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        For all the girls who fell in love with Freddie Prince Jr. before they even really knew what love was.

      

        

      
        And for all the girls who always wanted their own Mia Thermopolis moment.

      

        

      
        This is your moment, babe.
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        Basically an ode to the nineties.

        It was the best era to exist besties. 🤘
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            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Hallie

      

      
        2. Hallie

      

      
        3. Lane

      

      
        4. Lane

      

      
        5. Hallie

      

      
        6. Lane

      

      
        7. Hallie

      

      
        8. Lane

      

      
        9. Hallie

      

      
        10. Lane

      

      
        11. Hallie

      

      
        12. Lane

      

      
        13. Hallie

      

      
        14. Hallie

      

      
        15. Lane

      

      
        16. Hallie

      

      
        17. Lane

      

      
        18. Hallie

      

      
        19. Lane

      

      
        20. Hallie

      

      
        21. Lane

      

      
        22. Hallie

      

      
        23. Lane

      

      
        24. Hallie

      

      
        25. Lane

      

      
        26. Lane

      

      
        27. Lane

      

      
        28. Hallie

      

      
        29. Hallie

      

      
        30. Hallie

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Also By Maren Moore

      

      
        Complete series

      

      
        Chapter One

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            hallie

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m pretty sure it’s staring at me,” Vivienne mutters, peeking through one squinted eye. “How is it possible that a…” She leans in and whispers like we’re in a crowd of people and not alone in my room. “Penis… is looking at me like I owe it something.”

      I cringe when she uses the word “penis.” I’m pretty sure, aside from the word “moist,” that penis is the ugliest word in the entire English language.

      “This was your idea,” I remind her, not dragging my eyes away from the screen of my laptop, which currently has a man thrusting into a woman from behind as she moans obnoxiously loud. The sounds of their mingled breathing and skin slapping fill my room. Surely, this can’t be what everyone raves about, right?

      Sex.

      Intercourse.

      Lovemaking.

      Something I know nothing about beyond the basic mechanics that I’ve learned in sex ed and movies and from the birds-and-the-bees talk with my parents, which I’m still scarred from.

      I, Hallie Jo Edwards, am still very much a virgin, even though I’m a freshman at Orleans University. Isn’t college where everyone loses their virginity?

      Eighteen years old and never been kissed.

      How is that even possible?

      Well, very easily, if you’re me.

      Me… the girl who chooses to stay home from a party just to finish a spooky cross-stitch and the kind of girl who has no less than thirty tabs of Dramione fanfic open at once. The girl who considers black and purple the only primary colors on the color wheel. The very same girl who survives on conspiracies, Sour Punch straws, and nineties alternative on an iPod shuffle. Talk about outdated.

      Not exactly dickbait.

      But I’m good with it. I’m totally comfortable floating to my own tune at the beat of my own drum.

      I mean, I’m awesome.

      And by awesome, I mean the never-been-kissed, college-freshman-virgin kind of way.

      “I’ve seen lots of them, but this thing looks like an untamed dragon. Someone get this man a leash for this beast,” Viv says as a shudder racks her body.

      I shrug. “It is kind of… wild.”

      We both look at each other, then die.

      Absolutely lose our shit, giggles escaping until we’re both in a heap on my bed with tears streaming down our faces.

      Out of all of the ideas that my best friend has ever had, this by far is the weirdest. It’s one thing to watch porn on your own, but it’s an entirely different ball game when you’re doing it with your best friend who has the maturity level of a fourteen-year-old boy.

      “Hal?” a deep voice calls from the other side of my door, and then it swings open, and Eli, my other best friend, strides through without waiting for a response.

      I reach for my computer so quickly that I accidentally push Viv off the side of the bed in desperation to slam the screen shut before Eli realizes what we were doing. In my haste, I slam my finger inside my computer and squeal.

      “Shit. Fuck. Damnit.” I suck the tip into my mouth to dull the ache as I jump from my bed and push the computer all the way off the other side.

      It lands on the floor with a thump.

      Eli looks from me to Vivienne on the floor in front of him, who is desperately trying to hold it together, to the discarded laptop, then back at me, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Uhh… What’s going on? What are you watching, and why did you just freak out when I walked in?”

      Silence greets his question until Viv loses it. She’s the first one to go, her laugh exploding out of her like a poorly timed bomb. She shakes her head as she pants between breaths, “We’re watching porn. Terrible porn at that.”

      Her words are merely a string of wheezes somehow formed together into a sentence, and I groan as I watch a devilish smirk slide onto Eli’s face.

      Great. Now this is a group porn-watching session. I settle back onto the bed and wish momentarily that it would swallow me up so I could avoid the mortification I’m currently experiencing.

      Without another word, he waltzes through the door, then slams it shut with his foot and steps over Viv, making a beeline straight for the bed.

      He rubs his hands together in anticipation as he dives in next to me, putting his arms behind his head. “So, what we watching? A little girl-on-girl action? Maybe a little double penetration?”

      My eyes widen as I stutter, “D-double?”

      “Don’t freak her out, Eli. Jesus,” Viv mutters as she walks over to the side of the bed my laptop fell to, picking it up and reopening it. The screen resumes the poorly filmed and recorded amateur sex tape we’re watching.

      “Wow.” Eli blows out a breath, squinting at the screen. “That guy’s got some serious fucking stamina.”

      “Yeah, I mean, look at the muscles in his ass. You could crack an egg on those babies.” Viv nudges Eli to scoot over, and she slides in beside him, crossing her legs. “If only this was actually how it went.”

      His chest rumbles with a scoff. “Just because you’ve had bad sex doesn’t mean it’s like that for everyone else, Vivienne.”

      That’s right. I’m the only virgin left of my best friends, and I am painfully aware of the fact.

      Viv sticks her tongue out at him and flips him the finger.

      “At least you’ve had bad sex. I’ve had no sex, which is even worse,” I mutter to the both of them.

      Eli’s gaze turns to me. “It’s not a big deal, Hal. Tons of people wait for the right person.”

      I love him, I do. And I appreciate him saying that, but he just… doesn’t get it.

      Sighing heavily, I say, “I’m just over it. Being the tagalong, the sweet, ‘aw, she’s cute,’ alas awkward and pathetically alone Hallie Jo.”

      Viv tilts her head. “Which is why I’ve got the perfect plan.” She rises from the bed and spins to face me. “Hal, we’re in college. We’re freshmen at one of the best universities in the South. Together. We need to get out and live. Go to parties, drink way too much cheap liquor. Kiss hot boys. Get pointless tattoos that we never regret when we’re old and wrinkly, despite what the boomers think. Be young while we have the opportunity. You know, before real life starts.”

      In theory, it sounds great. Easy even.

      Like, technically speaking, how hard could it be to find a party on a college campus, cheap liquor in a red Solo cup, and a hot guy who’s more than willing to stick his tongue down your throat?

      That’s not the hard part.

      You see, it’s got everything to do with me.

      I’m just kind of… me. And I already know that I’m not everyone’s cup of tea.

      Honestly, I’m probably more like kombucha if I had to categorize myself.

      Bitter at first taste but then slowly starts to grow on you after you hold your nose and force it down.

      I mean, it is fermented bacteria that’s good for you. Gross, but not bad after a while.

      But Viv is right.

      This is supposed to be the prime time in our lives. The time to sow our wild oats, to let our hair down and live it up before the societally imposed walls of adulthood close in on us.

      “She’s right, Hal. At least about living it up while you can. Get out, see what the world has to offer you. I’ll come, too, and look out for you two. Make sure you’re having fun. Safely,” Eli adds.

      I chew on the corner of my lip as I mull over what they’re saying.

      I know that they’re both right… It just seems much easier to talk about than it actually is to do it. Putting yourself out there, forgetting the things that hold you back. Pretending you’re not scared that the world will reject you for being yourself.

      Finally, I drag my gaze up, flickering between the two of them. “You’re right. Both of you. Let’s do it.” I exhale, letting the nerves go. “Tomorrow, we’re going to go to a party.”

      Her eyes light up like I just told her we’re about to meet Ed and Lorraine Warren back from the dead. “Really?”

      I nod.

      “We’re going to a frat party, and we’re not leaving until you’re no longer an eighteen-year-old college freshman who’s never been kissed. Welcome to the first day of the rest of your life, Hallie Jo Edwards.”

