, “Can you call Averie for Gabby?”

      “Sure.” Tess smiled. She looked a lot like her mother. Big, bright brown eyes, dirty-blonde hair, and a little extra weight in her hips and thighs.

      She punched the number into the handheld and handed it to me. I waited as it rang.

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      “No problem, and tell her I wouldn’t mind if she came to work early today, just saying.” She grinned.

      “I will.”

      “Hello?” Averie answered.

      “Hey, it’s Gabby. I came to the café looking for you, and I don’t have your number, but I was wondering if you would be able to meet up with me sometime today if you’re not busy?”

      “Oh, thank God. I thought I was being called into work.”

      I smiled. “No.”

      “Oh okay, I’m at home now. You could stop by if you want and give me your number. I didn’t have yours either, and I can text you my addy.”

      Within a few seconds, my phone pinged with her address.

      She was only seven minutes away.

      My phone began to ring, and I stepped away from the counter, letting out an exasperated sigh at the name flashing on the screen.

      I’d been ignoring his calls for the past few days and this was getting ridiculous now. Shaking my head, knowing I was going to regret this, I answered.

      “Hello.”

      “Gabby?” Jax asked.

      “Yes, Jax. What is it?” I responded.

      “I’m sorry about New Year’s night. I was an idiot.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Can I come by so we can talk and figure this out? I miss you.”

      “Figure what out, Jax? We broke up, we’re over.”

      “Gabs? Please? I just want to talk.”

      “I’m not home, Jax.”

      “Are you with him?”

      This again? He can’t be serious.

      “It doesn’t matter where I am or who I’m with. I have to go. Please stop calling me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, oh my gosh,” Averie said, throwing her arms around me. “I wanted to reach out to you after what happened at the party, but I didn’t have your number and so much has been going on with Twisted Events, and I’d picked up a few extra shifts at work for the winter break. But come on in, how have you been since, you know?”

      “Good. I just . . .” I rocked back on my heels. “I need someone to talk to, and most of my friends are guys who wouldn’t understand”—or girls who want to screw Ryker—“and I had so much fun hanging out with you and Nicky that night that I—I hope this isn’t weird. Is it weird? Here, I brought you coffee.”

      “Thank you, and seriously, the only thing that is weird is the Gabby Taylor being in my house.” Averie grinned. “It’s fine.” She took the warm paper cup from my hand. “Besides, anyone who brings me coffee is already on my top two list of favorite people. We can hang in the living room. My mom and her boyfriend are at work.”

      I kicked off my boots and followed Averie, who was wearing an Alpen Springs football hoodie that swallowed her tiny frame. All she needed was some badass over-the-knee boots and a long top ponytail and she could be twinsies with Ariana Grande.

      “Ash just texted me that he’s heading to Greymoor with Ryker.” She sipped her coffee and then curled her legs beneath her in a corner of the couch.

      “What’s happening in Greymoor?”

      “Apparently, he and Ryker are taking Lily out for a ‘fun day out with the bros.’” She air-quoted with her free hand. “There’s a new Disney movie she wants to see and then there’s this indoors fun park that they’re taking her to. Isn’t that so cute?”

      I smiled, recalling Ryker this morning with Lily. “It is.”

      “Well, sit down already! Get comfortable. Mi casa es su casa, unless you’re in a hurry. Are you training today?”

      I perched on the opposite corner of the sofa. “I went pretty hard yesterday and the day before. I was just going to do some runs today to clear my head.”

      “You should invite Nicky and me up there with you one day. I mean we’re no Gabby Taylor or anything,” she teased, “but I think it would be fun.”

      I blushed. “Stop, and yeah, that would fun.”

      “Are you doing the Winter X Games again this year?”

      “Yup.” I also had a few other events coming up and was already full of jittery excitement because the first event was only three weeks away. A week after that one was my first Olympic qualifying event, and then I’d be off to Europe.

      I loved riding, but I also loved competing. The rush. The music. The lights. The energy from the crowd. I couldn’t wait.

      “That’s so awesome. I missed last year’s event with everything that was going on, but I’m definitely going this year.”

      I smiled, genuinely happy. “Cool.”

      Having people that I knew at the events made it that much better because it made me feel as if I wasn’t only putting on a show for the crowd. It was also for my friends.

      “So, Gabby . . .” She sighed. “Ryker. Jax. They are both on my list of least favorite people, especially Ryker after what he did at the party, but what happened? Ash said Jax must have said something to him.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I tried to find out, but he wouldn’t tell me.”

      I remembered running into Jax right after I’d left Ryker outside, only to have him yell at me for going after Ryker.

      “That night was—” I shook my head, wishing I could erase it all from my memory. “It was just bad . . . and crazy.”

      “Anything that has to do with Ryker is bad and crazy, like me partnering with him for Twisted Events. Brody’s dad was so pissed, I’m sure he’s already reconsidering our partnership.”

      My insides churned with guilt because I was pretty sure that what happened that night was my fault—or, at the very least, related to me. The fight wouldn’t have happened if Jax hadn’t been at the party, and I was the one who’d brought him there.

      “I mean I don’t hate him. I know he’s a good person, I just never know what to expect with him. He’ll be joking one second and flying off the handle the next,” Averie explained.

      The funny thing was that, no matter how much I pretended to hate Ryker, I understood him—for the most part.

      “He’s always been there to protect me when my brothers couldn’t. Like in elementary school,” I found myself telling her, “the boys used to make fun of me because I was obsessed with snowboarding and dressed like a little tomboy. Ryker would defend me. Basically, New Year’s Eve wasn’t the first time he’s gotten in a fight because of me.”

      Averie’s mouth opened. “Are you serious?”

      I nodded. “Well, you know Ryker, he has a short fuse.”

      She smiled. “But that’s how you started to like him, like-like him.”

      “Yup.”

      “Aww, Gabby—” She regarded me with sympathy.

      “I know.”

      “He’s just so complicated,” she said. “And as a friend, I would tell you to stay away from him, but I haven’t really seen you with him, so I’m guessing that you’ve already been avoiding him.”

      “For over two years,” I confirmed. “When the feelings I’d had for him became too much, I started telling myself that he was an asshole and it’s been helping me to stay away. But it isn’t working like it used to . . . I don’t know. It’s stupid.”

      “So, what exactly did he do?” Averie asked.

      I hesitated, not sure if she’d understand or laugh inwardly or outright at me for the reason I’d stopped being friends with Ryker. Regardless, I drew in a breath and exhaled.

      “It’s kind of a long story, but basically Ryker and I were really close. He hung out at my house a lot when I wasn’t traveling. He was—” Warmth settled inside my chest. “He was just who I looked forward to seeing every time I came home from competitions abroad. We talked about everything, did everything together. Things between us was just easy. But then it started to change when we were fourteen and I realized I liked him as more. I told Ally, who was literally my closest girl friend at the time, and while I was building up my courage to tell him, I caught them together at this festival in town one night. I confronted Ally about it, and she said they’d been sleeping together for a while when I’d told her how I’d felt about him months before.” Tears filled my eyes, but I blinked them away.

      Averie’s mouth dropped. “Oh my God.”

      “It hurt so freaking bad at the time, it was like the end of the world. I didn’t have many friends who understood me. I was always traveling, training, or competing. I was always just Gabby Taylor, the snowboarder, and it’s still like that, and that’s why you always see me sitting alone at the café. I’m at the point where if it isn’t snowboarding, I just feel out of place, like I don’t belong, and Ryker, he’d always made me feel normal. He always had my back, and I never thought he’d lie to me, but he did when I asked him if he was seeing or hooking up with anyone.” My head fell back against the cushions. “Oh my God. I can’t believe I just told you all of that.”

      “It’s okay. We all need to let it out sometimes, and holy crap, Gabby, I can’t believe your friend did that. That’s so messed up.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed.

      If she only knew how many times I’d wondered if Ally was only hanging out with me for Ryker, and vice versa.

      “Well, I’m still glad you came to the party even if you and Ryker aren’t exactly on the best of terms,” Averie said.

      “Really? All I did was cause a bunch of drama.”

      “Yeah, but now I have a new friend.”

      I smiled.

      “Now I have to ask, did you ever tell Ryker how you felt about him?”

      “Nope. I couldn’t. Every time I thought about it, I just pictured him with her, and I couldn’t. Now just being around him again, it’s like those feelings never went away.”

      “You need to talk to him already,” she encouraged, her voice low.

      “I know.”

      That was the reason I was here. I needed someone else’s perspective to help me to see if casting him out of my life was irrational to a certain degree, because I couldn’t get him out of my head, and I’d tried everything. But she still hadn’t heard the rest . . .

      It was embarrassing enough in my mind, much less to be spoken aloud.

      “I wanted to put all of this behind me, but no matter how much I try, I just can’t get him out of my head, but he’s such a player now. I’m just one out of a million.”

      “Or you could be the one in a million to change that.”

      So, confess my feelings for him even though he might break me into a gazillion pieces?

      Nope.

      “It’s either you tell him how you feel or he goes off to college while you spend the rest of your life wondering what-if. He’s leaving next week anyway, so what do you have to lose?”

      “Next week? What do you mean?”

      “He’s leaving early for college. You haven’t heard?”

      My heart sank.

      “Oh, Gabby.” Her shoulders sagged. “Not to freak you out, but the clock is literally ticking.”

      But what do I even say to him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          

      

    

    







            Ryker

          

        

      

    

    
      From the kitchen counter where I was sitting and eating breakfast, I stared down at the text message on my phone.

      
        
        Unknown Number: Hey, it’s Gabby. Can we talk?

        

      

      What did that mean? In person? Now? And can we talk about what? How I was an asshole to her the other night? I typed out one word.

      
        
        Me: Yeah.

        

      

      The three little dots moved, then stopped. After a full minute had passed, I grew impatient. She hadn’t messaged me in what? Almost three years. What if she was being kidnapped or was in trouble or—did that fucker Jax—

      
        
        Me: Is everything okay?

        

        The dots began to play on the screen again.

        

        Gabby: Yes.

        

        Gabby: Whenever you have time, can you let me know and I’ll come over, or we can meet somewhere.

        

        Me: I’m free for the next two days. Just tell me where and when.

        

        Gabby: Valley Park in an hour?

        

      

      Valley Park was downtown and only a five-minute drive.

      
        
        Me: I’ll be there.
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        * * *

      

      As I pulled into the small parking lot next to Valley Park, I spotted Gabby’s car, and since I didn’t see her among the few locals wandering the grounds, I assumed she was still inside.

      Snow was still on the ground from last night’s fall, but the temperature was good like it was in Alpen Springs most days, rarely ever dropping below twenty-five until overnight. With the sun and elevation, all it took was two minutes for the snow to start melting and for people to get a tan, so I never left my house without first slathering a 100+ SPF on my face.

      I parked my truck a few spaces over and watched as Gabby got out of her car. A white and black scarf was around her neck, the zipper was open on her down jacket, and her jeans were clinging to her thighs.

      She was supposed to be in the leggings and comfy cotton clothes that used to give me the urge to hug her and cuddle with her. The latter I’d never done, the former had only happened after she’d won a competition or landed a jump. But she just looked so—different. She’d always been beautiful, but as she walked toward me, I realized just how stunning she’d become.

      I pulled my key from the ignition and tossed my hoodie over my head before getting out of my truck and meeting her halfway.

      “What’s up?” I asked, bracing myself as we stopped in front of each other.

      She inhaled, glanced up at me, and then dropped her gaze to the ground.

      “He pissed me off,” I told her, in case this was about that douchebag. “And I’m not going to apologize for punching your boyfriend. I’d do it again.”

      “I know. I don’t want you to. That isn’t why I’m here.”

      “Oh.” My eyes narrowed. “Really?”

      “Yeah, and just so you know, he isn’t my boyfriend. We’d broken up earlier that night.”

      Good. She deserved better.

      “I, um.” She swallowed. “I wish you were staying,” she said so low, I barely heard her words, but still, that couldn’t have been what she’d said. We’re talking about Gabby here, who hadn’t said a pleasant thing to me since the summer before tenth grade, yet she actually seemed flustered.

      “What?”

      “I, um, I—” She sighed. “Why is this so hard?”

      What’s hard?

      “Can you go sit in your truck?” she asked.

      “What? Gabby, what the hell?”

      “Please?” As her pleading blue eyes stared up at me, I backed up, humoring her as I opened my door and slid into the driver’s seat.

      She pushed the door, shutting me inside.

      Confused as fuck, I rolled down my window and asked, “What are you doing?”

      “Shhh.”

      She took a deep breath and turned around, a full three hundred and sixty degrees before she said, “I wish you weren’t leaving because I like you, and I have for a while.”

      “No, you’ve hated me for over two years now.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t, trust me, I’ve tried, but the only thing I was successful in doing was pretending to.”

      It killed me knowing she couldn’t stand me for all these years, but the last thing I expected when I showed up today was for her to wave the proverbial white flag. Literally, what the fuck?

      “Why would you pretend to hate me, treat me like the scum under your shoe, and come to me a few days before I leave for college to tell me that you like me? What does that even mean? You want to be friends again before I leave? In case you hadn’t realized, things changed between us a long time ago.”

      “Because you slept with Ally,” she blurted. “You were my best friend. I liked you as more, and Ally knew that. You both hid your relationship from me, making me feel like an idiot when I came to you . . . and you lied to me.” Her throat moved as she swallowed, and the realness of the pain in her words hit me full force, but it didn’t make sense.

      No one besides Ash and Brody knew about Ally and me. She was older, and that had been the agreement we’d made for the sake of her reputation, so how in the hell, and wait a minute—

      “So, all this time you’ve been mad at me because of Ally? Are you fucking kidding me? How was I supposed to know you liked me? You’ve had a crush on Dylan since you were, like, five, Gabby.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      I gave her an incredulous look.

      “I was eight.”

      Shaking my head, I bit back a smile because I shouldn’t be laughing, I should be fucking furious at her.

      I cranked the door handle, and she backed up as I got out.

      “Why are you really telling me this now? You could have told me years ago.”

      “Because I’m still mad in a way for you hurting me, but I wanted to tell you in case I never get the chance again.”

      “This doesn’t change anything. I’m leaving in a few days.”

      “Okay. Well . . . I’m just going to go. I just wanted to tell you that, and I did so—” She hurried back to her car.

      Once she was inside and the engine started, I thought of something.

      She used to have low self-esteem when it came to guys, and I didn’t want her to think my brushing her off was because I didn’t like her. I mean Gabriella Taylor was fucking gorgeous, so I did the one thing I could think of, I stopped her before she could leave, knocking on her passenger window.

      As it slid down, I leaned forward.

      “It isn’t because I don’t like you,” I said. “I’m not the same guy you remember from eighth grade, Gabby.”

      “I know.” She swallowed and forced a smile.

      “I’m glad you told me.”

      She nodded, and with that, she pulled out onto Meadow Creek.
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      “What else did he say?” Averie asked.

      I changed position on my bed and adjusted the headphone in my ear so I could hear her better.

      “Nothing.”

      “I bet he doesn’t know what he wants,” she said.

      “I’m pretty sure Ryker knows what he wants, but thanks for trying to cheer me up.”

      She sighed. “Honestly, I don’t buy it. He wouldn’t just walk away from a sexy, badass Gabby Taylor for no reason. It doesn’t make sense.”

      Except he did. “I’m fine with it. I’m just glad I was finally able to get it off my chest.”

      “What are you doing tomorrow night? I work in the morning, but after that, Eddie, Nicky, Brody, Ryker, Ash, and I will be leaving for an overnighter at Bon Bons. You should come.”

      “I don’t know, Averie. Now that I’ve told him how I feel, I don’t want it to seem as if I’m trying too hard or trying to push my way into his life or something.”

      “You’ll be coming for me. Besides, you two used to be friends, and it’s going to be fun. We’re all going to be in one tent so all you’ll need is a sleeping bag, and I would love if you were there.”

      I chewed on my lip.

      The outdoors was literally my playground, and that mixed with good company, the hot spring, bonfire, and . . . Ryker. I would be an idiot to say no. In fact, my toes were already wiggling in my socks, but I closed my eyes, trying to temper my eagerness.

      “It’s just one night?” I asked.

      “Yes, you’re saying yes, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, a huge grin on my face. “But you, um, you should tell Ryker that I’ll be there. This is his last few days here, and I’m sure he just wants to hang out with his friends, so I don’t want to intrude if he isn’t okay with my being there.”

      “Done! Texting him right now,” she said, dragging out the right in a long breath.

      “No, no, no, no. Not now. It’s too soon. I just talked to him today. Averie, he’s going to think—”

      “He said okay.”

      “What? He already answered?”

      “Yup.”

      Really?

      I released a breath. Wait, was that good?

      “Gabby.” Averie chuckled. “I can hear your thoughts from my house. You’re overthinking this way too much.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning after an hour-long drive with my dad to Breckenridge Resort, I smacked Hunter on his arm and then kept hitting and hitting and hitting until he woke up.

      “What?” he asked groggily while batting a hand, trying to brush me off.

      I yawned. “We’re here.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      I didn’t leave him alone. “That’s what you get for staying out late.”

      At twenty-two and twenty-one years old, both my brothers still lived at home, and both acted as my unofficial bodyguards, camera men, and chauffeurs sometimes, but most times, Dad took me to my tour stops, especially the ones that were international.

      I directed the camera on my helmet to my face. “Twenty-three days until the Winter X Games, thirty-two days until the first qualifying event. Let’s do this! But first, coffee.”

      “Shut up,” Hunter mumbled.

      I stopped the recording and would start it again on my way to the lifts. I never edit out Hunter or Sean’s remarks in the background. If they wanted to appear as a grump or goof to the rest of the world via my vlog then that was their problem, but people actually loved it.

      I only had about three hundred subscribers so far, and I still posted pics and short videos of me snowboarding from time to time on my other social media platforms, but I wanted to do something cool and more personal that could better document my journey to the Olympics, and today was my third video doing that.

      The first vlog I posted was of the Grand Prix snowboarding event that I got first place in last month. An event that I would be required to do again at the end of this year, except that this time, it would count as a qualifier, which was one of the five events that I had to take part in to qualify for the Olympics Slopestyle and Big Air events.

      The first qualifying event was the one I would take part in after the Winter X Games, and the next two wouldn’t be until the end of the year in December. The final two were next January, two months prior to the actual Olympics.

      There were only four female spots available for Team USA, and one of them needed to be mine.

      Three years ago, I qualified for the Olympics when I participated in the five qualifying events that all top competitors did every year, but I was too young to get selected to be in the actual Olympics.

      Now, there was so much more female competitors, which meant more training, more style, and more risks, which was why after years of snowboarding, I still trained five hours a day, five days a week. And in addition, there were the less exciting things like weight lifting, yoga, and cardio, but it was all a part of the process.

      I placed my helmet at my feet as Dad passed the thermos of coffee back to me.

      Thirty minutes later, I eased off the seat of the SuperChair lift at the top of the slope, refitting my helmet on my head and fastening it under my chin as I slid off to the side to strap in my boot.

      While I was on the lift, I’d recorded a silly five-second introduction to the warm-up run I was about to do, so as I began to slide down Angel’s Rest, I started recording again as “Two Weeks” by FKA twigs played through the Bluetooth headphones in my helmet.

      Only three inches of snow had fallen overnight, but fresh powder—no matter how little—always got me excited in the mornings.

      Directing my board toward the tree line, I slid between two pine trees, going horizontal, then downhill between a few more trees, jumping over a stump, and navigating through until I cut out onto Monte Cristo, the neighboring blue run.

      Out here was my favorite place to be, in the fresh, cool mountain air without a single care in the world, which was why this was also my safe place. It was where I came to think and reflect, usually when I was sitting at the top, staring out at the picturesque beauty of everything below. Other times, it wasn’t even the thinking, it was the journey of being. Being able to feel the ultimate freedom of gliding across the mountain on a board, exploring the terrain before hopping on rails and sliding off boxes, only to head down to an enormous forty-eight-foot jump, flying through the air in double-back flips and three-sixties.

      It was intimidating to a lot of people, to say the least, but I loved it and it was just another day in my life, the easy part. Dating and guys, on the other hand, were a whole other story, especially when Sean and Hunter acted as my damn shadows, but they weren’t so bad. To be honest, most guys were more intimidated by what I did than they were of my laid-back brothers.
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      Since hiking was the only way to get to the Bon Bons Hot Springs, we’d been trudging through the woods in the snow for the past hour, dragging the items we had with us on three different sleds.

      “It’s three forty-five,” Brody said as we reached a flat area in the woods with enough space to fit our tent. The hot springs was only a minute walk from here, and I could already glimpse the steam rising from the natural pool that we’d be soaking in later.

      “And we’re here,” Eddie added. “So, forty minutes to set up camp before we lose daylight, an hour less than we had last time.”

      “But it doesn’t get dark until about four forty-five,” Averie said. “We should have at least an hour.”

      “It gets darker in the woods much faster than out in the town,” Ash explained as he came to a stop.

      Winter camping had become somewhat of a tradition that we did at least once before winter break was over, but this was the first time we’d had girls come along.

      Close to an hour later, the tent was set up and Ash and I stacked the wood outside of it. We also had a smaller pile inside for the wood-burning stove that we ignited right away. Even though it was for keeping us warm tonight, we’d learned our lesson the first time we came out here a few years ago when we nearly froze our balls off after soaking in the hot spring.

      “What’s for dinner?” Nicky asked as I placed a few more wood shavings into the fire.

      “Averie, you and Eddie took care of the grocery shopping, what did you guys pick up?” I asked her.

      “Steak, strawberries, marshmallows, hot chocolate packets, water, and whiskey, courtesy of Brody. For breakfast we have instant coffee, eggs, bread, and cinnamon buns, which we’re going to bake on a stick, apparently.”

      My mouth watered. “Hell yes.”

      “Why did you say apparently? You’ve never had it before?” Gabby asked Averie, and it took all my willpower not to look up. I’d been trying not to think about Gabby, but she’d been at the center of my thoughts since her declaration yesterday.

      She hadn’t said much all day, and I’d thought it was only me, but things were strange between us. We hadn’t hung out like this in years, and I was out of my element. I hadn’t felt this off-balance since I was fourteen.

      “I’m going to go get the fire started at the hot spring,” Ash said.

      “I’ll help,” Eddie responded. “And I’ll check the spring temp too.”

      The conversation kicked off after that, the girls forming a little group while we went about our business as usual, flattening a quick path to the hot spring and then getting the fire where it needed to be for the grill that Ash slapped the T-bones on.

      Once we’d inhaled all the food, we passed around the bottle of whiskey, laughing and talking about random crap as the orange flames flickered before us in the middle of the blackened forest.

      “So, when are you leaving exactly?” Averie asked me.

      “Monday.”

      My gaze shifted to Gabby, who held my gaze for a second before her attention dropped to the fire. Mine did the same, but as I looked up, her eyes were on me again.

      This crazy interaction kept happening for the rest of the night. It was as if neither of us knew how to deal with this new development.

      Friendship was easy between us.

      Indifference had become natural as well, but beyond those two scenarios, I didn’t know how to act, especially since she hadn’t been honest with me for years. I couldn’t just forgive her. She’d fucking hurt me, too.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starting to freeze. Can we go in the hot springs now, so I can remember the one reason I agreed to this crazy night?” Nicky asked.

      “I’m in favor of that,” Averie said.

      “Let’s do it then.” Eddie shivered. “It’s going to be cold as fuck tonight.”

      A minute later, we were in the tent stripping down and mentally prepping for the twenty degrees weather we were about to face for the few seconds it would take to get to the hot spring.

      I smiled as the girls hugged themselves in their coats and towels with only a bikini underneath. “Ladies first.”

      Nicky went out and shrieked as she ran back inside the tent, pointing at the open flap and the cold air whipping through it. “Fuck that!”

      “This was a bad idea,” Averie muttered. “Why don’t we get undressed out there?”

      “How many changes of clothes did you bring?” Brody asked.

      “One.”

      “Exactly,” Brody said. “You don’t want to get all your stuff cold and wet, and the last thing you want to do is stand out there in the cold getting dressed after being in the water. Trust me, we’ve tried it all.”

      “It’s really not that bad. Come on,” Eddie encouraged. “It’s supposed to snow tonight, let’s get out before it starts.”

      “I have an idea, you wonderful men should walk on either side of us delicate ladies who only have like half your body heat,” Averie grinned. “It’s only fair.”

      “Now that is a great idea,” Nicky said.

      I looked at the guys and smiled. We were on the same page, messages sent and received. I walked to the tent door. “Fine, let’s go.”

      We shuffled out of the tent with the girls in the middle. The cold stung my exposed legs and as my organs shuddered, I cursed under my breath. “It’s as cold as the devil’s soul out here.”

      “For real. I bet my dick is the size of my pinky right now,” Brody remarked.

      “Really, dude? This is why you don’t get laid,” I quipped.

      “Now,” Eddie said when we were halfway to the hot springs.

      The guys and I spread out and ran, flashlights lighting the path to the fire at the edge of the pool. The girls squealed and yelled.

      “You assholes!”

      “This sucks!”

      “Oh my God!”

      Laughing, we dropped our coats, flashlights, and water bottles on the waterproof bag we’d laid out close to the bank before climbing over the boulder. I sighed as my feet sank into the hot pool.

      After helping the girls in so they wouldn’t slip on the rock, I dipped down until only my head was above the water.

      “Do you remember the time we almost died because of Tyler?” Eddie brought up a few minutes later.

      “That must be in the hundreds now, you’ll have to be more specific,” Brody said.

      Brody’s older brother was a twenty-three-year-old college dropout, a drug addict, and a menace to society. In fact, the first time I got in trouble, Tyler was there. The first time Brody broke his ankle, Tyler was there. The first time Brody and I smoked pot, Tyler was there. The day I lost my virginity, Tyler was—not in the bedroom there, but he might as well have been—you see where this is going . . .

      “The avalanche,” Eddie replied.

      “What?” Nicky asked. “What happened?”

      “Dude, I’m still traumatized from that shit.” Brody responded. “And these asshats actually saved my life.”

      When Eddie mentioned us almost dying, if we were being technical, it was Brody who almost kicked the bucket at only ten years old.

      “How? What happened?” Averie asked.

      “We took a snow mobile out to meet Tyler on the east side of Lu Mountain Resort, and when we were hiking up with our boards, we triggered an avalanche,” Eddie explained. “Tyler and his friends were hiding, watching the whole thing go down. It covered us, but it was less than a foot deep. Ryker and I were able to get up, but Brody’s head smashed into a rock when he went down, and if it weren’t for his board sticking out of the snow, we never would have found him.”

      “Holy shit,” Averie and Nicky said.

      We lost track of time as we soaked, hydrated, and reminisced, the flames from the fire lessening as the snow flurries began. That was when the girls headed back to change.

      The only thought in my head after that was: Gabby is naked in there right now. This thought might have crossed my mind to a certain degree when we were younger and hanging out, but it was never as attention-stealing or enticing back then.

      “They’re all naked in there right now,” Brody said, basically voicing my thoughts.

      “You know, for a virgin, your thoughts are pretty fucking dirty,” Eddie said to Brody, causing us to laugh.

      “Serious question, are you planning to lose it anytime soon?” Ash asked Brody.

      “I don’t know, is that something someone plans?” Brody asked.

      “It wasn’t for me,” I admitted.

      “Me neither,” Ash said.

      “It kinda was for me, but say the word, and we’ll throw you a fucking party, interview candidates. Who’d you like to lose it to? Blonde, brunette, both?”

      As we chuckled, I asked, “What about redheads? Seriously, why do people always forget about us?”

      “Look at that, even Ryker is offering himself,” Eddie teased.

      “Ooooh!” the guys said in unison.

      “Now that I think about it, I might like me a redhead. Ryker, dude”—Brody grinned—“are you going to hit me up later or . . .”

      “I fucking hate all of you,” I said as all three of them cackled.
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      The snow started dumping down while Nicky, Averie, and I were settling into our sleeping bags and listening to the guys, howling at the moon outside. In fact, it almost sounded as if they were having some kind of howling contest.

      “So, Ryker’s been checking you out all night,” Averie whispered.

      “No, he hasn’t.”

      “Yes, he has,” Nicky agreed. “He keeps looking at you.”

      I considered the few times our gazes had locked and the butterflies that had flopped around my belly, but deep down, I knew my feelings were one-sided, so it didn’t really count.

      “He made you a strawberry s’more,” Averie added.

      I stared at the top of the canvas tent, warmth moving across my stomach at the memory of Ryker bringing me a strawberry s’more on a stick.

      “Well, Brody brought you one,” I reminded Nicky.

      “Yeah, that isn’t the same,” she replied. “We’re friends now.”

      Averie looked at Nicky. “Oh, really?”

      “He kissed me on my cheek when the clock struck midnight on New Year’s while Ryker was punching your ex in the face, it was sweet.”

      I laughed. “On the cheek?”

      Our heads jerked to the tent door as someone unzipped it from the outside. Eddie poked his head in. “Man, it’s toasty in here. You’re all going to bed already?”

      “Yes, because apparently, we’re snowboarding at five in the morning, and can you guys please stop howling. You’re going to attract bears and mountain lions and God knows what else,” Averie said, just as Ashton walked in behind Eddie.

      “Baby, we’re the only ones out here.”

      “No, we aren’t, and I don’t want to be hunted by a mountain lion. It’s winter so they’re probably starving.”

      Eddie snickered. “Are you serious? You’re such a city girl. Where’d you grow up again?”

      “Dude, have you met her mom?” Nicky asked. “She’s only been camping like once.”

      Brody walked inside and was followed by Ryker, whose gray eyes immediately found me. I looked down. His glances felt too intense—or, maybe they were just more penetrating because of my feelings for him.

      Ashton howled, and then Ryker did as well, which made me smile and Averie pout.

      “Gabby! It isn’t funny,” she said

      “I’m sorry,” I smiled. “But I’ve never seen a mountain lion, and we used to go camping all the time. Then again, I heard by the time you see one—it’s too late,” I whispered at the end.

      Her eyes grew big and the guys laughed, stripping out of their coats as Averie sank deeper into her sleeping bag.

      “Aww, A. Mozey. It isn’t as if they’re going tear down the tent and come get you,” Nicky said before she started to make a sound that was a cross between a meow and a rawr as she clawed at Averie’s sleeping bag.

      “Stop, Nicky! Stop it.” Averie squirmed. “I’m scared.”

      Ashton stepped forward, bent, and pulled the foot of her sleeping bag toward him, causing it to slide forward from the pad. He kissed her forehead and lifted her up in her sleeping bag, officially melting my heart.

      The guys continued to talk and pick on each other until everyone slowly navigated into their own areas as the night flew by.

      Somehow, I ended up sandwiched between Eddie and Ryker’s sleeping bags. It was a tight fit with the wood-burning stove and our packs in the corner on the opposite side of us.

      As Ryker threw on his jacket and went outside, Eddie whispered, “So, have you ever made out?”

      “What? Of course I have.”

      Eddie rolled his eyes, looking as if he wanted to hit me. “With him,” he murmured, his head jerking to the tent door.

      “Oh. No.”

      “Made out with who?” Nicky asked in a hushed voice.

      “Ryker.”

      “What?” Brody asked.

      “Shh,” Nicky said.

      Ryker came back inside with a few logs and set them beside the burner before he was standing at the foot of his sleeping bag, removing his jacket and snow pants. I squeezed my eyes shut. Even though he had thermals on, this was almost too intimate for me to watch.

      “Are you coming to the party tomorrow night?” Eddie asked, bumping into my side.

      I cracked one eye open. “What party?”

      “Ryker’s going-away party.”

      “Uh. I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “You shouldn’t go. It isn’t your scene,” Ryker said.

      I looked at him to see if he was joking, but he was already zipping himself into his sleeping bag. And as Brody clicked off the lamp, I shook my head. Ryker had always been able to slide on a mask whenever he felt like it, and being an athlete with sponsorships, I understood it all too well since I had to present myself a certain way in public. He had never had to put on a front with me though, and this might have been the first time he’d done that.

      But then again, did I really expect him to act any differently after I’d basically cut him out of my own life for years when he’d hurt my feelings? Even if he hadn’t realized that he had done it.

      “You don’t know what my scene is,” I said to him in the darkness. “But, no worries, I won’t be there. The only reason I’m even here is because Averie asked me to come.”

      “Now that’s the Gabby I’ve come to know. I’ve been waiting for you to drop this I-don’t-hate-you act. You know, I almost believed it, especially after that performance yesterday.”

      “Ryker, don’t be an ass!” Averie said.

      I bit my lip, shaking my head.

      I’m an idiot. Such an idiot.
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      We woke up at five and left the tent around five fifteen, hiking for an hour and a half up to the top of Lu Mountain in the dark with our packs and snowboards—or, in Nicky’s case, skis.

      The bluish-gray light of dawn had started to brighten the path, but the mountain was still empty since the lifts wouldn’t start running for another two hours.

      I loved football, but nothing could beat the feeling of being the first to ride down a trail when there was fresh powder on the ground.

      “It’s so pretty,” Gabby said, staring at the steep, wide, white terrain separated by sections of evergreens. “Do you guys mind if I capture this on my GoPro? I can edit you out if you don’t want to be on there.”

      Last night, Gabby had told us about the YouTube channel she’d started.

      “As long as you only post the good stuff and not anything of me falling.”

      “Falling is the good stuff.” Gabby smiled.

      “Ugh, fine,” Averie conceded, but I was still staring at Gabby, my cock twitching against my willpower, which was really starting to piss me off. I’d been doing everything possible to stop thinking about her and what she’d told me. Nothing good could come out of it. I was leaving in a few days. End of story.

      Plus, I was mad at her for not giving me some signal that she had feelings for me back then and then waiting this long to say something. I mean, what the fuck?

      Brody punched my arm. “Lighten up, dude. What’s with all this . . . this . . . mood?”

      I shook my head.

      All Gabby. That’s what it was.

      “Black diamond at seven in the morning,” Gabby said, making an animated face at the small cam in her hand.

      She is not cute. Not cute.

      We spent a few minutes at the top before coasting down the slope and through the trees we’d hiked. Good vibes as always, but not great like all the other times because all I could think about was college and leaving these guys.

      My brother wasn’t heading out with me either, which meant I would be stuck with a roommate who I would probably hate because he wasn’t Ash.

      I knew leaving early would be a kick-start to my future and the pros, but it would also mean leaving behind my friends who understood me, and to be frank, I didn’t want to have to explain my assholeness to other assholes so they didn’t think I was an asshole when I was actually an asshole.

      “So, where’s the party going to be tomorrow night?” Nicky asked when we’d reached the flat area and were strapping on our snowshoes to trek through the foot-deep snow in this area.

      “Dad’s still pissed, so it’s definitely not going to be at my house,” Brody responded.

      Brody’s dad had a mansion on the hill, and it would have been the perfect place to throw my going-away party, but I did fuck up his New Year’s Eve party, so it was only fair.

      “It isn’t like I need a party anyway. That’s all I’m going to be doing for the next three to four years. Parties. Practice. Classes. Weights.”

      At least that was what some of the guys from the OKU football team had told me.

      “Sounds like you’re going to have a blast,” Gabby said, but I didn’t respond, not because I was being an asshole but because, what the hell could I say to that?

      This was all her fault, and maybe it was my time to be mad at her, to go away to college and not talk to her for years.
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        * * *

      

      My going-away party ended up being thrown at Brody’s dad’s cabin. It wasn’t as big as Brody’s house, but compared to all the other cabins in the area, it was huge.

      “This isn’t the kegger I was imagining before you left us, but it’s all right,” Brody said, taking a sip of beer from his red Solo cup.

      “It is, and I’ll only be thirteen hours away, so when you guys want to throw me a real party, you know, just holler at me.”

      “Pfft, who the hell is going to make that drive? This is the only party you’re getting, asshole. And I’m taking a gap year.”

      “Gap year?”

      “Yup. Life’s short, and I wanna go see the world, you know?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t believe high school’s over.”

      “Dude, speak for yourself, I still have a few months left, you’re the one who’s leaving.”

      Because I had a feeling that it was time to go. I usually ignored my instincts, but this time, it was too strong.

      I stared at the stone fireplace below and around the rustic log cabin from the second-floor balcony.

      The things that money could make happen.

      I’d seen it firsthand at all of the Kellers’ establishments, and it wasn’t that my goal was to be rich, but it was close. I wanted to be able to buy everything I wanted, which included that property on the hill Ash and I had run by the other day.

      “What the—isn’t that Ally?”

      Brody followed my gaze to the blonde Barbie walking through the front door.

      “Yup.”

      “What the hell is she doing here?”

      “It was invite-only, but I guess word got out. You know how these parties are, and since I’m the nice one, if you don’t want her here, then you’re going to have to be the one to tell her.”

      She could stay for a few minutes. We needed to have a little chat anyway. “If Francis shows up, I’m going to fucking lose it.”

      Francis was my on-again, off-again satanic ex, who I’d ended things with a few months ago and who was a bitch to everyone who didn’t kiss the ground she trotted on.

      “Noted, I’ll get Eddie and Shane on that.”

      “I don’t want to see her fucking friends here either.”

      “We can’t have a party without any of the cheerleaders, it would be a fucking sausage fest, unless that was the kind of party you wanted?”

      “Keep talking shit, Virgin Boy.”

      “Dude.”

      “Low blow, sorry.”

      “Please chill with that, at least while Tyler’s still in town. He kinda doesn’t know that I still am.”

      I looked at him. “You lied to him.”

      “I had to.”

      I didn’t know why I asked. Tyler was relentless when it came to teasing Brody, and I’d wanted to punch the fucker in the face for it a few times. His favorite one-liners were always about calling Brody gay since he’d never really seen him with girls. And I mean, I teased Brody, but I knew what pissed him off versus what made him roll his eyes. For one, even though we joked about shit, Brody was as straight as a fucking arrow. He was just picky as hell with girls. He might make out with one or go on a few dates, but he never got invested. Dude was worse than I was about committing, and that was saying something.

      Glancing down at where Averie, Nicky, and Eddie were on the couch talking and laughing, I asked, “What’s up with you and Nicky?”

      “Nothing. Just friends.”

      “Yeah?”

      I’d seen the two of them flirting a few times, even before that douchebag Ben had dumped her.

      “We are,” he emphasized. “Even though she kind of looks like Natalie Portman, doesn’t she?”

      As I caught sight of Ally, I started to walk away. “Hey, Brody, do I look like Natalie Portman?”

      “No, you look like my butthole,” he quipped, causing me to laugh.

      He’s such a dick.

      “Ryker!” Ally gasped as she spotted me. “Holy crap, how are you?”

      Her eyes scanned my physique, resting on my biceps. When they met mine again, there was an I’m-so-surprised-to-see-you-here sparkle in them, as if she weren’t aware that this was my party.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      We hadn’t talked since she’d left for college a few years ago. And when I did run into her in town during the holidays, we kept our distance.

      “I heard there was a party,” she chirped.

      A party that was invite-only.

      Usually, I wouldn’t care what the hell she was up to, but things had changed over the past few days.

      “I need to ask you something.” I jerked my head. “Follow me.”

      I wasted no time getting to the point. “Did Gabby ever mentioned liking me some time back in middle school or right after?”

      “What?” Ally grinned. “That’s what you want to ask me? Not how have you been?”

      “Just answer the question. Did you know?”

      “It was a long time ago. I don’t remember. She had a different crush every week.”

      No, she didn’t.

      “You swear on your life that Gabby hadn’t mentioned liking me as more than a friend?”

      She shrugged. “I guess she said she thought you were cute, but who didn’t? Whatever, what does it matter?”

      I shook my head. “That’s it?”

      “Yeah.”

      The impassive look on her face wasn’t giving anything away, but I knew she wasn’t telling me everything.

      “Why don’t I believe that?”

      “Why wouldn’t you? And why are you asking me this? What does it have to do with anything?”

      “Anything? Everything. Because I wouldn’t have fucked you had I known. Gabby was my friend, Ally.”

      “She was my friend too.”

      “Yes, but all of it was your idea. We fucked, and you were okay with me fucking you or any of your other friends. Just not Gabby, she’s my friend,” I mimicked, realizing how stupid I was for not questioning that. “You knew she liked me, didn’t you?”

      “Why is it such a big deal, Ryker? Gabby was young. It isn’t as if she was going to sleep with you anyway.”