      “This sounds oddly reassuring yet ominous all at once,” I say at the same time “Pizza’s here!” is yelled from the foyer, signaling our highly anticipated dinner is finally here. Together, we all get up from my bed, abandoning the laptop. “Now, can we please go stuff our faces with pizza? I’m starving, and I want to do more research for this week’s episode.”

      Eli laughs, tucking his arm around my neck and dragging me against his side as we follow behind Viv to the kitchen. Sometimes I forget how much I need an Eli hug. It always makes me feel better, and admitting all of that out loud was hard, even if I don’t want to show it. Growth is rarely ever easy.

      Viv heads straight for the fridge and pulls out an orange Fanta, one of our many obsessions.

      “I’ve been listening to a nonfiction book this week and taking a few notes in preparation. I think this episode will have more listeners than ever before, judging by the amount of hype it’s getting on social media. Also, I’ve got to head out after this. Another calculus tutoring session, and go figure, the guy giving it is a complete perv,” she says as she sits at the table and throws open the pizza box, reaching in for a large slice, then pushing one my way.

      I grab my slice and take a giant bite, closing my eyes and moaning around the mouthful of extra cheesy, greasy goodness.

      “Bigfoot this week, right?” Lane Collins’s voice booms behind me, announcing his presence, scaring the absolute shit out of me to where I begin to choke on the mouthful of pizza.

      I’m hacking, and Viv’s eyes widen as I try desperately to get the food unlodged to no avail.

      Holy shit, I’m going to die literally choking on cheesy pizza with black olives.

      I’m going to die a virgin.

      “Shit, are you okay, Hal?” Eli rushes over, tossing his still-empty plate onto the table and pulling me from my chair. His arms circle my waist as he begins to perform the Heimlich.

      The piece of pizza that seemed much smaller when I was only chewing it and not choking finally becomes unlodged from my throat and flies out onto the ground with a disgusting squelch.

      Air invades my lungs, and I sink back into Eli’s arms as relief floods me.

      I’m okay. I’m safe. I’m with Eli. It’s okay.

      I’m still trying to catch my breath when I look over at Lane, leaning against the counter, promptly sucking out all of the air that I’ve just managed to inhale after my near-death experience.

      He has that effect about him, walking into a room and stealing everyone’s attention and the ability to breathe.

      Maybe he just has that effect on me, but judging by the number of girls that sneak out of our off-campus house in the middle of the night, it’s not just me.

      You see, for as long as I can remember, I’ve been harboring a small… innocent little crush on my best friend’s older brother, and it’s a secret that I’ll likely take to my grave.

      Because Lane Collins would never look my way.

      I’ve only ever been his little brother’s best friend, the one who’s tagged along since we were kids. The annoying neighbor girl that he could never seem to get rid of, not even as he got older and his parents forced him to let Eli and me tag along to the movies, to the mall, to the field when he played.

      I cherished those moments because even for just a few minutes, I was in his orbit. I existed right along with the girls that threw themselves at his feet. I would be the recipient of the dimpled smile he reserved for those girls, and I would hold on to those moments like it was a lifeline, simply tiding me over until the next second of attention I could steal from him.

      “What’s up, Hal?” He smirks, those damned dimples popping as he reaches into the cabinet and pulls out his favorite shaker bottle. I try not to notice that he’s shirtless, and his wide chest is on display for my eyes to devour.

      Try being the operative word.

      It’s impossible not to notice how perfectly defined his chest is and how the muscles in his arms flex and ripple every time he moves.

      “She almost just choked to death on a piece of pizza,” Eli says, shaking his head as he rubs my back. Clearly, he’s well acquainted with the fact that my clumsy awkwardness truly knows no bounds.

      Lane raises his all-too-perfect eyebrow. “So, just another Thursday, then?”

      “Yep.”

      Assholes.

      This is what I get for living with these two. Well, not that I really had much choice. Since I wasn’t in any rush to live with a stranger in a tiny dorm on campus, my parents and the Collinses decided that the best place for me to live was right here with Eli and Lane, who already had an off-campus house. I wouldn’t have to room with someone I didn’t know, and they could look after me since this is the first time I’ve lived outside of my parents’ house.

      A situation that worked great for everyone.

      Theoretically.

      I spend most of my days trying not to fantasize about Lane and the rest of the time trying to focus on the ridiculous freshman course load I’ve taken on as a film production student. I got waitlisted at my dream school, NYU, so I opted for my second choice, and I’m hoping to get my prereqs out of the way so I get accepted as a second-year transfer. Which means that I have to work extra hard to make sure my portfolio is ready and my GPA is high.

      Reaching for the kitchen chair, I pull it out and flop down into it, blowing my bangs out of my face while doing so. My eyes drift to Lane at the stove, working on his protein shake, his gray sweatpants slung haphazardly low on his waist, revealing the Adonis belt of his hips.

      Something tells me that he would look nothing like the man from today’s porn debacle. That he would be the kind of guy who’d talk filthy to you while he did despicable things to your body. My face begins to flame as I imagine the two of us in that video, doing the things that the couple on the screen did.

      The feel of his hands gripping my hips as he thrust into me, his eyes devouring me an—

      “So, we still on for our Friday movie night, Hal?” Eli mumbles through a mouthful of pizza, mentioning our decade-long weekend tradition that jolts me from my dirty images of his brother.

      Jesus Christ. My heart drops to my stomach as if everyone in the room can read my thoughts.

      In the short time that I’ve been here, it’s been a rare occasion for us to all be together for a meal since all of us have vastly different schedules. Especially since it’s preseason and Lane is Orleans University’s star pitcher.

      When he’s not working out, practicing, or in study hall, he’s with his friends at a party or with his flavor of the night.

      “Yep. Viv and I finished discussing things for this week’s episode, so I should be good.” I open the orange Fanta she slid to me and take another much smaller bite of the greasy pizza.

      Some college kids love ramen, and then there’s me. I’m surviving on strong will and Jack’s Pizza.

      Eli shoves another bite into his mouth, chewing quickly before speaking. “Cool. I heard there’s this new documentary called Fantastic Fungi that I think you’d like.”

      That he would like, and that will undoubtedly make me pass out within thirty minutes of the moment he presses Play, but whatever.

      Honestly, who in their right mind would choose to watch a documentary on fungus growing out of the ground for fun on a Friday night?

      Eli Collins. That’s who.

      “Can’t wait,” I say despite my true feelings, plastering on a wide smile. At the end of the day, I love to spend time with Eli. He’s my best friend and has been since we were just toddlers, and if he wants to bore me to death during our weekly movie night, fine.

      “What are you up to this weekend, bro?” Eli asks his brother, who’s still standing at the counter.

      Lane’s tanned shoulder dips. “Coach wants me icing my shoulder, so I’ll probably come back early and get some sleep. Who knows, might hit a party up. Find a cleat chaser to sneak out.” He shoots me a pointed gaze, his lips tugging up in a grin.

      And there you have it, ladies and gentlemen. America’s sweetheart.

      This is the guy that every single female at Orleans University would trip over their feet to have a chance with.

      He’s charismatic, even when he’s being a douchebag, and that is a special skill that only guys like Lane possess.

      “Shouldn’t you be studying or, I dunno, doing something productive?” Viv asks.

      A smug smirk sits on his lips as he taps his finger along his temple. “I don’t have to study, Viv, not when I’ve got a brain like this.”

      “Runs in the family,” Eli adds cockily.

      Truly, how is Lane so smart and so attractive? It’s not fair to us normal, average humans who actually have to apply effort in order to get a passing grade.

      The Collins brothers share the same unruly dirty-blond hair and almost the same shade of brilliant emerald eyes. Both have strong jaws and tanned skin that is from genetics and not the sun. But that’s where the similarities end. They couldn’t be any more different if they tried.

      Eli is more reserved and nerdy, while his brother is outgoing, cocky, and the life of the party. Both are handsome and smart, even if Lane likes to pretend he’s just a dumb jock for the sake of his campus reputation.

      I know better only because I grew up next door, and I see the side of Lane that he chooses not to share with the world. As Eli’s best friend, I’ve spent as much time in their house as I have my own. I’m lost in thought, popping the bracelets on my wrist, when Lane turns toward me.

      “Nice bracelets, Hallie Jo,” he muses, then downs the glass of water in one gulp, the strong column of his throat bobbing as he swallows.

      My cheeks immediately heat. He’s being sarcastic and teasing me because of the beaded bracelets on my wrist that Viv and I make when we’re binge-watching Netflix. Maybe it’s childish, but we have fun doing it and seeing who can put the most absurd shit on them.

      One guess who’s currently winning that bet. The unhinged one. Aka Vivienne.

      “Uh, thanks?” I say quietly, my eyes flitting to Viv, who’s squinting at him. “They’re just, uh… a silly thing we do for fun.”

      “They’re cute.” His smirk widens into a full-blown smile, and once again, it feels hard to breathe.

      Cute. Lane Collins just said something on my body is cute.

      Before I can even really begin to obsess over his comment, Viv pastes on a mischievous smile. “Are you going to the Kappa party this weekend? Me, Hallie, and Eli are going.”

      “You two are going to a frat party?” he says, disbelief lacing his tone while his eyebrows nearly meet his hairline.

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t look so surprised. We’re allowed to have a social life too, Lane.”

      Holding his hands up in surrender, he shakes his head. “Just wondering. Not really your scene, huh?”

      I shrug as I drop my gaze. “I’m just… trying out some new things.”

      “Like hooking up with hot boys.” Viv giggles as she wiggles her eyebrows suggestively. She stands from her chair and walks to the trash to throw away the plate. “Gotta run, or I’m going to be late for my tutoring session. Send me all the good vibes, please.”

      We all say goodbye, and I escape to my bedroom, where I shut the door behind me and head straight for the window. I climb out carefully, placing my foot onto the awning and then onto the flat slope of the roof.

      Since starting at Orleans University, this spot has become my favorite place in the world to be. High enough that I can see the entire campus, and at night, the stars shine bright in a blanket above me.

      I don’t know how long I sit out here, my knees pressed against my chest, watching the sun fade into the clouds as dusk appears.

      Long enough to where my butt has gone numb and I’ve twisted the little pink alien pendant around my neck into knots. A nervous habit.

      A sound behind me pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn back to see Eli climbing through the window, and then he’s joining me on the asphalt shingles, resting his forearms on his legs as he peers out at the glittering lights of campus.

      Neither of us speaks for a minute, the sound of cars passing on the highway drowning out my thoughts. It’s a comfortable silence, and that’s part of what I love about my friendship with Eli. It just feels… natural. It’s always been like this between us. Easy.

      “Hal?”

      I glance over at him, his piercing green eyes seeing right into my soul. Or at least that’s what it feels like sometimes.

      He bumps my shoulder with his. “You feeling weird after that conversation?”

      Shrugging, I finger the bracelets on my wrist but say nothing.

      “Viv was only joking, Hal. You know how she is. You don’t actually have to hook up with anyone. Being a virgin isn’t a big deal, you know? This is your life and something that’s important to you. Things should happen when you feel ready, not because you feel like you need to prove something or to be anyone other than who you are.”

      “I know. I just feel… like, am I still a virgin because I’m weird? Am I really just that awkward?”

      “Hallie.” He blanches. “Fuck no. You’re one of the most incredible people I know. You’re smart and funny and beautiful. I mean… the whole package.”

      Tossing me a playful smirk, he reaches out and threads his hand in mine. Not in a romantic way, but in a comforting way. A way that has always just been… us. Something he learned early on, that physical touch is my love language.

      “I’m just tired of blending into the wall like a glorified wallflower. I’m just tired, Eli. I want to experience all the things that I never have, and I feel this… I don’t know, push inside me for more. Not just my…” I lower my voice, clearing my throat in hesitation. “Virginity. I mean just in life. I want to be more than a wallflower. I want to spread my wings and fly. Grow into the person I’m meant to be. Find out who I really am. You know, all the important things.”

      Eli’s fingers tighten in mine, and he nods. “I know, and I support anything you decide, Hallie. I always have, and I always will. Just be true to yourself. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “I know. And I don’t think I could take on college without you by my side,” I tell him.

      “Anyone who is lucky enough to be a part of your universe will know exactly what they have from the moment you walk in.”

      And just like that, it hits me why it is that Eli Collins has always been the rock in my life.

      Because he makes me feel like I’m the best version of myself.
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      “Oh god, that is absolutely awful,” I manage to grind out as the fiery liquid makes its way down my throat, causing my lungs to constrict and making it impossible to suck in a breath.

      This is terrible. Zero out of ten stars, do not recommend.

      I don’t understand why people drink this for fun?

      It feels like there’s a fire-breathing dragon currently clawing its way down my throat, sticking its talons in the little dangly thing at the back.

      “Ah, the only good kind of burn,” Viv squeaks before shoving the lime into her mouth and sucking.

      Gross.

      I follow suit and suck the lime into my mouth, the bitter taste chasing away the fire in my throat only slightly.

      Reminder to self: next time Vivienne suggests we go big or go home… I go home. Literally. Leave and go back to the safety of my house.

      The girl is out of her mind.

      “Come on, Hal, it’s not that bad.” She smirks.

      “No, it’s worse!” I groan, swiping the back of my hand over my lips to swipe away any trace of tequila. “I don’t think I can stomach another one of those.”

      She tosses her head back, a loud laugh escaping. “Sure you can. You stop feeling them around shot four. This is just what you needed for tonight. Liquid courage. Your first party, your first shot, your first kiss.”

      I slap my hand over her mouth, quieting her as my eyes dart around the room to all of the people filling it. The last thing I need is the entire college campus knowing that I’m so… inexperienced.

      Her lips move behind my hand, but the sound is muffled, and then I feel something wet and realize she’s licking my hand.

      “Oh my god, Viv, gross!” I groan, pulling my hand away and wiping it on the fabric of my dress. “You just freakin’ licked me.”

      She shrugs. “Well, you need to hear this. But first, here, have another shot.”

      A few seconds later, she shoves the shot glass into my hand and clinks hers against it before we both tip them back, and once again, I’m transported to the fiery pits of hell that have taken up space in my stomach.

      “God, it doesn’t get better. You lied.”

      “I said after shot number four. Two more to go, Hal,” she says cheekily. “Okay, what’s the plan? How should we do this? Operation Hallie’s first kiss. Wait, where did Eli go? He, like, disappeared.”

      “I dunno. I think I saw him talking to a girl over by the couch,” I say, pulling out the Reese’s Cups I stashed in my purse, then take a huge bite once it’s opened. Anything to get rid of the taste of tequila and lime. Trust me, I’ve been too worried about not spontaneously combusting from drinking straight fire than to worry about where my Eli is. Wingman or not.

      Suddenly, I’m pitched forward as someone collides with me from behind. My Reese’s goes flying from my hand as my limbs flail while I desperately search for something to catch myself on.

      Everything happens in ultra-slow motion.

      Like the kind of thing that you see in movies when the world seems to stop and all eyes turn to the person as they live out what’s meant to be the most embarrassing moment of their lives.

      That’s me. Right now.

      Just before I hit the ground, strong hands grasp my arms, keeping me upright, even if my flailing limbs haven’t quite received the message yet.

      “Shit, are you okay?” A deep-timbre voice vibrates against my side, and I glance up and see the man who just rescued me from falling flat on my face in front of a party full of people.

      The guy who is apparently very ridiculously good-looking and currently holding me in his strong, large, warm hands.

      “Great. Good. Yep!” I stutter, trying to right myself. “Wonderful. Thanks so much for being such a hero.”

      When I’m lifted back to standing, I get my first actual look at him. Light blond hair, bright blue eyes, two rows of perfectly straight teeth. He’s extremely attractive, and suddenly, any rational thought escapes me.

      I’m pretty sure the moment I open my mouth, all I’m going to do is speak gibberish.

      I’m out of sorts, and not just from the almost fall.

      “Okay, great. It can get a little rowdy in here. Good thing I was here to save you, huh?” He smiles, and two dimples pop on each side of his cheeks. “A beautiful girl like you shouldn’t be left all alone to fend for herself.”

      Wait, is he… is this guy flirting with me?