      My head slanted. She was dead-ass serious. And I might have been young and stupid, but I sure as hell wouldn’t have had my dick anywhere near the girl who was supposed to be Gabby’s friend if I’d had the slightest idea she’d had feelings for me.

      “And don’t pretend you didn’t love every second we were together. Did you think about Gabby then? Did you think about her while you were inside me? I fucking made you, Ryker. All those girls stopped teasing you because of me, so you should be thanking me, not accusing me of doing what? Making you lose Gabby? You did that all by yourself.”

      My teeth ground together as she smirked.

      “You can leave my fucking party now. And I mean now, turn around and get the fuck out.”

      As her mouth fell open and she pivoted, I walked away, needing a drink and also needing to talk to Gabby. I might have been giving her mixed signals and pushing her because I’d felt hurt in a way, but I couldn’t leave things like this between us.

      I found myself that drink and pulled my phone from my pocket, not sure if this was the right call to make considering I was still pissed, not only at myself but also at the situation. But, I pressed the call button anyway.

      “Come to my party,” I said when Gabby answered on the fourth ring.

      “What? You don’t even want me there.”

      Did I not just invite her?

      “Do you need a ride?” I asked.

      A few seconds passed, and I pictured her trying to figure out my motives. I didn’t have one. I just wanted to talk. To her.

      “Are you drunk or something?”

      “No, not yet,” I replied. “Just come to the party, Gabby. You know you want to. Besides, your new friends are here.”

      “I’m not your little pet. You don’t get to be an asshole to me and then expect me to bend to your will. Coming to that party would only make it seem as if I’m okay with that, and I’m not.”

      “So, what? You’re just going to tell me you have feelings for me and then go back to giving me the silent treatment when I take more than a second to process it? I’m sorry, but I don’t trust anything.”

      “Well, I’m talking to you now.”

      I shook my head. “You know what? Fine. Whatever, Gabby.”

      I hung up the phone, fucking fuming.

      I wasn’t going to make myself vulnerable to her, not when she’d left me once before. And why would she even like me, seriously? I wasn’t the guy girls ended up with, and I was okay with that.

      I was okay with being the fucking experiment.

      I was okay with not being perfect.

      I was okay with not being the son my father chose.

      I was okay with being alone.

      Not everyone had someone who accepted them with all their glaring flaws, and I had a shit ton of them.
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      The Chainsmokers “Takeaway” boomed through the cabin as I walked inside.

      I can’t believe I’m here.

      Coming here is stupid.

      I’m going to regret this. I just know it.

      Unzipping my coat, I scanned the room for Averie, Nicky . . . Ryker. Mostly Ryker.

      Staying in my room, sulking, and binge-watching Schitt’s Creek was what I’d planned to do for the night, but Ryker had a way of interrupting my thoughts and my life.

      As I shrugged out of my coat, I spotted Averie coming through the back sliding doors with Ash.

      From what I’d heard and seen of the parties these guys threw, I was surprised and also a bit nerve-wracked at seeing no more than twenty people hanging about chatting, laughing, and dancing.

      Feeling someone’s eyes on me, I looked up and saw Ryker leaning on the wooden frame of the second floor’s balcony watching me.

      His head jerked to the staircase, and, as if in a trance, I swallowed and walked toward it, my heart pounding against my ribcage. Self-conscious, I pressed the coat I’d taken off to my stomach, hiding the skin exposed by my white crop top as I climbed the steps. My high-waist leggings came up to my belly button and the crop top also had long sleeves so it wasn’t as if I was half-naked, but it felt like I was with Ryker watching me.

      My eyes met his again as I got closer, but I looked away like a coward once more, wondering if I’d ever be able to handle the intensity of his gazes.

      Folding my jacket over the banister next to him, I leaned forward, placing my forearms on top of it.

      “You called,” I said, staring at the people downstairs.

      “You came.” No emotions were behind his words, making it seem as if he were indifferent to my being here. Since it seemed this was what we’d come to, I tried to offer the same façade.

      “I guess I saw the opportunity to tempt fate again. Besides, I don’t think it’s possible to feel worse here than I do at home, so I’m here.”

      “Feel worse? About what?”

      I frowned and did nothing to hide it. He was the one who’d put it there. How and when had he gotten this insensitive?

      “Feel worse about you being an asshole. Does that answer your question?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Anyway, I’m here because you called, so whatever the reason was, let’s just get it over with so I can be on my way and you can be on yours.”

      As he studied me, I shifted my focus downstairs. “I don’t understand how someone who hates me this much could like me. It makes no sense. I get that a lot has changed in two years, but we aren’t wild animals who can’t co-exist. Let’s go somewhere private.” He nudged me to follow him, and I did, asking myself why I was subjecting myself to possibly being hurt again.

      I glanced downstairs and saw Averie, who was watching Ryker and I with open curiosity.

      I shrugged, not knowing what was going on any more than she did.

      All I knew was that whatever was about to go down was long overdue, and in that regard, I was glad he had called. I’d come seeking something. Closure? More heartbreak? A solid reason I should stop thinking about him?

      He opened a door to a bedroom. “After you.”

      I walked in, and he followed, closing the door behind him. He leaned against it and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      “I’ve done things to make you hate me. I can see it. It rolls off you in waves every time you’re around me. So, tell me how you really feel, Gabby.”

      “I already told you.”

      “No. That wasn’t real. That wasn’t why you stopped talking to me for years. There’s something more potent like hate—maybe because you know there’s no fairy tale where I’m concerned.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      Doubt crept into my heart.

      He walked toward me, continuing as if I hadn’t even spoken. “You know how many girls I’ve slept with in the past two years?”

      “Stop,” I choked out.

      “No. Not until you get it.”

      “I already get it. I know you. I know you fuck everyone. I know you’re an asshole.”

      My throat constricted.

      “Which is why you hate me. So, just tell me that, Gabby. Tell me the truth.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      “Tell me you hate me. Say it.”

      My head jerked again. “I hate that you slept with Ally. I hate that you lied to me. I hate that you never saw me, that you never looked at me, never wanted me like you wanted her. I hate that you sleep with everyone.” But me, I finished in my head.

      “And how does that make you feel about me?”

      Tears sprang to my eyes.

      “Say it.”

      I’d wanted to for the longest, but I still didn’t hate him.

      “Why are you lying to yourself?” he asked when I said nothing.

      “I’m not.”

      He backed away, doubt flashing in his eyes. A moment passed before he said, “That day, when you tried to kiss me, I stopped it from happening because I was sleeping with Ally. And before Ally and I happened, you had asked me if I would take your virginity one day if you asked me to. You said it would make sense for it to happen that way because we were friends, and I was your safe choice—”

      “I only said that because I wanted to see how you felt about me before I told you I liked you.”

      “You should have just told me, but honestly, even if you had, I still would have said no to sleeping with you. Not because I didn’t want to be that guy for you, but because I wouldn’t have known what the hell to do anyway.” He began to pace around the room. “I couldn’t disappoint you. You heard the rumors about me back then. I know you did.”

      “What rumors? What are you talking about?”

      “Three years ago. When all the girls were making fun of me?”

      I searched my memory, but I didn’t have to look too far. It was around the time when we’d gotten even closer, and I remembered that rumor. It was about the blowjob he’d received from a sophomore girl. She’d told her friends, who then told everyone about how he’d lasted thirty seconds.

      The kids were stupid and—“I didn’t care about that.”

      “Yeah? Well, I cared.” He stopped and stared at me for a few seconds before he said, “You’re too perfect when nothing in my world is perfect, and that’s why I bring out the worst in you. Think about it, you are this happy, down-to-earth girl who boards, make jokes, and laughs all the time, but when you’re around me, you’re so unhappy, it fucking tortures you, and it does the same to me because . . . I don’t want to do that to you.”

      “I’m only miserable because I like you and was too hurt and scared to tell you.”

      “That might be part of it, but it isn’t all of it. We’ve grown apart. I’m not that guy you used to like.”

      “You keep saying that, but you are wrong. You are the same guy, only just better at hiding the good parts of him.”

      “And if I prefer it that way, who are you to tell me any different? I’ll wrench your heart out and hand it back to you without even thinking twice about it.”

      Pain shot through my chest. I didn’t even recognize him anymore.

      “This is why I hate you,” I whispered. “You don’t care. I feel like—” I sighed and edged toward the door, not wanting him to see me when I collapsed and shattered all over this floor. “Forget it.”

      “So, this is it, huh? You’re leaving? You’re good at that, you know?” The sadness in his voice tempted me to turn around but as my eyes blurred with tears, I drew in a breath and left the room, feeling like I was losing him all over again.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I said in the bathroom a minute later, tears unwillingly escaping my eyes. “I feel like something’s wrong with me.”

      Why couldn’t I like a guy who would adore me like Ash does Averie? Instead, I dated jerks like Jax, who only wanted to sleep with me, and fell for my asshole ex-friend who wanted nothing to do with me.

      “Nothing’s wrong with you,” Averie soothed. “You just kind of have wicked feelings for a douche, but it’s going to be okay. I shouldn’t have invited you to go camping with us. I just thought you and Ryker could talk and figure things out, but it only made things worse. I’m sorry.”

      “No, I came here tonight of my own free will, expecting something different, you know?” More tears filled my eyes.

      “At least now you know.”

      I swiped away the tears from my cheek and drew in a breath. “Yeah.”
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      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Ash barked as I opened the door.

      “Dude, I’ve been in here for the past twenty minutes, so whatever it is, I didn’t do it.” Placing the bottle of whiskey to my lips, I took a long gulp.

      “Why did you call Gabby to come here so you could be an asshole to her?”

      “I wasn’t an asshole to her.”

      “Well, how do you explain her locking herself in the bathroom and I’m guessing fucking crying?”

      My head jerked back. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “Are you being serious right now?”

      I started to head out the door, but Ash stopped me. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to find her.”

      “I think you’ve done enough.”

      “Enough? Dude, this is insane. All I did was tell her the truth, and you know what she told me? She finally admitted to hating me. So, excuse me for not knowing what the fuck is going on right now.”

      “Stop,” he said with irritation. “Stop acting like you’re confused, Ryker. You already knew she liked you. Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot. I know you. You do this to everyone. You push and push and fucking push, and when you realize someone still might want to stick around, you push some more because you can’t fucking accept it.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I said.

      “Oh, it is bullshit, you’re right.” Ash’s mouth quirked into a grin, causing me to smile.

      I hate him.

      “Shut up,” I muttered, taking another swig and screwing the bottle closed. “That isn’t what I’m doing with her.”

      “Then what are you doing?”

      “Nothing. She hates me, dude. She hates me for something that happened years ago, and it pisses me off because I didn’t realize how much I’d hurt her. She acted as if everything was fine and she just didn’t want to be my friend anymore. And now, I just can’t be around her.”

      The hurt was still too fresh even after two years. I liked Gabby. Hell, I’d be stupid not to like Gabby. She was smart, beautiful, and an adrenaline junkie who I’d been drawn to my whole fucking life, but we needed to grow into ourselves. Maybe after college we’d be fine. Maybe five years from now, we could even date. Except, if Ash was right, I was the reason she was hurting right now, which meant I was the only one who could make her feel better.

      “I need to go find her.”

      “Just don’t be yourself when you do,” he responded, narrowing his eyes.

      “Thanks, dude,” I said, sarcasm in my voice.

      “You know what I mean.”

      He was telling me not to be a dick.

      Sighing, he followed me out the door and down the hall. “I’ll talk. She isn’t going to let you in, and neither will Averie.”

      I waved my hand at the bathroom door, gesturing for him to go ahead since breaking down the door to get inside might be a bit dramatic.

      Ash knocked a few times. “Babe, it’s me. Can I come in?”

      “Not right now, Ash,” Averie responded.

      His mouth opened, seemingly shocked that she was denying him access while my patience thinned.

      “Averie, I need to talk to you,” Ash tried again, the both of us pressing our ears to the door as “Solo Dance” began to blast on the surround sound system.

      “Later.”

      My lips pursed, and I was about to bang on the door, but it cracked open a sliver, and I seized the opportunity, pushing my foot in the crack.

      “Averie, step back,” I said.

      “Ash, how could you!” she yelled.

      I braced against the door.

      “No. Ryker, Stop!”

      “Averie, babe. Let him in,” Ash said behind me as Averie pushed on the other side of the door.

      “No.”

      “Babe!”

      I pushed back gently until I got the door to open enough for me to slide through, but Gabby was nowhere in sight. “Where is she?”

      “She isn’t in here,” Averie said.

      Walking over to the bathtub, I pushed the shower curtain aside and found Gabby standing in there, her hands over her face.

      “Give us a minute,” I said, not looking back.

      “Gabby?” Averie asked, and Gabby shook her head, her hands still over her face. “Ash, make him leave. She doesn’t want to talk to him.”

      I turned around and tilted my head, giving her a hard stare. “Averie.” She wasn’t accustomed to this look, my I-will-squash-anything-that-gets-in-my-way look, one that I’d never had to give her, but she got it and backed into Ash’s arms.

      As Ash pulled the door closed, I locked it before turning and setting my whiskey on the counter.

      Where should I start?

      Should I tell her how much I despise liars? That’s basically what she’d been doing, hiding her feelings from me? Wasn’t it?

      For the first time in my life, I had a WWAD moment. So, what would my brother do?

      “You can open your eyes,” I told her.

      She shook her head, and it would be amusing if this situation weren’t so awful.

      “Do realize how insane this is?” I asked her. “You’re standing in a bathtub, hiding from me.” I swallowed, watching her. “Am I that bad?”

      When she remained quiet, I approached her and took her wrists in my hands, removing her hands from her eyes, and as I looked at her tear-streaked cheeks, I was brought back to a night in the summer, six years ago.

      

      “Gabby. Gabby.” Hunter had taunted, drawing out her name in a soft, scary voice. “Gabby.” She was standing on the porch hugging herself and practically shaking in terror. We’d just finished watching a scary movie at her house and had ditched her inside, and when she’d come outside looking for us, Sean had locked the door from the inside while some of us had hidden in the woods.

      “Gabby,” Hunter provoked again.

      “I think that’s enough,” I’d said, even though I’d initially been a part of this stupid prank. But it had been too late. Her brother’s friend that had been hiding behind the wooden plank of vines and flowers jumped out when she’d turned her back, scaring the living crap out of her. She was so pissed. I think that was the first time she’d ever been mad at me, and I deserved it, but she had still trusted me in her anger, so it was fine. I knew she’d get over it, and an hour later, she did.

      

      Yet, it had taken her over two years for her to come to me about the Ally situation, and it made me feel like shit. I had been her go-to person, her best friend once, someone she couldn’t stand being mad at for even an hour.

      “I’m sorry, Gabby.”

      Her eyes opened, but instead of looking up at me, she stared at my chest.

      “I should have known that you had feelings for me, it just hadn’t been clear enough, until now.” I shook my head. “Ally was temporary, and I hated that I had to keep it from you. It wasn’t what I wanted, and I was going to end it, but then I saw you with that dude from London, the one who you lost your virginity to, and it pissed me off.”

      Not only had I seen her and that guy hanging out, but I had overheard a conversation she was having with Ally about how she’d hooked up with him. That was how I knew she’d slept with him.

      “I knew you were listening when I’d said that. I was pissed at you and Ally, and I wanted you to see that I didn’t need you,” she said. “I made it up and asked for his help.”

      “You knew I was listening?” Don’t get mad. Don’t get mad. “All that shit about how great he was and how glad you were it was with him—you hurt me too, Gabby.”

      “You didn’t act like it.”

      Shaking my head, I released her wrists and stepped back. “I was almost sixteen, how was I supposed to act? Like you were mine?” That was all I’d wanted to do back then, but I didn’t have the confidence, and it had nothing to do with not knowing how she’d felt about me.

      “I don’t know. It’s over and done with, so it’s whatever.” She stepped out of the tub and sat on the edge, dragging a finger beneath her eye.

      “Why were you crying?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Gabby, don’t lie to me.”

      “I don’t want to say it.”

      “Okay.” I walked back to the counter and lifted the bottle, twisting the lid off. “Whiskey?”

      She nodded. “Sure.”

      Her lips touched the rim of the bottle, and I licked mine.

      As she swallowed a gulp, I said, “Keep doing that until you don’t hate me anymore.”

      A smile pulled at her pink lips. “That would take the whole bottle.”

      I grinned. “Then have at it, and let me know when you’ve reached that turning point, preferably before you pass out.”

      She chuckled and rolled her eyes as she fingered the edge of the black label around the bottle, her face cringing from the taste. “I could never hate you, Ryker. Trust me, I’ve tried.”

      “For two and a half years?” I asked.

      “Yup.”

      She took another gulp and passed me the bottle. I lifted it for a drink, touching my mouth to hers—indirectly. Peering down, I caught her staring at me for the first time since I came in here.

      Her gaze dropped as she stood. “I probably look like a mess.” When she looked in the mirror and saw for herself that she actually didn’t look like a mess, she said, “I should go.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I made a fool of myself.”

      “Well, you took two shots of whiskey, which means I can’t let you drive.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “I did too before I almost caught a DUI last year.”

      “What?”

      I hadn’t meant to say that aloud. “Nothing. I just—I don’t want you to leave. But I’ll leave you alone while you’re here, so you can just hang out with Averie, Nicky, and Eddie.”

      As she considered that, I stuck out a hand. “Truce?”

      She slid her palm in mine, sending a wave of need straight to my groin. My gaze lowered and caught sight of the black polish on her nails. Turning her hand over, I ran my thumb over two of her nails. “You got better at this.”

      “A little.” She looked up with the hint of a smile on her lips.

      As I got the desire to drag her closer, I released her hand and placed the bottle of whiskey between us. “Another one?”
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      “He’s a hothead,” Ashton said, playing with Averie’s hair as she rested on his chest. “He usually means well, but . . . you know, he has a hard time getting that across sometimes.”

      “A lot of times,” Averie muttered, and I smiled.

      I knew Ryker had a temper, but it was still kind of hard to accept since I’d never been on the receiving end of it until this year. Then again, if I had been honest with him when we’d been friends, things might have been different.

      “Gabby! I didn’t see you come in! How are you?” Nicky danced over to where I’d found a seat at the fireplace with Ash and Averie.

      “I’m not a hundred percent yet, but getting there,” I smiled.

      “Okay, I can work with that. I’m also not a hundred percent, so come on, I have drinks for us. Averie, you too. Sorry, Loverboy,” she told Ashton, taking Averie’s arm and pulling her up.

      She poured me a shot of fireball, and when I chugged it, it was like fire running through my veins and lighting up my senses. I liked it, so I did another one, feeling my skin warm as Nicky dragged Averie and I back to the living room.

      “Only Human” by the Jonas Brothers came on, and we began to dance. When that song ended, we danced to the next one and then the next. I threw my hands in the air, my hips swinging from side to side. Averie and Nicky did the same and soon we were bumping hips and having the time of our lives.

      Being homeschooled and having graduated high school early, I never really did this, just be a typical teenager, and I should have felt guilty for letting loose and losing focus for a night, but I didn’t. This was the kind of experience I was looking forward to having more of after the Olympics next year.

      I wanted to live in a dorm room and be a normal college student instead of being stuck doing online classes so I could stay on a training schedule. I already missed out on high school, and I wanted to make new friends and to have many more nights like these.

      “Okay, Okay. Let’s sit down. It’s getting so hot in here!” Nicky said, fanning herself.

      “I know. I feel like I want to strip off my clothes,” I said.

      We settled onto the bottom base of the fireplace mantel, the soothing heat blanketing our backs, albeit a tad too warm right now.

      At first, it was just us three, but soon, others started to join our group, asking about my upcoming snowboarding competitions as well as what homeschooling had been like.

      “So, you’re already in college?” a guy asked me. “Does everyone look at you like this super genius kid?”

      I chuckled. “No. But it isn’t unusual since I’m actually eighteen now.”

      “Cool. So, uh, do you have a boyfriend?” he asked.

      I gave an awkward laugh, totally caught off guard. “Uh—”

      “The balls on this one,” Nicky said.

      “I’m just making sure my hat’s in the ring, just in case.”

      “It’s in the ring, all right,” Averie remarked with a smirk.

      “I’m serious, it isn’t every day a future Olympian wanders into my path,” he said in front of everyone, and I had to agree with Nicky. The balls.

      As he began to say something to the girls, my gaze shifted and stopped on Ryker across the room, half-perched on a bar stool, staring at his phone.

      Not many guys can pull off skinny jeans, but his were a perfect fit, with a chain hanging on the right side of it from his pocket and belt loop. A white graphic T-shirt with a black skull illustration was tucked into the front of his jeans. I couldn’t help but notice the familiarity.

      He used to draw stuff like that on paper before he got his iPad in the eighth grade.

      A girl approached him and touched his arm while tossing her blonde hair back. His head lifted, but instead of looking at her, his eyes caught mine. I quickly glanced back at the guy in front of me, waiting two seconds before I chanced a look in his direction again. He must have done the same. That, or he never stopped looking at me, because our eyes met again, but this time, they held.

      Transfixed, we stared at each other, and it aroused that feeling again of a pull between us.

      As some sort of commotion came from the front door, I looked that way, but with the wooden wall blocking the entrance, I had no idea what was going on until Tyler appeared around the corner with a couple people who looked to be in their twenties behind him.

      “Party’s over, get the fuck out!” he yelled.

      Low complaints started among the crowd, like, “What’s going on?”

      “Is he serious?”

      “Where’s Brody?”

      “Who’s gonna drive?”

      The music stopped, and I looked up to see Brody on the balcony.

      “No one’s leaving. I have dibs here tonight, bro.”

      “Oh yeah? Does Dad know you’re throwing a party at his cabin?” Tyler asked.

      Brody arched an eyebrow. “You mean, the same thing you’re planning to do?” Before Tyler could respond, Brody continued, “You don’t get to come here and run things like you used to, so why don’t you get the fuck out?”

      “Looks like you finally grew some balls. Why don’t you come down here and say that to my face?”

      I sobered as Brody headed for the stairs.

      “Why can’t you just stay in Los Angeles?” Brody responded as he approached Tyler. “No one wants you here.”

      As Ryker started across the room, I stood and hurried into his path, causing him to bump into me.

      He clasped my upper arms, steadying me, and when he looked down, the fury in his eyes burned into mine.

      As the two brothers continued to fight, my hand moved to his chest. I didn’t know why I did it. An old habit that apparently wasn’t all gone in an attempt to stop him from getting into trouble. I guessed some things never changed. Except maybe he wouldn’t listen to me this time. But I was already standing in front of him like a dork, so to hell with it.

      “I know you want to get involved, but don’t,” I told him.

      A muscle in his jaw ticked, but the flames in his eyes started to ebb.

      “Go party somewhere else,” Brody seethed.

      “Nah, I think I’m good here,” Tyler replied.

      Ryker stiffened, his gaze lifting from mine.

      “Hey.” My palm rubbed over his chest. “You remember how Hunter and Sean used to fight sometimes. Brody and Tyler need to get through this on their own.”

      Grasping his arm, I pulled a few times before he allowed me to lead him into the kitchen and out of sight of what was happening.

      “I’m not going to stand in here and let him get beat up.”

      “To be honest, even then I think you should still stay out of it. You’re leaving, and for football, so you can’t risk injuring yourself. Plus, Brody needs to learn to fight his own battles. If his brother wants to beat him up, at least they’ll know where they stand. But at the end of the day, they’re still brothers.”

      He leaned against the counter, his head shaking. “It still pisses me off.”

      “I know.”

      “Tyler always just—” His fists curled and his nostrils flared.

      “You haven’t changed.”

      He looked at me, and I explained, “I kept telling myself you were now this huge selfish asshole. But for the most part, you’re the same as you’ve always been, the person who looks out for his friends, no matter if it means making you look like the bad guy.”

      His gray eyes scrutinized me until I grew anxious and fidgeted, wishing he would say something.

      “I thought this was a party. Where’s the fucking music?” Tyler shouted in the other room.

      I tapped my fingers on the counter. “Sounds like they worked it out.”

      “Sounds like it,” he agreed, his eyes never leaving mine.

      Desire inched across my lower belly, settling between my thighs.

      I swallowed. “Did you have more of that whiskey?”

      He nodded. “I hid it.”

      “Where?”

      “The bedroom.”

      “Can I have some?”

      “Yeah, I’ll come with you.”

      I inhaled a steady breath as he touched my side and guided me out of the kitchen. Something tickled along my spine the entire way up the stairs that left me speechless until we got inside the bedroom.

      He went to the dresser and retrieved the bottle from the bottom drawer before handing it to me.

      “Thanks. This is a better alternative to those fireball shots downstairs.” I unscrewed the bottle and took a small swig. “I feel like if I have another one of those, I’m going to start doing crazy things like stripping or something.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “I feel like this is where I should step in and cut you off. I don’t want you doing anything you might regret.”

      “Yeah, I think that list is already getting a bit long, and without the help of alcohol. Anyway, why have you been so unsociable, this is your last night with your friends, you should be hanging out with them.”

      “I loaned them to you for the night, remember?”

      He had remained true to his word and had been leaving me alone to hang out with the girls, but that had also included his guy friends for about half the time.

      “I thought we called a truce and were co-existing?”

      “Are we?” His bluish-gray eyes seemed darker than they had been earlier tonight.

      “We are,” I confirmed, giving him the bottle. He drank it down like it was light beer.

      “Geez, what is your stomach made of, steel?”

      He gave me a lopsided grin as he handed me the bottle.

      “I think we’ve both had enough.”

      I went to the dresser to deposit the bottle back into its hiding place, when really, all I could think about was the soft, pink shape of his mouth . . . and the way I was bent over, maybe it was liquid courage flooding my system, but I liked the idea of him checking out my ass. I wanted him to, so I took my time setting the bottle just right before closing the drawer.

      “Gabby?” he asked as I pushed the drawer closed. “Who took your virginity?”

      I should have known that question was coming since I’d admitted to lying about it years ago, but a part of me didn’t think that he would care.

      I turned to face him. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Is it anyone that I know?”

      When I remained silent, he drew back, “Please don’t tell me it was Jax. What do you even see in me in douchebags like him?”

      There was no use lying anymore, list of long regrets and all, so I swallowed and let the truth fall from my lips. “I tried to find you in him.”

      For what felt like a whole minute, he stood there, at a loss for words, before his shoulders relaxed.

      “Why me?” He walked toward me and stopped mere inches away, trapping me between him and the dresser. “I’m a bomb waiting to detonate. How can you not see that, Gabriella?”

      Forcing my attention away from the heat radiating from his body, I said, “Because I see your passion.” He stepped closer, causing my breath to catch for a second before I added, “You pretend like you don’t care, but you do, you always have. I’m not the only one who sees that.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “I’m right, and you know it. But, so what if I was wrong?”

      My eyes searched his for his truth.

      “Then liking me is a mistake.” His head lowered, inching toward mine, and a need rose up in me, so strong that all I could see or feel were his lips and body on mine, and he still hadn’t even touched me.
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      Kissing her would be wrong.

      She was too precious, too good.

      “You can’t tell me anything that I don’t already know, Ryker. I’ve already thought about it being a mistake, a lot. I’ve had a lot of time to think.”

      “Then if you like me as you say, why did it take you this long to tell me?”

      “Because I can’t erase you and her from my mind. Every time I—”

      Don’t kiss her. Don’t kiss her.

      My lips pressed to hers, and when I tasted the sweet softness of them beneath mine, I knew I wouldn’t be able to do this and forget it ever happened. Tipping up onto her toes, she kissed me back, rendering me powerless as the caresses of our mouths synchronized.

      I’d been a fool.

      Gabriella Taylor had always been mine, I just hadn’t known it, and she hadn’t figured it out yet.

      Fuck everything.

      Fuck giving her the space she’d wanted all these years.

      Fuck waiting until everything aligned.

      My hands slipped around her waist, and I pulled her against me as my lips caressed hers, soft and unhurried. If we continued like this, I would go mad with desire. I wanted more, all of her, everything that could have been. All the hurt, all the doubt in her head, I wanted it gone. My hands gripped her ass as I ground the hard length of my cock against her stomach, needing her to feel just how much I wanted her.

      A small moan escaped her, and my breathing grew ragged as I wondered how it would feel to be inside her.

      It would be so fucking good. I just know it.

      “Wait, wait.” She released a breath. “I don’t want you to do this because you’re mad at me or something.”

      Mad at her?

      She was the reason I’d never slept with a virgin. Ever. Not when I hadn’t done it for her when she’d asked over two years ago. Almost everyone knew this rule about me, but they had no idea why, they just thought I was probably scared of a girl getting attached to me or that I was selfish and didn’t want to be with an inexperienced person, but Gabby was the reason. But at the same time, why was she avoiding my question about who she’d been with?

      “Who was the guy, Gabby?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Because it seems to be something you’re trying not to tell me, which makes me want to know why,” I countered, my lips brushing against hers.

      “Do you really want me?” she asked, dodging my question once more.

      My head slanted. “My cock is literally throbbing against you right now, Gabby, and all I can think about is ripping off your clothes and fucking you until you’re gasping my name. Yes, I fucking want you.”

      Damn how I wanted that, but she’d never been that girl. I never pursued her when we were younger, because like Ash and my little sister, Gabby was good, and my goal had always been to protect them from all the other assholes in this world, and sometimes, that included me.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      I took a step back.

      “Nothing, just—” Clearing my throat, I brushed a hand through my hair.

      “You regret kissing me.”

      “No.” No. No. No. Is she crazy? “I liked doing it.”

      “But?”

      I sighed. “The day you walked out of my life was probably the smartest decision you ever made. I can’t treat you like those other girls, Gabby.”

      “I’m not asking you to, but I also feel like we hit a wall every time we get here,” she murmured.

      “Get where? What wall?”

      “The invisible one that prevents us from being more than friends.” She shook her head. “It’s always there, but sometimes, I feel like it’s wrongfully placed.”

      “We’re the ones who put it there.”

      “Then how do we break it down?”

      She had no idea how much I wanted to demolish it and take that lip that she was biting between mine, but there could be no more kissing Gabby. I was leaving for college, and I couldn’t make any more mistakes where she was concerned.

      “I don’t know if breaking down walls is the right thing for us right now,” I said. “I’ve hurt you before, maybe staying away from me is the right thing for you to do.”

      I didn’t want that, but I was leaving soon.

      She’d meant everything to me once, and that was before I kissed her. Who was to say I wouldn’t somehow hurt her again?

      “Well, if tonight is actually goodbye, then there’s one thing you could do that will ensure I stay away, for real this time.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Sleep with me and never look back.”

      Did she just—

      “What?”

      “You heard me,” she said on a half chuckle.

      “I wanted to make sure I was hearing you right because you already know the answer to that. I’m not going to sleep with you like that, Gabby.”

      “Exactly.”

      My head cocked. “What?”

      Smiling, she said, “Nothing. I just made my point.”

      “And what point is that?”

      Stepping forward and looking me in the eyes, she touched my arm. “That you aren’t like Jax or Brody’s douchebag brother downstairs. You care, and that’s what sets you apart.”

      “I don’t care about everyone. Some people can just eat shit.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do say so.”

      She laughed, walking toward the door, her wavy black hair swaying across her back, and that ass—oh my God, that ass. “One of these days, you’re going to see it too, Ryker.”

      See what? Her on all fours on the bed with her ass in the air?

      Oh fuucckk . . .

      She peered over her shoulder as she unlocked the door. “And the question that you keep asking me? The answer is no one.”

      My mouth opened. Was she fucking with me? She hadn’t slept with anyone? How? Why?

      Maybe that isn’t what she meant.

      No one?

      “Come hang out so I can watch you do and say the crap that no one else does,” she said. “I kinda miss that.”
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      While Tyler and his friends were on the upper level, I ended up joining a sock-sliding contest with a little persuasion, mainly from Gabby.

      Ash slid farther than I did on the wood floor, but Gabby, I’d won against her twice, and she wanted to go again.

      “That was just a warm up,” she argued, but I knew that wasn’t it. Like me, she was a competitor. She didn’t just want to win for the fun of it. There was this determination in her to keep doing it until she got better.

      “Fine.”

      Before the person counting down could give us the go-ahead, Gabby took a few steps forward over the technical starting line.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making it fair,” she replied with an innocent smile.

      “Right,” I said. I decided to give her this win, slowing my jog and hoping it would kill my momentum enough that I wouldn’t sail past her this time, and it worked.

      “Yes!” she exclaimed, and I wish she wouldn’t because, in my head, it was more like yes, yes, yes, as I thrust deep into her.

      “Are you hurt that I won this time? It was fair.”

      Yes, yes, yes . . .

      “You are taller than I am.”

      I caught her hand as she was about to touch me, biting my lip and trying to silence my thoughts, even though it was exactly what I wanted.

      I wanted to spend the night with her, but not like she’d implied earlier.

      She looked up, a twinkle in her eyes and a smile on her lips. Releasing her hand, I swallowed.

      “What?” she asked.

      I missed you.

      My cock twitched in my pants, and I ignored it with the stronger urge to find out everything that I’d missed in the last two and a half years.

      “Nothing.”

      “Okay.”

      As she walked off, I found a spot on a couch with Ash, and not even two seconds later, Gabby’s soft lips consumed my thoughts.

      “Put that away,” Ash said.

      “What?”

      “Your dick. I think that girl just took a picture of it.”

      I glanced down at the bulge inside my jeans, resting snug against my left hipbone, and then up at a few girls checking me out, phones vertical in their hands.

      I wasn’t a gentleman like my dude-bros though. I was a man, which meant my dick was going to get hard whether I wanted it to or not, so there was no point in fumbling to hide it unless there was a giant tent in my pants about to poke at something, and since there wasn’t . . .

      I shrugged. “If they’ve never seen a dick print before, then who am I to deny them?”

      “How about when you’re a pro football player and it’s all over social media because they sold it to the highest bidder?” He arched an eyebrow, and he had a point there, but fuck it.

      “Then the ladies will know I’m gifted in more ways than one.” I grinned.

      He chuckled. “Dude, not everyone wants to see that.”

      “Well, if they don’t want to see it, then they shouldn’t fucking look at it or take pictures of it.”

      “How are we even related?” He laughed, giving me a shove as he got up.
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      I pressed the answer button instead of ignore and cursed under my breath, pressing my phone to my ear. “What do you want, Jax?” I wasn’t drunk, but I felt good, and the last thing I wanted was to be on the phone with him. Seriously— “I told you to stop calling.”

      Making my way to the hallway on the first floor, I found a spot less crowded and noisy and leaned against the wall, covering my other ear to block out some of the music.

      “Please, don’t hang up. It’s just that I saw a picture of you on Instagram at his party. You said you didn’t hook up with him, and I’m finding that hard to believe when all you’ve been doing is hanging out with him.”

      “I don’t care what you believe, and what I do is no longer your business. Yeah, I get it, you’re sorry, but it doesn’t change anything. We’re done, and this is the last time I’m going to tell you to stop calling me.”

      “Gabby, Gabby, I swear if you hook up with that asshole, I’m going to make sure he loses everything. No football. No college. Everyone saw what he did to me at that party. All I need to do is go to the station.”

      “What? Are you insane? You can’t do that!”

      “He doesn’t deserve you, Gabby. You really don’t think he isn’t going to sleep with the next girl on his mind before you can even turn your head? You know I’m right, and unless you promise that you aren’t going to be with him, then I’ll do whatever is necessary. He broke my fucking nose, and he should be in jail, not partying and trying to take what’s mine.”

      My heart pounded in my chest, and I had the urge to call my brothers because Jax had just lost his freaking mind.

      “I’m not yours, Jax. And I’m hanging up now.”

      With my hands shaking, I ended the call.

      “Hey! What are you doing back here?” Averie asked with a smile that fell into a frown when she saw my face.

      “Nothing, I just—” I inhaled a steady breath. “Jax keeps calling me. And, like an idiot, I answered.”

      She tucked a few strands of her light-brown hair behind her ear. “What did he say?”

      I pressed the back of my head against the wall, rolling it from side to side in an attempt to massage away the sudden pressure there.

      “He threatened me—well, not me, Ryker.”

      “No?”

      “Yup.” I told her everything.

      “You need to tell Ryker.”

      “Are you kidding? He wouldn’t take this lightly.”

      “Exactly, no one should! This is insane.”

      I hesitated. “I don’t want to get Ryker in trouble. He leaves the day after tomorrow. Maybe I should just go home. After this, I—I don’t know.”

      “No.” She pouted. “Everything was just getting good with you and him.”

      “I know.”

      Folding her arms across her chest, she leaned a shoulder against the wall. “That’s why you should tell him.”

      I spent a moment thinking about it before I agreed.

      We walked back out to the living room where the smell of marijuana was considerably stronger.

      The party had escalated in the past hour. Brody’s friends were now hanging out with Tyler’s. Weed was being smoked inside the cabin, and the last I’d heard before I took that call was that Tyler was sniffing cocaine off some girl’s stomach in the lounge area upstairs.

      Nerves ran through me as I spotted Ryker perched on the arm of the couch, his attention on Eddie, who seemed to be in the middle of a story. As I neared, I overheard something about a stolen mascot suit.

      Ryker’s head turned, and as if sensing my distress, his eyes narrowed.

      “I need to tell you something, but you have to promise you won’t do anything.”

      His head slanted, and his eyes did a quick scan of my body as if he’d find the problem there. “What is it?”

      “Promise?”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Trying to be in control of this, I wanted to stomp my feet like a four-year-old and demand he just agree, even though Jax’s harassment was freaking me out.

      Ryker’s hand slid around the nape of my neck, his thumb brushing over my cheek. “Who fucked with you?”

      I drew in a breath as his gaze grew so intense that I could practically see a tornado coming to life behind his once calm ice-grays.

      “Jax.” As he was about to stand, I stopped him.

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “You can’t.”

      As my phone began to ring, I pulled it out of my back pocket, my face falling as I saw who it was, again.

      “Is that him?”

      “Uh.” I began pressing my phone screen to my chest, but before I could get out any other word, he snatched the phone from my hand and hit the answer button on the screen.

      “Ryker, no,” I whisper-yelled.

      “Hey, douchebag, how’s your face?” Ryker said, catching my hand as I tried to take the phone back. “Listen, you call this number or bother Gabby again, and I’m going to find you and fuck you up. And in case you were wondering, this is Ryker Stanley, bitch. Remember it for when I become your living fucking nightmare.”

      And with that, he hung up.

      “Ryker!” I looked down at my phone. Oh my God. “You shouldn’t have done that. You really shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Why not? I meant every word.”

      “He said he’s going to report you, and now that he knows I’m here with you, he’s going to get the wrong idea—”

      “Hey, take a breath.” His lips twitched into a smile. “I forgot how to decrypt what you’re trying to say when you’re freaking out.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I did slow down and explain the situation, and what did he do? He shrugged. Shrugged. This was his future we were talking about. “You’re not worried? What if you get a record and you lose your scholarship? I can’t let you go to jail because of me.”

      “A week ago, you’d probably say I deserved it.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      He stared at me, an eyebrow arching.

      “Okay,” I confessed. “I’d let you think that. But I wouldn’t want anything like that to happen to you. You’ve worked so hard.”

      I knew for one how hard he’d been working for this his whole life, as he had always felt like he was competing with his brother. They played different positions, but Ash was the best quarterback in this town, actually, if we’re being factual, this state had ever seen.

      It might have been a long time ago, but he’d once confided in me about not being good enough for his dad, and I never forgot it.

      Feeling slightly awkward and out of place for that slip up, I touched my neck and dropped my gaze. “I’m going to call my brothers.”

      As I was about to step away, his arm snaked around my waist and tugged me closer, the previous storm clouds behind his eyes shifting to concern. “I don’t know where that psycho is, so don’t go wandering off, okay?”

      I nodded and pulled in a small breath as his fingers smoothed over the exposed skin at the small of my back, sending sparks through my veins and tingles across my nipples.

      As his pupils dilated, I bit my lip, my eyes lowering to his pink lips. They’d felt so good, and I was already longing to feel them on mine again.

      “Do you want me to go with you?” he asked

      “Huh?”

      His lips pulled into a smile. “To make that call.”

      “Oh, um, no, it’s okay, I just, uh, I can tell them tomorrow, but I do think I need another shot. I’m not much in the party mood anymore.”

      “What kind of a mood would you be in if I found that asshole and kicked his ass?”

      Need spread between my thighs.

      Gathering my wits, I said, “You promised you wouldn’t.”

      “Did I?”

      No.