      The thought alone flusters me to the point of no return, and I can feel the heat rushing to my cheeks. Keep it cool, Hallie. My fingers move to the bracelets on my wrist as I speak, brushing over the beads. Clearly, I’m nervous.

      “Yep. You know what they say… not all heroes wear capes.”

      The blond version of Henry Cavill laughs, extending his hand. “I’m Fletcher. Pleasure to be at your service…”

      He trails off, waiting for me to give my name.

      My lips tug into a shy smile. “I’m Hallie. Hallie Jo Edwards. Hal to those who save me from face-planting.”

      A throat clears, and I tear my eyes from him, then quickly pull my hand free, adjusting my dress as I realize that Viv is still standing here. And… now Eli has joined her.

      “Yep, still here. Uh, you know I need to eat every two hours, or my blood sugar gets low, so I’m going to look for a snack. Text me if you need me?”

      Her eyebrows raise, and her eyes start to do this weird thing, which I think is her trying to tell me something without actually saying it, but it really just looks like she’s got this weird, uncontrollable eye twitch.

      “Okay, uh, see you later.”

      “What? I just got here,” Eli complains. Viv reaches out and pinches him in the side, and he yelps. “Jesus, Viv, what the hell was that for?”

      If looks could kill, the one she’s currently giving him would be the nail in the coffin. Grabbing his hand, she drags him away, looking back over her shoulder for a few more eye twitches that I’m still assuming are meant to be suggestive winks, and disappears into the crowd of people, leaving me alone with my new friend.

      “So…” he murmurs, a half smile on his lips as he shoves his hands into the pockets of his khaki pants. “It’s crowded in here. Wanna go outside and get some air?”

      My eyes widen. Oh god, is this happening right now?

      Is he actually flirting with me? Or is this code for something I don’t know?

      “S-sure. Yeah, that would be… cool.”

      Now that we’re all alone and the direction of this conversation is left in my hands, I feel like I’m going to inevitably fuck it up within the first minute.

      Hello, there is a reason that I’m still a never-been-kissed college freshman.

      I shouldn’t be left to my own devices, ever. Especially when I’m supposed to be trying to actively find a guy who’s attracted to me even once I open my mouth to speak.

      While I was downing shots with Viv and being saved by Fletcher, I somehow missed the party getting even bigger than when I walked in. The entire house is packed now, and when Fletcher slides his hand in my clammy one and guides me toward the back door, we can’t walk a few steps without bumping into others.

      I take an elbow to the ribs, the pain causing me to wince, and he pauses our exit out the back door.

      “You okay?” Fletcher asks, concern masking his handsome features.

      I nod. “Yeah, yeah, tooooo-tally fine.”

      In order for him to even hear me over the music and the growing crowd, I practically have to yell. I’m thankful when he pulls me out the back door and the fresh night air hits my face. I feel like I can take a full breath for the first time since arriving.

      “Wow. I was not expecting the turnout tonight,” he says with a laugh, shaking his head.

      “You’re a Kappa?”

      He nods. “Yeah, I’m a junior. What about you?”

      “Freshman.”

      “Ah, fresh meat. That just means I’ll have to show you around campus.” His lips tug into a sly grin as he lifts a hand to smooth his already perfect blond hair.

      Honestly, he seems the complete opposite of the kind of guy I’m attracted to.

      I mean… who am I actually attracted to? What’s my type?

      Besides Lane Collins.

      So basically, a total jock… Manwhore. With a ridiculously attractive face and an even better brain that he tries to hide from the world.

      Perfect.

      “Yep.” I sit down on the concrete and lean back against the big white pillar of the house, thankful for the few minutes of quiet our escape has allowed me.

      A few seconds later, he joins me, his polo-clad shoulder brushing against mine as he turns toward me.

      “So tell me about you. I see that you’ve got a thing for black.” He nods toward my dress, his gaze dropping lower in a slow perusal of my body before meeting my eyes again.

      That’s me.

      Black, on most occasions. Okay, fine, all occasions? It goes with everything. My hair, my dress, my nails are all black, but of course, my old, faded red-and-pink checkered Vans always complete an outfit. Even when the outfit is a black satin skater dress that hugs curves I didn’t even really realize I had until now.

      “Clearly. Uh, there’s not much to know, honestly. I’m kind of boring. Film production major, and I live off campus with my best friend and his older brother. I have a podcast.”

      That piques his attention, his blond brows rising. “A podcast, huh? My sister listens to something about calling her daddy or something. Me? I’m more into finance and the stock market. I listen when I run—it really gets me going.”

      I think momentarily if I should be honest with him. He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who would be even slightly interested in my eccentric hobbies.

      “Uh, it’s a podcast on conspiracies and extraterrestrials? I have a thing for Bigfoot.” My laugh is a little too high and a tad awkward, making me even more nervous about how the news of Spaced Out will be received.

      “Sweet. That’s cool,” he says simply.

      I let out a deep exhale. “Yeah, it’s pretty fun. It’s something my best friend Viv and I do together. We’ve been doing it since sophomore year in high school. We have a few hundred loyal followers, but I think it’ll continue to grow.”

      For the next hour, the party rages on behind us, but thankfully, I lose myself in the conversation. I find out that not only is Fletcher a junior and a member of Kappa, but he’s also a TA, reads for fun, and no shocker here… majoring in accounting. He plays golf in his spare time and volunteers at the soup kitchen at least three times a year. His parents are into city politics back home in Georgia.

      He seems like a great guy, and even though I don’t feel a spark, per se, or anything jolting when I look at him, it doesn’t stop me from leaning in slightly when his eyes drop down to my lips and his tongue darts out to wet his.

      It doesn’t stop my heart from accelerating slightly at the thought of my lips touching another person’s and how this moment could be my very first kiss.

      While it may not be soul shattering, time stopping, life altering, it will still be the moment that I look back on.

      When his hands slide into my hair at the nape of my neck and his eyes hold mine, I reach out my shaking hand and brush my thumb along the corner of his lips, toward his sharp jaw, matching his movements.

      It’s about to happen.

      I can feel it. I know it’s going to happen. He’s leaning closer, about to press his lips to mine.

      My eyes fall shut, and I exhale, praying that my breath doesn’t still smell like tequila.

      “Uh, Hallie?” His voice is low and hoarse, and my eyes snap open, realizing that he’s pulled back, his hand dropping from my jaw.

      “Yes?”

      I watch as his Adam’s apple bobs, and he gets the strangest look in his eyes. One that completely confuses me because I thought things were going great, but now, suddenly, I’m not so sure.

      “You didn’t happen to have, uh, any peanuts… recently?”

      My brows shoot up in confusion. “Wait, what? No, of course I didn’t have any pean—”

      Oh shit.

      “Wait, I had a Reese’s earlier to chase away the taste of the disgusting liquor that I had. Why?”

      Fletcher’s eyes widen in panic, and he stands abruptly, almost awkwardly scrambling to his feet, then drags a hand through his perfectly manicured hair, tousling it completely. “I’m allergic, severely. To peanuts. Fuck, where’s my EpiPen?”

      He begins to fumble in his pockets frantically, coming back with nothing. “Shit, fuck, I think I left it in my dorm.” His voice is a panicked squeak. “This is bad.”

      Oh god, this cannot actually be happening right now.

      I stand abruptly, walking toward him. “Are you okay? Let me check your throat? Is it closing?”

      He raises his hands, taking a huge step back, his free hand going to his throat as he makes a sound. “No… s-stay back. You must have traces of it on your f-fingers. Fuck, I can’t breathe.”

      “Should I call an ambulance? Oh god, what do I do? I’m bad in high-stress situations.” I’m pacing, frantically looking around at the innocent bystanders who are currently witnessing this.

      “Yes,” he squeaks.

      I immediately sprint for the back door, realizing I left my phone on the counter as I was taking shots with Vivienne.

      This is the absolute worst thing that could have possibly happened, and you know what?

      Completely on par for me. One hundred percent.

      This is what you should expect when it comes to Hallie Jo Edwards.

      Just as I’m stepping over the threshold back into the house, I hear behind me, “Oh fuck, you’re turning really red, dude. Are you okay? Shit, I think he’s passing out!”

      Great, I almost killed my almost first kiss.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m practically a murderer, guys. I almost killed that guy. Just by almost kissing him! God, the entire school saw what happened. I’ll never be able to live this down.”

      Eli lowers me from his back onto the ground next to my bed, and I flop down face-first onto the mattress and groan into the duvet. My head is still fuzzy from the tequila, and after everything that went down tonight, I want to crawl into a hole and never resurface.

      I’m doomed. I’m going to die a virgin who’s never been kissed.

      Who almost murdered the only man who got close enough to try.

      By now, the entire school has probably heard what happened. Especially since I saw no less than twenty people out recording the most embarrassing moment of my life to put on social media.

      It’s probably spread like wildfire, furthering my mortification.

      “You are so dramatic. Honestly, the dude should have had his EpiPen. Who has a life-threatening allergy and leaves the house without life-saving measures? Idiot,” Viv quips from her place at the door, where she’s leaning against the frame, watching me wallow in my misery. She gave me a pep talk the entire way home, and Eli gave me a piggyback ride because I didn’t trust my legs to work like they were supposed to.

      “Yeah, the paramedic said he was fine, Hal. It’s okay. You couldn’t have possibly known the guy was allergic,” Eli adds, leaning down to press his lips to my forehead in a chaste kiss. “Sleep it off, and tomorrow, it’ll be a thing of the past, okay?”

      Thank god it’s after midnight and Lane didn’t see anything that happened.

      He’s probably out, having a much better night than the one I’ve had.

      I was two seconds away from feeling another human’s lips on mine, and then, before I knew it, he was being rolled away on a stretcher.

      There were lights. And sirens, for god’s sake.

      Talk about scarred for life.

      “Cool. I’ll sleep it off, then I just need to transfer to another school. It’s fine. Everything is just dandy.”

      Viv’s throaty laugh echoes throughout the room, and I hear her shuffle closer. “How about you sleep off the tequila and then just forget it ever happened. Seriously, it could’ve happened to anyone, babe. See you tomorrow for brunch?”

      “Mhm,” I half mumble, half groan.

      “Stop wallowing. Wash off the makeup and brush your teeth, and get some sleep. Love you.” She turns to Eli. “Keep an eye on her?”

      I don’t even dignify that with a response.

      Forget about it?

      As freakin’ if.

      I can forget about accidentally wearing white pants that one time in chemistry, then getting up in front of the entire class with period blood on the back of them.

      Traumatic? Absolutely, but now I can move past it.

      Or even the time that I tripped in the cafeteria and landed face-first in the tray of lasagna that I was carrying.

      In the past.

      Even if it’s on every social media platform possible.

      But this?

      Impossible.

      Groaning, I flip over onto my back and stare up at the glowing stars on my ceiling, wishing that I could turn back the clock and start this entire night over and try again.

      “I’m going to take a shower. I’m gross. Come get me if you need me?” Eli says, and I don’t move, mumbling into the mattress.

      “Sure, fine, leave me in my misery.”

      I’m joking, sort of. Kinda, not really.

      Right now, I wish the bed could swallow me whole.

      He chuckles, and then I hear the door shut behind him, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      Horrid thoughts.

      “I mean, Viv isn’t wrong… Why would the guy not have a freakin’ EpiPen?” I mutter as I get up and head for my vanity, swiping the makeup wipes off the cluttered surface, and begin wiping off the reminder of tonight.

      I’m tired. Not just from staying out far later than any reasonable woman still in her teens, but tired of… this.

      This inexperienced, completely incompetent around the opposite sex feeling.

      I’m tired of the awkward fumbling and stuttering when a guy so much as looks my way. I’m tired of it hanging over my head and feeling like a weight that I have to carry.

      I’m tired of fading into the background, like I’m not really here at all. Never really being seen.

      I just… want to feel empowered. I want to feel sexy. To feel wanted.

      And I don’t want to have to question myself a million different ways or question his attraction to me because I’m me.

      I want to walk into a room and own it. I want there to be no hesitation when it comes to any guy, let alone question if he’s really into me despite being me. I want him to want me just the way I am and embrace every quirk, every weird thing I like.

      Sighing, I toss the makeup wipe into the trash and peer into the mirror in front of me. The purple money pieces in my hair frame my face and make my blue eyes seem almost violet in the dim light.

      I wish it could be that simple. Easy. That I could just… learn how to be sexy. How to be confident and brazen.

      A mutual arrangement that benefits both parties.

      A giggle escapes my lips, and my hand flies to muffle it. Like I could go to someone that I trust inexplicably… like Eli, and say, “Hi, can you teach me how to be a slut for the right guy?”

      God, clearly I’m delirious and still half-drunk. I mean, the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever thought.

      Or…

      I turn to my desk and eye the notebook and neon glitter gel pens still scattered over the top from yesterday’s episode research.

      Simple. Mechanical.

      Easy.

      A proposal of sorts…

      So, what if this idea isn’t actually all that crazy? I mean, think about it, Hallie. Eli has been your best friend since you were four. He’s been there since before you got boobs. He’s the one who bought your first box of tampons.

      Would it really be so crazy to ask him to take my virginity? To be the one to teach me to embrace the weird and somehow make it sexy? He does know me better than any other human on this planet. We’ve always been able to turn to each other when we needed the other.

      He’d probably tell me I’ve lost my mind if I asked him. No, he for sure would because I think I might actually be out of my mind.

      Groaning, I drop my forehead onto the notebook in front of me, a deep sigh leaving my chest. I mean, he would say no… right?

      Definitely.

      Like, it might be weird because we’re so close, but that’s both a good and a bad thing. It might take some convincing… and I wouldn’t want him to only say yes because he has to. Because he’s my best friend.

      My brainy, slightly eccentric, boring best friend…

      What if I put together a proposal?

      Just laid it all out for him. Concise and to the point. Just the way he likes things.

      It may take some convincing on my part, but if I make the proposal, he can at least see where I’m coming from. Eli knows that I don’t like him in any way other than as a friend. Gross. We are strictly platonic. But he’s my best friend, and he would probably want to help me out.

      I mean, lots of people have sex that aren’t actually that attracted to each other, and Eli is a great teacher. Clearly—he’s a TA.

      He could be my tutor and give me sexy lessons.

      Maybe it’s the craziest thing I’ve ever thought of, and maybe I could solely blame it on all of the alcohol from tonight, but I find myself at my desk drawing little red hearts on a piece of notebook paper, starting the proposal with number one…

      
        	Score a homerun, and take my virginity…
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        * * *

      

      I’m shaking.

      My hands are actually trembling as I slip out of my bedroom and head down the dark, quiet hallway of my house.

      I’m about to do the stupidest, craziest thing I’ve ever done. Absolutely insane, and I’ve spent the last ten minutes trying to talk myself out of it. Here I am, with this stupid paper in my hand. This stupid paper that will change everything, and I’m completely unsure of how I feel about that.

      God, what was I thinking? Why would past me from thirty minutes ago ever think this would remotely be a good idea?

      I could end this now, throw this stupid paper in the trash, and forget it was ever even a thought in the first place.

      No. No. We are not doing that, Hallie. You came this far, and you can’t turn back now.

      If I did that, then I’d be in the very same spot I was in tonight. Completely embarrassed, trying to be this confident girl that has every guy in the room turning their head, except failing.

      Completely.

      Really, all he can say is no, right? And if that happens, we’ll just go back to pretending that it never happened in the first place.

      “Quit trying to talk yourself out of it, and just get it the hell over with already,” I mutter, like saying the words out loud instead of inside my head will make any difference. I sigh heavily, shaking all of my limbs at once to shake off the nerves with the movement, although it doesn’t help in the slightest.

      If anything, the nerves in the pit of my stomach intensify when I hear the shower running in the bathroom we all share.

      Quietly, I tiptoe past my bedroom to Eli’s door and knock. When there’s no answer, I sigh. I think I just spent entirely too long trying to talk myself into this for nothing.

      Then, I remember that he said he was going to take a shower.

      Perfect.

      This way, I don’t actually have to face him, and when he says no, I can die a little less embarrassed.

      I take another deep breath before walking back to the bathroom door. The only sound coming from the other side is the sound of the water running.

      It’s now or never.

      Suddenly, I wish I had the entire bottle of tequila from earlier. I’d bypass the salt and say screw the lime if it could give me just a little bit more courage. My shaking hand closes around the cold metal of the doorknob, and I open it, slipping inside.