      “I want to come up with you, but it’s late, and you know my reputation. I don’t want people thinking that—you know?”

      “That we’re sleeping together?”

      My chest ached and for stupid reasons, because this was my wanting to be one of those girls again, who he kissed the shit out of in public, who he wanted to fuck.

      “Don’t with that look.” His palm patted my back. “Your reputation is still solid, Gabby, and you hanging out with me is starting to turn heads.”

      “Honestly, I don’t care what people think.”

      “Honestly, I taught you that.”

      I laughed, and he did too.

      “And in that case—” He stood, and with one hand still at my waist, he yanked me into his body, his free hand cupping the back of my neck as he leaned down, crushing his lips to mine.

      My shock melted into longing as his lips moved away for a split-second before capturing mine once more.

      After the fact that we were smack-dab in the middle of the living room filtered through my thoughts, I broke the kiss, but before I could glance around, he was leading me upstairs.

      Once he locked the door behind us in the room, his lips came down on mine again as he guided me back to the bed, and then on top of it where he lay down next to me.

      He peered into my eyes. “I didn’t mean to be a dick to you earlier or yesterday or any other time. I’m sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “After tonight, I only have one more night here before I’m on my way to Oklahoma.”

      “I know.”

      He sighed and took a lock of my hair between his fingers. “I wish you hadn’t stayed away.”

      “My timing always sucks, doesn’t it?”

      He grinned. “Not always. Just ninety-nine percent of the time.”

      I smiled at the dimples in his cheeks before my eyes flitted back to his heart-melting grays.

      “I’m not gonna lie, Gabby. I want my cock buried so deep inside you that you’ll never forget what I feel like. I want to fuck you until you’re so exhausted from coming that you just fall asleep, but you’re a virgin.”

      When my lips rubbed together, he added, “And even if you weren’t, my fucking you would still change everything. You’re so innocent and free.”

      I eased up enough from the bed to lean over and press my lips to his. They softened beneath mine as he kissed me back. His tongue slid between my lips as they parted, and my thoughts drifted away. My hand slid underneath his arm to his back, and as the kiss deepened even more, I moved one of my legs over his. He groaned, pulling me closer until the hard ridge of his cock pressed against my aching sex. A moan escaped and my hips moved of their own accord, helping me to assuage the release my body sought.

      “Gabby,” he whispered, my name coming out as a painful sigh before his lips touched the base of my neck, sending a maddening wave of tingles across my nipples once more.

      I arched into him. “Ryker.”

      His head lifted, and his dreamy eyes locked with mine.

      My hand trailed over his collarbone and up to the sharp definition of his jawline.

      “I know you’re leaving, and I’m not expecting anything more than this.” I raised a shoulder, trying for indifference even though I didn’t necessarily believe what I was telling him. I wanted more than tonight, but if tonight was all we had, there was no use in pretending I didn’t want him. “I guess I just want to have you before you leave.”

      “Have me?” He placed a light kiss on my mouth. “I wanted to talk to you, get to know you again in a sense, that’s why I came up here with you. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Gabby, or anything that you’re not ready for. But” —he cleared his throat, a smile stretching across his lips—“what exactly do you mean by have me?”

      “It means that—” I stared at a random spot between us before adding, “I’m ready for anything if it involves you.”

      When I chanced a look at him, his smile had changed into this sexy smirk. “Like a threesome?”

      My heart sank. “Never mind.”

      Trying to flirt was a fail. I didn’t even know what I was thinking. I would never be enough for him. He was Ryker Fucking Stanley. A heartthrob and a bad choice to have as anything more than a friend, and if he was also the guy who took my virginity, could he handle that? Could I?

      My gaze shifted to his vibrant red hair and storm-cloud eyes. A few barely-visible freckles ran along his nose and at the edge of his full bottom lip. I’d literally never seen anything as beautiful as Ryker, and it was hard not to stare at how unique and captivating he was, so I knew he had no problems getting girls, but a threesome? Was that what he wanted?

      I didn’t want to watch or imagine him paying the same attention to someone else that he was giving to me right now, and it made my chest ache.

      His hand dropped to the small of my back, and he leaned forward, kissing my cheek. “That was supposed to be a joke, Bunny.” He sighed while I swooned at the nickname that used to be Snow Bunny when we were younger but had become just Bunny over time. He’d given me that name. “What’s that look?”

      I couldn’t talk so I kissed him, trying to forget his stupid joke.

      My lips parted over his, and my tongue found his as we became lost in each other for a while until I was pushing down my leggings. They’d become too tight for some reason, and I wanted to be free of them so I could feel more of him.

      I lifted my legs in the air where my leggings and socks were trapped together at my ankles. I chuckled. “Help me?”

      “Gabby.” He groaned but sat up, his eyes lingering on my thighs as he removed them. “You’re killing me.”

      “That’s impossible. I’m still almost fully dressed,” I said.

      “Almost.”

      I swallowed as his hands smoothed up my legs and thighs before his lips met mine once more. “You’re making this so hard for me.”

      “Your penis?”

      “First of all, don’t ever call it a penis. It’s a dick, preferably a cock, a big, thick cock.”

      I wanted to laugh, but nerves took over. I’d seen the bulge in his pants before, but I guess I’d never thought this far ahead. He was huge, and I didn’t know what to expect, or how ‘fun’ this might or might not be, so I liked that he was lightening the mood.

      “Second of all, what I meant was that having you like this on the bed is like looking at a delectable dessert and being told I can’t eat it.”

      “Who says you can’t eat it?”
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      I groaned.

      Fuck. Me.

      She wasn’t doing herself or me any favors taunting me like this.

      Gabriella was pure, and the monster in me wanted to tarnish that because my dick should be the first she ever felt, the only one she ever felt inside her.

      As her phone buzzed on the bed, I caught a glimpse of the name on the screen. Douchebag Jax. The thought of him almost having Gabby half-naked in a bed like this made me crazy.

      Feeling the urge to stake my claim and distract her from Douchebag’s threats, I captured her lips with mine, kissing her until she was enlivened beneath me, breathing and squirming with the need for more.

      My hand slipped under her top and worked its way under the stiff edge of her bra until my palm covered the perfect, soft mound beneath. My thumb smoothed over her nipple, causing her to let out a small moan that went straight to my head, both of them.

      My mouth traveled down her neck, tasting and savoring her sweet smell.

      “Maybe we should take this off too,” I murmured, tugging on her blouse.

      “Your clothes first.”

      “Done.”

      Getting off the bed, I pulled my shirt over my head and unfastened my belt buckle. When my jeans dropped to my feet, I stepped out of them.

      She chuckled. “That was fast.” Her eyes stayed on my face instead of checking out the rest of my physique.

      “I don’t like to waste time.” Lying down next to her, I rubbed my hand over her smooth thigh. Damn they were sexy. “And we don’t have any to waste.” I looked in her eye. “But I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable, and if at any time you want me to stop, or put my clothes back on, tell me.”

      She nodded, and as her phone vibrated again, I cursed under my breath.

      “I’m going to fuck up his life before I leave if he keeps calling you like that.”

      “Maybe I should just talk to him.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have to again, Bunny. He’s a dick. I fucked him up at the party for a reason.”

      “Bunny.” She repeated, her lips twitching. I hadn’t even realized I’d used that name. These past few minutes had felt so natural. Like nothing had changed from when we’d been friends, except kissing her of course.

      “Gabby,” I amended.

      Leaning down, I nuzzled her neck before kissing her lips until she was writhing beneath me. She allowed me to pull the hem of her top up and over her head, leaving her in a black bra and a string bikini.

      My mouth trailed over her skin until I unclasped the back of her bra and got rid of that too. My cock strained in my boxers, becoming more painful by the second. Dipping my hand into my briefs, I stroked myself as I sucked one of her nipples into my mouth.

      “Ryker,” she squirmed. “Please.”

      “Please what?” I kissed down the valley between her breasts, my hand skimming up between her thigh until my fingers were sliding over her center where her wetness had soaked through the fabric of her panties.

      Damn.

      My cock wanted in, and I wished I could just slip off my boxers and shift her panties to the side.

      Dragging my teeth over her small nipple, I teased my tongue over the sensitive peak. Her thighs spread even more for me, and as my finger slipped into her underwear and came in contact with the soft, heated flesh beneath, she moaned.

      Oh, fuck.

      I lifted my head to watch her, lustrous black hair spread out on the bed, intense blue eyes sparkling, and pink lips swollen from my kisses. If my brain was working, I would start to wonder how we got here, but the only thing that mattered was that I didn’t want to leave.

      The tip of my finger dipped into her warmth, and I teased it in and out, going a tad deeper each time.

      “I don’t care if you’re leaving, Ryker,” she murmured. “I want you.”

      With the way her body was responding to me, I somehow knew where she was going with that before she even said the words. And no matter how much I’d told myself before that it was a bad idea, I wanted this as much as she did. “I want to be your first.”

      “Really?” She smiled, and I nodded.

      After teasing her a bit longer, I grabbed a condom, and I was on her again, yanking down her panties and covering her body with mine, more turned on than I’d been my entire life. It felt as if I were going to go insane if I didn’t get inside her soon.

      I didn’t know what it was.

      Why I was this turned on.

      Was it the feeling that she’d kind of waited for me in a sense when she could have been with anyone? Or was it that I had feelings for her, ones I’d forced myself not to acknowledge over the years?

      As I kissed the sweetest lips I’d ever tasted, my patience to make this as slow and easy as possible for her was tested once more. I hooked one of her thighs around my hips and rocked into her, allowing my cock to massage her.

      I’d barely gotten started when she stiffened and vibrated beneath me in a gasp.

      Holy crap.

      I stared at her in awe as she bit her lip.

      If I was dreaming, I didn’t want to wake up. Except, this was no dream. This was really happening.

      I kissed her, and she looked up at me, smiling with a seductive gleam in her eyes.

      “Second thoughts?” I asked, my mouth ghosting across her lips.

      “No,” she murmured. “How about you?”

      “Not a single one.”

      With other girls, there’d always been an underlying guilt that I was using them or that I was being used by them, but with her, I couldn’t explain it, it just felt—right.

      A small moan escaped her as my cock ground against her center, the peaks of her breast brushing against my chest. Touching her all over, I kissed her, and when my fingers slid inside her, her sighs became music to my ears.

      “Mmm.”

      Fuuccckkk. She was so fucking wet.

      I wasn’t going to last long. Nudging the crown of my cock at her entrance, I teased her with it, spreading her wetness and sliding it between her folds before I pushed just the tip inside.

      She let out a cry, and I froze.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, no, it hurts.”

      “You want me to stop?”

      She shook her head. “No. Was that the worst of it? Is it in?”

      I looked between our bodies at the thick seven inches that weren’t inside her. “Uh, you probably don’t want to know the answer to that.”

      Her eyes widened.

      I chuckled but then soothed her, pressing my lips to hers. “Just relax. Don’t be scared. It’ll get better.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise, I’ll do everything I can to make it better.”

      “Okay.”

      She inhaled and released a breath, and I took it as my cue to continue, agonizingly slow while massaging her clit.

      Pain marred her gorgeous features as my cock made headway and settled deep inside her.

      Her nails dug into my biceps as I began to move my hips, but after a few minutes, her muscles began to relax around me, her body following suit.

      “How’s that?” I asked, withdrawing and sliding back in.

      “Better.”

      “How much better?”

      “It’s starting to feel good.”

      “Good.” I kissed her, pausing to enjoy the feel of how tight she was holding me captive and to focus on not coming because, holy shit, any more friction and the sensations rising in my groin would bring me under. Yet, the want and passion I felt with her forced me to keep thrusting, to use every bit of control I’d ever known myself to possess, which was very little.

      “Did you love him?” I asked her.

      “What?” she asked, and she must think I was insane but whatever her answer, I needed to hear it.

      “Did you love him?” I rolled my hips, grinding against her clit.

      Damn, she felt so fucking good.

      “No,” she said, a moan escaping her.

      “Good.”

      Lowering my head, I trailed kisses up and down her neck before I moved to her nipple, teasing it between my tongue and teeth as I sucked.

      “Oh, oh God.” Her hands moved over my back as I continued to work my hips in the same way, my mouth moving over to her other nipple.

      “I want to feel you coming around my cock,” I urged, knowing she was close. “Come for me, Bunny.”

      I sucked on her nipple, and she came apart beneath me, her pussy spasming around my cock. I groaned, lifting my head and gritting my teeth.

      Fuck.

      As her legs wrapped around my hips, I became primal, wanting to let loose, wanting to fuck her like she’d never be fucked again. So that after tonight, she would never forget this, forget us, like this.

      I nuzzled her neck before kissing her sweet lips.

      As her phone vibrated again, I tried to ignore it but not even a second later, a loud knock came from the door.

      “Ignore it,” I murmured, halfway in heaven and halfway in hell as I sank into her, shivers rolling down my spine as I neared the point of no return.

      My mind registered the music being cut off when another knock echoed, this time with a warning from Tyler, “Stanley! Reynolds is here, and I don’t want the fucking cops at my party. Get your ass out here!”

      Officer Reynolds? What the fuck did I do now?

      As my eyes met Gabby’s, understanding hit us at the same time. Jax. That fucking asshole. He’d had a whole week to report that night to the cops.

      The door shook like someone had thrown themselves into it, and then the knob was shaking.

      “Damn it.” I sighed begrudgingly. “I’m coming,” I yelled. Un-fucking-believable.

      I looked down and smiled at the tenderness in her eyes. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”
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      Last night, when Ryker didn’t come back right away, I’d headed downstairs with a gigantic warmth inside my chest and a certain lightness in my steps, but had stopped in my tracks at the sight of Ryker at the door talking to Reynolds.

      The officer might have just been doing his job, but he’d put a damper in everyone’s night at the cabin before leaving with our statements.

      Ryker hadn’t been the first to throw a punch and had acted in self-defense, which meant, to my relief, that Jax was the aggressor.

      When Reynolds asked if Ryker wanted to press charges, Ryker had shaken his head, grinning. Not surprising he knew the law, as this wasn’t his first fight. But shockingly, he’d also mentioned to the officer how Jax had been bothering me, which I was thankful for. The last thing I wanted was for him to go handling it on his own and for me to become the reason he lost his football scholarship, and essentially his NFL dream.

      Which was why once Reynolds was gone, I’d told Ryker I was leaving.

      Last night I’d promised him nothing would change, and I was sticking to it, even if it was a lie.

      Except, he hadn’t reached out to me since then, which kind of hurt a little, but who could blame him? I’d stood outside in the cold around midnight after I’d started my car and told him, “I don’t want you to feel like you have to text me or whatever just because, you know?” My cheeks had flushed at that last part while his mouth tipped into a smile.

      “You really have to leave now?”

      I’d nodded when there had been no valid reason for leaving besides not wanting to get him in trouble with Jax again. Although, I also didn’t want him to feel forced to change his ways for me even though essentially that was what I craved.

      “Then I’ll see you,” he’d said, which was why I was now tucked into my soft comforter as I scrolled through Facebook, not calling him. Not texting him. Not laughing at the silly memes in the feed that would make me laugh any other day.

      Ugh, this sucks.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Why did he have to leave Alpen Springs tomorrow? And what did “I’ll see you” even mean, because would I see him before he left?

      I should have stayed at the party longer—hell, I should have stayed all night, if it meant being with him, but I knew it would complicate things further, and I didn’t want that, even though a part of me had hoped he would do more to stop me from leaving. But I guess I could understand why it had to be this way. He was about to be a D1 football player.

      And Ryker—I let out a breath. He was a stunning specimen of a human, a creation that was aesthetically flawless. Girls were going to be all over him, and I needed to be okay with that. Besides, I had my own life and goals to worry about. Who needed a man when I had snowboarding? Okay, that sounded lame.

      Hmm . . .

      Ting.

      Ting.

      Ting.

      Propping myself up on my elbows, I stared at my window, my heart racing. It sounded like a key tapping against glass. With my curtains drawn, I couldn’t see anything, but I swore if it was Hunter or Sean trying to scare me, I was going to kill them. They’d done crap like this over the years when they were either high, bored, or both. So annoying.

      Thinking about heading out to the living room to check for them, I crawled out of my bed and grabbed my phone as it pinged with a text.

      My heart jumped at the dinging at my window again, but when I glanced down, a sense of relief broke through.

      
        
        Ryker: Window.

        

      

      Tossing my phone on my bed, I hurried over, twisting the lock on the frame so I could push it out. Cold air wafted in, causing me to shiver as I whisper-yelled, “Why didn’t you warn me you were coming? You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “I saw your light on and figured you were awake,” he said, climbing through and closing it before I could remind him of the two terrors I called my brothers. He started to remove his shoes.

      “What are you doing?”

      He looked confused. “Hanging out, I guess—unless you want me to go.”

      “Oh. Um. No.”

      Try not to be awkward. It’s just Ryker.

      Ryker, whose gorgeous penis—cock—had been inside me not even twenty-four hours ago. My sex clenched even though I was still a bit sore.

      His gaze wandered up and down my body, which was covered in only my black Burton sweatshirt and my bikini panties.

      I crossed my hands in front of my lady bits, causing him to grin, his gaze shifting to the television as he shrugged out of his coat.

      “What are you watching?”

      “The Bachelor.”

      “Apparently, your taste in shows sucks without me.”

      “Of course it does,” I responded with sarcasm. “What have you been watching, then?”

      “Teen Mom 2.”

      I laughed, rolling my eyes. “Whatever.”

      He tossed his jacket on a chair and closed the distance between us, circling his hands around my waist. “How are you doing, you okay?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “After, you know, last night?”

      “You mean if I’m over here pining over you? No.”

      He laughed. “Ah, Bunny, that’s not what I meant.”

      A warm feeling moved low in my belly, and my voice lowered. “Oh. I’m fine.”

      He tugged on a piece of my hair before heading over to my bed and sitting. I watched him for a second. His demeanor seemed familiar, one that I’d often paid attention to years ago, and something was definitely bothering him. “Why are you really here?”

      “I wanted to see you before I left tomorrow, but I’m also hiding,” he whispered.

      “From who?”

      “Will.”

      His biological father.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to talk to him.”

      I stared at him, not sure what to say to that.

      “You have the sexiest thighs, have I told you that?”

      Flutters moved across my belly again before I mentally kicked myself.

      You were just putting him behind you a few minutes ago. Get it together.

      “I just want them around me,” he continued. “Damn.” He bit his lip as I stood there awkwardly. My cheeks heated. “Don’t be shy now, come here.”

      I went to him, my hands still over the vicinity of my crotch, not feeling nearly as brave as I was last night.

      He tugged me onto his lap, his large arms coming around me before he rested a hand on my thigh and squeezed. “There’s something you should know.”

      At the seriousness of his tone, I asked, “What’s that?”

      “I’m not about to watch The Bachelor in my hideout. I mean”—he glanced to the television— “why the fuck is she even crying?” He sighed. “Are you kidding me?”

      I chuckled. “She’s hurt, she didn’t get her time with him.”

      “But there’s a house full of women, and look, he’s making out with one of them.”

      I raised my shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess she just really likes him.”

      We sat like that for the next fifteen minutes, watching the show, and then we moved up on the bed and lay down, me snuggled into his side. Not long after that, his lips found mine, pressing against them in the softest of caresses that sent a blaze of fire through me. Riled up, yet utterly weak with the tenderness of his touch, I returned his indulgent, seductive kisses until I wanted more, more than last night, possibly more than he might be willing to give.

      My first time had been better than I’d thought it would be with him, and that was what scared me. Especially when he kissed me as if he needed to have me. As if he couldn’t breathe another second without his hands on me. He rolled me underneath him and kissed my neck.

      “This isn’t why I came,” he whispered against my heated skin. “We can stop.”

      “Do you want to stop?” I asked.

      His hand covered my breast, and I shivered. “No, Bunny,” he breathed against my mouth. “I don’t ever want to stop.”
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      Sunday morning before the sun rose, I woke and pulled Gabby close.

      “I’m going to head out,” I whispered in her hair, my voice hoarse with sleep.

      “Now?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her arms snuck around me, and as her neck elongated, I kissed her there.

      “Good luck. You’re going to kick ass.”

      I smiled, but in the back of my mind, I wondered if she meant what she’d said last night.

      “Are you sure about us not contacting each other?”

      “College is going to be an experience for you,” she whispered into the dark. “And I don’t want you to have any regrets. I want you to have fun.”

      “What does that have to do with us staying in touch?”

      “It’ll be confusing, and I know that it will probably reach a point where I’ll want more, and . . . it just wouldn’t work.”

      I smoothed my palm over her back. “What if I ended up wanting more too?”

      “We shouldn’t go there, Ryker,” she said sleepily. “It’s college, and you’re an All-American football player.”

      It sounded as if she wanted to say more, but she stopped there, which was okay. I got the gist of where she was going with this. She didn’t think I could be faithful to her. The currents in our lives were pulling us in opposite directions, and swimming against it wouldn’t do us any good. She would be here, and I would be there. I saw her point, I did, but I didn’t necessarily agree with her logic.

      “I’m going to miss you,” I whispered against her cheek.

      “Don’t say that,” she mumbled.

      “But I’m going to.”

      Not long after that confession that actually left my fucking mouth, I pulled on my boots and sneaked back out the window into the night. Her dad would be up soon, if he wasn’t already. Being a groomer at Lu Mountain, he was one of the first people on the snow, getting it ready for when the lifts opened, and I’d rather not have to explain what the hell I was doing at his house at five thirty in the morning.

      “I’m going to miss you.”

      I shook my head as the snow crunched under my boots. I had never told someone I would miss them. I’d also never spent the whole night at the girl’s house. Sex had always been just sex. I’d never dated any one girl for more than two months until Francis. She and I dated for three months, broke up, and then kept fucking when it was convenient. But this thing with Gabriella, who I had a history with, was already in no way comparable to any other situation I’d ever been in.

      And I’d never felt anything like what I did last night or the night before. I’d wanted to keep talking to her until I knew everything about her and her plans after the Olympics, her plans for her future, even just for the next day, but she’d fallen asleep, and then I’d followed not long after.

      “Son of a bitch,” I said under my breath as I pulled up to my house and spotted the blue Dodge Ram parked on the side of the road. Apparently, there was no escaping Will.

      And seriously, what did he do? Sleep here? What the hell?

      I rolled to a stop in my driveway, and I jumped out, hurrying to the front door.

      “Ryker!” Will yelled when he saw what I was doing, but I was already inside the house, closing the door behind me. Childish, but I didn’t want to see him.

      He was the only person I’d vowed never to confront because in the strength it would take to do it was a weakness and the truth of why he loved Ash more than me. And it was too late for him to pretend that he gave two fucks about me.

      Moments later, I fell into my bed for the last time. When I heard the vague sound of a door opening and then my mom’s voice, I dragged my tired body out of the bed and walked over to the window to listen.

      “Go home, Will. Do you realize how early it is? Are you crazy? I told you to stay out of his life, and now look what’s happening. This is because of you! All this football crap, and now he isn’t even going to wait until his graduation. How could you encourage this, knowing what happened to you? If you aren’t here to talk some sense into him, you need to leave.”

      “Oh, now you want me to talk sense into him?” At Will’s retort, I padded back over to my bed and promptly fell asleep.

      When I finally woke sometime just before nine, it felt as if the entire night had been a dream. If it weren’t for the teeth marks Gabby had left on top of my shoulder, I would have assumed it was. Before my mind could wander back to how deep I’d been buried inside her, a knock sounded on my bedroom door. Not knowing if it was Lily, I pulled on the pants I’d just discarded on the floor before pulling the door open.

      Brody, Eddie, and Ash, who’d be making the thirteen-hour drive with me to Oklahoma, stood there, looking more alert and ready for this drive than I was.

      “Dude, you said you’d be up and ready to leave Alpen Springs at the break of dawn. It’s nine.” Eddie threw up his hands in confusion. “Did you even pack?”

      “I packed,” I grumbled.

      Clothes. Bedding. Toiletries. Towel. iPad. Sketch pad and pencils. What else could I need?

      Ash grabbed my shoulder. “And what the fuck did you sleep with last night, a vampire? Couldn’t you have tried to leave this town with some dignity?”

      “Not when said vampire is a future Olympian,” Eddie joked.

      “Shut up,” I hissed.

      “You slept with Gabby, and you told Eddie and not me?” Ash’s palm tapped against my jaw. Did he just slap me?

      “I didn’t tell him. He figured it out.” When he’d caught me outside at the party saying good night to Gabby. I narrowed my eyes at Eddie, telling him without words to shut his freaking mouth. Gabby wasn’t like the others, and there was nothing for them to talk about when it came to her. Especially when things between us seemed to have ended before it had even begun.

      By the time I showered and dragged on a T-shirt, Lily was awake and sitting in my room in her multi-colored, heart-dotted PJs. “You promised to wake me up,” she whined. “And now you’re leaving.” Tears filled her green eyes.

      “Aw, Lily, I’m sorry.” I approached to lift her into a hug, but she turned and ran out of my room yelling “No.” A second later, her door slammed shut down the hall.

      “Damn it.” She was going to be mad for a while. “Can you start taking my stuff down?” I asked the guys. “I’m going to see if I can talk to her.”

      “You mean take down your two measly boxes?” Brody asked. “Yeah, sure, dude. No prob.”

      I knocked on Lily’s door and tried the knob, but it was locked. “Lily. We talked about this. I’m not leaving forever. I’ll be back to visit you. I promise.”

      Silence.

      “I’m taking my stuff down to my truck, don’t you want to help me?”

      Silence.

      I bit my lip.

      “Lily, I’m leaving now. Okay? I’ll see you in a few weeks.” I held my breath, and when I heard nothing, I added, “Please, can I get a hug?”

      I guess not.

      After one last check in my room, I headed downstairs and gave my mom a quick hug, and then nodded to Tom.

      Eddie was already in Brody’s SUV, and just before I got into my truck where Ash was waiting, Lily ran out, looking like that little redheaded girl from Brave.

      “Lillian Princeta Stanley!” Mom yelled from the door, and I could see why. Lily only had on her PJs and her pink UGG boots. Ignoring Mom and the below thirty degrees temperature, she stopped in front of me, her head hanging low as she picked at her fingernail.

      I lifted her and hugged her close, keeping her warm as I walked her back to the house. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Like how soon?”

      My thoughts drifted to Gabby, and I’d never been more certain as I said, “Real soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    







            Gabby

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my God. Why would you tell him not to call you?” Averie asked.

      “I don’t know.” Dropping my head on my pillow, I hugged the other to my chest as Averie sat at the foot of my bed. After wallowing in self-pity all morning, it had begun to hit me that Ryker was really gone, so I’d caved and texted her. “And then he just left, and I guess that was it.”

      I half sighed, half groaned, wondering how much I should tell her. “He was so perfect. It was perfect. And then it wasn’t.”

      “Oh no.” She lay down and propped her head on her hand. “What happened?”

      I swallowed.

      “Um . . . uh, he was kind of my first.”

      “Shut up!” she whisper-yelled. “What?”

      “Yup.”

      She looked at me for a moment as if trying to dissect my current state, but I was fine. I just wished I’d known how I should have proceeded after the deed was done.

      “Sorry, but I’m so curious. Why him?”

      Oh. Well, that question was hard.

      “I don’t know. I guess, in a way, I’d imagined it being with him a few years ago, but also, I might still have some major feels going on for him.”

      “You might?”

      Tingles spread across my skin as it warmed. “Just a little bit.”

      She grinned. “Please tell me it was at least good?”

      “Really good.” I hugged my pillow tighter, thinking for a moment. “I didn’t know what I’d wanted with him, but now that he’s gone, I know I want to be with him. He was so gentle.” I placed a finger on my lip as I recalled his kisses. God, his lips were so soft. “And the things he was saying, I loved it, but then this morning, I began to wonder if he was just saying it—like maybe they meant nothing and was stuff he said to other girls too. He told me he was going to miss me, and it was so hard to hear because I could almost feel myself falling for him after just one night.” I reflected for a second before I sighed. “Go ahead, tell me I’m crazy for feeling like this about him. I need to hear it.”

      She smiled. “I’m not going to tell you that. Also, are we talking about the same Ryker, as in Ash’s brother? I heard gentle and his name in the same sentence, and I’m trying to picture it, and it’s not happening.”

      “I know.” I chuckled. “But yes, the one and only.”

      “Okay, well, now that I’m sure we’re talking about the same person, and I mean no offense by this, but Ryker is a quintessential dick. He would not say anything at all that he didn’t mean, not even if it was just to make you feel good. He isn’t wired that way, and I think you know that. So whatever he said, he definitely meant it.”

      I smiled. “I guess, but the same could go for him being a typical manwhore. He’s going to be all the way in Oklahoma with half-naked college girls throwing themselves at him. There’s no way we could work out.”

      How would I even know if he would be faithful?

      “So, that’s why you told him not to contact you.” She pursed her lips. “That’s tough, Gabby. Honestly, I don’t know what to tell you. You’ve known him longer than I have.”

      “Yeah, except he isn’t the same lanky, teenage guy friend I grew up with. He’s hot now. I mean he was back then, but now it’s”—I shook the image of his abs and broad muscular shoulders from my thoughts—“so different.”

      “Oh my God!” Averie laughed. “You realize you’re going to have to call him, right? In fact, I dare you not to call him because you are, in the literal sense, fucked, Gabby Taylor.”

      I scrunched my face, but she might be right about that.

      “There’s something else,” I said under my breath, getting to the next reason I’d been slightly freaking out most of the morning.

      Her head slanted. “What else?”

      “We sort of, um—got carried away last night, and kind of, sort of forgot to use protection.”

      Averie jerked upright, her eyes popping open. “What?”

      I squeezed the pillow. “He didn’t, you know—he didn’t, uh, he withdrew. But I don’t know. Do you think I could still get pregnant? I’ve been googling it all morning and have been going crazy.”

      “Are you on birth control?”

      “No.” I pulled the pillow up to my face and groaned into it.

      “What about a morning after pill?”

      “I tried,” I said, my voice muffled.

      “You took it?”

      I removed the pillow from my face. “No. I went to the pharmacy in town and walked out with a pack of gum. I feel so stupid. I was mortified to ask for it and terrified that, if I did, it would get back to my dad or mom, which was why I drove to Alpen North, but they don’t even have a freaking pharmacy.”

      “Yeaahhh. My mom used to pick up my birth control pills after work when we lived in Alpen North.”

      “You’re on the pill?”

      “Since I was fourteen, but Ash and I still use protection. He’s practically religious about it. Sorry, not helping. But I think I have an idea.”

      “Please tell me it’s a way to fix this.”

      Sadness expanded inside my chest as I thought about my stupidity. How could I have been so careless? Putting everything I’d worked for, everything my parents had given up for me, on the line?
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      Son of a bitch!

      Dropping my hand on my thighs, I exhaled hot ragged breaths on the OKU football practice field. After doing fifty back-to-back ten second, one-hundreds across the field, I was halfway to hell. I swore I was dying. My chest ached, my lungs ached, even my fucking throat ached.

      “Welcome to off-season training,” Trey said, catching his breath, sweat glistening off his bronze complexion.

      “Off-season?” This shit gets worse? Did I even want to know what they did in-season? Would I even live to see it at this rate?

      “This is just the warm-up.”

      And he was not kidding. By the time we were done with drills, my legs were fucking jelly, and I still needed to walk around the massive campus to check into admissions and find my classes.

      I’d registered for four courses through the online platform last week, but there were a few forms I needed to fill out and some other shit I needed to do.

      Since my first class started at nine thirty, I had to jog back to the dorm after spending more time than I’d anticipated eating breakfast and getting to know the team inside the performance facility, which was basically a luxury hangout spot for the players with free food and entertainment.

      After I left the admissions office almost an hour later, I found the bookstore, but the line was wrapped around a corner of the building as if a damn concert was happening inside. I peered down at my phone at the time and knew it was either going to be books or class, but not both.

      Apparently, I already sucked at college, but having heard about how Coach did not tolerate players missing classes, I knew which option I had to choose.

      Unfortunately, the entire day was a repeat of me sucking. From the outside, it probably looked like I didn’t want this, but being here was everything I wanted. This was the life I’d been working so hard to get to before the final step of getting drafted, but the problem was, my brother not being here fucking blows too.

      After another two-hour workout, this time at the gym with the team, my legs were shaking and my arms were sore, but I finally got the chance to head to the bookstore, and then to the dining hall where I grabbed two huge servings of lasagna. Normal people would need only one, but me, I’d be hungry again within two hours after this.

      “Hey, roomie!” A guy said a minute after I’d set my tray down. My roommate, Liam, dropped into a seat in front of me. With my last-minute decision to start early, I was lucky to even have a dorm, so I wasn’t going to complain about him.

      A blonde girl and a short, slightly overweight dude sat on either side of Liam.

      “This is Ashley, and my dude, Sammy.”

      I nodded. “What’s up?”

      “Liam says you’re from Colorado,” Ashley said.

      “Yup.” I stuffed a bite of lasagna into my mouth.

      “I’m from Denver,” she said.

      I nodded again. “Cool.” I wasn’t in the mood to talk, but I could see the interest sparking in her blue eyes. Blue, but not like Gabby’s. I’d spent half the night last night thinking about her and debating whether to call her.

      “So, what are you majoring in?” Ashley asked.

      “Graphic design.”

      “Oh cool, a football player and an artist.” I would wonder if Liam had told her everything about me, but that was all he knew from our brief interaction yesterday. He’d met my friends, but then I’d left to hang out with them at their hotel room for a while.

      “What are you up to later?” Liam asked.

      I quirked an eyebrow. “As in on a Monday night? Ah, I don’t know, sleep.”

      “Lame. We’re heading downtown to Dixie Dive. It’s a dive bar that hosts beer pong tournaments. And we have a friend who’ll give us the hookup on the drinks without ID.”

      I brushed a hand through my hair. “I don’t know, man.”

      The temptation was real, even with my five thirty wake up for first practice at six.

      “Dude, it’s your first night on campus—well, technically second night, but you need to come out and check out the scene, it’s going to be wild. These guys have been practicing all summer, and tonight is the first tournament,” Sammy said.

      “Drinks, girls, music,” Liam enticed.

      “What time are you leaving?” I forked the last piece of the lasagna and stuffed it in my mouth.

      “Eight thirty.”

      That would give me about two hours to get some reading and some artwork done. I stood, grabbing my backpack and tray. “All right. I’ll check it out.”
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        * * *

      

      Dixie Dive was noisy and smelled of greasy fried food, and Liam’s friend was right, the students were hyped as hell and already dancing and drinking. I couldn’t even hear my own thoughts.

      “Fifteen bucks if you want a drink,” Liam said.

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      The night took off from there, and I eventually settled for a beer, which became two and then three in less than a half hour, and when a call came in on my phone from Will, that was when everything went to shit.

      I answered.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re out right now.”

      “Oh yeah? What does it matter to you?” The bitterness that had been brewing came spilling out before I could stop it. “Why are you even calling me? You never called me back home. Why are you suddenly so interested in my life?”

      Was it because I was the one to carry on his legacy that ended before it started when he got my mom pregnant?

      “I’ve always been interested, you just never gave me the chance to show you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I shook my head in annoyance as I wandered outside the bar.

      “You only came to all my games because Ash was there. When were you ever there for just me? I told you before, I’m done with you, Will. I put up with you for the sake of Ash, but I don’t have to anymore. He’ll always be my brother, but you were never my father.”

      Feeling a knot in my throat, I hung up the phone and rubbed a hand across my forehead.

      Fucking shit.

      I needed a real drink. I headed back inside and spotted Sammy in a small crowd.

      “Where’s your guy? I need another drink.”

      Sammy nodded to a tall dude with shoulder-length hair in a red Hawaii shirt. I handed over the cash, and in a matter of minutes, I was downing a shot of whiskey, the other one at my fingertips waiting for its turn.

      “You know it’s bad luck to take shots by yourself,” Ashley said, coming to stand next to me in the dark corner where the bar counter met the wall.

      “I guess that explains why I’m not having any fun,” I said dryly.

      She waved the bartender over and ordered two shots of tequila.

      “You can order?”

      She winked. “I’m twenty-one.”

      Hm.

      Something was wrong with me.

      She was beautiful and giving me all the signals. Normal me would say something like, “Is that right?” while my gaze roamed over her body suggestively. I could have her against the bathroom wall within the next ten minutes if I really tried, but I didn’t want that. In fact, I didn’t want to be around anyone.

      I tossed back my shot.

      Liquor was the only chick that would be fucking me tonight.

      “So, what made you choose OKU?” Ashley asked.

      I dug into my pocket for a twenty and placed it on the counter. “Assuming one of those shots is for me, I’m paying for the drinks, but I’m not in the mood for small talk, Ashley.”

      “What are you in the mood for?”

      “Rough, hot, mind-blowing sex with a girl who isn’t here,” I deadpanned.

      Her lips pursed before she said with a hint of regret, “You have a girlfriend.”

      The bartender placed two glasses down and poured the shots, saving me from any further interrogation regarding the girl I wanted who didn’t trust me.

      Four shots later, I checked my phone while exiting the men’s room, hoping I wouldn’t find a missed from Will and wanting to find one at the same time. There was none, but my heart leaped at something even better. A missed text message.

      
        
        Gabby: I’m sorry I said you shouldn’t contact me. I don’t know what I was thinking, but I would like it if you did.

        

      

      If I did what? Text her? Call her? My mouth twitched into a smile.

      I clicked on the call button.

      A few rings sounded before she picked up. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I responded, my sore muscles relaxing as some sort of happiness stole the shitty, drink-myself-stupid mood I’d been in all night.

      “How’s college?”

      “Not so good,” I responded in complete honesty.

      “What? Sorry, I can barely hear you. The music in the background is kind of drowning out your words.”

      “Hold on.” I headed through the noise and crowd to the back patio of the bar.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Ashley grabbed my arm. “We have more rounds to go! And I’m buying this time.”

      “Give me a sec.” I held up my phone. “I’m on a call.”

      “Okay, I’ll be at the same spot.”

      I walked out to the patio, which also appeared to be the smoking section.

      “Sorry about that. I’m at this bar.”

      “Then why are you calling me?” she asked.

      “Because I wanted to talk to you.”

      “We can talk tomorrow. It sounds like you’re already making friends, and—”

      “I am, but I don’t think friends is a good idea right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m here, drinking and self-destructing. You know, the usual.”

      “If you know what you’re doing, then why are you doing it?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t ever know, Gabby.”

      “Well, then, why do you think you’re self-destructing? Maybe you aren’t, maybe you just think you are.”

      “I’m out when I have practice at six a.m. tomorrow.”

      She didn’t say anything for a second, but when she did, her voice was low and soothing. “Ryker, it’s almost eleven p.m. your time. What are you doing?”

      “I know. I just—” I sighed. “Ash should be here, you know? He kept me on track. Now, I have the one thing he wanted, and I want this too, but without him, I’m already losing sight of why I’m here.”

      Fuck.

      I forgot how easily I could spill my guts to her without thought.

      “Ryker. Go get some sleep, and don’t miss or be late to practice tomorrow. The next few weeks will be your first impression on the rest of your team, don’t let them think that you’re just a lousy teammate who they can’t depend on or that you’re just some asshole who got lucky. Everyone here knows you aren’t, but if you don’t show Oklahoma that, you’re going to be on the sidelines for a really long time, and we both know you will not be able to handle that. Show them that you earned this, that you want to help them win state, hell, nationals. Yeah, Ashton isn’t there and there’s going to be a lot of distractions, but your goal has always been to be a football player. You’ve always loved the game as much as your brother does, so unless that has changed, Ry, you need to head home, chug some water, and take some ibuprofen so that you’re ready for practice, because tomorrow will decide if you become the NFL player that I know you can be one day.”

      I doubted she had the slightest idea of how drastically she’d just changed my path. Had she not said that, I would have shown up at practice tomorrow morning late and still drunk. I let out a breath and shook my head. “You said just about everything I needed to hear.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve had a lot of practice. It’s part of the speech I’m going to give when I win my first gold medal. Soooo, what was I missing?”

      I laughed. “What?”

      “You said I said, ‘just about everything’ you needed to hear. What was missing?”

      You being here, I thought. “The reason you changed your mind about contacting me.”

      “Because I like your stupid face.”

      “Really? I’m going to need you to elaborate.”

      “Not tonight. It’s your bedtime, remember? We’ll talk tomorrow.”
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      “How are you feeling?” Averie asked.