      This is normal for us. We’ve been this close practically forever, and with a shower curtain separating us, we talk about our day or whatever comes to mind.

      “Eli, it’s me. Obviously, ha,” I stutter, mentally kicking myself before taking another deep breath. “I need to ask you something, and I know it’s going to sound absolutely insane, and I need you to not even say anything until I’m done because I’ll lose the courage, and I have to get this out.” Turning on my heel, I begin pacing the small distance in front of the door as I run my hand through my frizzy curls. “We’ve known each other practically forever, right? I mean, we’ve grown up next door to each other since we were four. I don’t think there’s a single thing that we haven’t done together. You’re my best friend, and what I’m about to ask you is probably the most insane thing I’ve ever said out loud to another human being, and you know that’s actually really insane to think about, seeing as how I literally have a podcast that is about aliens and conspiracy theories, but I think this even tops that. Remember the other day when we were talking on the roof? About me taking life by the horns or whatever the saying is?”

      Pausing, I groan, bringing my hand to my forehead in exasperation. I’m getting off topic and talking myself in circles, all while wearing a hole in the bathroom floor from my nervous pacing.

      For the first time since walking through the door, I glance up at the shower curtain, illuminated by the light shining over the shower.

      Eli’s silhouette darkens the fabric of the curtain, showing the outline of his body, and my jaw drops.

      My eyes drop lower and lower…

      And suddenly, I’m looking at Eli’s… penis.

      His actual penis.

      Oh. My. God. Oh my god. Oh my god!

      It’s… I’m… That thing is the size of a Pringles can!

      Hallie, you are such an idiot. This is a terrible idea. Can you imagine losing your virginity to… that?

      It’ll include an ER trip, for god’s sake.

      I suck in a deep breath, squeezing my eyes shut as I try to calm my nerves. I’m absolutely freaking out, and now that I’ve seen his… appendage by accident, I’m really rethinking this entire thing.

      Instead of tucking my tail and running, I think about Viv and what she would say in this situation, and it would most certainly be “Suck it up and do the damn thing. Life is way too short to live with regret.”

      And that’s the only reason I find the courage to continue, not looking at his penis, of course.

      “Okay, I’m just going to say it. I want you to take my virginity. No, I need you to take my virginity. I want you to teach me what to do with a guy. Be my sex professor.” I laugh awkwardly, hiccuping slightly when I suck in a breath after speaking so quickly in a rush to get it out. “I know, it’s insane, but I’m just… Eli, I’m so incredibly awkward. And I’m fine with it, but do you know how hard it is to get a man of the opposite sex to look past my quirkiness, to actually want to sleep with me? And I just… I just feel like it’s hanging over my head, you know? Like, I’m an eighteen-year-old virgin who’s never even been kissed. Kissed, Eli. I mean, the one time I even got close to locking lips with a man, I sent him to the hospital in anaphylactic shock. The point is, I can’t deal with it any longer, and there is no one that I trust more in the world than you. Please, can you just think about it? I won’t be upset if you say no, but please actually give it thought. I, uh… I put together a proposal for you to look over. Just read it, okay?”

      I take one last glance at the white paper in my hands with the Homerun Proposal that I drunkenly yet very thoroughly put together and place it on the bathroom counter next to his phone.

      “Just look at it before you say no. Okay, I’ll let you finish your shower. Um, bye.”

      I swing the door open with one singular parting glance at him, then dart off to my room and slam it shut behind me.

      This was so stupid.

      So incredibly stupid.

      I can’t believe I did this.

      I just propositioned my best friend for sex. What is sure to be terrible sex. At least for him. I haven’t the slightest clue how to be sexy or to make a guy want me, which guarantees that he’s going to have the worst time.

      Who wouldn’t agree to have mediocre, awkward sex with their best friend?

      And since there’s at least a ninety percent chance that he would indeed be tearing up my proposal and telling me I’ve completely lost my mind, then at least I would be able to say that I was brave enough to try.

      That’s a step in the right direction, right?
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      I thought I knew exactly how my senior year in college was going to go.

      There are a lot of perks to being the first-round draft pick with the projection of skipping the minors entirely and heading straight to the MLB. It gave me the conviction to walk around Orleans University like I owned it, and in a lot of ways, I do.

      There’s no party unless I’m there. People want to be my friend, girls want to fuck me, and guys want to be me.

      It comes with the territory. Something I’ve accepted along the way.

      It’s not like they know who I really am outside of the baseball god persona they’ve donned me with. They want whatever I can offer them simply because of who I am.

      A part I play well.

      A part that I have no intention of giving up, especially not when I’ve got the biggest year of my life coming. The most important season I’ll ever play.

      I walked onto campus this year with a plan. I was going to party my ass off, work my way through the never-ending roster of girls trying to sleep with me, live it up with my boys, and let this last year of college be one to remember. Go out with a bang before the real world sets in.

      Except, it turns out, that’s not how things are going to go.

      Not fucking at all.

      Instead, I’m living in hell.

      And I’ve been here ever since Hallie Jo Edwards moved into my house, with only the thin Sheetrock of a wall separating us on a daily basis.

      My little brother’s best friend is the one thing in the world that I can’t have, no matter how badly I want her.

      No matter how badly I’ve wanted her for years. She’s beautiful, and kind, and one hundred percent off-limits.

      As I lean back in the chair, my eyes stay glued to the piece of paper lying in the middle of my bed that I’ve been staring at for the last thirty minutes.

      I could probably recite it with my eyes closed at this point.

      The towel around my waist hangs open slightly as I lean forward, placing my elbows on my knees, then dropping my head into my hands before dragging my fingers through my still-damp hair.

      I can’t even sit still. I’m so keyed up.

      The last thing I ever fucking expected to happen tonight while I was taking a shower was for Hallie to slip through the door and offer me—well, technically, my brother—her virginity like it was a prize to the highest bidder.

      Her nervous babbling was cute as fuck, as it always is, but once she spouted the words from her mouth, regardless if they were meant for my brother… I can’t forget them. I can’t just pretend it didn’t happen. I can’t just go back to how shit was before that moment.

      Not when it’s the equivalent of Adam and Eve and that damn apple. Dangled in front of me, just out of reach. One single bite and it would change everything.

      Fuck.

      I stand from the chair and walk over to my bed, snatching the paper up as my eyes scan the frilly handwriting.

      What the hell is she thinking?

      Better yet, what in the hell am I even doing still thinking about this?

      About her.

      I walk over to the metal trash bin next to my desk and toss it in there, my eyes still stuck on the paper. For a few seconds, it sits there alone. Taunting.

      Like a physical object with gravitational pull, I can’t seem to walk away from it, let alone take my eyes off it.

      “Goddamnit.” I snatch it out of the bin and put it on my desk. “Leave it the fuck alone. Don’t do this shit,” I tell myself.

      The fact that I’m still even thinking about this is bad. I should’ve laughed it off, thrown the shit in the trash for real, and walked away. Because there is no way in hell this could happen.

      It’s one thing for me to innocently flirt with her, just to see her cheeks flame when I talk to her. That’s something else entirely. It’s all innocent fun, but this?

      This is crossing a line I could never come back from. Not just between the two of us, but…

      Eli.

      My eyes flit to the framed photo on my desk of the two of us at our first Major League Baseball game. I remember that day like it was yesterday. I can practically still feel the heat of the sun beating down on our backs while we sat on the old chairs of the stadium. It was hot as fuck that summer. A heat wave had come through a few days before, and I distinctly remember sweating my balls off the entire time my dad, Eli, and I watched the game. Our seats were low, right behind home plate, and it was one of the best days we had. All three of us together.

      I was probably about eight. It was the first time that my brother and I had ever really bonded over anything. A mutual interest.

      Eli has always been more of a shy, quiet, introverted kid who preferred science over sports, and I’ve always been the exact opposite. I preferred to be the center of attention in any room I walked into. I wanted to play baseball, and even though my grades were great… school came second to baseball. The first time I held a bat in my hand, that was it. I knew that all I ever wanted to be was a baseball player.

      Now… I don’t know. Things change the older we get. I feel like I’m trying to figure out who I am without being Lane Collins, number 22. All-star pitcher. Campus god.

      And going after Hallie Edwards? Sure as fuck would ruin any relationship I have with my little brother.

      Those two have been attached at the hip since they were practically toddlers, and even though he’s never hinted at anything more between them, I don’t know. He’s my brother, and the last thing I want to do is drive a wedge between us.

      Even if that wedge is Hallie with her off-the-wall T-shirts, her eccentric style, and sweet smile. The one that hits me directly in the chest every time I’m rewarded with a glimpse.

      I mean, I’ve always expected them to end up together, like soul mates or some shit, which is part of the reason why I never went after her. That, and the fact that they’ve been our neighbors for years, and she’s practically a part of our family. My mom would never forgive me if I somehow did something to hurt her or hurt my brother by going after a girl that’s clearly not meant for me.

      What I need to do is forget this ever happened.

      What I need to do is get some sleep so I can be rested for tomorrow with my pitching coach because my life is complicated enough without adding this.

      What I need to do is forget Hallie Jo Edwards is only one thin wall away.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake up in a mood. Partially because I spent most of the night tossing and turning, sleep evading me until the sun rose and filtered through the curtains, and partially because I haven’t stopped thinking about Hallie or the “proposal” since it happened last night.

      Running on no sleep, thinking about something I can’t change and a girl I can’t ever have, will put anyone in a shit mood.

      I drag my hand through my hair and down my face, trying to wake up as I walk to the kitchen. When I round the corner, Eli’s sitting alone at the kitchen table, reading something on his iPad and drinking a cup of coffee.

      Like a true forty-year-old in a nineteen-year-old’s body. That’s my brother. He’s consistent, if nothing else.

      “Mornin’,” I grumble, making a beeline for the fridge. I need to fuel my body stat.

      He looks up and arches a brow. “Late night? You look like shit.”

      I shake my head. “Nah. Just couldn’t sleep. Tossed and turned all night. Whatcha reading?”

      “A medical journal on target therapy for breast cancer patients.”

      “Sounds like something you’d read over breakfast.” I chuckle, pouring the cup full of almond milk so I can make my protein smoothie. I know today is going to be grueling, and if I don’t start with a shit ton of protein and nutrients, I’ll be exhausted. Pushing yourself to the limit on and off the field requires my body to be in top condition.

      Eli shrugs and takes a sip of his coffee, and only then do I notice the mug he’s using. It’s Hallie’s, the one she likes to drink her fancy coffee out of that says “get in loser” with a spaceship beaming a cow up. It immediately reminds me of my sleepless night and the fucking proposal that feels like the biggest temptation I’ve ever faced in my life. Sighing, I set the shaker down and turn to Eli.

      “I wanna talk to you about something,” I say.

      His eyebrows rise. “Okay. What’s up?”

      I walk to the kitchen chair across the table from him and slide into it, my hands resting on the top. I wasn’t planning on talking to Eli about this, but fuck, I have to get it off my chest. I have to know what the deal is.

      “What’s going on between you and Hallie?”

      For a second, he doesn’t answer me, and he looks genuinely confused, like he’s trying to work through what I’m asking. Whether because he’s clueless or because he doesn’t understand why I’m asking in the first place.

      “What do you mean?” The space between his eyebrows furrows. “Between us?”

      “Like, do you have a thing for her? Are you planning a white-picket fence, babies, and a minivan in your head and too afraid to make a move?”

      His eyes widen. “Dude, what?” he sputters as he sets his iPad on the table. “Hallie is legit like my sister. That’s gross. Why would you even think that?”

      What?

      Before I can even answer the question, he continues rambling. “Wait, what makes you think something is going on between us?”

      I sigh, my shoulders dipping as I drag my hand through my hair. “I’m just wondering. I… I thought you’ve always had a thing for her. I expected the two of you to end up together after all these years.”

      “Nah, we’re just friends. You know that’s a thing, right—guys being strictly friends with girls. You should try it sometime.” He smirks.

      “So… you’d be cool with her going out with another guy?”

      He looks at me like I’ve grown two heads. “I mean, yeah, of course. I know she wants that. Dude, we’re strictly friends—there is nothing going on between us. Actually, I haven't said anything to anyone yet since it just happened, but I've been talking to this girl for a few weeks. We hung out for a while at the Kappa Party and I asked her on a date...so I'm kind of seeing someone.”

      “Really? What’s her name?”

      “Ari. She’s a sophomore, majoring in English lit.”

      Finally, my baby brother is making a move on someone, and thank fuck it’s not Hallie.

      “Anyway, why are you asking about Hallie?” he continues, a dubious expression on his face, growing more suspicious by the second. Fuck. I’m asking this because I couldn’t go another damn second with her on my mind and not know the answer. Not that I could actually tell him that.

      I’m just… testing the waters.

      “I was just wondering. I dunno, I just always thought you had a thing, and I didn’t realize it wasn’t like that.”

      “We’re just friends, dude. Period.” Shrugging, he continues. “She’s practically been a part of our family for my entire life. Don’t get me wrong, she’s amazing, and the guy she ends up with is a lucky man, but I don't think of her that way.”

      I hum but say nothing else and sit back in the chair. So that means… that her proposal is that much more tempting, knowing that my brother isn’t actually an issue like I thought he would be.

      “So, what if maybe I had a thing for her?”

      “Uh… wait, what? You?” Disbelief masks his features.

      I shrug.

      “Woah, woah, woah, back up. Are you all of a sudden asking me this because you have a thing for her? What the hell, Lane. Do you have something going on and I’m the last one to know? I—”

      “I’m not saying that,” I blurt out, interrupting him. “I’m just saying… what if. A hypothetical situation. That’s all.”

      His eyes widen as he huffs, his jaw working. “I’d say that you’d probably break her heart, and then I’d have to kill you. But first I'd have to convince myself that you suddenly have a thing for my alien-loving, quirky, big-hearted best friend that’s more like my sister. Nah.”

      “What if it wasn’t suddenly…” I say quietly, not ready to open this can of worms when I truly don’t even know what the hell I’m doing having this conversation in the first place.

      “Dude. You don’t do relationships. Where is this coming from?”

      I exhale, dragging my hand down my face. “I don’t know, Eli. I’m just asking, what if it happened? What if I was interested, really, truly interested in Hallie?”

      Silence meets my question, his gaze holding mine before he speaks. “If you were honestly, actually into Hallie, then whatever. You’re both adults, and I don’t care about who either of you date. But what I do care about is Hallie. If she’s happy, if she’s not getting heart broken by a guy who doesn’t deserve her. If you were serious and could swear you’d never hurt her? Then go for it.”

      “I’m not saying that I am. I’m not saying anything. I’m just… curious,” I say.

      “She is good, man. The kinda good that only deserves the very best this world can offer. She deserves everything. A guy who respects her and understands all of her little obsessions and doesn’t make her feel like she should be any different than she is. She’s pure and beautiful inside and out.”

      I didn’t need him to tell me that because I already knew every single word of it. Why do you think I’m so hesitant to pursue her? Even though I’ve had feelings for her since we were young. Because she’s good, and I’m scared I’ll dirty her up. I’m scared that I’ll fuck shit up and it will come between our families. Even if it’s just the arrangement she proposed.

      “Noted” is all I respond with. There’s too much shit going on in my head.

      “She’s my best friend, and you’re my brother. You’re both family. If you’re interested, then don’t do what normal Lane does. If you want to pursue her, do it for the right reasons. That’s all I’d say. Hypothetically, of course.”

      If he only fucking knew.
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      “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” Reese asks, leaning back against the futon as he tosses the rubber ball in the air for the thousandth time, bouncing his knee with unspent energy.

      His hulking frame fills most of the space, and the impatient tap of his foot echoes around us. “Anything that’s not anything related to fucking English,” I say as I look over at Grant.

      Grant’s completely zoned the fuck out playing Xbox. Pretty sure he hasn’t blinked in a solid five minutes.

      I pick up a book from the desk, then chuck it at him, nailing him directly in the side of the head.

      “What the fuck?” He groans, rubbing the spot where I hit. “What the hell was that for?”

      “Proof of life. I think you were disassociating.” I smirk. “I’m sick of looking at this computer. It’s Friday. Let’s go out.”

      And officially six entire days since my world turned on its fucking axis, and not a single second has passed that I haven’t thought about her.