      “Better.” She placed a tray of muffins on her nightstand and climbed onto her bed next to me. Averie and I had been in contact about as much as I’d been with Ryker on the phone every day.

      She was fast becoming my closest friend, and it made sense since this wasn’t something I could talk to one of my guy friends about. And, basically, she’d taken a bullet for me when she’d gone to the pharmacy and got the morning after pill for me.

      “How’s the dizziness?” she asked.

      I’d taken the pill a few days ago and got hit with a huge dose of nausea, dizziness, and all-around tiredness.

      “I didn’t really notice it today. I got a few good rides in at Breck and had a huge burger before I came back. I think the effects are gone for good.”

      She combed her fingers through my hair, taking some of it in her hands and braiding it. “That’s good.”

      “You don’t still think you did anything wrong, right?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t already pregnant, even though guilt still ate at me about this for some reason.

      “Did you ask him if he’s been tested?”

      “No.” I sighed. Apparently, I sucked at talking to Ryker about the things I really should talk to him about. We’d spent hours on the phone since he’d been gone, talking about the future and our dreams and reminiscing about the past.

      Averie patted my head and hugged me. She was so tiny, but she gave the best hugs. “It’s okay. He can be a total germaphobe, so I’m sure you guys are fine.” She leaned back and grabbed a cupcake the same time my phone rang.

      I grinned when I saw the name on the screen for FaceTime. “Ryker.”

      “Take it, Nicky is probably almost here anyway, and I need to grab the juice. Besides, I need to call Ash so I can tell him what a total sucker for Gabby his brother is.”

      I blushed. “Hardly a sucker for me.”

      “I beg to differ, Gabby Taylor. What did you say he calls you? Bunny?” she teased.

      “Shut up!” I grabbed the teddy bear on her bed to toss at her, but she escaped out the door, so I hugged it instead.

      “Hey,” I answered, smiling into the phone.

      Averie peeked her head around the door. “Alexa, play ‘Falling’ by Trevor Daniel.”

      Tan-tan-tan. At the sound of music, I looked at the Echo Dot on her nightstand. Oh my God.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Ryker asked. “You’re all flushed.” A smirk played across his lips as his eyebrows jerked. “Did I call you at a bad time?”

      As in, was I doing something naughty?

      “No,” I said, my voice rising to an embarrassed pitch before I told Alexa to shut it.

      “Hey, I like that song.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah. So, what are you up to?”

      “Nothing really. How’d your day go?” I asked.

      “The same. Homework. Some illustration stuff, but I finally got around to laundry. And I’m still trying to ignore my roommate, who is always having the time of his life.”

      “He isn’t there now?”

      “Nope. He just left with his friends for some party.”

      “So, no party for you? It’s the weekend.”

      “No. Not tonight. I need to work on making more money, and I need something else to keep me busy while I’m here.”

      He told me about creating and selling logos and illustrations online, which was impressive for someone his age, but his stuff was really that good.

      I wrote short stories from time to time, but I never thought about putting it out to the world. My stories were personal, my own little world that I could escape into from time to time.

      “Something more, like dating?” I pressed my chin on the soft head of the small bear.

      “Gabby.” His voice came out as a low chastisement before his head cocked. “Wait a minute, whose teddy bear is that?”

      “Some guy gave it to me,” I teased, just for his reaction.

      “What guy?” His eyes narrowed. “You might want to get it out of my sight. Unless you want me to put a string around its head and hang it from your ceiling when I come back there.”

      That escalated quickly.

      I tried my best not to laugh as I said, “Oh my God, you wouldn’t. It’s so cute.” I extended my arm so that the camera would be farther out and lifted the cream-colored bear so he could see it. I chuckled at the line forming between his eyes. “It’s actually Averie’s, and she will kill you if you hang Ashbear.”

      “Averie’s?” He smiled, and my insides warmed at the flash of a dimple in his jaw.

      “Yup. We’re having a girls’ night in. She just went downstairs.”

      “Does she still hate me for breaking our business deal?”

      “I don’t think so. She’s been having fun working on a few upcoming projects with Eddie and Ash.”

      “That’s good,” he said, though not sounding too happy about it. Maybe he didn’t like the thought of being replaced?

      “So, I’m thinking about driving back for a weekend sometime soon.”

      “Really? When?” I asked.

      “When is your event at the Winter X Games?”

      “January twenty-nine, thirty, and thirty-first. I have Big Air on Thursday and Friday.” I frowned. He wouldn’t be able to make it, and the Big Air was the best one to watch since that one was just me flying down a short, steep incline and off the biggest jump on the mountain. The other event I took part in was the Slope Style with jibs and other features. That one was between a one and two-minute run, better viewed from the cameras following me down. “Slope Style is on Saturday morning though.”

      “Damn, I wanted to come see you do your thing. The Winter X Games last year were crazy. I always knew you were good, but you always have something new up your sleeve. Some of your competitors were doing the same tricks they’ve been doing for years, and you’re just on another level.”

      “You came last year?”

      “Hell yeah. The guys and I usually go. It’s the best thing in Aspen every year.”

      “Oh,” I said, suddenly feeling shy. I hadn’t realized he still went to them.

      He sighed. “I guess I’ll be watching it on YouTube this year.”

      “I’ll try not to suck then.”

      “I’m still going to head back, even if it’s just to spend that Saturday with you. I want to see you.”

      Sex? Or more?

      My hand brushed through my hair, only to discover the braid Averie had done. I’d forgotten about it. Patting it down, I hoped my finger hadn’t tugged it into a knotted mess.

      This was why we never talk about important things like if we were just friends or if I should be concerned about him not using a condom with me. I always get sidetracked. One would think I would’ve learned my lesson from my friend stealing him away from me before, but apparently, I hadn’t.

      I cleared my throat. “There’s actually something I need to ask you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Uh . . .” Looking away from the screen, I twirled the ends of my hair around my finger.

      “Just tell me. What do you want to know? How big my cock is? It’s very big, Bunny, but you should know that by now.”

      “Oh my God.” Covering my mouth, I looked at the ceiling though my sex clenched at his words. “Don’t say that.” This conversation was heading down the wrong path.

      I drew in a breath. “I want to know about, um, the condom thing. You were my first, but you’ve . . . kind of been around. Annnd . . . that came out badly.”

      “No, you’re right, and I know what you’re getting at. I’ve never been with anyone else without one and was clean the last time I got tested, but I could get that done again if you want me to.” He sighed. “And now I’m thinking about being inside you.”
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      Music streamed out of my helmet’s headset, pumping me up as anxiousness spurred through me, pre-adrenaline at its finest as I stared down at the steep incline a few inches from where my board laid flat, already strapped to my feet. Between training, classes, and waiting for Ryker to come visit, two weeks had crawled by at a turtle’s pace, which was strange since the beginning of the year was my busiest time and usually went by quickly.

      Tuning into the music, I replayed last night’s run in my head. I’d kicked ass at the first round of the Winter X Games Big Air event and expected it to go just as well tonight, even though more wind than usual kept whipping across the mountain.

      One of the volunteers gave me a signal, and I smiled at one of my competitors before we gave each other a high-five.

      It was go time.

      With a slight inward movement of my knee, my board turned and pointed downhill. I slid forward, picking up speed before mounting the incline. I opened up my body for the initial momentum, and as the nose of my board touched the lip of the jump, I flew through the air in a series of front flips and three-sixties, while one of my hands lowered behind me to grab my board.

      Knowing that I had three more seconds before I touched the slope, I did a last-minute switch that had my board landing onto the incline in a loud smack. My natural instinct was to lean back and absorb the fall that was imminent, but instead, I got low and forced my shoulders forward, bringing my body parallel with the incline. The wobbliness disappeared, and my chest swelled with so much joy I could barely contain it.

      Holy shit!

      I did not just land that.

      Shouts and cheering echoed from the crowd and snow kicked up around my board as I came to a swift stop at the bottom.

      After waving at the crowd and giving a few people I knew high-fives, I turned and stared at the board, waiting to see if that jump moved me to the number-one spot.

      Would they see any fault in my landing?

      Did I do enough?

      The scores were counted per run and not overall, so with my current second place position, my score needed to be high enough on this run to put me in the number one spot or to beat the last competitor, the girl who was still waiting up top to do her run.

      I didn’t mind taking home silver or bronze, but gold was better. I’d lost some momentum over the years I spent waiting for the next Winter Olympics. And over those years, my competitors had gotten better. The women were more badass than they’d ever been.

      As my name jumped to the number one spot on the board, I lost it. “Oh my God!”

      “Gabby! Gabby!” Averie and Nicky screamed from behind the partitions with the crowd.

      Oh my God.

      A few minutes later, while the festivities were still ongoing with a live concert about to kick off, I stepped away and called Ryker. “Did you watch? Did you see it?”

      “Hell yeah I did, that was gnarly as fuck! Holy shit, Gabby.”

      “That was so much fun, I can’t believe I landed it. I’m a mess right now. I’m all jitters—”

      “I can hear it in your voice. Damn, I wish I was there.”

      “Yeah, me too, but you’ll see me tomorrow,” I said, nervous tingles spreading across my belly. It’d been almost three weeks since he’d left for college, since I’d seen him.

      “I won’t be able to make it this weekend, Bunny. Our class has this group project, and this weekend is the only time we can all get together, and I don’t want to flake out on them.”

      My excitement nosedived. And it shouldn’t, not when a gold medal was literally hanging around my neck, but it just felt as if—I felt stupid for getting my hopes up. I knew it wasn’t his fault, but damn it, it still sucked. I cleared my throat. “Oh, um, that’s okay.”

      “No, it isn’t. I want to see you.”

      “Yeah, but you’re there, and I’m here.”

      He sighed. “I know.” A few seconds passed before he asked, “Call me when you get home?”

      “Okay,” I responded, but as much as I loved spending time on the phone with him, I wanted more time in person with him. And as the weeks went by, I knew it would be less likely.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you thinking about?” Ryker asked later that night while we were on the phone.

      “Zurie and Puma?”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I replied, not wanting to sound silly. The one thing that I hadn’t talked to him about was my stories, and it kind of just slipped out.

      “No, tell me,” he insisted.

      “It’s nothing, I just write stories sometimes, and recently, I’ve been thinking about this one I’d started a few years ago. Zurie and Puma are the main characters.”

      “Really? That’s cool. What’s the story about?”

      “Uh, I don’t know, just a paranormal romance.”

      “About?”

      “I don’t—do you really want to know?”

      “Yeah, but you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell him. It was that I’d never told anyone about my stories before. It was like diary personal, at least to me.

      “How about this, I’ll tell you about it the next time we meet.”

      “Damn, I can’t wait to see you again, and the thought of it is making my dick throb. Now all I can think about is the next time.”

      “Doesn’t everything make your cock throb?”

      He chuckled. “If it starts with a G and ends with an A, Gabriella. And it looks like I’m going to be touching myself again tonight.”

      “Again?” I asked out of curiosity.

      “Yeah, I masturbated this morning, and if it were up to me, we’d be fucking at least twice a day in addition.”

      I drew a slow breath that came out ragged even though I’d wanted to hide the effect his words had on me. “And why do you think I’d let you have sex with me twice a day?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      Good question. I bit my lip as my body ached for his touch.

      “My hand is inside my shorts stroking my dick right now, and I don’t know what I’d like more, the taste of your pussy on my lips or the feel of your mouth on my cock.”

      Oh, oh wow.

      I swallowed, but my confidence grew with the sudden longing between my thighs. “We could just do both. I’ve never done that whole sixty-nine thing.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Patience, Bunny. Your body isn’t ready for all the things I want to do to you.”

      The wetness between my legs begged to differ. “Well, I think it’s ready. I’m ready for you, Ryker.”

      “Damn, you’re killing me. Are you torturing me on purpose?”

      Maybe. “No.”

      I pressed my finger to my lips, imagining the feel of his mouth on them.

      “How much is a flight from there to here? Can you come to me? I’ll pay for the ticket.”

      “What?”

      “I’m serious, if even for a weekend.”
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      I carried my small overnight bag with me to my truck and tossed it into the backseat.

      
        
        Me: How’s the train ride going?

        

        Gabby: Good, it’s actually kind of nice. The seats are cozy.

        

        Me: But eight hours? I still don’t know why you didn’t fly. I would have been doing very naughty things to you already.

        

      

      My sex drive was not average, and I’d never once held out on sex like this for anyone, but I wanted to for Gabby, whether or not our—whatever kind of relationship we had—was defined or not, she was my girl. Besides, she’d gotten me so horny in the past few days I could barely see straight.

      I drove to the Oklahoma City transit center and parked my truck in a space facing a nearby building to keep the glare of the sun out of my face.

      She’d left on the first train at six a.m., so she should be here in less than ten minutes if it was on time.

      I peered at the message that had come on my drive over.

      
        
        Gabby: Is this visit just a booty call? Asking for a friend.

        

        Chuckling, I shook my head.

        

        Me: And which friend is that?

        

        Gabby: . . .

        

        Gabby: I’m here.

        

        Me: What? Already?

        

        Gabby: Yup. Where are you?

        

      

      Oh shit!

      My heart raced as I hurried out of my truck and headed to the Santa Fe building. Only a couple people were walking around the staircase entrance and none were Gabby, but as I got closer, the door opened, and there she was, looking as fine and delicious as ever in jeans and a black hoodie, her wavy black hair bouncing as she descended the concrete stairs.

      I stared at vibrant blue eyes, sharp cheekbones, and perfect pouty lips. A face so gorgeous that my words were still stuck in my throat as I watched her.

      She smiled, a mischievous look flashing in her eyes before we stopped in front of each other. Closing the space between us, I wrapped my arms around her at the same time as she embraced me.

      “I can’t believe you came,” I said, trying to process the incredible feeling of her being here, especially in my arms.

      “It was our only chance. I think I had to.”

      Her first Olympic qualifying or selection event would last for a few days at Copper Mountain. Then she would head to Switzerland for a competition before going to Norway to take part in the X Games there as well.

      “Yeah.” I sighed, not quite wanting to let her go, but I loosened my hold, touched her chin, and pressed my lips to hers.

      The soft caress of her mouth urged me to pull her tighter against me once more as my cock throbbed with need.

      “Geez, dude, you gonna let her breathe or what?” my brother said, and I froze.

      Ash?

      My head turned, and sure enough, there was my brother standing on the steps with Averie.

      “Oh fuck!” I lifted my hand, pressing the back of my fist to my mouth and nose.

      Holy shit!

      “So, this is why you didn't want to take the plane, huh?” Shaking my head, I slowly released Gabby.

      She shrugged, feigning innocence before I hugged Ash and then his other half.

      “You two got your own room, right?”

      “Ryker!” Gabby admonished.

      “No, we didn’t get our own room. And you know, when Averie mentioned you and Gabby, I was skeptical, but I’ll be damned. What’s going on, dude?” Ash teased. “You growing up on me?”

      I let out an exaggerated breath and pointed at Gabby as I led the way toward my truck. “This is your doing.”

      She chuckled. “Sorry, I thought you wanted to see your brother.”

      And this was how my fucking Gabby twenty different ways until Sunday almost got ruined.

      “Did you guys eat on the train?” I asked.

      “Nah, just some snacks, I’m starving,” Ash replied.

      “Same, I need food,” Averie added.

      “Me too,” Gabby smiled, extracting the same reaction from me, and there was the ease in my chest again with the comfort of having her around.

      Since we were already in Bricktown, I parked my truck down the road, not far from the transit center.

      Pulling my baseball cap on my head to block the sun from my pretty but delicate face, I grabbed Gabby’s hand, and we walked for a bit before deciding on a burger and beer joint.

      The restaurant wasn’t crowded, and we opted for the covered patio. After we ate, we burned the first five hours of them being here, walking the entire Bricktown Canal—twice, stopping at an arcade, and playing a few rounds of mini-golf. By the time we were checking into the Airbnb we’d rented, it was already after eight. Gabby would be getting on that train tomorrow at three p.m. to head back.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s wrong?” Gabby asked. She was currently fluffing her hair in front of a standing mirror. She was wearing a low-cut black blouse that didn’t even cover her midriff and a pair of high-waisted black leather short-shorts she’d donned after her shower. My eyes dropped to the black lace heels by her bare feet, and a warm tingle I’d never known spread inside my chest as my gaze lifted and met hers in the mirror.

      I shook my head in answer her question. “You look beautiful.”

      She smiled. “You do too without your shirt on.”

      I chuckled, staying reclined against the headboard. “I’m trying to seduce you. Is it working?”

      I took a picture of her on Snapchat and typed: “I don’t want her to go.”

      “No, because I’m thinking about how we have to leave soon, and you still aren’t dressed,” she reminded me, still messing with her hair.

      “I figured if I stopped and just stared at you, it would somehow slow down time,” I said, low enough that Ash or Averie couldn’t overhear from the living room where they were setting up the sofa bed for them to sleep on later.

      “I can’t believe it’s already after nine. It feels like I just got here.” She bent over and picked up her heels, giving me one hell of a view. So perfect. All of her.

      “You did just get here.” I bit my lip, wanting her to nibble on it instead.

      She sat on the bed and pushed a foot into the lace heel and strapped it on.

      God, she was sexy as fuck.

      “All that walking today worked up an appetite, I’m starving,” she said.

      “Me too.” For her.

      Was she punishing me? What happened to all those naughty conversations we had on the phone? I mean we’d kissed a few times today, but I wanted to bury my cock inside her, inside what was mine. It made me wonder why it didn’t seem as if she wanted that too.

      “Bunny, what’s your deal? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “Huh, what? No.”

      “You’re acting strange.”

      “Strange? How?”

      “Well, first you surprise me with my brother and his girlfriend when I thought it would just be us, and now you’re being, I don’t know . . . distant? Did you not want to be here?”

      “Of course I do, and I thought it would be fun if Ash surprised you, you sounded like you missed him when we talked on the phone.”

      I was glad Ash was here because we hadn't been as close as we had been when he was still playing football.

      “Are you second-guessing my being here?” she asked.

      My eyebrows shot up. “No, Bunny. I’ve been trying to restrain myself, and you aren’t making it easy.” I deliberately checked out her body so she saw what I was doing, and given the fact that my cock was about to tear through my jeans, she got the idea. “It’s going to be a long night if we’re planning to go clubbing after dinner.”

      “And I’m ready for that.” Her eyes lowered to my groin for the briefest seconds, but holy fuck that was hot. “I just—you make me get flustered. It’s so easy to talk to you on the phone, but now when we’re together, it’s different, you can be intimidating sometimes. I never know what you’re thinking.”

      “Sex,” I deadpanned.

      “What?”

      “That’s what I’m thinking about ninety-five percent of the time. The other five percent, I’m thinking about how gorgeous you are.”

      Her head slanted, a smile teasing at her lips as she stood.

      Moving as close to me as possible, she placed a hand on my chest and pressed her lips to mine.

      My hand grasped her waist, meeting skin.

      Mmm.
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      I ground my ass against Ryker’s crotch, feeling his erection through his jeans. I had no idea he could move his hips like this, but after our nights together in Alpen Springs, I should have.

      Twirling out of his reach, I danced in front of him and raised my arms above my head until he did a body roll, his shoulders, torso, and hips rolling in a wave as he moved toward me, then back.

      A laugh fell from my lips as we continued this tease that eventually turned into a dance contest. Before I knew it, Ash joined in and then it was both of them doing some synchronized dance to “The Box” by Roddy Ricch.

      “What is going on?” I asked Averie over the music.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen Ash dance like that. Holy crap! He’s so good!”

      My mouth hung open as I watched the two, who were surrounded by people in the club. They hooked their arms together at the elbow before moon-walking in a circle, and then broke apart in a robotic move to the beat of the music. Still dancing, Ryker approached, calling me into his spotlight, but I shook my head. I was not about to embarrass myself in front of all these people. Besides, I was more than happy to watch.

      Grinning, he backed away.

      I’d been major touchy-feely with him this past hour, ready to indulge in all things Ryker. Not even my negative thoughts could hold me back, but I still voiced them to Averie over the music.

      “I’m scared,” I told her.

      “What?”

      “What if this is just about sex for him when I’m here”—I glanced back at Ryker and Ash, entertaining the crowd—“falling for him again?”

      “I don’t think it’s just about that for him, but if by some small chance he called you to come all the way here from Alpen Springs just for sex, it means he doesn’t want to have it with anyone else, and I think that’s a good thing. Besides, didn't you see his Snapchat? He wants you, Gabby.”

      “What Snapchat?”

      She pulled out her phone and when she showed me what she was referring to, my heart melted. He didn’t want me to go.

      I grinned as she gave me an I-told-you-so look before her attention moved back to the guys. “Seriously, how did I not know that my boyfriend was literally Channing Tatum but hotter?” She pressed a hand to her chest. “Definitely hotter.”

      I laughed, not disagreeing. Yes, Ash was hot, but Ryker? There was just something about him that had fire racing through my veins.

      Sometime later, when Ryker and I had begun to dance together again, his arms came around my waist. Holding me close, he whispered, “You’re driving me crazy. I want you so fucking bad.”

      He wasn’t alone. I wanted him. I needed his hand to touch me, tease me until I got the relief I’d been craving for weeks. I tilted my head back and stared up at his breathtaking face. “I want you too.”

      His head lowered, and his lips met mine in a soft caress as his hand pressed against my belly, forcing me even closer to his hard body. My nipples tightened, and I turned in his arms, circling my arms around his neck. “I think we should leave early.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” He kissed me. “Let me just tell Ash.”

      Ash and Averie decided they wanted to stay out for a bit longer, and I knew they were doing it for us. We’d have the place to ourselves, at least for a bit.

      Ryker took my hand and escorted me outside where we waited for our Uber to arrive. The music from inside was still loud, and my shoulders jerked to it.

      He lifted my arm up and over my head, causing me to twirl in front of him before colliding into his body. I laughed.

      “We need to work on your coordination,” he joked.

      “What? I wasn't supposed to bump into you?”

      He chuckled. “Not like that. No.”

      The car arrived, and for the five minutes it took to get to our Airbnb, Ryker’s hand rested on my thigh, moving back and forth in a caress that just about drove me wild. I found myself touching him in return, needing to feeling him beneath my palm even if it was the back of hand resting on my thigh, or our fingers interlacing in the back of the car.

      By the time he pressed the secure code on the lock for entry into our Airbnb, I was more than ready to have him all to myself, but a message pinged on his phone.

      As Ryker checked his text, I discarded my shoes by the wall and out of the way that our overnight roommates wouldn’t trip over them when they got in.

      “Liam just got to the club.” He’d mentioned his roommate’s name a few times, but I’d yet to meet him. His fingers clicked away on his phone. “I’m just telling him to look out for Ash.”

      I smiled. His care for his brother was so apparent, and so freaking cute.

      “Okay, I’m going to go freshen up.”

      “But I haven’t gotten you dirty yet.” I glanced over my shoulder in time to see the mischievous smirk on his face. “A hundred percent serious right now.”

      I chuckled and went to the bathroom, where I stripped out of my clothes, brushed my teeth, washed my face, and after freshening up, I did a once over in the mirror.

      I pondered putting my clothes back on but decided against it. It wasn’t as if Ryker wouldn’t be taking them off me in the next few minutes anyway. With a deep breath, I grabbed my clothes from the counter and exited the bathroom. Hoping I’d be able to dash into the bedroom under the covers before Ryker saw me, I went for it, except in my rush to get to the room, I bumped into him inside the bedroom doorway as he was coming out.

      “Oh my gosh!”

      “Shit!” His hands dropped to my sides to steady me before he peeked behind my clothes in my hands to my curves. My heart raced.

      “You got naked for me?” He grinned.

      “No.”

      His hand skimmed down my hip and he leaned down, placing a kiss against my lips. “You got naked for me . . . Mm, minty fresh. Now I have to brush my teeth. Stay naked and give me two seconds.”

      “Two seconds?” I teased.

      “Don’t you dare.” He swatted me on the butt, and it was so sweet and gentle, I wanted him to do it again.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this content, like everything was finally falling into place. The Olympics. Ryker. I dropped my clothes on top of my backpack and turned around, only to find him still watching me.

      My hands lifted to cover my breasts as he said, “Don’t. My mouth will be on them later, no use hiding them from me now.”

      I bit a corner of my lip as my sex clenched.

      His hand went to his crotch, and as he groped himself in front of me, my knees went weak, my whole body responding with a raw, primal urge to have him immediately. My arms fell to my side.

      “Can you please go and do what you need to do in the bathroom,” I managed, hoping I didn’t sound as desperate as I felt.

      God, I want him so bad.

      He massaged himself through his pants one more time and then turned to leave.

      I had just settled in the middle of the bed when Ryker stepped back into the room in all his naked glory. His thick cock, hard and ready between muscular thighs.

      Holy, Greek God.

      I swallowed and drank him in.

      When he’d told me his coach wanted him to gain twenty pounds, I didn’t think it would happen that fast, but I wasn’t complaining. His physique looked more defined and larger than the one time I’d seen him naked.

      He was mouthwatering, and desire tightened at my core, causing my pussy to pulse with need.

      He slid into the bed with a wicked smile on his face, and his hand immediately reached for me, bringing me closer and flush with his warm, hard body. I sighed from the mere pleasure of it as our legs entwined.

      He groaned and kissed me. “Finally.”

      “Finally?” I asked, breaking our kiss. “What about today?”

      “Today was great. You being here is great. But this—” He shifted so his cock ground against my sex. “This is heaven.”

      An enticing thrill ran through my body, causing me to gasp before our lips met. His tongue toyed with mine, first unhurried as he turned me into mush beneath his touch, and then rough and needy. He tugged my lip between his teeth before his kisses moved down my neck, and sure enough like he promised, to my breast and the hard pebble at the peak.

      My teeth sank into my swollen lip as his tongue swirled at the peak before he sucked. I spread my thighs, wanting more as he moved to my other breast and suckled until my hips were rising off the bed beneath him.

      He kissed down my belly, and my hands moved over his muscular back. Was he going to—his mouth covered the ache between my thighs, and all I could think was freshening up was definitely a good idea—

      “Oh, God.”

      His tongue licked up and down my seam, the warm wetness of his attention awakening a deeper need.

      He cupped my bottom, his tongue sinking into me, and the delicious feel and intimacy blew my mind. Desperate for more, my pelvis lifted of its own accord as I crushed myself against his expert mouth.

      “Ah! Oh, God. Ah.”

      My eyes remained glued on his mouth on me, and as pleasure moved through me, my fingers twisted in his beautiful, disheveled red hair.

      Oh my God.

      He licked and sucked harder, holding me hostage against his mouth as a wave of pleasure rocked my core, shooting through my entire body as he devoured me. I loosened my hold on his hair, and he relented, crawling over my body until his mouth pressed against mine and the crown of his cock pushed at my entrance.

      God, I wanted him—

      “Condom.”

      “Way ahead of you,” he responded between kisses. “It’s already on.” He slid home, and a gasp from both of us filled the silence before his hips rolled and my legs circled him.

      My palms rubbed against the muscles straining in his back as his cock stretched and filled me in a different way than it had the first two times we’d had sex. Greedy for more, my hips rose to meet his thrusts.

      I grew even wetter as his mouth moved to my breasts, and once his lips touched them, all thoughts except for how good he felt evaded me as he pushed deep into me, his pelvic bone rubbing against my clit. My body warmed and melted before another orgasm rolled through me while he continued to fuck me, drawing out every last shudder.

      “You feel so fucking good, especially when you come on my cock,” he whispered into my ear. “Do you like my cock fucking you, Bunny? Do you like this big cock inside your pretty little pussy?”

      My hand slid down his back to his firm glutes as he pushed into me harder and harder.

      “I love it.”

      I moaned as he gave me more, burying himself to the hilt before getting up on his knees and dragging me to him. My thighs spread wide over his, and his hands gripped my hips. Then he fucked me with so much vigor I didn’t even realize what was happening until my entire body spasmed, and I threw my head back with a cry of bliss.

      With one last thrust, he bucked and groaned, one hand dropping onto the bed for support. My hand reached down to touch his, and he looked at me, some of his red hair on his forehead and his gray eyes glazed with pleasure.

      I clenched around him, and it seemed as if he shivered a little.

      He eased out of me, and as he placed a quick kiss on my lips, my eyes closed. “I’m going to get rid of the condom.”

      Feeling satisfied, I almost drifted off to sleep, but Ryker returned shortly with two bottles of water and a wet washcloth.

      I cleaned myself and handed him the rag back. “I don’t want to get up.”

      He smiled and took it from me before tossing it onto the floor beside the bed.

      He got under the covers next to me, and as my eyes caught the patch of hair above his cock, I smiled. It was cute, and the matching red hair suited him, just like his creamy complexion and pink nipples and lips that took him a notch above attractive to just—deliciously mouthwatering.

      “What?” he asked.

      I smiled at him. “I’m happy I came.”

      His lips twitched. “I’m happy you came too.”

      I grinned at the coy look in his eyes. “That is so not what I meant.”

      “I know, but I’m glad for both.”
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      We gazed at each other without speaking while my fingers stroked along her forearm.

      “What are we doing, Ry?” she asked.

      “Whatever the fuck we want to.”

      A smile pulled at the corner of her lips. Damn, I wanted to kiss her again. “You know what I mean.”

      I dragged my eyes away from her mouth to meet her wondering eyes. “We’re dating. What do you think we’re doing?”

      Her eyebrows rose before knitting. “We’re dating? We haven’t even been on a date.”

      “We’ve already been on ten dates.”

      “Was I actually present for these so-called dates?”

      “Yup. We went camping on our first date—”

      “What?” She laughed.

      My fingers brushed along her forehead before smoothing her hair back. “We went to a party on our second date. When you walked through the front door, you were so gorgeous I couldn't take my eyes off you. Our third date, that started out a little rocky with you forcing me to watch The Bachelor out of all things, but I think that date turned out better than I’d expected.”

      I drew in a long breath as I recalled the first time I’d had sex without a condom. Some form of ecstasy and she was the dealer.

      I dropped my hand across her stomach. “Now that I think about it, I might never forget that night. And today, today alone was at least five dates. Mini golf, sightseeing, lunch, dinner, party.”

      “So, we’ve been dating for a month?”

      “Yup.”

      “Don’t you think I should have known that so I wouldn’t have kissed some guy in the library last week?”

      “You what?” I barely managed to keep my voice calm.

      “I’m kidding.” She giggled. “But had that happened, it would have been entirely your fault. Camping, by the way, doesn't count as a date. You didn't even talk to me. You were mad at me the whole time.”

      “I wasn’t mad at you. I was mad at the situation and why you’d stopped talking to me.” I sighed, before confessing, “I wanted to push you away, not let you back in.” She had hurt me when she’d stopped being my friend a few years ago, and I didn’t like making myself vulnerable to people, because no human on Earth could inflict wounds like the people who were supposed to be the ones you trusted.

      “What made you change your mind?” she asked.

      “Everything I remembered about you. I’ve always liked you, but it was always someone else who you had a crush on, so there was no point in attempting to even cross that line.”

      “You never liked me like that, and that isn’t true. It wasn’t always with someone else. That’s why I was so upset when you—”

      When I’d slept with Ally.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as regret etched deep into my soul. I wished I could seize it and erase that stupid fucking lapse of judgment from my fifteen-year-old brain.

      Pulling her closer, I kissed her cheek, then her mouth, trying to scrub the feeling that the Ally thing will always rest between us.

      “Gabriella Taylor.” I looked her in the eyes. “How do I fix something I can’t change? And will you ever forgive me?”

      “I did forgive you. You didn't know what you were doing, well, I guess you did, but you’re right. I never should have acted the way I did.” She shook her head. “I went on my first date with a boy who I didn’t even like that much, then gushed about it to you.”

      I grinned. “I remember.”

      “It was the worst kiss of my life.”

      “You said it was the best, ‘He’s such a good kisser. Oh, Ry, it was so perfect!’” I mimicked.

      “Stop. I’m getting to that,” she whined, even as indents formed on her cheeks in amusement. “I wanted to make you jealous. I couldn’t just tell you that I wish it had been you.”

      “You could have.”

      “But I chose not to. So, it was kind of my fault too that you and Ally eventually got together, it’s just that I never saw it coming. After I told her I liked you, she made fun of you and told me I could do better. I just didn’t realize she had an agenda of her own, and before that when I had the guts to talk to you, I didn't think you’d want to be with me, so I asked if you would take my virginity instead.”

      Staring at her with disbelief, I shook my head. “You are— ”

      “Crazy? Yeah, but I’d figured it would have been easier to get a yes from you, and I thought if I was losing my V-card to someone I liked a lot, it wouldn’t have mattered if those feelings were reciprocated. But whatever, it’s the past. It should be behind us, not in our present every waking second.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can get behind that.”

      “But, Ryker, I don’t think we should date. I’m training, you’re training. We live in different states. After I leave tomorrow, I don’t even know when I’m going to see you again.”

      “We can make it work, but if you’re saying us being together is going to be more trouble than it’s worth, then that’s your call.”

      “That isn’t what I meant.”

      “Then what do you mean? You either want this or you don’t. No more fucking games.”

      “You don’t have to be an asshole.”

      “How’s that being an asshole?”

      “Never mind.”

      She rolled onto her side away from me.

      Are you kidding me?

      I threw up a hand and stared at the ceiling, sighing after a moment. “You’re doing it again. Why are you shutting me out?”

      “Because it’s easier.”

      So, she liked me, but she didn’t want to be with me or talk to me because it was easier?

      “Right,” I said dryly, getting up to go turn the light off because not only did it seem as if this conversation was over but also so was our relationship, or lack thereof.

      I left the bedroom and took a quick shower before lying on Ash and Averie’s makeshift bed and turning on the television. While I aimlessly clicked through the channels, I heard the shower running and knew Gabby was in there.

      How did I fuck this up already? Why couldn’t we just see eye to eye? And where the hell was Ash?

      Stopping the channel on some old sitcom, I went to grab my phone while Gabby was in the bathroom.

      
        
        Me: Are you going to make it back here tonight? You do not party this hard.

        

      

      I dropped my phone on the sofa bed, and within a few minutes, Gabby stood at the edge in an oversized T-shirt and a small pair of shorts. She sat on the side and faced me with the television light in the dark flashing across her face.

      “You’re mad at me,” she said.

      “No. Just giving you the space you looked like you wanted.”

      “I don’t want space from you.”

      “Then what do you want, Gabby?”

      “You.”

      “I’m finding that hard to believe,” I replied.

      She sighed. “Do you really think we can start a relationship? With you being here, and me being there and traveling all the time?”

      “I do.”

      “I’m in a bubble where snowboarding has been my whole life. I don’t know how to be in a relationship. I’ve been in four and none have worked out, much less a long-distance relationship,” she explained.

      “None of my relationships have worked out either, but if they had, I wouldn't be sitting here with you now, which, if you haven’t noticed, is where I want to be. Gabby, you’re scared of losing something we don’t even have yet, when we should be putting more effort into sustaining what we both want. Why take the easier route?”

      “Because I don’t want you to hurt me.” Her words came out small, like it was already hurting her just to say them.

      I considered that.

      “I can’t promise you that I won’t, but I’m not sure how I feel about you expecting me to hurt you before you give me a chance not to.”

      “I know, but all of that does scare me.”

      “So, since you don’t want to give me a chance, how do you feel about seeing other guys or about me seeing other girls?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want that.”

      “I don’t either.”

      She stretched out onto her stomach and rested her chin on her crossed-forearms on the bed. “Can I be honest?”

      “Go for it.”

      “I’m not sure I can handle the distance. You’ll be here, going to parties and being the big-shot football star. I’m not saying you will cheat on me or that I expect it, I’m saying that I hate the idea of girls throwing themselves at you and my not being here to keep them away.”

      “I could argue the same thing with you traveling and hanging out with all those snowboarders, who by the way, not only share the same passion as you but also one of whom was your first boyfriend. I don’t give a shit about that because I trust you. Without a doubt. I’ve been faithful to you since I left Alpen Springs without you asking, without us being official, doesn’t that count for something?”

      She reached a hand across my stomach, her nails scratching over my T-shirt, causing my abs to flex from the contact. “It does, and okay. Let’s do this thing. Let’s be more.”

      My hand covered hers as hope took root inside me. “More?”

      She nodded. “More.”

      Rolling onto my side, I leaned forward and kissed her, my hand smoothing over her cheek as I nipped and sucked on her lip. I smiled.

      “You’re smiling,” she said.

      “Of course I’m smiling. You’re mine now.”

      She grinned, and I kissed her again before admitting, “I don’t want you to leave tomorrow.”

      “What if I stay for one more day?”

      “What?” I asked, so shocked my lips stopped their assault on her mouth. “You can stay?”

      “Possibly, if you can go half with me on a plane ticket since I’m kind of broke and I need to make it to my training on Monday. I mean, we’ll only get a few more hours together but— ”

      “Done and done. Don’t worry about it. I got it.”
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, I woke up to Gabby’s hand smoothing over my pecs and abs, her lips following suit. My morning wood turned into stone as she pressed soft kisses all over me.

      Wake me up like this every day, I thought, opening my eyes and meeting her electric blues as she peered up.

      “Morning,” I said, brushing a hand through her hair. “How long have you been up?”

      “Not long.”

      She kissed my chest again, and my eyebrows arched. “Taking charge now? I’m not complaining, but this is a change from yesterday.” I rubbed a hand over her slender shoulder, which were still bare after our third round last night when I’d forbidden her to put clothes back on.

      “Yesterday, I was just warming up to you.” She traced a finger over my nipple. “Yesterday was just foreplay.”

      “Bunny, if foreplay takes a whole day, it either means I’m doing something wrong or I’m just going to have to keep you in my bed.”

      She chuckled, and I grabbed her, rolling her beneath me before capturing her nipple between my lips and swirling my tongue over it. “Do I need to do this all day today to make sure you stay warm and ready for me?”

      My lips traveled down the middle of her torso, her belly button, and down to the sensitive flesh between her thighs where my tongue licked and danced through the wet seam of her pussy.

      She gasped and panted for the next twenty minutes while I ate her like breakfast, then again for the next twenty minutes while I thrust my cock deep into her. She was perfect and mine, and I didn’t want this moment to end, even as we were both left gasping for air.

      After cuddling with her for a bit, I got up to take a shower so I could get us some real food. Except, once I got out of the bathroom and entered the bedroom, it seemed Gabby had fallen asleep.

      Smiling, I walked over to the window and to the rain pattering against the glass.

      I wandered into the living room, where it was still somewhat dark with the curtains closed. In the kitchen, I felt for the microwave light over the stove, not that we’d bought anything to make breakfast with anyway, but I could have sworn I’d seen coffee.

      Yes, coffee, but hell no to the discolored coffee pot. I picked it up and squinted at the grime around the top and the brown stain circling the bottom.

      When did they last clean this, the 1800s? Holy shit.

      Setting it back down, I looked over my shoulder and saw Averie propped against a pillow with a reading device in her hand while Ash slept.

      “Sleeping Beauty still out?” I asked, walking over.

      She looked down at Ash and smiled. “Like a light.”

      “Move over.”

      “Why? Don’t wake him.”

      “What are you, his mom now?” I placed a finger against my lips before crawling onto the bed and settling down next to Ash, tossing one of my arms over his back.

      I was probably an asshole for the small scare he was about to have because of me, but I couldn't resist. The trick was to make him think I was Averie, but once I lay down, I found myself so comfortable that I fell asleep and woke up to a pair of hands around my neck. My body jerked at the same time my eyes flew open to Ash’s stiff smile.

      “Asshole, is this how you wake up to Averie? By choking her?” His grasp around my throat tightened. “What kind of freaky shit have you two been doing?”

      “That’s what you get,” Averie said, laughing with Gabby from where they sat at the dining table by the kitchen. “Baby, I don’t think you’re doing it hard enough,” she encouraged.

      I punched Ash in the side and rolled out of his grip.

      “Damn, A. Mozey, that’s dirty. I thought you liked me.”

      “It’s a work in progress, Stanley. Now, can we all please go to breakfast, I’m starving.”

      “Since when did you start eating this much? Ash used to have to feed you, literally. What, are you eating for two now? Wait, am I going to be an uncle?” I turned my smirk to Ash. “Something you not telling me, bro?”

      Ash grabbed a pillow and flung it at me. I ducked.

      “Babe, can you get dressed. I need coffee before I can deal with”—Averie’s eyes narrowed on me—“him.”

      “Gabby deals with me just fine,” I retorted.

      “Because she doesn’t know how annoying you are,” Averie quipped.

      Gabby smiled. “Let’s walk ahead, they can catch up to us.”

      I wanted to object but—screw it. “It’s raining. It’s better if we take my truck.”

      “I have an umbrella, and it’s only like two blocks away,” Averie said, going over to her stuff that was sitting on the floor next to the couch.

      Ash tugged her against his chest and kissed her temple. “Morning.”

      “I don’t want to go,” she murmured to him. “Can you get me coffee and . . . something sweet?”

      “Of course. Give me a minute.”

      “I’m sorry, Gabby. I thought I could make it, but I—” She walked over and whispered something to Gabby.

      As Averie crawled back under the covers on the sofa bed, Ash was in and out of the bathroom before Gabby could properly distract me. She stayed back with Averie, and as soon as the door closed behind us, I asked, “Why’s A. Mozey in a mood today?”

      “You mean other than you provoking her?”

      “Come on, dude. I was only joking, she knows I always fuck with her.”

      “I know. She has cramps.”

      “So, she isn’t pregnant then?”

      “No, what? She’s on the pill, dude, and I’m always safe.”

      Was Gabby on the pill?

      “How do you know all this about her?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know, she has been my girlfriend for months, and we talk, but I also pay attention.” He looked at me as we neared my truck. “It’s called being in a relationship. You should try it.”

      “I am,” I replied, opening my door before glancing at my brother’s look of shock, or was it horror?

      He climbed into the passenger seat as I started the truck. “Are you serious? You’re starting a long-distance relationship, right now?”

      “Yeah. Looks like it.”

      He went silent for a moment.

      “Nothing?” I asked curiously.

      “Just . . . I don’t get you. You couldn’t handle being in a serious relationship when the girl lived in the same town, and now you’re jumping into one with someone who you won’t be able to really be with. Dude, you’re practically a sex addict. Have you thought about how it’s going to work? She’s training all year, and you’ll be doing the same here. Doesn’t she still go to New Zealand to board in the summer, you know, the only time you two would have any time at all together?”

      “I’ve already thought of that.” I swallowed and shook my head. “I don’t know, man, it’s different with her, and honestly, I don’t want her to be with anyone else. Oh, by the way”—I glanced at him before pulling out into traffic—“she isn’t going back with you guys today. I booked her a plane ticket last night for tomorrow.”

      “That’s cool. I’m glad you two are working this out, just be careful though.”

      “What do you mean? She isn’t like those other girls, you know that.”

      “That isn’t what I mean.” He sobered. “Sex. Condoms. Unless you’re trying to be a dad.”

      Whoa.

      “Are you seriously trying to give me the safe sex talk? I’m good,” I assured him. I’d only ever had unprotected sex with one girl, and that only happened because we got carried away. Plus, it was fucking Gabby. We’d started kissing, and before I knew what I was doing, I’d buried myself inside her. “Have you met Gabby? Like you said, she’s been traveling the world and competing for years. She has her dream, and I have mine. I’m not about to make that mistake, and she isn’t either.”

      We’ll have to be more careful . . . from now on.

      “Well, since my older brother duties are done here, I’ll be expecting more updates on football. How’s it been? You haven’t told me shit about the guys or practice.”

      I swallowed.

      “Shut up, you’re like two seconds older than me, and . . .” I spared him a glance. “I didn't think you’d want to hear that other stuff.”

      Driving past a parallel parking space a few feet after passing the diner, I stopped and backed into it.

      “Why would you think that? Of course I want to know.”

      I gave him a somber look. “Training is tough. Coach said he’s going to give me the opportunity to train for a wide receiver spot that’s about to open up.”

      “What? Dude, that’s sick, that’s the position you’ve always wanted,” Ash laughed, and I didn’t know why I’d been so worried about talking to him about this. “Still, isn’t that like throwing you into the deep end with the team? What do they think?”

      I shrugged. “I mean they know I’m a great running back, so I’ll just have to work twice as hard to prove to them that I’d be a better wide receiver.”

      “You’re so fucking lucky. Now I can’t even be mad about you leaving school early. If you hadn’t, you probably wouldn't have gotten this chance. They literally almost never do that in college, especially with your running back stats. Do you know why the coach changed his mind?”

      “I think someone’s going to the draft. I don’t know. I didn’t ask, and I don’t care, dude. That’s all I remember from that day. I don’t know what happened after or before—oh yeah, training happened, and I almost died, again.”
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      The conditions for the qualifying event on Copper Mountain were far better than I’d expected. At least six inches of snow was expected throughout the day, and it wasn’t sunny, but visibility was good enough for us to perform without any issues, but something was off. I was.

      Dad handed me my bottle of water.

      “What’s going on? You’ve landed this jump at least fifty times this week, including on the practice runs you’ve done here for the past two days.”

      Except I’d gotten so lightheaded after the those runs yesterday that I’d fallen asleep on the drive back home.

      “I just get a little dizzy every time I go for that booter at the end. I don’t know what’s going on.”

      Nibbling on my lip, I looked back at the massive jump that I’d yet to land. Lightheadedness was only a part of what was throwing me off. The other part was the dull, throbbing headache I’d had almost all day.

      Uncapping my water, I took a few sips.

      “You need to land it to get on the podium.”

      Bronze or silver wouldn’t secure a spot on the team for me, I needed to be better. I needed to be the best. And after all the sacrifices my parents had made for me, I needed to make them proud, show them that all that they did hadn’t been for nothing.

      “I know,” I agreed, but how did it come down to me not being able to place better?

      These past few days at the Copper US Grand Prix had been the worst I’d boarded in my entire life, and my entire life was spent waiting on this specific moment. The moment to demolish the events leading up to the Olympics. The moment to get chosen. To stand out.

      I’m a competitor. This makes no sense. Why am I choking?

      “Hey, you got it. This is your final run. One more chance to make it count. How’s your head?”

      “It’s better.” I lied because I had to go for it as he said, one last run.

      “Gabby! You’re up,” someone called from the snowmobile that had stopped on the path to take me back to the top.

      I climbed on the back of the snowmobile with my board, and the motor roared to life, filling my ears as it took off uphill. I spent the next three minutes going through a few alternative tricks with my coach, and then it was time for me to drop, so I unplugged, reminding myself of my love for this sport, the way it made me feel. Free, happy, invincible.

      You can do this.

      My board turned downhill, and I flew, using the momentum to carry me up on the first rail for a fifty-fifty board slide even though I felt a hundred pounds heavier. I spun off the edge in a frontside three-sixty, landing like a feather on the ground before I slid down and hopped onto the next rail with a horizontal board slide, and then down to the bowl-shaped piece, riding up inside it and doing a switch-back out.

      I jumped on a downtube, dropping off with a one-eighty spin, which put me down harder than I’d intended, but with the extra speed I had, I hit the mini-jump with a three-sixty board grab before riding in fast and fearless to the massive booter at the end.

      I soared off the lip in a series of ten-eighty spins, and as soon as I touched the ground, the breeze stopped blowing, and I stopped breathing as the tiniest fraction of my toe edge caught in the snow. That was all it took for me to fly forward and my head and body to slam into the packed snow, momentum carrying me down the packed surface in brutal rolls until I was almost at the bottom of the incline.

      I lay flat and stared at the sky, not ready to move a muscle, too terrified I’d broken something and too ashamed of blowing such a pivotal moment.

      Not even a peep left the crowd.

      Utter silence.

      “Uncharacteristic of Gabby Taylor, folks, but she’s been having a tough day out here,” the announcer commentated after a few seconds. “Gabby, the medics are heading over to you now.”
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        * * *

      

      “The important thing is that you didn’t get injured,” Dad said on the way home. “And you have Switzerland’s competition in a week to come back from that. You just gotta keep pushing forward, it happens.”

      “Really? When was the last time I screwed up just about every landing on a course? You don’t have to baby me, I sucked today.” I sighed and stared out the passenger side window.

      I didn't mean to sound like I had an attitude about it, but I was so tired and disappointed in myself that I just wanted to forget today happened, even though I knew Dad was right. An injury would mean recovery time and potentially losing some of my current sponsorships. And that was something I couldn’t afford.

      They handled paying for almost everything when it came to my travels and training. I even have a sponsorship from a huge outdoor gear company who sends me winter clothes and snowboarding equipment to demo, but when it came to my college classes and digging my parents out of their financial situation from way back when I just started, I needed that money. We needed that money.

      The fall was bad and probably looked like my snowboard had tried to kill me, but I could head back out there and shred this second if I weren’t so damn tired. At least my headache had waned.

      When we got to the driveway, I left my board strapped to the top of the vehicle and headed straight inside, pulling off my boots as soon as I was in the garage.

      “Gabby! Roy told me,” Mom said when I walked into the living room. “What happened out there?”

      “Nothing really, I just don’t feel good.”

      Concerned blue eyes swept over me.

      “Not like that, Mom. I’m fine. I’m just tired.”

      She gave me a hug and kissed my temple. “I just made spaghetti. Why don’t you go wash up, and I’ll dish some out for you.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I set my phone down before stripping out of my snowboard pants and long-sleeve thermal. After closing the bathroom door behind me, I pulled off my thermal pants before reaching for the hem of my sports bra to remove it, but then I flinched. My hands covered my sore boobs before attempting to remove my bra once more, and it was misery.

      Was my period coming?

      Why are they so sore?

      I touched them and squeezed a bit, trying to dissect the issue. They felt and looked swollen, no wonder they were so tender.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, how’d you do? You kicked ass, didn’t you?” Averie asked when she answered the call. “I tried to watch the live broadcast, but it got busy at Darlene’s, and I haven’t gotten a break yet.”

      Judging from the noise in the background, I could only imagine the crowd.

      “I sucked anyway. Really bad. It was a disaster, so yeah, please don’t watch it.”

      “Oh no. Ugh, Gabby. Do you want me to come over after work?”

      “Yes. Because there’s something else,” I said with a sigh.

      “What?”

      “Uh, well, it’s probably nothing, but my boobs are sore, I’m tired, I’ve been tired, and my head hurts.” I drew in a deep breath. “I think it’s time for a pregnancy test.”

      “Fuck. I mean—just relax. Don’t freak out . . . yet. Do you think you could be after the morning after pill? Although it’s been a few weeks. Maybe, it’s just hormones. That happens to me sometimes too before I get my—oh! Hi, Sam!” she said before whispering, “I gotta go. I’ll come right over. Don’t do it without me. Don’t even breathe without me,” she joked, causing me to chuckle at her vague impression of Ryker.

      “He doesn’t say that!”

      I knew I should call him, but I couldn’t. Not while I was on the verge of freaking out.

      The text I’d sent him on the way home seemed to have been enough because he hadn’t contacted me since.
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        * * *

      

      Averie and I looked at each other as the two lines of pink formed on the pregnancy test. She covered her mouth, her eyes dropping to my stomach even though I was in a hoodie. Speechless, I stared at the plastic device that was telling me my life was about to change, and not in the way I’d been planning for since I was eight years old.

      Averie let out an audible breath. “So, uh—”

      Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

      We jumped, pressing a hand over our chests as we stared at the bathroom door.

      Shit.

      “Gabby, I need to get in there!” Hunter yelled.

      “It’s Averie, sorry, give me a minute,” Averie said, and I let out a breath.

      Living in a house with the one bathroom I had to share with my two brothers could be frustrating at times.

      Thank you, I mouthed.

      “Oh, sorry, Averie, I didn’t know you were here, no rush,” Hunter apologized.

      We waited about thirty seconds before checking to make sure the coast was clear, and then we hurried into my room with the hidden evidence in a plastic bag from the grocery store.

      “Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit,” I muttered as I paced around my bed for what could have been minutes before my steps halted. My hands gripped my head and my fingers rubbed at my temples, assuaging the impending headache.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Avery soothed.

      “No. No, it isn’t. I’ve been working my whole life for this.” I pointed at my wall with the bulletin board that had pinned articles and images of me since I was six. Gold and silver medals hung from the hooks beside it. “I can’t, can’t snowboard if I’m pregnant. And Ryker—” I shook my head as tears welled in my eyes. My chest tightened as I thought about how hard he’d been working since he left. “I can’t, Averie. This can’t happen.”
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      “Damn, feels like I haven’t been here in a whole year instead of just over a month.”

      “When did you become so sentimental?” Brody asked as he drove down Main Street by the shop fronts in town that I used to jog by with Ash. “And why didn't you get an earlier flight? You could’ve gone to see Gabby compete. Now that she’s your boo and all.” His mouth slanted into a smug grin.

      “Why do you and Ash find this so funny? Dude, I’ve had girlfriends before. Anyway, I don’t have a trust fund,” I quipped. “The earlier flight was twice as much.”

      “You dated, but it was never serious like you dating a girl you’ve been to fake tea parties with.”

      “Shut up.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not making fun of you. I’m surprised that’s all, but if you had to pick someone”—he shook his head and blew out a whistle—“you definitely picked a solid ten. You know how many guys talk about her?”

      “I don’t know. Please tell me so I can properly mark my territory before I leave here.”

      He laughed. “Ah, this is fucking great.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know,” he said, laughter still in his voice.

      My plan had been to drive up to see Gabby until I compared gas price, travel time, and the excruciating long journey by car or train to the cost of a plane fare. Traveling by air won out. I may have missed Gabby’s competition, but it also meant I would get to spend more time with her. And since she was leaving for her overseas snowboarding events in a few days, I needed some Gabby time.

      My dick strained against the fabric of my jogger sweatpants in agreement.

      Fuck, I couldn’t wait to see her, and the best part was that she had no idea I was here. We might have seen each other less than two weeks ago, but for me, it’d been too long. And after the day she’d had at her event, I was almost physically aching to be there for her.

      The direct message she’d sent me on Snapchat didn’t pop up on my phone until after I’d landed in Aspen a half hour ago, and it was almost five thirty here. I wanted to respond, but I didn’t know what to say. When Alpen Springs High had lost football games, that shit affected me in a different type of way, and Gabby was the same kind of competitor.

      She might be the chillest person, but that was because she was used to being on top, which was expected because she worked her ass off every day not only for the love of the sport but also for the recognition. One of the things I liked the best about her. The personal battle being fought that not many people knew about, and that was trying to erase the line drawn between male and female competitors as well as giving the middle finger to the people who used to bully her. So, I had no idea what had happened out there today, but that was not my Gabby at all, which was why I had no freaking idea what to say to her to make her feel better.

      Deciding to re-watch her message, I plugged an earphone into my ear and went to my Snapchat DMs.

      “Hey, I sucked today.” She looked up at the roof of the vehicle she was in. “I don’t know what happened.” She looked at the camera with big blue eyes. “I don’t know what to think.” She sighed. “Miss you.”

      I miss you too, Bunny. That’s why I’m here.

      I looked up, contemplating again on how to respond without ruining the surprise when Brody came upon the intersection at Sheppards. I did a double-take as I saw a little girl with a head full of red curls.

      “Oh shit, stop, dude, stop, that’s Lily.”

      My chest swelled. Oh man, she’s going to lose it!
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      I stood at my door, mouth hanging open, my chest swelling with delight.

      Oh my gosh.

      “Hey.” Ryker smiled.

      Speechless, I threw my arms around him and clung to him, relishing his warmth and strength. He lifted me from the floor, walking us back inside before kicking the door closed behind him.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” I finally said.

      “I wanted to surprise you. Some surprise, huh?”

      “I am surprised. Oh my gosh.” I squeezed him, comforted and ecstatic, given the week I’d had and what I’d just found out.

      As he kissed my forehead, I tilted my head, and his soft lips pressed to mine for a brief caress that heated me from the inside out.

      “When did you get here?” I asked when he broke our kiss. His forehead touched mine as his arms settled around my lower back.

      “Almost an hour ago. Are you okay?”

      I nodded, my hands sliding up his chest. “But I’m not home alone.”

      He quirked an eyebrow, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Let’s go to my house, I just saw my family downtown heading to dinner.”

      “Cool, let me just go grab my phone and other crap,” I said, but what I really did was go check myself out in the mirror and quickly slather on my sweet-smelling lotion.

      Less than ten minutes later, I put my car in park in front of his house.

      I unfastened my seatbelt. “Wow. It feels like it’s been forever since I’ve been here.”

      “That’s cause it was. My old room hasn’t been the same without you.”

      “Whatever.”

      Once I got inside, I kicked off my winter boots, and Ryker looked around.

      My gaze wandered over the living room, and everything seemed the same for the most part. His house was pretty nice, and I used to love coming over, especially for the heated pool in the back.

      I smiled at the glass liquor display against the wall in the lounge area. “I remember my first drink.”

      He followed my gaze, and even though the corner of his mouth lifted, something haunting flickered behind his eyes.

      He walked toward me and kissed me before leading me to his room. “That fall you took looked kind of rough.”

      “You watched it?” I groaned.

      “Right after I got your text,” he replied.

      “It looked worse than it was.”

      He examined me, and I grew antsy, remembering the pregnancy test. I didn’t know how I was going to tell him, my dad, my sponsors, or everyone waiting for me to finally make it to the Olympics. I glanced his way and looked around his room at the naked dark-blue walls. “What happened to all your art?”

      “It’s in a box. My mom started to complain about some of them being too graphic for Lily, so I just took them all down.”

      “Oh.”

      After moving his pillows out of the way, he sat with his back against the headboard, and I settled between his legs, his physique around me like a strong shield and a warm blanket.

      He took my hand in his and for a moment, we sat in silence until my mind began to wander. Usually I was all for this chill vibe, but there were things I was desperately trying not to think about.

      “What was that downstairs?” I asked before he could ask about me.

      “What was what?”

      I twisted so I could peer into his face. “When I mentioned my first drink, you—I don’t know, you had this look.”

      Seconds passed, and I let them. If Ryker hated anything more than not being in control of everything around him, it was being rushed.

      “I started drinking much earlier than you think, taking sips that Mom and Tom wouldn’t notice, trying to be this slick, stupid kid. Seeing them drinking every single night growing up made it seem normal, like having juice or milk before bed. One night though, they didn’t even realize I’d gone to bed wasted until the next day when my mom came into my room and found me in my bed covered in vomit. I drank way too much, and before I passed out, I thought I was going to die. I was so scared. I wanted my dad. I wanted Will. I think that was the first time I realized that he was never going to be there for me.”

      I rubbed my hand over his arm.

      “Do you remember why you drank that much?”

      He shook his head. “I just know it was when I first began to resent Will.”

      “Did he know what happened to you?”

      “I don’t know, but what would he have cared? He chose Ash.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Well, I don’t believe that. It’s what you’re telling yourself—”

      “Gabby, I don’t care anyway. It’s whatever.”

      I knew he just wanted to drop the subject, but I also knew the old Ryker. The one who always felt left out when it came to the relationship that Ash had with their father.

      I adjusted and kissed his forehead, his nose, his mouth. “You used to say ‘I don’t care’ a lot.”

      “And you used to say, ‘I care.’” His lips brushed my cheek. “A lot.”

      “Because you always thought no one cared about you or what you did, and I always cared.”

      “That’s why when you stopped, it killed me. I think you kept me sane for longer than you realized.”

      My hand slid to the back of his head as I pressed my lips against his. If I’d had any doubt whatsoever in my mind about my feelings for him being one-sided, he just erased it completely.

      I meant a lot to him, and him telling me this was all I’d ever wanted to hear.

      “I still care, Ryker.” I uttered between kisses. “I never stopped.”

      His tongue delved into my mouth, and a wave of desire lit up my core. My body pressed to his, longing to feel his closeness, his naked skin against mine. My head lolled back as chaste kisses trailed down my neck. My nipples tingled, my sex grew needy, and my body overheated underneath my clothes.

      One of his hands grabbed my thigh, bringing it over his lap the same time his other hand slid around my back to shift me so that I straddled his lap.

      “I missed you.” He sucked on the sensitive skin at the base of my neck, and I ran my fingers through his soft hair.

      Large warm hands slipped beneath my T-shirt and smoothed over my back as his lips found mine again. His hips shifted forward and as his erection teased over my needy center, I sighed and ground my hips over him, wishing my leggings and his pants wasn’t in the way. But the material was so thin, it was almost as if I could feel him. Our tongues met and became familiar, chasing the achy demands of our bodies.

      His hand moved between us and into the waistband of my underwear until his fingers met my soaked center. A low gasp slipped from my lips, but it was short-lived as he continued to kiss me like he was the devil and I was sin. Condemned, with nothing left to lose. I was all he lived for now. Temptation and wicked pleasures.

      I lowered my hand between us and into his pants, touching and withdrawing the thick, velvety hardness my body was aching for.

      I stroked him, and the soft sigh it elicited from him sent a thrill through me. It didn’t take more than a few seconds of us touching each other for Ryker to whisper, “I need to be inside you.”

      “I want that,” I murmured. “Let me just—” I kissed him and moved over to one side so I could pull down my leggings.

      I straddled him once more, and he wrapped his arms around me and kissed my neck.

      His hands moved over my thighs before slipping between my legs. I sighed and bit my lip before seeking his mouth with my own. I went to touch him again and realized he must have snuck on a condom while I was lost in his kisses, so I lifted my hips and he took the hint, placing himself at my entrance before sliding home. Our sighs filled the silence.

      “Fuck.” His head fell back on the headboard, and I kissed his jaw, and then down his neck like he’d done to me.

      My hips rose up and down slowly at first as my body took pleasure from the fullness he established.

      His hand moved to the back of my head to guide my mouth to his. He nipped at my lip before our tongues met in a tantalizing tease. His hips rose, and I rode his cock like this was something I was familiar with. It wasn’t, yet it was so natural. It was a high unlike anything I’d ever felt, like flying off a forty-five-foot jump, but better.

      “I love fucking you. I want to bury my cock inside you every day. You feel so good.”

      His thickness plunged in and out of me, and kept driving me closer and closer.

      “Keep doing that. Oh, God.”

      My hips moved faster as I wrapped my hands around him for leverage, my head pressed to the side of his. My core vibrated as tingles spread through my entire body, and I tightened around him.

      Liquefied, I continued to enjoy the endless pleasure as he moved inside me.

      Not even a minute later, I moaned, greedy with want yet satisfied as I clenched around him once more, my thoughts fading as I chased the heightening desire blasting through my veins. Ryker groaned into my neck as he came, and I collapsed into him, my body involuntarily twitching from maybe too much indulgence.

      We remained still, panting and holding each other for minutes.

      “Sometimes I think that you were right about long-distance relationships being hard, but then, there are moments like this where all I can think is that it’s so fucking worth it. You’re worth it.” He kissed my cheek, keeping his arms around me.
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      Close to an hour later, I was still starving from the long flight here when Gabby and I met up with my friends at Marcos, a Mexican restaurant in town. I was craving Johnny Joe’s, the bar and grill junk food haven that we’d all have much more preferred, but that was where the Alpen Springs High crowd hung out, and I didn’t feel like getting more attention since I was only here until tomorrow, and my time was for Gabby, my sister, and my friends.

      “What’s Eddie been up to?” I asked after I’d placed our order at the counter and found an empty table in a back corner.

      “Still dating fuck boy on the down low,” Brody said.

      “You know Eddie, he can’t help himself when it comes to the forbidden ones,” Averie added.

      As Gabby snaked her arm inside my elbow, I turned my palm up, and she interlaced her fingers with mine.

      I caught Averie giving some eye signal to Gabby across the table before I asked Brody. “Tyler still around?”

      He adjusted the dark blue beanie on his head. “Yup, but it’s basketball season, so at least I’m not home as much.”

      A worker from behind the counter carried a tray over with my combination dish to share with Gabby that I would most likely end up eating alone, since she’d said she wasn’t hungry.

      Brody looked down at his plate of grilled beef, rice, and peas with guacamole on the side. “Now I’m the fifth wheel instead of the third tonight.” He shook his head. “Can't believe I’m the last man standing out of the both of you.”

      “You are not by yourself!” Averie said, touching his arm. “You can seriously have any girl you want, so don’t even. What about Cassie? She can’t stop tripping over her feet at school every time you pass her in the hallway.”

      “The preacher’s daughter?” Brody’s mouth twisted in scorn. “Just because I’m a virgin doesn’t mean I want to be saved, Averie.”

      He leaned his head to the side as she tried to slap him.

      “How about Nicky?” he asked.

      “Nicky?” Averie shrieked. “You like Nicky?”

      His eyebrows waggled, and she laughed.

      “Since when?”

      “Since you introduced them,” I supplied.

      She gasped, eyes shifting back to Brody. “What? You know I’m going to tell her, right?”

      Brody waved his hand and shook his head as he chewed and then swallowed. “No. Don’t do that.”

      I grinned and urged Averie, “Do it. Maybe you’ll have better luck getting him laid before he leaves for college.”

      Ash and the girls chuckled as Brody showed me his middle finger. “I have time. Not going to college right away anyway.”

      “Does your parents know that?” Ash asked.

      Brody had mentioned the gap year thing to me, but I saw where Ash’s head was at. Brody’s dad was the wealthiest man in Alpen Springs, and with Tyler already being a fuck up, I couldn’t imagine the Kellers being fine with Brody not going to college.

      “Not yet,” Brody responded. “I’m just going to travel for a while until I figure out what I want to do.”

      “Maybe they’ll finally realize that I wasn’t the bad influence all this time.” I raised my eyebrows. “I’m already in college.”

      Gabby placed a hand on my thigh, causing my restrained desire for her to re-ignite. And as my cock jumped to life, I looked at her.

      As if she could read my mind, a smile teased across her lips before her eyes lowered to the table.

      “You sure you aren’t hungry?”

      She shook her head, face scrunching, and she looked so fucking adorable.

      Her thumb moved a little over my thigh, and I bit my lip as the urge to eat her instead of this meal caused my muscles to tense. The most intoxicating part was that I knew she wasn’t doing it to turn me on, she just wanted to keep touching me in some way, just as I wanted to keep touching her.

      “So, what’s the plan for the rest of the night?” Brody asked. “Party, chill, movie? My folks are out of town and the cabin is free. I could make a few calls, get a keg, a crowd, it’s up to you.”

      I missed partying with my friends, but this town was filled with my past, a past that was straight-up filthy. Hooking up had become the main point of parties for some time, but I wasn’t the same guy I was a month ago. At least, for the most part, I wasn’t, which was probably why I had the stupidest urge to still test Gabby.

      She and I had known each other for most of our lives, and she liked me, but could she really handle all of me? My insecurities about not being good enough for people. My past. The girls. My short temper.

      I shrugged. “I’m up for anything.” I nodded at Gabby. “As long as she’s coming.”

      Removing her hand from my thigh, she glanced at Averie. “Whatever you want to do. You’re only here for a day, right?”

      Was that snark?

      My gaze shifted to her, but she was staring across the room.

      “Yeah.”

      She must have felt my eyes burning into her because she looked at me. Being the arrogant jerk that I was, I turned my attention to Brody without acknowledging her, even though the action sent an ache through my chest. “You think Tyler will mind a kegger at your house? I’m thinking we should have that party we didn’t get to have before I left.”

      “Oh, fuck yeah.”

      As Brody pulled out his phone, I glanced back at Gabby. I wouldn’t have given a shit about giving the cold shoulder to someone else, but I couldn’t do it to her. Placing an arm around her shoulders, I pulled her toward me and pressed my lips to her temple. Her body stiffened in resistance to my touch, but I kept my mouth in place until she relaxed a second later. Just because I was itching for a fight tonight, it didn’t mean I should place her in the crosshairs.

      She shouldn’t have to deal with me like that ever again.

      Giving her the option to say no because I didn’t want her to think she had to go if she didn’t want to, I asked, “You want to go to the party, right?”

      She nodded, and I smiled. “Good, cause we’re about to be attached like Averie’s butt to Ash’s knee when she tries to twerk on him.”

      “Hey, asshole, we’re sitting right here,” Ash said.

      “I know, but who doesn’t love short jokes. It’s funny, right?” I laughed.

      Brody added, “Yeah, and I could see that happening too.”

      “That isn’t funny,” Averie responded. “And I’m not that short.”

      “Have you ever tried to give him a blow job standing?” I asked. She wasn’t that short, but damn did I miss fucking with her.

      Gabby slapped my thigh. “Hey!”

      “What? It’s a legit question.”

      “Hey, Ryker, have you ever eaten Gabby out while standing?” Averie shot back.

      “Ooh.” Mouths fell open around the table, but I just smirked because lifting Gabby onto my shoulders so that her pussy was at my mouth for the tasting? “I haven’t, but I should. I think I will.” My gaze shifted to Gabby, whose gorgeous lips were parted in shock, but her eyes, they were curious and blazing with desire.

      “And for the record, I do not twerk on Ash’s knee,” Averie said, causing us to laugh.

      “She’s right,” Ash added before a knowing look passed between him and Averie that made her cheeks turn red.

      “So, what exactly do you twerk on?” Brody asked Averie. “Innocent virgin here would like to know.”

      Laughter exploded at our table again. “Dude, there’s nothing innocent about you,” I said. “Unbelievable.”
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      “Ryker, holy shit, how’s college?” some random shaggy-haired dude asked as I stopped by the keg for a refill.

      I held out my Solo cup to Tony, who seemed to have started manning the keg in a corner of the living room.

      “Better than high school,” I responded. That was what they all wanted to hear, right? Not how I’d actually thrown up one day from exhaustion during training. Or how my girlfriend was here when I wanted her there—speaking of which, where was she?

      “How about the parties, the girls? I heard it’s crazy for D1 players, like you guys are fucking Gods on campus or something.”

      A handful of girls had been trying to get my attention, not that any of them had been successful. “I haven’t been partying much, but sounds about right . . . thanks, man.” Lifting my cup, I swallowed a huge gulp of beer before walking away.

      “Ryker!”

      That voice. Fuck. Damn it.

      Turning my head to the side for the briefest acknowledgement, I was forced to stop as Francis stepped in my path.

      “Francis,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I didn’t know you were in town.”

      “Yup, just for tonight.” I stepped to the side to get around her, but she grabbed my arm.

      “We should catch up.”

      “Uh, no, don’t think so.”

      “Come on, are you still mad about Averie, she isn’t even on my radar anymore.”

      “What?” I asked before remembering how she’d messed with Averie at the start of the school year.

      “I would stay away from me if I were you. In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t forgive so easily, and I don’t ever fucking forget.”

      As I caught my sexy-as-hell girlfriend heading my way in her skinny jeans and off-the-shoulder black top, I cursed my luck of her seeing me here with Francis. Then realizing that Francis’s hand was still on my arm, I shrugged her off. “I got things to attend to.”

      I reached an arm around Gabby’s waist and ushered her back to where she was coming from, which was hopefully far, far away from my satanic ex.

      “What are you doing?” she chuckled.

      “Enjoying you, where’s your drink? Would you like some of mine?” I lifted my cup to her mouth, but her head turned away.

      “No. I’m good.”

      “G. Taylor, holy shit! I love you, girl!”

      What the fuck?

      I looked up to the second-floor where Jake, some junior from the Alpen Springs football team, was leaned over the balcony with a huge grin.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?” I asked.

      She laughed. “No.”

      I pulled her against me so there was no question about who she belonged to and was about to yell that over the music to Jake when I saw him racing down the stairs. He had a buzz cut going and was dressed in an oversized blue T-shirt that made his arms and legs look like twigs.

      “Holy shit, I can’t believe you’re here,” Jake said. “I was at the finals today in Aspen. Are you okay?”

      I wonder if I should break his heart now or later.

      “Yeah, I’m good, thanks.”

      “Dude, you’re so badass, and I’m in love with you—”

      Okay.

      “Back off, Jake. She’s mine.” I waved my cup in front of Gabby, my hand dropping over her ass and settling low on her hip. “All of this is mine.”

      Disappointment covered his face, his shoulders dropping. “What? No way. You don’t even live here anymore.”

      “I know, but she’s still mine.” I kissed the side of her head to make my point.

      “Seriously?”

      Gabby nodded, securing her arms around my waist.

      “Ugh, fine.” He looked at me. “If you don’t treat her right, I’m going to steal her, telling you that right now.”

      This dude.

      “Get the fuck out of my face before you end up on the other side of my fist.”

      He held his hands up, and for a second, he reminded me of myself. Flirting with anyone and everyone. God, I was an asshole.

      “Gabby, for real, though,” he said. “You’re going to the Olympics. You’re going to be the first person from Alpen Springs to be on Team USA. I can feel it. I’m already taking bets on you getting gold. Today was just a little snag.” He kissed the peace sign he made with his fingers and saluted her as he backed away. “You got this, girl.”

      “Thanks,” Gabby said, though if I wasn’t mistaken, she looked a little uneasy.

      I looked from her to everyone watching the show. “Does anyone else feel the need to tell my girlfriend they love her?”

      The house went quiet.

      “Love you, Gabby!”

      My eyes shifted to the couch in the middle of the living room, and my lips twitched into a small smile. Fucking Averie. At least everyone knew Gabby was mine. I couldn’t have planned this kind of public claiming better if I’d tried.

      “You’re a dick!” someone shouted, Brody specifically. I chuckled. Such a dick. Him, not me.

      “Can someone turn up the music so I can’t hear anything else from the douche who said that? Thanks.”

      “Oh my gosh.” Gabby’s palm moved over my abs. “Where is your off switch?”

      She poked my belly button, and my cock jerked.

      I smiled. “It’s definitely not that, Bunny.” Not sure if I should tell her that there was no such thing as an off switch when her hands were on me.

      Whoever was in charge of the volume must have listened because “Dance Monkey” blared through the speakers. Gabby turned into me then. “So, um, do you think it’s a good idea to tell everyone about us?”

      Confused, my head slanted as I glanced down at her. “Were you trying to keep us a secret?”

      “Well, no, but I don’t know, I just . . .” The worried look in her eyes had me guiding her toward the front of the house and down the corridor, seeking some privacy. I tried the knobs on all the doors we passed, but only the bathroom door was unlocked.

      “We don’t have to—” she started before I ushered her inside and locked the door behind us.

      “What are you saying?”

      “I don’t know.” She stuffed her hands in her back pockets and stared at the floor. “I just—I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Why not? It’s only going to get crazier from here, you know that, right? Football season is only a couple of months away. And now that I finally got the position I want to play, it’s about to get fucking wild. With you heading to the Olympics right after, I don’t think we could keep eyes off us if we tried, Bunny. So, unless you want all those girls and guys to think we’re single . . .”

      She looked up, blue eyes sparking with what I couldn’t only decrypt as fear, sadness?

      “It isn’t that. I want to be with you, and of course, I don’t want everyone to think either one of us is single.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I guess I just wanted something that was just ours, you know? Every other part of my life is public, and that’s part of the gig when you’re an athlete, but . . .”

      “I understand that, but you’ve been in the spotlight since you were a kid, and you never once complained. And never once did you complain when you were dating Jax. Everyone knew you two were together. So, what’s really going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      My head tilted, and an invisible shield edged its way around my heart even though it felt as if I was suffocating.

      It’s me.

      “It isn’t every day I announce to a room full of people that I have a girlfriend, Gabby, so I think you need to make this a little clearer for me. It’s either you want me or you don’t. It isn’t that fucking hard.”

      “Why are you mad at me?”

      “I’m not mad at you. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on. You’ve been weird since I came back. One moment you’re all over me, and the next, it’s as if you’re not all in this with me. And I’m not about to go all in with someone who is only halfway. So, when you figure out what you want with us, from me, let me know.”

      I turned and pulled open the door, pissed at myself, at her, at always feeling like I was second best.

      In just two months, she’d become a huge part of my life and was grounding me in a way that I was becoming dependent on, so I couldn’t understand where she was coming from with this. We’d been on the same page for weeks, at least before today. And I liked the feelings I had with her, for her, but I also hated them this second. They held me captive, gave me this feeling of vulnerability that I despised, because it was now that I realized how badly she could wound me, and not like she had before. This time she could completely obliterate me because . . . I was fucking falling for her.
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      “I messed up,” I told Averie a few minutes later as she closed the door behind her while I dabbed a napkin at the stupid tear rolling down my cheek. “God, why am I crying?”

      “It’s okay. What happened?”

      “I thought I could pretend that everything was okay but I can’t, and Ryker—” I shook my head, my throat closing. “I tried but I couldn’t tell him.”

      “You don’t know what will happen until you do. Gabby, he likes you, a lot. And by the look on your face, you still don’t get it, Bunny,” she winked.

      I bit my lip, feeling really girly, and stupid, and embarrassed at the same time that Averie was witnessing my meltdown again.

      “So you think I should tell him before he leaves tomorrow?”

      “Well, you have to tell him eventually. You could wait until after you go to the doctor on Monday or as soon as you can get an appointment, but honestly, Ash thinks you should as soon as possible. I told him, I’m sorry, but he won’t say anything. At least not this weekend. But he pointed out something important, Ryker hates being left out of the loop, and he will freak out if you keep this from him for much longer.”

      I swallowed. It was a reminder of why he got so upset tonight. “I know. I’m going to tell him. It’s just so hard to imagine. I’m still in this state of trying to figure it out.” I shook my head. “What if—what if an abortion is the right thing to do?” A tear slipped from my eye. “I don’t want to, but—”
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      The upstairs patio door opened, and the devil herself stepped out. “Ryker, there you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      My eyes had been on the city down below and across the hills, taking in the way the businesses and houses lit up Alpen Springs at night. There was a certain calm about the view and the company of my friends that I’d needed after my fight with Gabby.

      “Fuck do you want, Francis?” I asked without moving from where Eddie, Brody, Ash, and I were seated under the infrared heaters, the only lighting we had out here. “You’re only allowed to come to these parties by the goodness of Brody’s heart, but don’t mistake it for mine.”

      “I forgot how charming you are. You know, I was going to be nice, but you know what?” Crossing her arms over her chest, an evil grin spread across her face. “It’s a wonder I didn’t choose Ash over you.”

      My teeth ground together, and I briefly closed my eyes, trying to rein in my temper.

      “It all makes sense now why your precious Gabby would abort your baby.”

      I blinked as what she said flew over my head. “What?”

      “Really, Francis?” Eddie waved a hand. “You think you could go find something that’s actually true if you’re really this desperate for drama.”

      She smirked. “Oh, trust me, this is the best news that I’ve come across in years. It might be in the breaking news section of school paper on Monday. Alpen Springs High former running back doesn’t have what it takes, after all. Great job, Ryker, looks like you’re one step ahead of your bio-dad, at least your mom didn’t abort you.”

      “You’re fucking sick, you know that?” Ash snapped as I rose from my chair and got in Francis’s face before I knew what I was doing.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about how the girl you just claimed in front of everyone is downstairs talking about how she doesn’t want you or your offspring. Life is funny, isn’t it?” She chuckled.

      Was that why Gabby had been so temperamental? Was that why she messed up her jumps today? She was pregnant? Did she know that while she was out practically jumping off fucking cliffs?

      My chest tightened. My fists clenched.

      “God. Fuck.” Ash turned to me. “She is not having an abortion.”

      I spun to him, fire blazing through my veins.

      “What?”

      “She just found out.”

      “You knew?”

      Heavy, dangerous breaths left me as I stared at my brother with so much disappointment and hurt that he couldn’t even bear to look me in the eyes.

      “Dude, I just found out. I—”

      “Don’t.” I held up my hand. “I can’t fucking believe you.”

      Grabbing the door handle, I headed back inside at the same time Brody told Francis, “And you wonder why people don’t want you around. Get the fuck out of my house, and don’t ever come back.”

      As I removed my coat, I searched the house high and low for Gabby until I found her on a couch in the movie room with Nicky, Averie, and a few others. If it weren’t for the light from the large screen in front of them, I wouldn’t have seen her. And she looked so comfortable that it sent an ache through my chest at my having to disturb her, but my heart was fucking breaking, and I needed to know if what Francis said was true.

      I touched her shoulder, my hand nudging her until she looked behind her and up at my face. I jerked my head to the left, silently asking her to come with me.

      I found an empty room, and as soon as the door closed behind me, I looked her dead in the eyes. “You’re pregnant?”

      Her mouth opened, and her eyebrows shot up, but she nodded a second later.

      My hands lifted to my shaking head.

      “And you didn’t tell me. How does everyone fucking know this but me, Gabby?”

      “I didn’t—I just told Averie.”

      “And you didn’t think I needed to know? It doesn’t matter what I think?” I said, pointing to myself. “How could you think about having an abortion without coming to me first? You realize how fucked up it is that I’m hearing this from my ex, who I fucking hate?”

      “No, what? I—” Tears ran down her cheeks, and I could hardly breathe. The walls of my chest were closing in. “I was talking to Averie.”

      “So, is she wrong then? Did you have an abortion?”

      “No. I-I, that isn’t what I meant—I—no one else was supposed to hear that.”

      My head shook, and tears filled my eyes.

      I had to get out of there.

      “I didn’t, Ryker.” She lifted a hand, wiping at the tear running down her cheek. “I was just thinking out loud and talking to Averie. There’s a lot to think about, and I’m supposed to be leaving to go overseas in a few days. What am I supposed to do?”

      I opened the door, and my legs carried me through the house while Gabby called after me, and before I knew it, I was out in the cold, shrugging on my jacket and walking down the dead street with what was left of me.

      I walked and walked, looking for some type of reasoning. But the only one I found was that she just didn’t think I could handle this, which was far worse considering she got to know the new me, the person I’d turned into after all these years. And even though she liked me, she didn’t trust me enough to bring something like this to me, who also happened to be the person responsible for it.

      For it.

      A baby.

      Fuck.

      My eyes grew blurry, but the anger brewing in the background gave me some kind of sanity. Rage was better than pain. Its immediate effect was strength whilst pain weakened before it strengthened, so for now, I kept my focus on how my brother betrayed me, how Gabby kept this from me, how my father . . . how my father got two women pregnant at nineteen.

      I bit my lip as my feet stopped trudging down the dark street. Out of all the people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 37

          

          

      

    

    







            Ryker

          

        

      

    

    
      Closing the cab door, I stared at the small two-bedroom house. Ash’s car was in the driveway covered in snow, and a light was on in the living room, but I didn’t know if Will was home.

      The urge to run, to get away from here and the life I often wished for had my gut crawling, but I walked up to the door. I didn’t know how long I stood there, but it was long enough that the cold started to penetrate my jeans, my boots, and my coat. Shaking out my arms, I turned away and walked down the driveway twice, contemplating if I should swallow my pride.

      I should.

      Gabby was pregnant, and I needed more than advice.

      The door unlocked, and my heart jumped. My first thought was to run and hide since I hadn’t worked up the courage to knock, but it was too late.

      “Ash, Jesus! What are you doing out here in the dark? I thought you were sleeping at Brody’s—” His words stopped when he realized who was standing on his step. “Ryker? Sorry, I thought—are you here for Ash? He said you were in town but that you guys were going to a party at Brody’s house.”

      “No, I’m here to see you.” My eyes dropped to his coat. “But if you’re going out—"

      “No, it’s fine. I’m glad you’re here.” He stepped aside. “Come in.”

      His patience never ceased to amaze. No matter how much shit I gave him, he still acted like everything was fine, and it usually pissed me off, but tonight, I was grateful for it.

      “Thanks.”

      “How are things at college?”

      “All right so far.”

      “That’s good to hear.” As he removed his coat and hung it on a wooden rack mounted against the wall to my right, I removed my gloves and stuffed them into the pockets of my coat before doing the same. “Would you like something to drink? And don’t ask for a beer, I don’t keep that in the house.”

      Another reminder of the kind of dad he’d been to Ash caused an ache to rise in my chest.

      “Water is fine.” I left the beanie on my head but removed my shoes. “How long have you been out there? You look almost blue.”

      “I don’t know. A while.”

      I glanced around the living room. Not much had changed since the last time I was inside this house a few weeks ago. It still had its warmth from Ash’s mom’s touches over the years, but still, it felt foreign being here. Most of the times I came here for Ash, I usually stayed in the driveway for this reason.

      “I guess you’ll never make use of that key I gave you years ago, huh?”

      I’d forgotten about that, which was crazy because that key had been on my keychain since I was nine or ten. My mom said it wasn’t okay for me to use it to or to just go into someone’s house. It didn’t matter that he was my father. I glanced at the picture of Ash and me that was on the mantel above the fireplace.

      Next to it was another one of us on the football field, Will bent down, his arms around the two of us. We were probably around seven.

      “Those are still my favorite pictures of you and Ash. I’ve tried to paint them a million times, but it never turns out good enough.” He handed me a cup of water.

      I’d forgotten how much of my art skills came from him. “You still paint?”

      “Not much anymore. Might just be a phase, but I get a greater satisfaction from building things that comes to life before my eyes than I do from painting now. Are you warming up? I could get the fireplace going if you want.”

      “No, I’m good.”

      He let out a small chuckle. “You’re throwing me off here. I’m used to being greeted by your anger or indifference. Is everything okay?”

      “Not really,” I said truthfully. “Why do you still have these here?” I asked, looking at the pictures, two of which had Ash’s mother in them.

      “Of Alice? Or you?”

      “Both.”

      “They remind me of . . . true happiness.”

      The sadness in his tone caused me to look at him.

      “I’m sure that I’m the furthest thing from happiness. Anger and indifference, remember?” I said, not meaning to be an asshole, but it was a hard habit to break. He was the one letting me know how he really felt using his words.

      “I guess you still don’t understand that I’d rather have you in my life with all that anger and indifference than not have you in my life at all.”

      That shut me up. I didn’t expect him to say that. Taking a large drink of water, I walked over to the sofa and sat.

      “Back then, life was just different,” he continued. “It was the most time I got to spend with you and Ash, just enjoying the shit out of a game we loved. That was true happiness for me. I mean you were—you still had a temper.” He shook his head with a laugh. “But for the right reasons in your mind. Someone picking on your brother or the other team getting away with penalties.”

      He’d been our coach before Ash and I started high school. Those days on the field were amazing and gave Ash and I some of the best training we’d ever had back then. “I think that’s around the time you told me that if I was going to get in a fight with someone, never to throw the first punch.”

      “And that’s probably about when you learned how to start picking fights and pushing people’s buttons. I don’t think your mother ever forgave me for that.”

      I smiled. “No, but she should. I think that advice kept me out of juvie a few times at least. I’m hardly ever at fault.”

      He walked over to the recliner and sat, leaning forward and resting his forearms on his knees. “Well, if you don’t listen to anything else I say, I guess I should add onto that now that you’re here because you should also know that self-control is the greatest attribute you can ever have. Learn how to rein in your emotions and you will not only be a great leader in everything you do, but you will also become a force to be reckoned with because that kind of control will reflect your true strength. And it’s then that you become a master on and off the field because you learned to keep everything in here.” He tapped a finger to his head. “The last thing you want to do is hand over your weakness on a silver platter. Your opponents will play you on that, and your whole team will suffer before you even realize what’s happening. Anyway, that’s my long overdue advice. Take it or leave it. You’re practically a man now.”

      “Practically.”

      Staring down at my hands, I swallowed, not sure how to broach the subject of him choosing Ash and not me without showing him how much I cared, how much it affected me.

      I chewed on the inside of my lip.

      “Seems like training has been going good, you already look like you’re bulking up.”

      “Yeah, Coach offered me a wide receiver position on the team, and I’ve been lifting. I still have to gain more weight.”

      “Ash told me about that.”

      “He tells you everything, doesn’t he?” I asked dryly, pain and jealousy burning through my chest.

      It was a moment before he answered. “I’ve always wanted that same relationship with you, Ryker.”

      “Did you?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Yes, and not having that is still one of my biggest regrets. I never knew how to reach you. I must have over a thousand pictures and videos of you that I watch all the time. I’ve always wanted to be there for you, but once you became a teenager, it became on unending battle. Every time I tried to get to know you, to build our relationship, you pushed me away.”

      I nodded and swallowed. That was true, but it wasn’t without reasoning. “Because I didn’t want to disappoint you,” I admitted. “I wanted to be the one who hated you first, not for you to be the one who hated me once you got to know me and see how far from perfect I am.”

      He shook his head. “I could never hate you, Ryker.”

      “You say that, but I’m nothing like Ash. How could I even compare?”

      As my eyes blurred with unshed tears, I looked down.

      “You might not be like Ash, but I still love you just as much. You’re still my son, and every day, I tell myself that if I could go back, I would try harder to get to know you better, to have you in my life so that I could have been there for you in all the ways I have been for Ash. I’m sorry that I failed you as a father.”

      The tears filling my eyes overflowed onto my cheeks, first from one eye then the other.

      “It kills me knowing you grew up calling someone else your dad, and I know I can’t make up for any of my mistakes, but if you’re willing, I’d like for us to try to have a better relationship. That’s what I’ve been wanting to talk to you about for a while now.”

      I glanced at him and saw the wetness in his own eyes. If I hadn’t witnessed it, I wouldn’t have believed it, but knowing that this had affected him as much as it had me was satisfying to some degree. I swiped the tears from my jaw, wanting to ask him if he was sure. Did he really want me, as fucked up as I was? I swallowed the lump forming in my throat.

      “I stopped calling him Dad when I found out.” Finding out that your best friend’s dad was also your dad changes one’s perspective. My initial thought was that I would start calling Will Dad, but that never happened either.

      “Your mother never told me that.”

      “She hated it, and she wouldn’t have anyway.”

      It was a part of the ploy Mom kept up for a while, pretending we were the perfect family like the one Will had with Alice and Ash. Hell, I didn’t figure that out until after Mom was pregnant with Lily. She hated that too, and even though I would never tell Will, I was almost a hundred percent positive that my mom used to have it somewhere in the back of her mind that she would one day get back with Will, and the further she got from that happening, the worse things got at home.

      That adoration she once had for Will turned into hate, which was oftentimes directed at me, and that was the reason she’d wanted to stop me from playing football. She wouldn’t pay for it, and after she’d said Will couldn’t afford it with taking care of his family, I got angry, and most of that was directed at him. It was the reason I had to figure out how to pay for my own gear and the other expenses that came with the sport. No one knew this, not even Ash. So, when I was shoveling snow in the winter or working at the campgrounds in the summers, the guys thought I was saving money for a car, but that was only the partial truth.

      “You’re still welcome here at any time. I’ve told you before that you might not live here, but just like Ash, you can come and go whenever you like. This is your home too. I might not have an extra room for you, but you say the word, and I’ll figure out a way to make it happen.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.” I cleared my throat. “We don’t have to hug or anything, right? I think I’ve reached my emotional capacity.”

      Will chuckled.

      “No, and just so you know, you’re a lot more like me than Ash.”

      “Grandpa Dez told me that once.”

      “He wasn’t lying. The amount of trouble I got into for no reason at all . . .” He shook his head.

      “Like what?” I asked, curious.

      “Let’s see. Joyriding in a cop car while an officer was watching the Super Bowl at my house. Taking a chainsaw to a street sign so that we could put it in the little hut we built in the woods behind Dad’s house.”

      “Seriously? He didn’t tell me that.”

      I did the street sign thing, but not with a chainsaw. And a cop car? Holy shit.

      “Yeah. There was a lot of crazy shit for the hell of it.”

      “I can’t picture you not being mature.”

      “I’m old, I know.”

      “No, that isn’t what I mean, and you’re not that old. You just always seem in control, I think that’s another reason I might have pushed you more than anyone else, trying to get a reaction.” Something that could have showed me that he cared.

      I got riled up fast, and I still didn’t understand how some people didn’t, especially when it had to do with something or someone they cared about.

      “I wasn’t always. I did try to get on the right track, one that, as you can see, is still flawed considering a son who I’m already so fucking proud of doesn’t even know it.”

      “That can’t be me because I don’t know about that.” I pressed my knuckle to my mouth, thinking about Gabby’s pregnancy and how I was already failing her because I’d let my anger get the better of me.

      “Gabby’s pregnant.” I chanced a look at him, and when I saw no sign of disappointment in his eyes, I dropped my gaze. “It was my fault, and now, I don’t know what she’s going to do. All I keep thinking is, what if Mom had gotten an abortion when she was pregnant with me?”

      My throat constricted, and my eyes watered again. Fuck.

      “Still proud?”

      “Keep talking, I’m listening.”

      “I don’t know, I just—I have no idea what I’m going to do, but I don’t want her to get rid of it. I can’t force her to have it either. She’s this close”—I pinched my index finger and thumb together—“to going to the Olympics. The first time she couldn’t get a spot because she was too young, and now this is happening because I was careless, but it’s my baby, and I don’t know if I could live with knowing that . . .” He or a she was there and then they were gone.

      “Have you talked to her?”

      “No.” I drew in a breath and exhaled. “I was pissed. She told Averie, and Ash knew before I did. But you know who told me? My ex-girlfriend.” I shook my head. “She should have come to me.”

      “That’s why you came here.”

      I nodded.

      A moment passed before Will said, “I want to give you advice, but knowing how much I’ve failed you, I don’t know if it’s what you’ll want to hear or if it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You didn’t fail me. I just—” I bit my lip as I tried to prevent myself from saying the words that would make me feel even more vulnerable, but they came out anyway. “I just felt like you chose Ash over me.”

      “I didn’t. And I didn’t choose Alice because she was Ash’s mother. I chose her because I’ve always loved her.”

      His eyes glistened.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t remember if I ever told you that, but I am sorry you lost her. She was . . . she was a lot like Ash. Had a big heart, always talking to me and encouraging me at football practice.” Something my own mother hadn’t done, but I didn’t have to tell him that. “In a way, I could see why you chose her, but I was still mad. I wanted to be here, living Ash’s life.”

      “Ryker, if I’d known that’s what you wanted, we could have made it happen. I thought you were happy. You know how many times I wished you were here? Every fucking day.”

      “Thanks, but let’s face it, you would have been working three jobs, trying to support two teenage athletes with the appetites of a village.”

      “It would have been worth it if it meant I got to be as close to you as I am with Ash.”

      I let that visual sink in for a moment. My life would have been different for sure, but I wasn’t an idiot. I knew he couldn’t be making a lot at the station, and before that, he was coaching the junior players and working with a construction company. After thinking about it, I realized how pathetic it had been for me to be angry when my mom said he couldn’t pay for my football stuff too. She might have told me he couldn’t help to be spiteful, but maybe she was also looking out for him.

      “So, back to Gabby. From what Ash mentioned yesterday when he’d told me you were coming here for the weekend, your relationship is new, which means she’s terrified, Ryker. Your mom or Alice didn’t tell me right away, and neither of them were training for the Olympics. This is hard for any woman, and this reaction that you had to finding out isn’t helping her because whether or not you both decide on having this baby, you need to talk, and she needs to know that you’re going to be there for her no matter what. While I’m glad that you came here, running off isn’t helping that. Do you see what I’m trying to say? You can’t imagine what she’s thinking right now. You’re adults now.”

      My eyes flooded again. “But I don’t know what I’m going to do. How am I supposed to tell her to have this baby, tell her that everything is going to be okay, when I don’t have anything to give her? I could quit college and football and get a job, I’ll do whatever it takes, but is that going to be enough?”

      Will stood and came over to me, placing a hand on my shoulder and squeezing. “Don’t worry about that right now. It isn’t the end of the world, no matter how much it seems like it is. It’s going to be fine. And whatever you need, my door’s always open, don’t be afraid to ask.”

      I inhaled and nodded.
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      I stared at my phone on my bed as it lit up in the dark with another call from Ryker. I wanted to hear his voice more than anything, but I couldn’t give in. Not after he’d left me like that at the party. I thought we were fine, I thought that he would at least talk to me. That he would care. I wanted to yell at him, tell him to never call me again, tell him that I could do this alone. Lie. Tell him that I didn’t need him. Except I did, which was why I was still looking at each and every text he sent me.

      
        
        Ryker: We need to talk.

        

        A minute later the phone rang, and I ignored it.

        Another text.

        

        Ryker: Please, Bunny.

        

      

      Stupid feelings, go away.

      The calls and texts stopped after that, but then I realized there was a voice mail.

      “Gabby.” He let out a sigh. “I know it’s up to you whatever you decide to do, and I know it’s my fault that this happened, but I really want to talk to you. After the day you had, the last thing you needed was your boyfriend being a dick. I know you must think that I left because I was mad about you being pregnant. I was mad because you kept it from me. If I had stayed and listened to you, I would have known that you’d just found out. I know you’re angry and hurt, but I’m leaving tomorrow, and I was hoping we could spend some time together and figure this out. I’m trying to be calm, I’m really trying, but it’s taking everything in me not to come banging on your window.” He sighed again, and I smiled, knowing he was right, but also thankful that he was putting some effort into trying to give me space. “Patience is not a virtue in my world, Bunny, you know that. Anyway, it’s pretty late, so if you aren’t already passed out, good night.”

      The hurt and frustration receded, and I relaxed because I’d been waiting for him to say that all night. It was too late for us to have the conversation we needed to, but it wasn’t too late for me not to be selfish, so I decided to ease his mind like he’d done for me.

      
        
        Me: Agree with you being a dick part. Apology accepted if you can promise not to be one to me again.

        

        Ryker: I promise. I’m sorry. I really am.

        

        Me: K. And I’m sorry it wasn’t me who you heard the news from.
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        * * *

      

      Ryker and I had a quiet breakfast at Darlene’s Bakery and Café the following morning. Since we were within earshot of all the locals who ate there on Sundays, we saved the important talk we needed to have until we were done.

      Opening the back door to Brody’s jeep that Ryker had borrowed, I placed the takeout we got for our friends down.

      Ryker came up from behind me, reaching over and placing the bag he’d carried out next to the one I’d put down.

      I turned to him and he leaned down as if to kiss me, but then he paused as if remembering that we hadn’t officially made up after our fight. Tipping on my toes, I met him halfway, pressing a soft kiss to his mouth. He kissed me back, passionate and possessive. This I had wondered about last night too, but the fire between us was still there, just dampened by this ginormous, life-changing news that we got fewer than twenty-four hours ago.

      I climbed into the jeep, and he drove back up to Brody’s place, since that was where he’d spent the night.

      He reached across the center console and took my hand in his. “We were best friends once, sort of. You were able to tell me anything back then, even when you got your period.”

      “Oh my God, I told you that?”

      He glanced at me as he maneuvered the narrow road up the hill. “Yes. I think you’d crossed your arms over your chest, pouting and claiming that boys had it so easy.” He smiled. “Anyway, back then, you could do anything, tell me anything, and I’d still have your back. We might have stopped being friends for a while, but that never changed anything for me. I still got you, Gabby, and I don’t know why you don’t know that.”

      “I know, but this is huge. I liked where we were in our relationship, and I didn’t want anything to change. I didn’t want you to be mad at me.”

      “But that isn’t what you said last night.”

      “I know.”

      “Everyone doubts me, everyone is always waiting for me to fuck up. And they should be, I always do. But I don’t—that shouldn’t come from you, especially as my girlfriend. So, I need you to be honest, Gabby, does that mean you see me as everyone else does? That you think I’m going to fuck this up?”

      “First, I don’t think you fuck everything up. I’m the one who’s pregnan—”

      “But I got you pregnant.”

      “We were both there. I could’ve stopped you. It’s my vagina.”

      “If we’re being technical.”

      My head cocked. “Technical? I’m pretty sure it’s mine.”

      “Yeah, but in a sense, it’s also mine.” He glanced at me with a smirk as he turned onto the paved driveway in front of Brody’s house.

      My eyebrows lifted. “That sounds really weird.”

      “It isn’t weird, it’s true.” He released my hand and shifted the gear into park.

      A few people from the party last night walked toward their vehicles, looking hungover as hell with their hoodies over their heads.

      “Think about it,” Ryker said. “We’re dating and having sex exclusively with each other. So, I consider your pussy as mine, because if some other douchebag even thinks about going there, there are going to be some serious issues.” He grinned, shaking his head and waving off what he was saying with a hand. “Just agree.”

      I chuckled, silently loving that he was claiming me and my lady parts.

      “Anyway,” I said, changing the subject. “What I was going to say is that you’re passionate—”

      “Tell me it’s mine,” he interrupted.

      “What?”

      “Your pussy, tell me it’s mine.”

      “No, I’m not going to say that.” I chuckled. “No way.”

      “Fine,” he said.

      “Fine?” I’d expected more of a fight about this from him.

      “Yeah.” He nodded, but a mischievous darkness flickered in his eyes.

      My head slanted, trying to read his thoughts, but he wasn’t giving anything away.

      “Your passion,” I emphasized, “is one of the things I like about you. It’s your driving force, but I think I forgot that it also means that you’re a man of action.”

      “I agree.” His gaze was hooded with a hunger I’d come to know.

      “Oh my God, you’re thinking about sex.”

      His eyes widened, and he gave a small laugh before brushing a hand over his head.

      “Sorry.” He gave me a cheeky smile. “Continue.”

      “What?” I chuckled. “No, you don’t deserve to hear what I was going to say.”

      “I said I’m sorry,” he murmured, biting his lip and giving me his bedroom eyes.

      I shook my head, swallowing, unable to remember what I was getting to.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You were saying how I’m a man of action?” His tongue slid over his lips as his teasing gray eyes met mine. “And I was saying that I agreed.”

      I bit my lip, trying to quell the desire to kiss him, to touch him. I needed him naked and—

      “Let’s go. We can finish this inside.”

      He cranked open his door, and I did the same before grabbing the four-cup tray of coffees.

      “Come here.” Gripping my hip, he sealed his lips to mine with a soft, welcoming kiss. I returned his fervor, enjoying his delicate kisses that intensified with each touch of his mouth to mine. As I tasted and breathed him in, I barely remembered that I needed to balance the coffee tray in my hands.

      I might have been apprehensive last night, but I knew without a doubt that I would have felt the same relief then as I did this second had I allowed him to come see me. In a way I’d wanted to punish him, but punishing him meant punishing myself too.

      I had fallen and was in way over my head.

      His hand moved to the back of my head, and I moaned as the silky-smooth tip of his tongue toyed with mine, weakening my knees.

      “Mmm, Ry, I don’t want to stop kissing you, but I’m two seconds away from dropping these coffees, and they’re getting cold out here.”

      With one last smooch and a low groan in his throat, he grabbed the bags with the food, and we headed inside where two maids were hard at work, picking up red Solo cups from all over the house. The floor. The accent pieces. The windowsills. The fireplace.

      We found a clean spot on the waterfall island and placed the items on it.

      “Marie, can you do me a favor? Don’t let anyone mess with these unless they are my brother, A. Mozey, Brody, Eddie, or Nicky,” Ryker told her.

      “Just leave them there. I think most of them have gone home already, but I can’t promise anything,” the woman said, a thick Caribbean accent in her voice.

      I sent out a text to Eddie, Brody, Nicky, and Averie that breakfast was here, but before any of them could show their faces, Ryker led me up to the second floor to the room I figured he slept in last night.

      I placed my coat and beanie on a chair. When I lifted my gaze, butterflies moved across my belly. Ryker’s smoky-gray eyes were on me.

      “Is it bad that all I can think about right now is eating your pussy and making you come? I know our lives are about to change, I know there’s a serious conversation that we need to have, but I don’t know if it’s the teenager in me or the man in me who wants you naked and squirming beneath me.”

      With my mind and body already on board, I reasoned, “Most of our relationship has been over the phone. We’ve been wanting and wanting, and now you’re here and I’m here.” I nibbled on my lip and took in his broad shoulders. Mental pictures of him unclothed were my favorite to daydream about. And since I didn’t get to see him every day, not only did we need this, but I needed to stock up on my mental inventory. “We can talk after?”

      “Definitely, as long as you’re sure you want this too.” Stalking the short distance toward me, he removed his coat and flung it aside before catching the hem of my top and pulling it up over my head.

      “I am,” I said a second before his lips crushed against mine.

      He backed me toward the bed and helped me onto it, and as I lay flat against the sheets, he gazed down at me as his hand moved over my skin. “I thought you were second-guessing our relationship last night.”

      I shook my head. “No. I just didn’t know if you’d still want to be with me when you found out.”

      “If anything”—he kissed my cheek—“that would just make me want to be with you more.” As his lips moved down my neck with more kisses, I melted. “I’m here for you. And not just for the fucking I’m about to give you.”

      Smiling, I bit my lip as he reached beneath me to unfasten my bra.

      He wasted no time, kissing down my neck, my chest, and then over to the hard pebble of my nipple before moving back to my mouth. Our bodies ground against each other as the heat between us ignited, and before I knew it, we’d shrugged off all our clothes and Ryker was kissing down the inside of my thigh.

      His mouth pressed against my sensitive nub, and a heavy breath passed my lips as his tongue lapped through my pussy, moving in circles and thoroughly tongue fucking me. His teeth nibbled against my folds while he groaned, and I sighed, needing more.

      My pelvis lifted off the bed, seeking more pressure from his mouth, and he let me grind myself against him, the tension in my body coiling tighter, faster with each of his groans. The vibration caused a curse to fly from my lips as I rose higher and higher about to—he stopped and rose onto his knees.

      I frowned because from our short weekends together, I knew he lived for the moments I came like this. And I ached for that high, that amazing ecstasy. He wrapped a fist around his cock and stroked, and my mouth watered when I realized I was about to get it.

      “Not yet.” He smiled.

      “But—” I began, ready to protest.

      “Do you want to suck my cock?”

      My eyes lowered to his thick, long shaft, and I licked my lips with a nod.

      “Come and take it.” He pumped his cock through his fist again, and my sex clenched as I crawled over to him.

      He directed the tip of his cock to my mouth, and I wrapped my lips around the crown. My tongue swirled, needing his taste, needing to feel empowered when he weakened from my touch.

      “Such a good girl,” he murmured, causing my nipples to tighten.

      He lay back, and I followed, taking him in my mouth again. I loved his cock, how big it was and how delicious it tasted. I took him deeper, moving my mouth up and down, pressing my tongue against the smooth length of him and letting the head pop out just so I could hear the noise it made.

      “Ah, fuck, Bunny. Fuck, you love sucking this cock, don’t you?”

      “Mm-hmm,” I agreed with a mouthful.

      “Fuck.”

      He touched my head. “Come up here.”
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      Tangled in the sheets on the bed with Gabby, my body was exhausted yet I felt invigorated at the same time.

      My hand smoothed over her flushed skin and her exposed nipple. My thumb flicked over it, causing her to shiver. “I already want to be inside you again.”

      “You are still kind of inside me,” she muttered.

      “Technically.” I smiled. I hadn’t used a condom with her, since, well, what was the point? “I like that,” I told her, kissing her forehead and pulling her flush against my chest.

      “You’re such an alpha.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You literally tortured me until I agreed that my lady bits were yours, and that was just a few minutes ago.”

      My cock jerked back to life. “It is mine.”

      She adjusted at my side and looked up at me, her blue eyes soft. “Exactly. When did you turn into such a caveman?”

      All this time, I thought I’d been holding myself back.

      I grinned. “Since I met you.”

      “Liar.”

      “You’re so pretty, have I told you that?”

      “You’re so pretty,” she responded, her eyes twinkling with her smile. She bit her lip, still watching me. “I’m sorry I doubted you.”

      “We’re still getting to know each other again. It’s understandable.”

      “It’s strange. When I’m with you, it makes everything okay. It’s like nothing else matters, and it doesn’t feel like I might lose everything.”

      “That’s good, right?” My fingers combed through her silky, black hair.

      “Or deceiving?”

      I smiled. “Let’s go with good.”

      With a smile, she settled her head on the pillow.

      “You said you thought about an abortion. Is that what you want?”

      She shook her head. “It crossed my mind for a second. But I—” She let out a breath. “I felt lost. I know this is happening to me, but it still feels like I’m on the outside watching as it happens to someone else, you know? It doesn’t feel real.”

      Her eyes lowered. “The truth is, I considered it because I couldn’t help but wonder what someone else in my position would do . . . what you would want me to do.”

      “What I’m about to say, I don’t want you to think I wouldn’t be there for you either way, but I want you”—I touched her stomach—“and this baby. And I’ll do whatever it takes to take care of you.” 

      “But what about college and football?” 

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll quit if I have to.” 

      She looked up. “You can’t do that, Ryker.”

      “I can—”

      “No. I’m not going to let you give up your dream too. That wouldn’t be fair.”

      “It might not be an option.” I smoothed my thumb over her cheek. “When I say I’m going to do whatever it takes to take care of you and make sure you have everything you need, I mean it. I don’t want you to ever be scared that I won’t.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?” 

      “For saying that and . . . for coming to see me.”

      Leaning down, I placed a soft kiss on her mouth. “I know we aren’t in the best situation, but I’m glad it’s you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m glad you’re the one I got pregnant.” I shrugged. “I’d be freaking out more if it was someone else, so I’m glad it’s you.”

      “More? You’ve been the total opposite. The only thing you’ve freaked out about is my not telling you right away.”

      “It’s probably because . . .” I cleared my throat. “I kind of talked to Will when I left here last night.”

      “What? Really?” Her eyes lit up. “How did it go?”

      “Good. Better than I thought.”

      Her fingers skirted over my collarbone. “Did you tell him about . . .”

      “Yeah, is that okay?”

      She nodded. “It is.”

      “Have you thought about how you’re going to tell your parents?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m scared. Dad’s going to freak out. He gave up everything for me.” Her eyes glistened. “How am I supposed to tell him that I screwed up?”

      “I’m sorry, Bunny.” Kissing her cheek, I hugged her tighter. “But you’re sure you’re pregnant? Like a hundred percent?”

      “Ninety-nine percent, but I’m going to schedule an appointment.”

      “Then let’s tell them before I leave tonight. Are you okay with me still leaving?”

      “No, but I know you have to go.”

      My lips pressed to her forehead as conflict boiled inside me.

      College and football already consumed much of my time, and it was off-season. If I went back, I needed a job, and I needed to figure out a way to sell more of my graphics. If I stayed, I could work full time and be there for her.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Gabby and I went to her house and sat down with Carol and Roy.

      “We have something to tell you,” I said, looking at her parents. They were both in their fifties. Her mom was a short, round woman, and her dad was bearded and just a few inches taller than her mom.

      “What? You two getting married or something?” Roy joked. “I know you always had a thing for my daughter, but marriage is going to have to wait, son.”

      Gabby squeezed my hand, and I glanced at her and the tears pooling in her eyes. She had told her parents about us after her visit two weeks ago, and while her dad was laid back, he was never casual about his daughter or her training.

      I placed our entwined hands on my lap after giving her a reassuring look. “It was my fault. I’m sorry.” Her mom’s head started to shake as if I’d already said the words. “Gabby’s pregnant.”

      Roy’s eyes moved between Gabby and me. “What?”

      He must have seen the truth on our faces because he shot out of his seat. “No.”

      “I promise to take care of her. Whatever she needs.”

      “Take care of her how? You don’t have a job. You’re in college—”

      “I can get a job, I’m planning to.”

      “Except that won’t be enough. You think a baby will be something you only need to give your attention to from time to time?” He turned his attention to Gabby. “How could you let this happen?”

      A tear leaked from her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      I rubbed my palm over the back of her hand, wishing we could go back to this morning when it was just the two of us, when nothing else mattered.

      “Everything was fine and going according to plan. Why would you do this to her? You know how hard she’s worked to get to the Olympics?” Roy spat, his eyes on me. “You need to go.”

      “Dad!” Gabby shrieked.

      Not wanting to be at anyone’s mercy, my every instinct was to leave and to take her with me, but I swallowed my pride. I didn’t have anywhere of my own, and this was the only place that would make the most sense for her to be while we figured things out.

      “Roy—” Gabby’s mom began at the same time her brother walked into the living room.

      “What’s going on?” Sean asked.

      “I’m pregnant,” Gabby said just above a whisper.

      “Shhitt.” He brushed a hand through his dark hair. “I’m gonna—” He pointed a thumb behind him and pressed his fist to his mouth as he turned, heading back from where he’d come.

      “So, this is it?” Roy asked. “I guess I need to call your sponsors and cancel all those flights for your upcoming events. No more snowboarding, right?”

      Tears ran down Gabby’s face. “I’ll call them.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My Apple pencil slid over my iPad as I drew a watercolor illustration of the scene before me. Will, Ash, Averie, and Gabby in the kitchen.

      “I love you, sweets, but you are the worst cook,” Ash told Averie as she grabbed a lemon and a bottle of olive oil.

      “But I can bake,” Averie defended.

      “I know. That’s why we had you take care of the desserts earlier.”

      “But I want something else to do. Besides, it’s only a salad dressing. It isn’t as if it’s hard. I can totally make it.”

      “Right, but you’ve tasted my salad, and you love it.”

      Averie gave a little pout before saying, “Fine, but can you use less mustard in the dressing this time?” She gave Ash a sweet smile as his mouth opened. “Love you.”

      I grinned.

      I had three hours left in Alpen Springs, and hanging out at Will’s house was not how I’d pictured my weekend ending, but this was exactly what Gabby and I needed after telling her parents. It hadn’t been long, probably less than half hour, but still enough time to put doubts in our minds. I glanced at her, her hair in a ponytail and her blouse hanging off one shoulder as she scooped all the various sliced fruits from a bowl and into the blender. The blender roared to life and her head lifted, catching my stare.

      Our relationship might be new, but my feelings for her were intense. I wished I could give her the world, but all I had was myself, my words, and a promise.

      What? she mouthed.

      I want to kiss you, I mouthed back.

      She smiled. What?

      Kiss. You, I mouthed again.

      “What?”

      “I want to kiss you,” I said as the noise from the blender came to a complete stop, which caused everyone to look at me.

      I covered my face with a hand and shook my head.

      “Aww, that is so cute,” Averie said, but I kept my head down as my hand moved up my forehead to my hairline.

      “He’s blushing,” Averie cooed, and I shook my head again.

      Unbelievable.

      “Lover boy,” Ash teased around a chuckle.

      “Shut up, I still hate you,” I told him.
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      The phone rang until I thought Ryker wasn’t going to pick up. “Hey, sorry, I was in class.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t know, but you said to call.”

      I just left my appointment at the clinic and was strolling along the storefronts on Main Street.

      “I know, it’s no problem, I stepped out,” he said. “So? Are we a hundred percent pregnant?”

      I nodded as if he could see me. “Yes.”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m just not having any luck with the job thing.”

      Alpen Springs was small, and it was cheaper to live there than in Aspen or Breckenridge, so a lot of people stayed here for the winter, and those same people ended up taking all the seasonal jobs. I knew some spots would open up in a month or two, but I needed a job like yesterday.

      “You’ll get one,” Ryker encouraged. “Besides, I’m starting that part-time job I told you about next week, and I’m kind of revamping and branding my art stuff online too. Ash is going to help me reach more people and potential clients on his Instagram, and we have a plan to triple our followers in the coming weeks, so I don’t want you to worry, okay?”

      I inhaled. “I’m trying not to.”

      “I’ll call you when I’m at the dorms, and if you need anything at all—co-pays for your appointments or whatever—don’t be afraid to ask, Bunny. Once I save some money, I’ll set up an account so you have it to get the things you need.”

      Except I didn’t want to be a burden to him or anyone. And while I didn’t have to pay anything out of pocket today, I knew I would be maxing out the only credit card I had in the coming months because there was no way I was asking Mom or Dad for help. They’d helped me enough already, and Ryker, he was on his own at college.

      I walked into the next store, picking up on where I’d left off yesterday.

      I smiled at the woman in the flower shop, who was tending to a bouquet on display.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hey, there! How are you doing today?”

      “Good, I’m just, uh, I’m looking for a job and was wondering if you’re hiring?”

      “Not right now. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay, thank you! Have a good day.”

      The day continued like this, one rejection after another. Stressed and tired of all the letdowns, I pulled out my phone and sent a message to Averie.

      
        
        Me: Hey, how’s school?

        

      

      Her response a minute later caused me to smile.

      
        
        Averie: Blah, although, I found out they want me on the prom committee so I’m sort of excited for that, although it’s going to cut into our hangout time (frowny face)

        

        Averie: How’d your appointment go?

        

        Me: Good. I’m about to go pick up my prenatals at the pharmacy.

        

        Averie: Yay! Is it weird that I’m super excited about you being pregnant?

        

        Me: Yes, but it’s also comforting.

        

        Averie: He or she is going to be so freaking adorable. I can’t wait!

        

      

      I grinned, accepting her energy and letting it flow through me. It was crazy how quickly and easily she’d become my best friend, but she was just so open, and kind, and adorable.

      
        
        Me: Thank you, crazy.

        

        Averie: How’s your job hunting?

        

        Me: Not good.

        

        Averie: Oh no. I’m sure the perfect job is just waiting on you. You’ll find it one of these days.

        

        Me: I hope so.

        

        Averie: I’m throwing you the BEST baby shower ever in a few months, so prepare yourself. And when I start buying Little Gabby or Little Ryker stuff, you better just let me.

        

        Me: Seriously, what would I do without you (heart emoji)

        

      

      I stopped at the pharmacy and picked up my prescription, stuffing it into my backpack before continuing the search down the road at the Mountain Wear shop.

      One of my brother’s friends was at the front checkout register, but a customer was there, so I perused a rack of winter coats while I waited.

      “Gabby T! What you looking for?” Trevor asked. A burgundy beanie covered the top of blond dreads that reached below his shoulders, and his long-sleeved flannel shirt was open, revealing a black shirt beneath.

      “A job,” I said, strolling over to the counter. “Do you know if they’re hiring?”

      “Job? You’re staying in town? I thought you had a few more events for the season.”

      “Yeah, but something came up and I need to stay.”

      “Hm. Rick hadn’t said he was looking for anyone, and he’s out on lunch right now, but I’ll see what I can find out and let you know when he gets back.”

      “Thanks.” I bit my lip.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I just—it’s been a long day.”

      “I feel you. I’ll let you know. Have you tried the snowboarding schools? I’m sure all you’d have to do is say the word, and they would be scrambling to find you a spot. Shit, they’d probably create a position for you.”

      Except that the one thing I was extremely experienced in wasn’t something I would be able to do, or could I? I had seen pregnant women on the slopes before, plus it wasn’t as if I’d be doing backflips off jumps or anything. It would just be regular snowboarding or skiing at the ski school for kids or adults.

      As a woman walked up with a few items in hand, I stepped aside. “I’m sorry, I’m not in line. See you, Trev.”
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        * * *

      

      “We aren’t twelve or thirteen anymore,” Ryker said that night while we were on the phone.

      “Or six or seven,” I added.

      “Yeah, you were so sweet back then with your long pigtails, and all about your little snowboard, I can’t remember, but I bet it was all you talked about.”

      I laughed because I was pretty sure it was. “And there you were with your fiery red hair.” My knight in shining armor.

      He turned over on his bed so that he was on his stomach. “Now it looks like I’m on top of you like this, and it looks like you’re beneath me.”

      My body heated at his implication as I peered at the screen from where I lay on my back.

      I placed my index finger to my mouth and nibbled on it.

      He groaned, his eyes darkening. “I know that look.”

      He sighed. “Fuck, Bunny.”

      It’d been almost three weeks since he’d returned to Oklahoma, and I knew he needed to be there, but the words slipped out anyway as my finger skimmed over my lip. “I wish you were here. I miss you.”

      “I miss you too,” he returned. “You have no idea just how much. I might be on the brink of insanity here. Everything just feels different when you’re around. I just—I don’t know how to explain it.”

      I tucked myself deeper under my comforter. “I know what you mean.”

      “We haven’t talked about when we’re going to see each other again.”

      “I know, but we need to save money for the baby.”

      “Spring break? I won’t have training then. We’ll figure something out.”

      It was the end of February.

      I placed a hand over my face and peeked at him through one eye. “That’s a whole month away.”

      “I know, pretty girl. Trust me I know, and so does my dick.” He shook his head. “I’m going to fuck you so good, so long. I won’t even want to come up for air. I miss eating your pussy.”

      “Please tell me your roommate isn’t there,” I whispered, my cheeks burning.

      “But I want to tell the world how much I love my girlfriend’s pussy.”

      “Hush.”

      “He isn’t here.” He grinned.

      “Oh.”

      “So, how’d your day turn out?”

      Funny how those worries seemed to dissipate while I was on the phone with him.

      “No luck yet.”

      “What else did you get into?”

      “Nothing, really, besides looking for a job. My life has always been focused around that one thing and now I feel like I have to change, and . . . I don’t know if I’m ready, or if I’ll like the person I have to become.”

      “Why do you think you have to change?”

      “Because I can’t picture myself being that adrenaline junkie anymore.”

      “But she’s my weakness.”

      “That isn’t helping.”

      He chewed on lips that I wanted to kiss as he seemed to think about something. “I just don’t want you to forget who you are because it would mean that you’re giving up, and just like you’re pushing me to go after my dream, I can’t let you give up yours.”

      “But I don’t have a choice right now, and it’s going to make me sad if we keep talking about it.”

      “But you might have a choice.”

      “What do you mean? Are you changing your mind about wanting—”

      “No. No. Never that. I’ve just been thinking. What if you still try to attain your number one goal? The Olympics is still about a year away, right?”

      “Yeah, so?” And then I realized where he was going with this. “I couldn’t still try to do that, Ryker.” 

      “But it’s possible, especially with your talent, Gabby. Think about it.”

      “Ryker, if I have our baby in September, I can’t just jump right back on the slopes. I’m going to need time to recover. Two of the qualifying events is in December. That’s like two months after I give birth. My trainer alone costs thousands, and most of my sponsors have already dropped me. I won’t be able to afford that, much less get on a training schedule with a newborn.”

      “I know Ash, Averie, and Will would help out with the baby if I asked, but I wasn’t thinking about the rest. I just—I want you to have everything. I want you to be happy.”

      “I am happy. I just need something else to put my passion into.”

      “Like sex?”

      “No.” I chuckled when I realized he was teasing me.

      He smiled. “How about that story you said you were writing; do you still write?”

      “It’s usually something I do when the mood strikes, but . . .” A fire ran through my veins, and sparks went off inside my head.

      He grinned. “That’s it.”
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        One month later . . .

      

      

      I reached the last few boxes of merchandise in my row at the grocery store and ripped the plastic open, tossing it behind me into a cart.

      It was almost midnight, and the last half hour of my shift was dragging. I’d gotten used to working late and getting up early for practice, but this week, I decided to take on a few extra shifts, and with my digital artwork getting more attention, anything more than five hours of sleep a night was no longer an option.

      Pulling the previous V8 juices on the shelf forward, I lined up new ones from back to front. Once I was done, I tossed the box into the cart as well and walked down the aisles I had tonight, making sure everything was facing front and good. Satisfied, I pushed the cart to the back and into the receiving area to toss the plastics and the boxes into the compactor.

      I spent the last few minutes stacking up the empty pallets for the guys coming in after me. I yawned, pulling my cap over my head as I was walking toward my truck in the parking lot. It was at least eighty degrees outside, and I couldn’t wait to shower and fall into bed.

      I checked my email, seeing that one of my clients had gotten back to me for a slight color adjustment on a piece I did, and a new email inquiring about a T-shirt design. I was about to type a response when my phone vibrated, and I smiled at the face on the screen. One of the many selfies she’d sent to me.

      I placed an earbud in my ears and clicked answer.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, are you off work?” she asked, her voice soft and soothing.

      “I just got done.” I clicked the remote to unlock my truck and climbed inside. When I started the engine, the music blasted, and I pushed the off button. “Are you in bed?”

      “No, I’m out dancing and drinking. Pretty wild stuff going on over here.”

      I chuckled. “I told you that you don’t have to stay up for me.” Still, I fucking loved that she did.

      “I know, but I want to, and it’s only eleven here. Besides, I was writing.”

      I was glad that she’d stuck with writing even though she’d started working full-time as a ski instructor on Lu Mountain last week.

      “How far are you in the story?” I asked as I headed to the dorms.

      “Halfway-ish. I can’t decide if good will succumb to evil or if the darkness in Puma will conquer.”

      “Damn, now I have to know.”

      She’d been mentioning bits and pieces of her work, and I never would have guessed this amount of crazy shit could be in her pretty little head, which I guess made it even more fascinating to me. Artistic and purposeful.

      “Maybe, if you’re good.” Her voice grew raspy. “Really good.”

      She was horny.

      “I thought about touching you this morning in the shower.”

      Our plans to meet up this month had gone to shit, and I fucking missed her so much.

      “Ryker,” she groaned, and I could hear the need in her voice.

      “I know.” I let out a breath. “Since we’ll have a quick break after finals, I’ll definitely be coming there, then we can do all those birthing classes and—I get to sex you again. Ah, it’s going to be so good, so fucking good, Bunny.”

      “I’m going to be huge then.”

      I laughed. “You aren’t going to be huge. You’re going to be beautiful, perfect, and fuckable. Just one more month.”

      “One more,” she sighed before whispering, “I miss feeling you inside me.”

      “Ah, fuck. You can’t say that to me.” I gripped my aching cock as I turned the steering wheel to the right to head toward the dorms. “Are you trying to drive me insane?”

      “It’s true. I miss how it feels, how good it feels. How good you feel on top of me. I never thought I would need sex like this. I was fine before, I didn’t crave it. Now, I feel like an addict. It’s your fault.”

      I chuckled. “How’s it my fault?”

      “You introduced me to it. I don’t know.” She let out a small giggle.

      Damn. She’s so perfect.

      “You’re going to make me play with myself again tonight, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe, and I’m hoping your roommate isn’t there so I can watch.”

      “Oh my God, babe.”

      I’d been tired before, but I was wide awake as I pulled into an open parking spot in front of my dorm.
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      “So, still no morning sickness?” I asked, adjusting my phone against my ear as I walked through the Aspen Country Airport.

      “No, not really, just a little fatigue here and there. I don’t know, my mom says I’m lucky, and my grandma said it’s probably going to be a boy.”

      “Really? Interesting.”

      I’d finally gotten through finals and got some time off work and football practice. It’d been two and a half months since I’d last seen her in person, and I was so fucking ready.

      “Are you almost here? You’re killing me with the suspense. Did you bring luggage or something?”

      I only had my duffel strapped to my back.

      “No, I’m coming. All out of patience?”

      “Yes.”

      The double doors slid open, and I walked outside onto the pavement. A dry, warm breeze whipped around me, and I drew in a deep breath, missing this place more than I had the last time I was here.

      I walked around a group of trees and plants and saw Gabby’s vehicle parked in the waiting area on the road. I smiled.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God, it’s you,” she said through the phone at the same time as the driver’s side door flew open.

      “Careful,” I said before realizing I was talking to myself because she was rounding the bumper and heading toward me, her long, wavy black hair flowing over her shoulders. She was in leggings and a loose white tank that the wind flattened against her small bump. It was so small, but I knew it was there.

      Holy shit.

      I stuffed my phone into my pocket as I headed for her.

      My hand settled on the back of her neck, and my lips pressed against her soft, sexy mouth. My other hand moved to her waist, pulling her closer. The urge to devour her right there overwhelmed me, and as our tongues met, a sigh escaped us both. My thumb moved up her throat as the animal in me roared to life.

      Using my entire willpower, I broke our kiss and looked down at her. “I forgot how delicious you look and taste.”

      “I forgot how tall you are, did you get bigger?”

      “A little bit.” I gained about fifteen pounds in muscle mass since I’d last seen her.

      “I like it.”

      I grinned and leaned down, kissing her again before crushing her to my chest in a tight embrace.

      “I miss you,” she mumbled into my chest.

      “Me too.” I groaned. “All right, come on. Let’s go get some food. I’ll drive.”

      “Okay.”

      I tossed my bag in the backseat and spent the next hour with her in downtown Alpen Springs, grabbing a bite with her at Johnny Joe’s after the half hour drive.

      “It feels weird that Ash and Averie are at school,” I said, taking a sip from my drink as Gabby ate the last fry on her plate.

      “I know. It makes me feel old.”

      I laughed. “Don’t let older people hear you say that.”

      “It does though.” She pouted. “Oh, I forgot to tell you, I’m going to be filling in for her at Darlene’s while she and Ash are in California for the summer. I’m going to miss them, but I’m also glad about the position.”

      Her job at the Lu Mountain Resort Ski School had been temporary.

      I placed my arm around her shoulders and kissed her forehead, wanting to do so much more. I’d been sporting a semi since the airport, and fuck, the whole town would be seeing my package if I didn’t get her alone soon.

      “You’re going to be fine. They’re only going to be gone for like two months.”

      “I know, but she’s my best friend.”

      “You have other friends.”

      “Yeah, mostly guys.” She looked at me. “I mean, if you want me to hang out with them more . . .”

      “No, forget your other friends.”

      She chuckled. “That’s what I thought, but Nicky will be around until she leaves for college, and I guess I have my stupid brothers at home.”

      “I’ve made it so hard on you, haven’t I?”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ve gotten used to their company, that’s all, but I still do my own thing from time to time, and since the weather got nicer, I’ve been going on hikes. I’ve already told you about my jogs.”

      After being constantly physically active most of her life, I knew she would have had a hard time just resting when she wasn’t working, but as long as it was okay for the baby, I wasn’t complaining, because God damn, she was hot as fuck.

      “Let’s take a pic.” I’d wanted one for my social media and I always forgot. Gabby wasn’t big on social media. She was more of a live in the moment kind of person and had even stopped doing the vlog she’d started for her Olympics journey. Recently, though, she’d been liking all my pictures and posting more, which I kind of figured was Averie’s influence.

      She wrapped an arm around my bicep and leaned her head on my shoulder, sticking out her tongue as I clicked on the camera.

      “Oh wait, Averie said the tongue thing is a vibe,” she said.

      I clicked on the video to add a story. “What do you mean?”

      “Like . . . you know.” She stuck her tongue out and made a sound. I grinned and touched the tip of my tongue to hers.

      “Hey,” she said, pulling back, but I followed her, kissing her cheek.

      I typed out: “Every time I see her,” and started to mess with the filters.

      “You’re putting that up?” she asked.

      “Yeessss. Why?”

      “Nothing.” She smiled. “I like it.”

      “Cool.”

      “What do you want to do next?”

      “I don’t know. It’s kind of warm out today, so whatever you want to do. I can save my going to Alpen Springs High to get my friends in trouble for another day.”

      “Well, you could come over to my place.”

      “To the scene of the crime?” I teased, knowing exactly where and how she’d gotten pregnant. I combed a hand through my hair. “I don’t know if I’m welcome there, Bunny.”

      “Dad was just mad, and I think he’s getting over it. I sort of mentioned your idea—well, I made it seem like my own, but I told him that I wanted to see if I could try to get a spot after I have the baby.”

      “What! You’re thinking about it?” My chest swelled.

      “Yes, but I don’t want to jinx it, so I’m kind of keeping it on the down low.”

      “Gabby, fuck,” I chuckled. “I’m rooting for you. Seriously, I know you can do it. And it’s no pressure or anything, it’s just that, you’re an amazing athlete, I’ve always known that, but if you do this—” I shook my head. “It’s going to be insanely fucking gnarly, and even if you end up not doing it, you’re still incredible for even thinking about it.” I leaned back against the seat with a smirk. “So, that’s what that glow is.”

      “What glow? Why does everyone keep saying that? I don’t have a glow.”

      I took in her pink lips, sparkling blue eyes, and radiant sun-kissed skin. “Yes, you do. You’re giving off this—” Sex appeal. I cleared my throat. “You look more beautiful than when I last saw you in person. Like you’re making my mouth fucking water, and I just want to fuck you.”

      Her pupils dilated. “Probably because I’ve been so freaking horny,” she whispered.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, and now that you know, I should tell you that’s also why I am trying to get you to my house . . . no one’s home. Mom doesn’t get off work until three thirty, and my brothers are probably off smoking pot with Tyler somewhere.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?”

      Her head slanted. “I just did.”

      My cock was so fucking hard, and even though I normally didn’t care, I knew I’d be giving the few people in the restaurant a show if I got up because there was a huge difference between walking around with a semi, and rock-hard erection ready for some much-needed action with my girlfriend.

      “Give me a second,” I said, adjusting my dick. Her eyes followed my movement, and as she bit her lip, I almost groaned.

      Ah, fuck that isn’t helping.

      “Okay, come on.”

      We tried to walk casually out of the restaurant, but I wasn’t sure if we did or we just looked like we were dining and dashing. Either way, once we were inside the vehicle, our lips connected, and we couldn’t stop kissing.

      We managed to gain some sort of control a few minutes later, enough to get us to her place and lock ourselves in her room for my much-needed Gabby time.
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      “I can’t believe you still have that Nirvana poster,” Ryker said, staring at my bedroom wall.

      We were still in my bed, all wrapped up in each other and the intimacy we’d been craving for months.

      “Why wouldn’t I still have it?” I smiled at the poster. “I love it.”

      “Since you’d been mad at me for so long, I thought you would have gotten rid of it by now.”

      It had been hidden inside my closet for years, and it was probably a month before I’d approached him that I’d put it back up.

      “Well, if you look closely, you’ll see a crease or two in it.”

      His chest vibrated against my cheek as he chuckled.

      “You crushed it! Wow, I could see you doing that too.”

      I giggled. “Shut up.” His fingers combed through my hair and scratched at my scalp, causing me to shiver.

      “I was thinking of asking if you wanted to get an apartment together in Oklahoma since I have to go back early for training in the summer. But now that you’re thinking about the Olympics again, it sounds like we need to figure out a new plan.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know if I can be without you for that much longer. I want you to have your dream, but it’s so fucking hard, and once you have the baby, I’ll just be there without either of you. It’ll be football season, and I won’t have the time to come here.”

      I’d thought about that too, but I would need to stay here to train. 

      “I wish I could do both, but I would need to stay here where I’ll have help with the baby so I have time to train.” I peered up at him as my fingers trailed over his pecs. “It’s only for a few more months.” I adjusted, moving up his chest so I could kiss him. “The NFL is a long stretch from now, but if I can get a spot and place at the Olympics, it could be the start we need so that our baby can get anything that he or she might need without us having to ask for help.”

      He sighed. “I know exactly what you mean, and I want you to have everything you ever wanted, but it doesn’t make it any easier for me to be away from you or the baby.”

      The distance was hard on me too, but in order to make the best option for us and this baby, this was something I needed to do, and I was also hoping that it was the right decision.

      There was no way I was going to let him drop out of college and give up his dreams or future for us. I couldn’t bear that weight.

      Not sure what else I could say, I leaned down and kissed him. He returned my kisses, one light peck after the other until our tongues entangled.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s a boy,” the doctor smiled.

      I looked at Ryker, who was grinning from ear to ear.

      He might not have been there all the time, but I was glad he was for the ones that mattered. In these moments, he was everything I could have asked for and more.

      “A little mini me, huh? Should I apologize now?”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “For all the headaches. He’s probably going to be a lot to handle like me.”

      “Then he’s going to be perfect.” I pointed out.

      His face flushed, and he squeezed my hand.

      We might have been best friends before, but there was something magical about him being really mine, and this baby boy that was ours.
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      While Ryker and I had spent a lot of much-needed time together, the days and weeks got tougher after that.

      By the third week of him being away, the calls and text started to come in less often.

      At first, it was a missed day or two, but it had gotten to the point where we would go days without speaking, and even then, I was the one who would initiate that text or phone call.

      It was the end of July, and Averie would be back in Alpen Springs, and I couldn’t wait to see her because I was a mess and I needed her to talk me off this cliff. I was freaking out and needed her to tell me everything would be fine. Because while there was no ignoring the fact that I was seven months pregnant, my focus had shifted to staying in shape. My thought was that if Ryker didn’t want me anymore, I would still be able to stand on my own two feet and support myself and the baby.

      At around three p.m. as I was almost done changing out of my comfy shorts and oversized T-shirt into my denim jumpsuit with a small black T-shirt beneath, the sound of gravel crunching outside my house had my heart rate kick up a notch. Buttoning the strap to the front of the jumpsuit, I left my hair up in a messy bun, hurried to the front door, and stuffed my feet into my trainers.

      Opening the door, I walked out and saw my best friend jumping out of her car with pink hair, a ruffled white crop top, and cut-out jeans, the amazing time she had in California with Ash clearly shining through her.

      Her arms extended as she ran up to me. “Hey! Oh my God, you look so cute,” Averie shrieked.

      I hugged her the crap out of her. “God, I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.” She leaned back and looked down. “And the baby, oh my gosh! I can’t believe you went MIA online, and I didn’t get to see this. I think Baby Stanley is ready to come out already.”

      “I wish, we still have three more months to go,” I said, resting my hand on my belly. “I love your hair like this, it suits you.” She’d also cut it so the wavy curls she’d made with her iron stopped at the base of her neck.

      “Thank you!” She pointed at her hair. “I think this is as wild as it gets in my world now.”

      “What did Ash say?” I asked.

      “Oh, you must have missed it on my story, it was so funny.” She touched my arm. “We can go take a seat—”

      “No, I’m fine. Let’s go for a walk down the road. It feels like I’ve been sitting around all day.”

      “Okay,” she said, turning so we could head down the driveway. “Anyway, he literally had no idea since he was at a photo shoot all day, but he loved it, still can barely keep his hands out of it.” She chuckled. “But enough about me. You look hot! How much have you been working out, I bet your baby bump has abs.”

      I laughed. “Shut up, it does not, and I’ve been doing a lot of walking and strength training, trying to take my mind off things, and I don’t know, working out makes me feel like I’m doing something.”

      “How about Ryker, how are things between you two lovebirds? Is he going to make it to the baby shower?”

      “I don’t know. I think he’s going to try.”

      “Ugh, he better so your friend can do your maternity photoshoot.”

      “I’m not looking forward to that. Is that bad? I hate dresses.”

      “You don’t have to wear a dress, crazy.”

      “Oh, well, all I saw were dress ones online.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, I mean a lot of women prefer those gowns, I would, but I don’t see you as the gown type of person. Like I see you barefoot in distressed jeans like these.” She pointed to her legs. “With the top button open, and a bra on, so you’re showing off your baby bump, maybe even wearing one of Ryker’s white dress shirts kind of half on, I think that would be really cute, but also sexy.”

      “Wow.” I smiled. “I love that idea.”

      “See, what would you do without me?”

      I chuckled. “I’d be lost, completely”

      “Come on, there’s an opening in the trees here. Let’s take a picture. When was the last time Ryker saw you? You posted like one pic on Instagram the whole time I was gone, and it was a selfie.”

      “I sent him one of my belly when I was lying down last week.”

      “Oh my gosh, he needs to see all of you!”

      I paused, biting my lip. “What if he—” I swallowed, resting a hand on my tummy. “What if he doesn’t like what he sees anymore?”

      “What? G. Taylor. Are you insane? He loves you.”

      “He hasn’t said it.”

      “Have you?”

      “No . . . I want to, but I don’t want to be the one to say it first.”

      Sometimes, I felt like the words were on the tip of our tongues when we were saying good night, but neither one of us let them tip over our lips.

      “Being away from him sucks,” I told her.

      “I can only imagine. Honestly, I don’t know how you do it. I can’t even be away from Ash for a day. I would go crazy.”

      I sighed and pressed a hand to my forehead. “I am going crazy, and with the Olympic training, I’m going to be away from him that much longer, and I don’t want to be, but—” I shook my head, frustrated with our situation.

      “Why don’t you go see him?”

      “Because we can’t waste money like that. It’ll be harder if I go there since he lives in the dorms. We’ll end up paying for a hotel or Airbnb. Plus, he’s going to be coming here soon.”

      “Yeah, in like a month. Maybe you could go there for a few weeks, and come back with him for the shower and stay until Baby Stanley arrives.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “Because maybe it is.” She winked and held up her camera. “Now, show me your good side.”
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      Fuck my life.

      I dropped on top of my bed and immediately passed out, not waking back up until ten minutes before it was time to head out for my morning practice. Since games were starting a month from today, I had to take on as much at work as possible because, after they started, it would be back to depending on my art for income. My popularity had increased, but the income from my art still wasn’t enough.

      Turning on the lamp, I grabbed my phone and did a quick video, showing my face and abs, typing ‘a little morning motivation.’ Within seconds, I started getting likes and comments. Even though I did these daily posts and stories on my social media for the attention, it was all to stay relevant as my business was online, and I needed to grow my following that had already increased by forty thousand since college.

      I went to Gabby’s profile and saw that she hadn’t posted any new pictures, but I still clicked on the older ones. Something about seeing her and the baby bump gave me all the energy I needed to keep pushing.

      I slid into her DMs.

      
        
        Me: Morning, beautiful.

        

      

      I knew she was still asleep, but she’d see it later.

      “Dude, are you still in your work clothes?” Trey, my roommate for this semester, mumbled, still mostly asleep. The only thing I’d had the energy to strip off was my shirt.

      “Yeah,” I said, getting up and rubbing a hand over my face before unbuckling my pants. I dropped them in the full basket of dirty clothes and opened my dresser drawer for my last pair of workout shorts.

      “Damn, I don’t know how you do it. I’m tired as shit just training, and with classes starting? Boy, you’re going to burn out if you don’t slow down.”

      “I’m good, I’m only working at the store for a few more weeks.”

      I knew something would have to give before then, and that something would be the extra one-hour training sessions I did outside of the two a day with the team. Even though it was something I needed to do to have that edge above my peers, I’d need to stop for at least two weeks while I wrapped up my job at the store in preparation for the season.

      I spent most of the day at the library, working on a few designs I’d wanted to finish for my clients, and on my way back to the dorms, I ran into Ashley, my ex-roommate’s friend.

      “I didn’t know you were back on campus,” I said.

      She fell into step with me. “Yeah, I just got back. I was actually going to come see you. Liam said you wanted to talk to me about something.”

      “Yeah, he said you were the photo expert in the group for that storm chaser thing you guys do, and I’m going to need a photographer in the coming weeks.”

      “For?”

      “A clothing line.”

      Her head cocked. “What?”

      I chuckled. “I’m a designer, remember? Anyway, I’ve doing some custom projects for people, but I’ve been developing a brand, and I want to open an online store. It’s in the works, and I’m going to get the samples soon, which means I’m going to need a professional photographer to take some pics of my friends and I wearing the products for the social media marketing and launch.”

      “Wow,” she said.

      “If you don’t charge too much, I’d really like your help. So . . . how much am I looking at?”

      She smiled. “Hmm, few hours of shoot, few hours of edit, that’s going to be about—free.”

      “Really? I’ll pay you. I don’t want you to work for free.”

      “Really. It’s fine. As long as you don’t mind my adding the shots to my portfolio.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, no problem. The guys and I are meeting up later for drinks and food if you want to join us.”

      “I wish I could, but I’m working.”

      “Okay. Well, I’m this way, I’ll see you later. Just hit me up when you need me.”

      I smiled as she walked away. I didn’t know what I did to deserve it, but free was perfect. Holy shit.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and saw I had a missed call from Gabby, but as I was about to call her, I saw two of my teammates approaching.

      “You heading over already?”

      I hated not being one of the first ones at the gym or the practice field, but time had gotten away from me today.

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      My eyes lifted and caught sight of a pregnant girl, her phone pressed to her ear as she leaned against a railing on the short staircase leading up to the student-athlete dorm. The strong thighs of an athlete were exposed in those jean shorts, and for some reason, my mind ran to Gabby even though I knew it couldn’t be her. This girl’s black hair was just past her shoulders, and Gabby’s was halfway down her back, and Gabby was in Alpen Springs, so there was no way—she turned and looked up and . . . oh shit, oh shit. My heart raced, and my feet picked up their pace.

      “Gabby,” I said.

      “Hi.”

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around her and inhaling, wanting to soak up everything I’d missed about her at once. “I can’t believe it’s you. Holy shit. How long have you been here?”

      “Not long, about fifteen minutes.”

      “I’m sorry, I was across campus.” I shifted and touched her belly, looking down. “Holy shit.”

      “We’ve grown a bit,” she said, covering my hand with hers.

      “You have, and you cut your hair. I like it.”

      “Stanley, you coming to practice or what?” someone called.

      “Yeah,” I said, looking up. It was our quarterback, Killian. “Shit, practice. Damn it, I need to go.” I groaned. “How long are you here for?”

      “Is this Gabby?” Killian asked as he walked over, and before I knew it, half the football team was surrounding her and introducing themselves.

      I might be the only one on the football team whose girlfriend was pregnant, but they really had my back and didn’t judge me for it. In fact, since they found out about Gabby a few months ago, they had been my defense team when it came to the girls on campus.

      “Oh, she’s even prettier than you, Rookie-Ry!” one of the guys joked.

      Sighing, I shook my head.

      “I have to go, babe,” I said as the guys started to navigate away for practice. “I’m glad you’re here, but you should have told me so I could have planned for you. How did you get here from the airport?”

      “Uber.”

      “Damn it, um.”

      “Damn, bro. Just have her stay in the room until you’re done. Can’t have the lady waiting on you out here in the heat.”

      I didn’t know if it was okay, but it wasn’t as if she was staying in my room overnight, and I didn’t have beef with anyone who’d want to snitch, so she should be fine.

      “You want to do that? You want to stay in my room until I get back?”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay, come on,” I took her hand in mine and led her inside, pointing out my snacks in case she got hungry and giving her my iPad to play on or watch shows in case she got bored.

      “And let me just—” I grabbed my comforter and tossed it on top of my dirty laundry. “Now you can sit. Sorry, I need to do laundry, and I didn’t want you to lay on it since it’s all gross.”

      “I’m fine, get to practice. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      I let out a breath, still shocked as hell that she was here. “Okay.”

      I took her in my arms and pressed my lips to hers, seconds turning into a whole minute as our lips melded.

      “Going now.” I leaned down, cupping her belly and whispering. “And I’ll be back to talk to you later because I definitely missed you too.” After a quick kiss on her stomach, I headed to the longest practice I’d ever had. In reality, it was the same two hours as usual, but I was anxious as hell to get back to Gabby, to hold her, kiss her, see her.
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      The door opened, and I turned to it with one of Ryker’s T-shirts halfway folded in my hands. A smile spread across his face.

      “Hey, that was fast.”

      “Fast? It was the longest two hours of my life.” He glanced at the bed and pile of clothes I was folding. “Babe, those are dirty.” He cocked his head. “Wait, you did my laundry?”

      I shrugged. “I just wanted to do something while I waited.”

      “How did you know where to go?” He closed the door behind him.

      “It’s a dorm, there was a guy down the hall who showed me where the laundry room was, and I figured out the rest.”

      “A guy?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes.”

      “Did he see your belly?”

      I laughed. “You sound ridiculous, of course he saw it.” I shook my head even though I thoroughly enjoyed this side of him. His dominant nature was refined in a way that made it refreshing and even funny instead of being smothering.

      “Just checking.”

      He kissed my cheek as he passed by me to set his water bottle down on the desk by the window. “Sorry, I’m sweaty and gross, let me jump in the shower real quick, and then I’m all yours.”

      “Okay. Are you working later?”

      “Yeah, at six. How long are you here for?”

      He stripped his shirt off and shorts, and I stood there, gawking at his ripped body, one that was all mine. He was all mine.

      “Babe?” he asked.

      “Oh.” I gave a small laugh. “One month.”

      “What? How?”

      “I found a cheap room to rent nearby. Please don’t be mad, I know we’re supposed to be saving, but—”

      “Are you kidding me? I’m not mad. I wish you could stay. Forever.” He looked at his clothes. “Don’t put those away.”

      I nodded, my cheeks hurting from how hard I was smiling as he went into the bathroom.

      He came out with a towel around his waist a few minutes later to find me propped against his newly-cleaned comforter and pillow.

      He picked up a pair of boxer shorts and sniffed them.

      I chuckled. “What are you doing?”

      “I can’t believe you did my laundry. You’re the best.” He leaned down and kissed me, his lips moving against mine in a delicious caress as his hand grasped my hip. As my hand moved around his neck, he groaned, “Damn, I love you.”

      He paused, probably realizing what he’d just said, but I pressed my lips to his, not wanting the moment to become something awkward if he hadn’t meant to say that. My palm flattened and pushed against his chest. “I love you too. Now, are you going to get dressed? I want to see what we’re working with.”

      His head cocked, and he smiled, a hint of disbelief in his eyes, as if he hadn’t expected me to say those words. “You want me to get dressed or naked?”

      “Both. You have to get naked to get dressed, right?”

      With a smirk, he pulled the towel off and tossed it at me. “Hey!” I laughed, my eyes lowering to the trimmed patch of red hair above one of my favorite body parts of his. I bit my lip. “How are you hard already?”

      “You’re here, isn’t that enough of a reason?”

      My nipples tightened beneath my blouse as my body hummed with need.

      A knock sounded at the door. “Can I come in? Is it safe?”

      “Yeah, you’re good,” Ryker responded, winking at me as he grabbed his boxers.

      “What the hell, bro?” Ryker’s roommate said. “How is walking in here and seeing your white ass safe?”

      “Because you’re going to miss it,” Ryker retorted. “I’m staying with Gabby for the next month. I can stay with you, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, trying to divert my eyes from his crotch as he pulled up his boxers and adjusted himself.

      “You look so fucking cute lying there.”

      I blushed and peeked at Trey, who was grabbing something from the dresser on his side of the room.

      “Hear this, dude, I can’t believe we thought you didn’t have game,” Trey remarked.

      “This isn’t a game, look at her.”

      I crossed my hands, effectively hiding my face from view, even though I loved how he was with me. I’d missed this while I’d been away from him. Our interaction and the added confidence from how he saw me. We were just okay long distance, but in person, nothing could compare.
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        * * *

      

      “You were right,” Ryker said, his palm smoothing over my naked tummy beneath the sheet.

      “About what?” I asked.

      “The Olympics.” His eyes met mine. “It’s going to be crappy not having you and the baby here, but going there or attempting to is probably the best decision you’ll ever make. The amount of money I’m making and will be making once the season starts just won’t be enough to cover more than a few months out from now. The startup cost won’t be much since it was something I was already kind of doing with my custom stuff, so I’m kind of rebranding or branching off?” He laughed. “I don’t really know the term for it, but now that I’m moving into drop shipping, it’s going to be more promotion heavy to get it off the ground. That’s why I’ve been posting so much on social media and building my following.”

      “You mean those shirtless good morning selfies?” I joked, even though I knew he was just feeding off his natural charisma.

      He and his brother already had a huge following because of their talent, but they were also fun and enticing to stare at. And judging from the hundred thousand comments and likes they got every day, their content was a daily guilty habit for a lot of people, including me.

      His story post was the first thing I watched upon waking, every single day. It was addicting, and better yet, all this yumminess was mine.

      I nudged his shoulder. “I’m kidding, babe. I like your posts.” If anything, they made me want him even more. “Continue. I like listening to you.”

      I brought his hand to my lips as he explained more on the brand that he was creating and launching next month.

      Last month, he’d sent variations of the logos to his friends and me to vote on, and it was tough because they were all really good.

      The design would be used for the male line that included T-shirts, joggers, sweatshirts, hoodies, shorts, caps, and beanies. His business plan was to build his social media following and release different pieces of the line every few months to keep the buzz going. He also mentioned wanting to add phone cases, water bottles, and other accessories later on, and I just loved hearing him talk about it, the passion behind it and how excited he was. I was also freaking proud of him and realized how lucky I was that this complex, astute person was my guy.

      “I know the guys on the football team will help me out with wearing the products and posting pictures,” he continued. “Ash and the guys are ready to help with that too, but it’s going to take at least a year with constant push to gain some momentum.”

      My fingers lazily moved over his chest as I listened.

      “If we follow your plan, these next few months might be tough on our relationship, but I also know we can do it, we’ve been doing it, and I know it seemed what I’d said earlier seemed like it was an in the moment thing, but I meant it. I do love you.”

      My eyes lifted.

      “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. When we stopped being friends I—” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “It sucked for the longest time. I was mad at you, but when that passed, I knew I needed you back. I figured one day, a few years from now, we’d meet again and I’d ask you out. I didn’t know how it was going to happen, but I knew it would. I’ve never been able to connect with any other girl the way I do with you. I love being around you, I love talking to you—”

      I pressed the back of my hand to the corner of my eye. “You’re going to make me cry.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you.”

      Smiling, he kissed me until it was time for him to get ready for work. “To be continued,” he whispered against my lips. “I love you.”
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        One month later . . .

      

      

      “What’s wrong?”

      Gabby winced, placing a hand on her stomach.

      “Bunny?” I asked.

      “I’m fine. I think it’s just another Braxton Hicks.”

      “Is it because we had sex, I told you—babe, that’s it, I’m cutting you off.”

      “You can’t cut me off.” She chuckled. “I’m going back to Alpen Springs in two days, and then you’re coming back here, so I think it’s okay to have sex until we’ll be forced to take a break.”

      I sighed.

      She was right, but I was also concerned. “Do you want to sit up?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I got up on my knees and extended my hands to her. As she took them, I pulled her forward before shoving all the extra pillows behind her.

      “More.”

      Once she was settled, I lowered my head to her stomach. “You know you still have a whole month left, right? I know you’re ready to come out, but I need you to be nice to Mommy, okay.” My gaze lifted and met hers. “You don’t have to come to my game if it’ll be too much.”

      “It’s your first game of the season and probably the only game I’ll be able to make. Of course I’m going.”

      “I’m not even going to play.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll come watch you sit on the bench, and it’ll still be the best college game I’ll ever go to.”

      I chuckled. I loved this girl.

      “He’s moving,” she whispered with a smile.

      I placed my hands on her stomach.

      “It’s just a little, I don’t know if you can feel it.”

      I stared at her in silence, waiting until her stomach moved under my palm. When it did, my chest tightened.

      “I feel him,” I whispered back.

      Her smile widened. “Chase Stanley?”

      “Chase Haigen.”

      Her head cocked. “What?”

      “I’m going to change my last name to Will’s.” This was the first time I’d said it out loud since considering it. “We kind of bonded while Ash was in Los Angeles. You know, since I was sleeping there and stuff, and I don’t know, it feels right, having that name on a jersey and as mine.”

      “I’m glad you worked things out. You always sounded so happy when you talked about working on projects with him, and even when you showed me his workspace with all his art and stuff this summer. It was like you were finally home.”

      She touched my face and ran her fingers up my jaw and through my hair.

      I leaned into her touch. “That’s exactly what it felt like. Even before Ash left, those first few nights with the three of us, it was surreal.”

      “Hmm. Ryker Haigen and Chase Haigen. I like it as long as you aren’t trying to give me some random last name for our baby.”

      I laughed. “Can you imagine?”

      “No. I don’t want to.” Her face lit up as she chuckled. “Does Ash know?”

      “Nah, not yet.”

      “He’s going to be so happy. He’s going to freak out.”

      “I know.”

      “I love you, Ry, and I’m so proud of you.”

      “I love you too, Bunny.”
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        * * *

      

      The days and weeks flew by after my short trip to Alpen Springs. I’d thought time was going to slow down without having Gabby here, but between classes, practice, recovery, meetings, traveling for games, and my clients, I was stretched thin. It felt as if I had several full-time jobs to attend to in a day.

      Someone poked the top of my head. “Wakey. Wakey. Wakey.”

      My eyes opened, first taking in the scene of our campus through the window of the bus.

      We’d finally made it back from our away game in Texas.

      I turned my head and was met with a camera from one of our teammates, who was also a YouTuber, and it looked as if I would be on his next video. I threw up a peace sign before yawning into the back of my hand.

      Picking up my phone from my lap, I blinked when I saw the two missed calls. One from Ash and the other from Gabby. My heart thumped. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten to take my phone off silent. I couldn’t afford to miss a call from her when she was due any day. Technically, her due date was tomorrow, and I had scheduled a flight accordingly, but there was also the possibility of the baby coming early.

      A voice mail was left, but I clicked the call button instead.

      “First, don’t freak out,” Gabby said as she answered.

      “Don’t say that, that’s like telling me to freak out.”

      “Okay, my water broke an hour ago, but I’m not having any contractions yet. I think our little guy is going to be here soon. Well, not soon, soon, but you know, maybe tonight or tomorrow.”

      Realizing I’d been holding my breath, I exhaled. “Oh shit. I’m getting on the next flight.”

      “What?” someone asked.

      “Baby’s coming.”

      “What? Whoo! Baby is coming! Coach!”

      “Whoo!”

      Gabby laughed. “Oh my God, what’s going on?”

      “My teammates are freaking out.”
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        * * *

      

      Getting on the next flight like I’d hoped did not happen. None of them had been non-stop and not only were the tickets twelve hundred dollars, but the fastest they would get me there was around the same time that my original flight was scheduled to land.

      Even knowing that waiting was the logical thing to do, the next few hours was the longest of my entire existence, and I prayed I would get there on time.

      When it was finally time for my flight at five p.m., I got WiFi on the plane so I could keep in contact with Gabby.

      I stared at the last message I’d gotten from her an hour ago.

      
        
        Gabby: Holy duck! I just had my first intense contraction. This was way different.

        

        Gabby: Duck

        

        Gabby: Damn it. Duck, not . . . son of a . . .

        

      

      Despite the nerves running through me, I couldn’t help but smile.

      
        
        Gabby: 5cm. Halfway there. Doc says I have a few hours to go, so I’m going to walk around outside a little bit longer and enjoy the fresh air. Your brother and Averie are going to get me a smoothie (smiley face)

        

      

      The anxiety I felt before melted away, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before it came right back. She might have a few hours to go, but I was stuck on this flight for the next three.

      Releasing a breath, I recalled those breathing exercises I’d done with her over the summer, and for the next three hours, I tried to remain calm.

      Gabby kept updating me, and as soon as the plane touched down, I called her.

      “We’re at seven centimeters.”

      I made it, and she wouldn’t be doing it alone. Although she wouldn’t exactly be alone either way. Last week, she’d told me that she wanted Averie in the delivery room for support as well. At least if I passed the hell out from seeing her in that much pain, she would have someone else there to hold her hand and coach her through it.

      “I’ll be there in about half an hour—tops.”

      Racing out to the front as soon as I was able to, I spotted Will’s truck parked out front under the lights, waiting for me. Hopping inside, I tossed my duffel onto the back seat before releasing a breath.

      “You okay?” Will asked, putting the truck in drive and rolling out onto Airport Road before turning onto 82-W toward Alpen Springs.

      “Yes. No. I’m so fucking nervous.” I scrubbed a hand over my face and through my hair.

      He grinned. “The anticipation is the worst. Here, I picked up some food. I figured you wouldn’t have had time.” He pointed to the paper bag on top of the dashboard from Johnny Joe’s.

      “Damn, how’d you know? I’m starving.” I grabbed the bag and inhaled the burger inside in about two minutes.

      After a moment, Will shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re turning me into a grandfather before I’m forty.” 

      I chuckled. “Yeah, let’s hope history doesn’t repeat itself eighteen years from now because I won’t be ready to be a grandfather then. That’s when I’m planning to retire with a massive empire so I can live my best life.”

      He laughed. “I’m glad you have it all planned out. You know, I always worried about you, all the drinking you used to do, and I’m saying used to because I’m guessing you don’t have time for that anymore—”

      “I can’t even remember the last time I had a beer. It was probably the last time I was here with the guys.”

      “Well, all that worry was for nothing because you ended up becoming an amazing young man. I should have always known that’s how you would turn out since you are my offspring and all.” He grinned. “But seriously, Ryker, you’re so driven and smart in everything that you do, even with this baby you’re about to be a father to, you’re twice the man I was at your age. And I can’t tell you just how proud I am of you. We might have had our heads up our asses for the past few years, but I’m glad we made it to a place where we can actually talk as father and son. You don’t know how happy you’ve made me these past few months.”

      I swallowed and blinked away the tears forming in my eyes, feeling strangely emotional.

      “I don’t know what to say to that. Thanks?”

      “You don’t have to say anything. You just need to hear it and believe every word of it.”

      “Got it.”

      At the intersection, he turned onto Sheppards before making a left into the parking lot of the clinic.

      I hesitated before asking, “Would you mind if I changed my name to yours?”

      He glanced at me as he came to a stop in front of the clinic’s entrance. “You’re being serious?”

      I nodded.

      He smiled. “You don’t have to ask.”
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      Sitting on the bed with my legs crossed, I eased my way through another contraction as Averie’s hands pressed against my lower back.

      Ryker’s almost here, I told myself while I drew in steady breaths, focusing on the lavender essential oil next to me. The door opened, and Ryker walked through, completely throwing me off my breathing, but I didn’t care. A joyful tear escaped my eye.

      “Babe,” I muttered and then winced.

      “Hey.” He raised a hand in front of him and exaggerated taking a deep breath, reminding me to breathe. I followed suit, breathing with him as he walked toward me and settled on the edge of the bed.

      “Okay. Okay,” I said once my muscles relaxed. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and kissed my forehead.

      “How are you doing? Do you need me to do the nipple stimulation thing to speed up this up now that I’m here?” he whispered.

      “Babe!” I laughed.

      “Just asking.”

      “Thank you, but I don’t think my body needs any more encouragement.”

      He looked up as Averie walked over to Ash. “Averie, thank you. Ash, you need to marry that girl.”

      As Averie’s cheeks flushed, I pushed Ryker’s shoulder. “Oh my God!” As soon as the words left my lips, another contraction started. My fingers sank into his bicep.

      “Here, I’ll show you what I was doing,” Averie said to Ryker, rushing over. “Your hands are bigger.”

      Not even ten minutes later, my contractions became unbearably close together and so strong I had a hard time breathing around the pain. Knowing it wasn’t time yet, I slowly breathed through them with Ryker’s hand in mine.

      Averie placed a soothing wet towel on my forehead, and I could smell the lavender again as if she’d placed a drop on the cloth. Focusing on the scent and Ryker’s touch, I got through the next hour with my mom there murmuring reassuring words every so often.

      Not long after that, the doctor and two nurses came in and told me it was time, which was both a blessing and a curse. My body felt hot and cold at the same time, and I was shaking. My mom kissed me on the forehead and walked out to give us privacy. And I loved her for that, because my best friend took her spot on one side of the bed, and Ryker stayed on the other.

      I hummed as another contraction took ahold of me, and on the next one, I began to push.

      I started to regret not having an epidural, that maybe I couldn’t do this, maybe I couldn’t push hard enough, but the motivation came when the doctor glanced at the monitor and said, “Okay. One last big push, are you ready?”

      I drew in a deep breath and nodded, putting everything into that last one, and when it felt as if my entire body was about to shut down, a baby’s cry filled the room.

      My heart stopped and tears streamed down my face.

      Oh my God.

      “Look,” the doctor said.

      My baby.

      I glanced up at Ryker, at the emotion apparent on his face as tears dripped from eyes that remained glued to our baby. Even Averie was crying.

      The doctor set the baby on my chest, sending an overwhelming sense of happiness, relief, and pride through me. “Hi, Chase.”

      “He’s so gorgeous,” Averie cooed.

      Smiling, I looked up at Ryker again as his hand caressed my shoulder. He leaned down and kissed my cheek, whispering, “I love you. You did so good.”

      Two hours later, and I was in utter bliss with Ryker lying on the bed next to me, my baby snuggled against my naked chest.

      “Can I hold him?” Ryker asked.

      “Of course,” I said softly, not wanting to disturb the baby. It was after one in the morning, and I was exhausted, but I’d been pushing myself to stay awake, trying to soak in as much as I could.

      Ryker stood and pulled his T-shirt over his head, dropping it on the foot of the bed. He took Chase into his arms, and my eyelids grew heavy with sleep as I watched him walk around the room with the baby resting on his chest.

      The cutest, most adorable thing I’d ever seen.
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      I looked away from the digital piece I was working on and to Gabby, who was sitting behind me on the couch, nursing the baby.

      “What?” Gabby asked, glancing at where I sat on the floor with my back against the seat cushion.

      “He’s a natural. It’s fascinating,” I told her, even though I was just admiring her and I also really wanted to hold Chase again, but instead of telling her that, I joked, “I’m kind of jealous that I have to share these now.” I stroked a finger on top of her breast. “It really isn’t fair.” 

      She chuckled. “You’re such a dork.”

      Setting my iPad down, I got on my knees and kissed the top of Chase’s head. He ignored me, his eyes still closed as he sucked. “You’re lucky I love you,” I whispered to him. “Don’t tell your mom, but it’s taking everything out of me not to steal this nipple from you.”

      Gabby laughed again. “Stop.”

      “What? I can tell he doesn’t like sharing them either.” 

      “That’s because they are his now. You realize that there’s milk coming out of them, right?”

      “I know, but maybe I should try it, just to make sure the taste and the temperature is good enough for him.” I was joking, but my cock lengthened, effectively joining the conversation.

      No fun times right now, I reminded my dick like I had any control. This was Gabby’s doing, all without even trying.

      “You are way too much for me right now.” She smoothed the pad of her thumb down Chase’s face, her feet jerking in contentment as she nursed our son.

      Son.

      God.

      I was a father.

      Chase arrived a week ago, and I’d been so thankful that Gabby’s parents had been allowing me to stay at their house. It was crowded, especially with her room also being the nursery, but we’d been making it work.

      “Are you ready to go back?” Gabby asked, lifting a hand and combing it through my hair.

      I shook my head, placing a finger into Chase’s tiny hand so that his fingers curled around mine. I swore this baby had my entire heart, which was why every time I held him and thought about having to go back to college and football, my heart cracked in two. I honestly didn’t want to go back.

      I stared at his gorgeous little face. How could I leave him?

      “I can’t leave, Bunny.”

      “What? You have to.”

      I shook my head.

      She didn’t understand. I’d just met my reason for breathing, for living. And after what I went through not having my dad when I was young, how could I turn around and do that to my own son?

      “Hey,” Gabby said gently, cupping my face and nudging my chin up. “You aren’t really leaving, at least not forever, it’s just for about four months, and you’ll see us at Christmas, and before you know it, we’ll be right there with you, going to your games and cheering you on. You should get to have everything you ever wanted, I know you and how happy that game makes you, so I’m not going to let you give up on something you’ve been working toward your whole life, something that one day, Chase might want to do, although he might be too busy snowboarding to try it out.”

      I grinned, shaking my head as she continued, “Seriously, though, going back so you can work on becoming a professional player is not only your future but also for Chase’s. A couple of years from now when they’re calling your name at the NFL drafts, you’re going to look back on this moment and realize going back was the best decision you ever made for him. If my staying here for a few months will be too long for you, then I don’t know, we’ll figure it out, I’ll go back with you. We’ll search for apartments online today.”

      She was dead serious, but I couldn’t do that to her either. She deserved to be happy and to have everything she ever wanted too.

      “No, you’re right. It’s only a few months. I love you.” My eyes filled with tears as they lowered to Chase. “Both of you.”

      I kissed her, savoring her taste, her warmth, her scent, and Chase’s like it was the last time I would get to do this for a while, and I guessed it really was after today.

      I leaned back as I felt Chase’s little fingers curled tighter around one of mine. I smiled. My little football player. “See how he’s gripping my finger?”

      Gabby looked down.

      “He’s going to be a natural. That’s definitely a football grip.”

      “Oh my gosh, it so isn’t,” she chuckled, adjusting the baby-blue beanie on his head. “He just loves you.”

      “I could watch him all day.”
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        Five weeks later . . .

      

      

      With my body spread out on the floor and my arms lax at my sides, my yoga mat was being used as a mattress instead of a place to work out. Six weeks post-partum, and I didn’t know if I was ready for more than the hikes I’d taken around Alpen Springs with Chase.

      “What if I break something inside me?”

      “Is that out of fear or you just not being ready? Yesterday, you were excited to find out if you’d be good to jump back into more intense stuff, and today, you got the okay from your doctor.”

      “I know. Ugh. I just don’t know if Pilates and resistance bands are going to get me where I need to be three weeks from now.”

      Averie smiled. “You’re joking right? Dude, your legs have more muscles than mine. You were literally doing squats in the delivery room.”

      I laughed. “That was to help with the contractions, that doesn’t count.”

      “You know what?” She uncrossed her legs where she was sitting and picked up her phone. “I have an idea.”

      “You’re going to work out with me?” I grinned.

      Her eyebrows rose. “Another idea.”

      “I’m telling you that, once you start working out, you’ll be hooked. It’s so addicting. Anyway, what’s your idea?”

      “You know how you were doing that YouTube documentary thing about your journey to the Olympics? How about you start doing it again, but add your struggles and workout videos. Basically, this new exciting journey of rediscovering yourself and your passion. I think it could help other moms and could be really inspiring.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yes.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “But look at me, I suck.”

      “Yup. And what’s really going to make it work is day one, starting here, right now, letting everyone see your struggle, your fear. And I’m not going to say if but when you freaking go to the Olympics, this is gonna be huge, you should totally do it. Also, if you’re looking for sponsorships, this is what’s going to get them for you. Imagine these companies seeing you still pushing this hard for your dream after having a baby. They’re going to want to be a part of that. Who wouldn’t?”

      I jerked my head and chuckled. “You’re a genius.”

      “You haven’t heard the best part yet.”

      “What’s the best part?”

      “A workout app.”

      “There’re thousands of those, no one cares. What’s going to make mine different?”

      “You. Your journey. An Olympic gold medalist. I know. I know. You don’t know what’s going to happen a month from now or if you’re going to make the team, but I can feel it. I just—trust me.”

      I bit my lip and inhaled. “One thing’s for sure, you do know how to motivate a girl.”

      As she did a little dance, I laughed, effectively waking Chase from his nap. “Oh crap, let’s discuss while I feed my cute little baby. I don’t think your phone camera is going to cut it, I can hit up Lee and see if he’d be interested, he’s really good at video edits.”

      She did a little dance again, and I shook my head.

      What was my life like before my best friend? Seriously, do I even care?

      “Oh my gosh. Ryker got his jersey redone. He just posted a pic of him and Ash.”

      She showed me the picture of the Haigen imprint on the back of the jersey. Ryker had his arm slung across his brother’s shoulders, and Ash’s face was as priceless as the comment below the picture, which read: “He said yes so I changed my last name.”

      “Oh my gosh, they’re such a mess,” I said, picking up Chase from his cradle and rocking him in my arms.

      “I know. People love it, though, they literally got over a hundred thousand likes in less than half an hour.”
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        Two weeks later . . .

      

      

      “You just gotta gafeel it,” Hunter said as I looked at the jump that was about half the size of the one I would need to hit at the event.

      I inhaled a few deep breaths, shaking my head and trying to clear my mind as I thought about my brother’s advice. Go for it and feel it out.

      The second Olympic qualifying event was in one week, and the next three all within the next month and a half.

      I’d been training on the fake jumps at the Olympic Training Center and at the foam pit for the past few days, and it was time for the real stuff.

      I knew I was going full speed ahead, trying to hit all the big jumps in one day, but I had such a short time before the event, it had to be done.

      It should be like riding a bicycle, but I was thinking way too much when I never used to. Fear had embedded itself inside my head, and I would not be able to do this unless I faced it and got rid of it.

      As Lee held the video camera up, Sean continued to encourage me. “This is baby stuff, Gabs, I know you can do it. You’ve been doing jumps better than me since you were five. You fucking got this, okay? It’s you and the mountain. We’ll go first.”

      I plugged in my headphones and turned up the music while I watched Hunter slide down to the jump and fly off the lip, doing a few simple spins before Sean followed suit, grabbing the tail of the board before disappearing behind the jump.

      I can do that. I know I can.

      I tweaked my knee, and my board slid down the slope. I danced on my toe and heel edge, slowing the momentum as memories filled my head of when I used to do this every day for hours. I went up the jump and off the lip, doing a little grab. My board landed on the snow a second later, and I was in complete control. My heart leaped with a joy I hadn’t realized was missing while my brothers screamed random things from below where they’d stopped to watch.
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        Three months later . . .

      

      

      The wind whipped across my face, and I pulled my neck gaiter up to cover my nose.

      There was something intriguing about listening to Japanese over the loudspeakers at the Winter Olympics in Japan, but I also had no idea what they were saying, so I waited impatiently for the English commentator to come on, because my baby was next.

      “Gabby Taylor is currently in sixth place, and we haven’t seen much from her in her qualifying runs or on her first and second run. So, this is it,” the commentator finally remarked, and they might as well have remained silent. The last thing Gabby needed was more doubts.

      She’d already been receiving some backlash about her competing and then being selected for a spot on Team USA when more and more people had found out about Chase, so I knew she’d been holding back, but fuck all those people for putting doubts in her head. They didn’t have the slightest idea of what she was capable of.

      “Can she do it?” the man continued over the speakers. “Can she make it onto the podium today?”

      I was standing in the audience at the bottom of the course, waiting, watching, praying, and mentally telling her that she could do this.

      Gabby had gotten a 64.3 score on her first run and a 70 on her second run, but since each run was counted separately with it being the best of three, she still had a chance.

      Come on, baby, I encouraged as the commentator went on to state the scores she had to beat. “She will need at least a 78.5 . . .”

      The girl in the current gold medalist position had an 83.5, and the bronze spot holder had a score of 78.4.

      Gabby started down the course a second later, but since some parts were blocked from view, I wouldn’t be able to see her in person until the second big jump, which was when I saw her mid-air. I stopped breathing, tears welling in my eyes. She was going for it. Holy shit.

      The crowd started to scream. I started to scream. Her dad, mom, and brothers standing next to me began cheering.

      “Cab 16 with perfect landing, one more jump, and after that—oh my God!”

      My hand went over my mouth even though my gaiter was over it as chills ran through my body at the sight of Gabby spinning through the air.

      “A frontside triple-cork 1440. What just happened? Oh my God!” the commenters shouted, their excitement carrying through the crowd as Gabby landed flawlessly and navigated down to the flat before unstrapping her board. When her score on the board came up at 98.2, she tripped on her board and almost fell on her ass.

      “Gabby Taylor has put down the biggest run of her life, of today, and has taken the gold medalist position in the last run of the day with a 98.2.”

      “What?” I said, looking at Sean and Hunter as we all started to go crazy.

      “Dude, holy shit.”

      “Holy shit.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night after the medal ceremony, we were inside a restaurant in Tokyo on the fifty-second floor. A treat, if you will, but I had other intentions. I looked into the camera on my phone as I live-streamed walking away from our table and signaling for Sean.

      “So, I have some news, guys,” I said, staring into my phone. “And it isn’t about how my girl just got a freaking gold medal that weighs more than our son while setting a record score in her event, but damn—” I bit my lip. “Yeah, this is not about that.”

      Taking the ring from my pocket, I set it on the tip of my pinky and wiggled my finger in front of my face.

      “So, I have this,” I whispered, peeking over to where Gabby was talking to a few people to make sure she wasn’t looking my way. “I’m about to propose, and shit, I’m nervous. She has no idea. She thinks we’re just here to eat and celebrate her win today.” I drew in a breath. “Man.”

      Why was I doing this live-streaming thing again? As if it weren’t nerve-wracking enough that her family was about to watch me propose, I thought it would be fun to have all our friends back home, along with most of my half a million followers, watch me do this. What if she said no?

      I chuckled at Brody’s comment. “I’m here for you, dude.”

      “All right, here goes. Wish me luck, guys, and I might have to go into hiding if she turns me down, so if you don’t hear from me after this—” I let out a breath and gave the phone to Sean to continue filming as I walked over to Gabby, the back of my neck tingling.

      Holy shit.

      I stopped at her table and touched her shoulder. She looked up and smiled. “Hey.”

      I lowered down to one knee.

      “What are you—”

      I took her hand in mine.

      “I can’t remember the exact day we met. All I remember is this amazing girl who could land jumps that no one else I knew could. I remember how shy you were and how kind you were. I remember your signature pigtails that I used to pull on. I remember how special you’ve always been to me, even when I was a complete idiot.”

      “Oh my God,” she whispered, seeming to catch on to what was going on.

      “I wouldn’t have admitted it before, but I’m sure I knew deep down that one day I’d end up here on my knees in front of you like this. I just didn’t know that it would be happening this soon. Although I guess they say that the early bird catches the worm, not that I’m comparing you to a worm or anything. And I’m making a fool of myself,” I muttered.

      She laughed.

      “What I’m trying to say is that I love you, Gabriella Taylor. You and Chase are my world, and I just need to ask you something really important right now. Do you like my hair like this?”

      She chuckled. “Yes.”

      “Another important question, do you still rock out to eighties and nineties rock in your room?”

      Her chest jerked as she continued to laugh. “Yes.”

      I leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “Do you still think about me when you come?”

      Of the rare occasion I got her to blush, this was one of them. She covered her face with her free hand for a second. “Yes.”

      I lifted the ring between us. “Will you marry me?”

      She nodded with the biggest smile on her face. “Yes. Oh my gosh.”
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        One year later . . .

      

      

      “What the fuck?”

      I stared at my wife and my brother’s girlfriend in front of a mirror at the gym doing jumping squats in these itsy-bitsy colored tights that left nothing to the imagination. “What the fuck is going on here?”

      “Dude!” Ash said.

      I cocked my head at the few admirers they had. “For that house plan, there’s a home gym, right?”

      “Oh, hell yes, and if there wasn’t, there would definitely be one added. Oh my God, I need to propose like today, dude. What the fuck?”

      “Yeah, I don’t think these dudes give a shit, that’s my wife.” My sexy-as-fuck wife with the most perfect ass I’d ever seen. I watched as her booty bounced when she landed and shot up in the air again.

      “I’ve never even seen her in that before,” Ash said as we neared the two goddesses stopping traffic in the gym, and I could be wrong, but I was almost sure one of the thirsty-ass dudes standing around was taking pictures of them.

      Jesus, don’t let me punch anyone today.

      “I think it’s that clothing line that’s been sending them stuff to advertise,” I told him.

      Gabby had become a brand ambassador for several huge companies who sent her stuff all the time, hoping to win her over, which had to be where she got those spandex-type shorts.

      A few months post Olympics, after tons of interviews, she ended up with a huge payday when a sports channel approached her with a pitch to create a short series on YouTube with all the clips she had leading up to the qualifications, selections, and finally the Olympics. She ended up paying off the balance on her parents’ mortgage last year, which they tried to talk her out of but she did anyway.

      “What do you want to do?” I asked Ash before I went over there and kissed the shit out of her instead, because damn I loved her.

      “Besides tell her she can’t wear that shit out of the bedroom anymore?”

      “Yeah, it isn’t like they’re in L.A. working out on the beach or some shit, we need to put that ass in check. United front, dude.”

      We bumped our fists.

      “And you know if Averie keeps said ass from me tonight, I’m blaming this shit on you.”

      “Same deal.” I grinned. “We’re getting too good at this.”

      He laughed. “Oh, man, they’d kill us if they heard us right now.”

      The girls both glanced at us approaching in the mirror, but they continued their workout.

      I walked right up behind Gabby as Ash did the same to Averie, blocking the view that should only be ours to see anyway.

      Gabby held up two fingers, showing us they had two more to go. Once she straightened from her last one, she let out a heavy breath and turned to me. I handed her my water bottle before she decided to bend over and get her own.

      Sorry, dudes waiting on that show, but I’m not sorry.

      “Thanks.”

      As she swallowed a huge gulp, I said, “I’m all for you ladies being great entrepreneurs with this fitness app thing, but we’re gonna have to draw the line here.”

      “We?” Gabby asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “Yup, Ash and I,” I said, glancing at Averie.

      “What?” Averie asked, slanting her head at Ash. “What is he talking about?”

      “You’re showing a little too much, Sweets. These shorts are way too sexy, I can see too much, which means these other dudes in here can see it too,” Ash said to Averie as I told Gabby, “You and I should work out together today.”

      “What? Averie and I have our leg day plan,” Gabby said, glancing at Averie.

      “Yeah, but apparently, these dudes didn’t get the memo that this ass is mine.” I grasped her waist with one of my hands as she handed me back my water.

      “It is yours.” She grinned, and I couldn’t help but return her smile. “They only get to stare, but my husband, on the other hand, gets to do whatever he wants with this.”

      She turned with a smirk, showing me her ass, as I said, “You’re still working out with me today.”

      “Fine. You okay with that?”

      “I don’t know,” Averie replied. “Should we let them suffer?”

      “No,” Ash and I said at the same time.

      Averie sighed. “Apparently, they both want to be cavemen. All right.”

      I knocked Ash’s fist. “Chest day tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “You two are ridiculous,” Averie said as Gabby bent to grab her water, and I was almost certain she wasn’t wearing underwear.

      “Babe.” I took her arm, tugging her toward me and leaning down for a kiss. “Way too sexy for your own good.” I sighed. “These shorts have to go. To me, these dudes’ eyes are like hands all over you. And it makes me want to fuck you—hard.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “I am a hundred percent serious.”

      “I know you are, husband.”

      Damn, I loved it when she called me that.

      “Then after this, that’s exactly what we’re doing in the shower. We can pick up Chase from the daycare after.”

      “I would like that.”

      “It’s going to be the highlight of my day.”

      “Picking up Chase?”

      My hand connected with her ass before I realized what I was doing.

      Fuck.

      “Sorry, babe,” I whispered, tossing an arm around Gabby’s shoulder.

      “Did he just—” Averie turned around to face us. “Ryker!”

      I shrugged.

      What could I say?

      I might not be an asshole anymore, but I wasn’t exactly a gentleman either. 
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      It was like any normal night that summer.

      Reese, Alaina, and I would be sent to bed before ten.

      Mom was strict with our bedtimes, but we never obeyed. Alaina would be up, messaging her boyfriend—or so she said. At thirteen, she wasn’t allowed to have a boyfriend. I wasn’t either, and I didn’t, but I would still be up late, practicing chords on my guitar or writing corny teenage lyrics. Reese, on the other hand, was the oldest, and if it were a weekend, she would be on a date with her high school sweetheart. But it wasn’t a weekend, so she was lying in my bed with me, watching television as I strummed my guitar.

      “It isn’t fair that you have the musical talent,” Reese said.

      “It isn’t fair that you’re leaving me to go to college in two weeks.”

      “I know,” she agreed, picking up her phone.

      We went silent as we caught the moment of reality; maybe it would be something we could both look back on.

      “Hey, let’s go steal Laina’s phone and text her boyfriend,” Reese suggested.

      “I’ll be there in a second. I need to put Dad’s guitar back in the studio,” I muttered.

      As she exited my room, I turned my attention to the Kim Possible episode playing on the television. It was almost finished. Kim was propelling off a building to save her best friend, Ron. He had tried but failed in his attempt to help fight the bad guys.

      Five minutes later, I changed into my nightdress. With Dad’s guitar in hand, I jogged a few stairs down to the first floor. Usually, I would switch on the lights before I came down, but a lamp was already on by the couch.

      There was no need to tiptoe around the mansion late at night. My sisters and I even joked about having a party on the other side of the house without Mom or Dad ever knowing. But something was different about tonight as I walked through one of the three family rooms. Dad must have been working late. I could see the light glowing from inside his music workroom. Though with the studio door wide open, I didn’t expect to find him inside.

      He didn’t mind what time we went to bed like Mom did. Although, when he saw I was up this late, he’d frown and then smile before hugging me good night.

      A glass-breaking scream penetrated the walls of the house, and a weird, stifled blow followed. Then there was silence. It was either Reese or Alaina. It hadn’t sounded like they were playing. That scream was more like a cry for help. A signal to someone that something was wrong.

      My feet stopped moving, the hairs on my skin stood as a chill passed through my body. I turned, still maintaining a tight grip on Dad’s guitar. Two choices swirled around my head: go see what was wrong or leave Dad’s guitar since I was already so close to the studio. I chose option two because, as much as I wanted to rush to my sisters, a gnawing feeling encouraged me toward the studio.

      My dad was reclined in his chair, head hanging over the back, and there was blood. Glops of blood. On the wall. The floor.

      Dad.

      My chest constricted. The organs inside my body shuddered as I walked toward him.

      “Dad,” I whispered.

      Then, I saw it—a gunshot wound on the side of his head.

      His lifeless gaze haunted me as I retreated my steps.

      Mom, Reese, and Alaina.

      Bending, I placed the guitar on the floor, not knowing what I was going to do, just that I needed to get help. My phone was in my room on the third floor, and judging from the scream earlier, I shouldn’t go back up there. A killer was in our house.

      My hands shook, and then I realized my whole body was shaking.

      My vision blurred.

      Phone.

      I looked back to my dad, my throat closing as I searched the blood-spattered desk covered with letters and music sheets—his office landline. Grabbing the phone, I pressed three digits as fast as my fingers could manage.

      A rough male voice filtered into the studio from the living room. “We can’t find her. The other three are searching the whole building from top to bottom . . .”

      “Nine-one-one. Please state your emergency,” a female said in my ear.

      My vision grew hazy again, watching the door. He would hear me if I spoke.

      “What do you want us to do? We got everything else,” the man said.

      My breath caught. Mom. Reese. Alaina. I looked behind me. Dad.

      “Killer,” I whispered into the phone.

      “Hold on. I think I heard something.” The man’s voice sounded even closer.

      Tears spilled onto the keypad of the phone, and I crouched on the floor as if it would make me invisible.

      The deep voice spoke again. “No, I got her phone. Plus, we have the evidence to plant if it comes to that. It’s too easy . . . everyone will think they had kidnapped her . . . I’ll find her.”

      Terror gripped my heart. It was then I realized that I needed to get out of the house. They were looking for me. They knew I was here.

      So, at least five guys including the one on the phone; although, it doesn’t sound like he’s here. And guns.

      Why hadn’t I heard the gunshots?

      Wait a minute. Window. I can get out that way.

      I looked at the window as my plan of escape formed.

      “Can you repeat—” the operator started.

      After setting the phone down, I dashed to the door, locked it, and hurried back to the phone. “About four or five men are in my house. They have guns. Please send help.”

      A hard thud shook the door, and I hit the speaker button. Rushing to the window, I spoke my address aloud. Then, I fidgeted with the lock on the window, seeming to forget how it worked. I heard the crack of the door giving way, but the window opened. Fear consumed me. He could outrun me or just shoot me. But I couldn’t give up so easily.

      I jumped, throwing myself at the mesh covering the opened window and fell through the large opening. Thinking there could be a vehicle waiting in the front, I scrambled to my feet, picking up speed as I sprinted down the side of the house in the opposite direction.

      I could hear him behind me, gaining on me fast. I hopped on the steel fire escape ladder at the side of the house and climbed up. I didn’t think about this being the act that would save my life because, at this point, I’d stopped thinking.

      ***

      “The nurses said you haven’t been eating,” the psychologist noted.

      “I want to see my grandparents,” I said.

      It’d been a month since I was admitted to the ward because I’d panicked. For hours. I couldn’t control it or myself at the hospital when I heard everyone else had died in the house that night. Dad. Mom. Reese. Alaina. All dead. The nurses had called it a panic attack. But that was only the beginning.

      “They are not your grandparents. Continuing to believe that isn’t going to help you come to terms with the truth.”

      “It isn’t the truth.”

      “Your name is Madelyn Wells. Your parents died when you were two weeks old—”

      “No, it’s Sawyer.” I raised my voice. “My name is Paige Sawyer.”

      “Have you been taking your medication?”

      And there it was—the crazy eyes. I knew she tried to hide that look, but I could see it.

      “It helps.” She placed her forearms on the desk and tapped her pen on the clipboard in front of her.

      I stared her down until she looked at her notes on the clipboard.

      I’d been seeing her twice a week. She looked the same every time. Same shoulder-length black hair parted in the middle. Prissy, dark skirt suits.

      “It’s been weeks since we went over that night. Let’s go through what happened again.” She tried. “The more you talk about, the more likely it will be for you to move past it.”

      “No.”

      “You haven’t spoken to anyone since you’ve been here and haven’t visited any of the support groups. Everyone here is trying to get better. Don’t you want that?”

      I let that sink in for a moment. “I would be better if everyone stopped lying to me, feeling pity for me, and looking at me as if I were crazy. I’m not crazy.”

      She chewed on her lip and jotted something on her notepad. She had the power; I gave it to her. My words were powerful. At fifteen years old, I’d begun to realize; I could take that power away because I was the one giving it to her.

      “I’m scared,” I started. “I’m scared of the truth because how could it be possible that the people who raised me from when I was a baby were also my kidnappers and the people who murdered my real parents?” I flinched at the words because they weren’t the truth. It was the lie they wanted me to believe, but I continued, “I know my symptoms. I’m not stupid, and yeah, I haven’t been taking my medication because . . .” I looked at my lap, twisting a loose thread on my scrubs around my finger. I’m scared the men might still be after me. Scared I could be next. Working up a smile, I found her eyes. “I wasn’t ready, but I am now.”
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        Four Years and Seven Months Later

      

      

      Breathe. Punch. Breathe. Kick. Breathe. Uppercut. Breathe. High knee. Breathe. Head kick. Breathe. Superman punch. Breathe—

      “Wells!” Graham’s voice was a meek echo behind the blaring rock music.

      I turned my head from the two-hundred-fifty-pound dummy to Graham, the owner of the gym. He was in his fifties with a full head of dark hair, dusted by a few grays. He was the mastermind behind what we called the Dungeon. The small back room in the gym with mats, kickboxing equipment, and a cage. Exclusive members trained here, but mostly after hours.

      Removing my boxing gloves, I ran over to the sound system and nixed the music. “Yeah?”

      “It’s nine thirty,” Graham said.

      “Oh, no problem, Ham. I’ll have it ready.”

      “Ham?” Roxie stood at the door with her bright pink gym bag slung over one shoulder. It was the only thing girlie about her muscular five-foot-seven physique.

      “Yeah, because, you know, he goes ham on the bag,” I said, doing a little punching motion.

      “What? I’ve been training here for two years, and I’m just now hearing about this Ham nickname?”

      “Are you trying not to get paid tonight, Wells?”

      “What? No way.” I turned to Roxie. “I meant, he likes ham, like bacon or when I say ham and cheese sandwich—”

      “Wells—”

      “Working.” I smiled, running up to the container of disinfecting wipes. The dummy was the last thing I needed to wipe down, and I had started to earlier, but then it’d looked at me the wrong way. Okay, so it hadn’t looked at me the wrong way.

      “I need a sparring partner tonight, Ham—Graham,” Roxie said.

      Graham threw his hands up in defeat. “Fine, just make sure the gym’s ready for the 5:00 a.m. crew.”

      My heart swelled, and a smile stretched across my face. “Will do.”

      Roxie winked at me, catching her long black hair up into a ponytail and winding it around into a tight bun. She knew how much I enjoyed training with her group at night.

      This was my safe house, and these were my family. They just didn’t know it.

      “Hell yeah,” Andy said, marching into the room. “Just the motivation I need tonight. You know, Paige, it would really help me to know when to ask you out if you worked a less flexible schedule. Are you free Friday night?”

      Andy was a six-foot UFC middleweight champion. All his fights ended with a knockout. Lethal.

      So, I wasn’t joking when I said, “Sorry, but maybe if you were a ballet dancer, things could work out between us, but seeing that you aren’t . . .”

      “Ballet dancer? Over this?” Andy flexed his tattooed biceps, and Popeye the Sailor Man looked like he’d swallowed a can of spinach as he enlarged.

      “She doesn’t date clients,” Graham said, sitting at a small desk in the corner.

      My boss was right. I didn’t date clients or anyone. Period. Dating meant I would have to talk about myself—my past, my family, my life, why I took three metros to get home when I only needed one. 

      Shit. Breathe, Paige. Breathe.

      “And don’t even ask because the pretty blonde is sparring with me,” Roxie announced, walking toward me.

      Three more members had arrived and were stuffing their gym bags onto the wooden shelves.

      “You good?” Roxie asked.

      “Yeah, I just remembered I didn’t do a class assignment I’d thought I did.” My go-to answer. I’d been using that excuse for years since my anxiety began happening. It was the easiest explanation to remember when I pulled myself out of it.

      ***

      A little after midnight, I closed the gym and headed home. And, like a thief in the night, I entered the old brick building, watching either end of the corridor as I pushed the key into my lock. A menacing doom crawled over my spine, and I hurried inside. My apartment leases were kept at six months or less so I could contain this feeling because any longer than six months, and I knew they would find me. 

      The men. The killers.

      Pulling the handgun from my backpack, I closed one of the locks on my door. My backpack was my lifeline; it always held a change of clothes and my toiletries. Some nights my anxiety—it—would be so bad, I would opt not to return home. But when I did return, I would investigate. I turned. The coat closet first. Then the kitchen cupboards. The bathroom cupboards. I left the shower curtain open for this reason; a figure standing in my bath behind a curtain was almost too scary to bear. Next, it was under the bed and then the closet, which I also left opened. The window, the fire escape, and back to the front door. Close one, two, three, and four latches. Reentering apartment routine completed. 

      I almost felt safe.

      But knowing they weren’t here, inside my studio apartment, was something. I switched on the pipe in my bath and caught the first whiff of lavender. After a few minutes of soaking and reading, a car honked, making me jump. Crazy because, in the city of Boston, honking horns were standard. But that was how I knew it was going to be one of those nights. The nights where just the sound of the AC switching on would make my heart race.

      In slow motion, I exited the bathtub, dried myself, and slipped into shorts and a tank. My body remained on high alert as I went to my door to listen to the other side. After two minutes of listening and not hearing anything, I went to lay down.

      As I was about to drift off, I could feel them. Climbing the fire escape, dressed in all black, moving with precision from years of practice, years of patience, waiting for the right moment to come back and finish what they’d started. At the sound of a door closing, I reached for the compact 9mm under my extra pillow and scrambled out of bed. Whatever happened, I needed to see them coming. Needed to stay vigilant.

      Normal people called it paranoia. I called it advantage. Because I could feel it in my gut. They’d found me. They were coming. I used to pray that the men who had killed my family would get caught. Some days, I wished I could kill them myself. I hadn’t had the heart to do it back then, and I still didn’t know if I had the heart. The one thing I knew was that it was safer to keep running, even with the constant battle in my head.

      The sane voice encouraged, It’s time to pack up and go, while the revenge-centered voice crooned, Stay this time. You are ready. They did this to you. Take back what they took from you. 

      Inhaling, I pushed my curtains aside. Nothing in the darkened alley. Walking to my front door, I lifted the paper covering the peephole. No one I could see in the empty hallway. I turned my back to the corner between the coat closet and front door and slid down to the floor, gun still in my hand and knees to my chest.

      I could run as fast as I could and never escape the fear.

      Fear would always find me because it was threaded deep inside me.
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Caleb

        

      

    

    
      As two baristas hustled behind the coffee shop’s counter, fulfilling orders for the morning zombies streaming inside, I pulled my phone from my pocket and waited for my name to be called. Last night had been the longest fucking night I’d had in a while.

      Scrubbing a hand over my eyes, I scrolled through my Contacts and clicked on Calvin’s name and shot off a text.

      
        
        Me: Eyes have to be on her at all times. We need to work out a schedule. 

      

      

      I looked over at the people placing their orders. 

      The first thing I saw was the honey-blonde waves caught in a ponytail and then the tiny, silver loop pierced on the innermost part of her ear. Her head turned, and before I could look away, her eyes captured mine. A couple of seconds passed, enough to make me come to the conclusion that either she liked what she saw or she was trying to figure out why I was staring. And, after keeping watch on a roof all night, I was sure I wasn’t shit to look at, so it had to be the latter.

      The cashier tried to get her attention, but her eyes were still on me, almost as if she didn’t realize she was doing it. 

      Smiling, I pointed to the cashier. She seemed to snap out of what had just happened, breaking the spell. Curious, I continued to observe her handing the money over to the cashier. My eyes traveled down her plain attire—oversized hoodie, leggings, sneakers, backpack. 

      It was her.

      Her name was Paige Wells; that was all I knew. And there was no way for her to know who I was, so I was even more intrigued by her staring.

      Slightly turning my head, I caught a glimpse of her standing a few feet behind me. She was looking down, but then she looked up, and our eyes held again. I looked away as my body became aware of her, desire streamed through my veins and I inhaled. She might not have dressed with the intention to impress anyone, but she was fucking stunning.

      Fuck, I shouldn’t be attracted to her.

      Unable to stop the pull, I turned my head again. She was still looking at me, a bit of uncertainty and then a hint of shyness as she realized she had been caught staring. She looked away.

      “Caleb,” the barista called out. “Egg and cheese and a large coffee.”

      My gut twisted. Not only did she know my name, but she also knew what I looked like now. My father was right about one thing, but fuck him. He was the reason I had been up all night, watching her.

      I picked up my coffee, started to head out, and then stopped and turned. Just like a magnet, our eyes met once more. I smiled at her and shook my head. This time, she smiled and turned away.

      What the fuck?

      I drew in a long breath at the very stupid thing I was about to do.

      I sat at an unoccupied table, my back to the door, because, let’s face it, I couldn’t leave.

      Paige grabbed her drink from the counter, and as she approached, she walked a few feet away from the table where I was sitting, obviously on purpose, as she had to pass me to get to the door.

      I said, “Have coffee with me.”

      She ignored my request, maybe pretending not to hear.

      This was even riskier, but I said, “Paige.”

      She stopped and turned, and this time, with her proximity, I could see her baby-blue eyes. But they were bloodshot, as if she’d been up all night, like I had been.

      “Why?” she asked.

      So, she had heard me.

      “Why not?” I returned.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “What? Don’t tell me I was the only one paying attention to the barista when you put in your order.” With her hesitance, I snatched the beanie from my head and let a smile spread across my lips, cocky and so unlike me, but I had to get her attention. “It’s the beanie, isn’t it?”

      A man walked by, and she stepped out of the way and toward me. “I have to go, Caleb.”

      She had been paying attention, too.

      “I get it. You have a boyfriend. It explains your eyes.” This statement was personal but could be useful in what I needed to find out. But an even stronger need was to know if she was single.

      Her eyebrows crinkled. “What?”

      “They’re red. Your eyes.” 

      She’d entered the apartment by herself, but she had to have a boyfriend. Although, what asshole would let their girlfriend walk alone that late at night? A bitter taste formed in my mouth as I thought about her staying up, having sex all night with someone I didn’t know about yet.

      Shit, I’m coming off too strong.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . . I just . . . I notice things. And I can tell you’re not going to sit. That you’re just going to walk right through that door and hope you never again run into the creepy guy you met in a coffee shop.”

      She bit her lip. “You seem to know a lot about me.”

      I didn’t know shit about her—at least, not yet.

      “Maybe you should sit so I could tell you more.”

      She smiled, sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, and sat in the chair across from me.

      Fuck me, I didn’t expect her to do that. Dad will lose his shit if he finds out.

      Paige’s eyes.

      Her eyes.

      Fuck. 

      I couldn’t look away. Her eyes were striking. At the same time, they pulled me into something dark and haunted but so mesmerizing.

      “So, tell me more about me.” She popped the lid off the coffee cup, and steam emerged. 

      I watched her set the lid on a piece of napkin. “You’re tired,” I said.

      She nodded and smiled. “A little.”

      “You didn’t get anything to eat.”

      “It’s six thirty in the morning.”

      “Still, you can have half of my sandwich if you want.”

      Her smile grew wider. “No, thank you.” 

      We couldn’t stop smiling at each other. It was the strangest fucking thing.

      “All right, Paige, let’s get to it. Judging from your backpack, you’re a student.”

      “That’s too easy. Tell me what you really know about me, Caleb.”

      I rested my head in my hand as I observed her. “You like pop music.” I thought about the small piercing I’d glimpsed on the innermost cartilage fold of her ear. “But the edgier stuff, too. Maybe alternative. Rock. You like chick flicks. If you’re watching a movie or reading a book, you love a happily ever after.” I thought about her leggings and how they clung to her shapely thighs. “And you love to work out.” Her eyes widened a bit, and I grinned. “Am I actually right?”

      “Maybe. Maybe I don’t want you to know anything about me.”

      Paige brought the cup to her mouth and leaned back in her chair. She looked so tired. I had the urge to sweep her into my arms and carry her back to bed.

      “Let me see your phone.”

      “I’m not giving you my number. Remember, creepy guy in café.”

      I grinned. “Right, but you should take my phone number. I don’t want yours. If you want to know more about me or if you’re a bit intrigued and you want me to tell you more about Paige, you’ll have a way to contact me. Completely up to you because I won’t have your number.”

      “There’s really no point in that. I’m not going to call you.”

      She was confident, so sure of herself. That made my lips twitch with a grin.

      “But you’ll want to.”

      After a moment, she moved her phone over to me.

      And as I slid it back to her on the table, her eyes inspected the device like it wasn’t her own.

      She was afraid. I understood. I didn’t like people knowing anything about me either. It was why I could read her so well—and not about the crap I’d fed her, but from the haunted look in her eyes. Her guard had slipped, but so had mine, which meant, for the brief second it’d happened, she had seen me, too.

      

      
        
        This dangerous storyline, and the undeniable attraction between Paige and Caleb is just starting to unfold, click here to continue!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Some years ago, Casey rediscovered her passion for writing and hasn’t stopped writing since. She writes sexy, funny, sweet, and emotional stories that are a bit more in depth, but so much fun to read.

      

        

      
        Casey is an Army Veteran who loves to travel. She has a ridiculously short attention span and loves coffee and tea without sugar or milk. She was born and raised in Jamaica, and apart from reading and writing, she loves to snowboard.

      

      

      
        
        For questions or news about Casey and her books, connect with her.

        www.caseydiam.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
heartaches





images/00002.jpeg
NLM ROMANCE
PUBLISHING|





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
TRUST