      Grant’s brow furrows, his hand still massaging his head. “Brady’s? Sigma Pi?” he says, throwing out a few of our favorite spots.

      Nah, I have no intentions of hitting up our usual places. Not since yesterday when Hallie casually dropped that she and Viv would be at the Redlight tonight, the most popular bar near campus that is generally crawling with people on Fridays for their signature dollar body shot night, which consists of a drinking game based on red light, green light.

      Now that I’ve spent the last six days in the worst version of hell imaginable, walking around with this folded piece of paper in my pocket that has changed everything, there’s nowhere else I’m going to be.

      “I was thinking we head to the Redlight. Change it up.”

      The rubber ball Reese was tossing in the air hits him square in the face when he freezes, his gaze whipping to mine. “For real? I thought you hated that place.”

      I shrug. “Too many fights. Everyone’s going to be on their best behavior tonight, so that won’t be a problem.”

      And I’m going to that bar tonight, with or without my boys, because I have to keep an eye on her.

      There’s no way in hell she’s going without me there, not after Viv’s snarky comment earlier about making out with guys.

      Not when I’ve spent the last six days obsessing over what she’s proposing.

      She may have meant to ask Eli to fulfill her proposal, but too fucking bad because she asked me, and I haven’t been able to sleep since.

      Truthfully, my attraction defies all odds. She’s the most awkward person I’ve ever met, and yet I’ve never felt drawn to a girl the way that I am her. Her big, blue doe eyes. The baggy T-shirts even do it for me, and as fucked as that sounds, I want to strip them off her and see all of her that she hides away.

      Not that I’m going to be admitting any of that out loud to a soul.

      “I’m down. I don’t give a shit what we do as long as there’s hot girls and beer,” Grant adds, picking the controller back up. “And if we’re back at a decent hour because I have a feeling that tomorrow’s workout is going to be suicides after someone gets in a fight tonight. Because you both know if we end up at the Redlight, someone is fighting.”

      Reese rolls his eyes. “Fine. Whatever. It’s been a while since anything exciting happened in my life.”

      “And almost getting caught fucking a professor isn’t enough excitement for you?” Grant asks.

      Damn, that’s also true.

      But we don’t speak of it much because while the professor in question is hot as shit, Reese getting kicked off the Hellcats during his senior year and losing the best catcher out of the state of Louisiana in a decade is not happening.

      “Shove it, fucker,” he grumbles, tossing the rubber ball at him, which Grant deftly dodges instead of getting nailed for a second time in the last few minutes. “I’m just saying, Lane’s right. It’s our senior year. We need some excitement. Fresh meat, new spots. Go out with a bang. The more literal, the better.”

      “Let’s do it, then. Let everyone know that we’ll be at the Redlight tonight,” I say. We exchange a grin. It’s never a boring Friday night at Orleans University, at least not for us. Not when we have the school at our fingertips. “And for everyone to try to be on their best behavior, as good as it sounds to fuck with them, I don’t feel like running till I puke tomorrow. As your captain, stay out of trouble. That goes for everyone.”

      I know better than anyone that’s easier said than done.

      Trouble seems to find me, and I’ve always had a thing for trouble.
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      The moment we cross the threshold at the Redlight, my eyes search for her, scanning the room for her dark hair. The purple strip in it is a beacon for my eyes. She’s the only one I know out of a sea of sorority girls who would aim to be so bold.

      Fuck, it’s packed in here tonight. Max capacity.

      A swarm of people are gathered near the bar, where there are already girls dancing and pouring liquor into mouths below them straight from the bottle.

      When I don’t spot her, I follow Reese and Grant further into the bar, back to the high-top tables where the rest of the guys from the team are.

      “Collins, my man, what’s up!” Ridge raises his beer as I bump fists with Miles.

      “What’s up?” I grin, greeting the two girls sitting on his lap. I wouldn’t expect anything less from my third baseman.

      “So, you ready to tell me why we’re really here tonight?” Reese asks, taking a sip of his beer and shooting a pointed glance my way.

      I shrug. “Change of scenery. Just like I said.” I keep my eyes out on the dance floor and continue to scan the room for her, without any luck.

      “Yeah, right. Somebody else that doesn’t know you might actually believe that, but not me. So, spill the shit.”

      Clenching my jaw, I mutter, “Hallie’s supposed to be here tonight.”

      “I knew you had a thing for that girl. Man, I feel validated as fuck right now.” He smirks. “So, you’re finally making a move on her?”

      “What? No, you idiot. I’m just… looking out for her. Making sure she stays out of trouble. That’s all.”

      “Mhm, okay.” His tone is laced with disbelief. “I’ll keep an eye out for her, but in the meantime? Lauren and Brooke are over there, looking hot as fuck. Let’s go.”

      On any normal day, Lauren and Brooke are exactly the kind of trouble I’d be looking for. The kinda trouble that I’ve gotten into on more than one occasion. Especially at a party on a Friday night. Girls who are all too willing to drop to their knees and show their favorite pitcher just how devoted to the team they are.

      The kinda girls that are all tits and painted lips, paired with short skirts and crop tops that leave little to the imagination. Girls who know what the deal is and leave when it’s over without having to be asked.

      Easy, uncomplicated. Just what I like. Just what I need.

      My world revolves around baseball. There’s no room for anything else, especially not a distraction in the form of a cleat chaser.

      Even if it is fun for the night.

      I follow behind Reese as we make our way over to the giggling blondes who could pass for twins. They’re standing together, heads bent, whispering when we come to a stop in front of them.

      “How are my two favorite ladies tonight?” Reese coos, sliding his arm around Lauren’s shoulder as she smiles up at him.

      “Hi, Reese,” she breathes, her bright blue eyes shining before her gaze slides to me. “What are you guys doing at the Redlight? Surprised to see you on this side of campus.”

      I shrug, offering her a nonchalant smirk. “You know I like to keep things interesting. Having fun?”

      “Now I am.” She snuggles in closer to Reese, and her twin saunters over to me until she’s standing so close I can smell the stench of her perfume.

      “It’s been a while, Lane,” she says throatily, her voice low and full of suggestion. “Wanna hang out tonight?”

      Any other night? I’d probably say fuck it and lose myself in whatever it is that she’s offering. But tonight?

      Nah, there’s only one girl I’m interested in seeing, and she sure as fuck isn’t the blondes standing in front of me.

      Brooke takes my silence as approval and presses her hand along my chest, leaning in. “We should get out of here. Go back to your room. I can do that thing you like with my tongue.”

      I glance down at her hand on my chest, then pick it up and remove it. “I’m good. Busy tonight. Thanks though.”

      It’s impossible to miss the disappointment on her features, but she quickly recovers and plasters on a fake smile. “Yeah, maybe next time.”

      “Yep, sure.” I look at Reese, who’s all but dry humping Lauren. “I’m going to the bar. You want anything?”

      He shakes his head, waving me away.

      Fucking figures. I make my way over to the bar and order a beer for us both since I know if I come back empty-handed, he’s going to wish that I had gotten him one.

      Leaning against the bar, I scan the crowd, searching for her, and once again, I come up empty. Annoyance creeps up my spine at the fact that I’ve yet to spot her.

      Fuck, I should’ve stayed home. Gone to Kappa. Anywhere but here tonight.

      It’s so damn loud I can’t even think, and I’m not in the mood to party. Especially being the only sober person in a room full of drunk people—not fun.

      At the opposite end of the bar, a crowd has gathered, chanting as another person takes a signature Redlight body shot, and I shake my head.

      I should be doing something like that. Instead, I’m looking for a girl who’s so off-limits that she’s the definition of it.

      I’m scanning the back of the bar when the crowd beside me erupts into cheers.

      What the fuck?

      My head whips to the side in a double take when I see what’s gathered the attention. More like who, and it’s none other than the girl I’ve been looking for.

      The one who’s wearing a tight, body-fitting black dress that’s tied in a cute little bow under her chest, dipping low and showing off her creamy tits that she’s currently pressing together while a guy stands in front of her, getting ready to take the shot out from between them. The small tube sticks out from her ample cleavage, and her head is thrown back in a laugh that makes my stomach dip.

      Hallie fucking Jo Edwards.

      The guy in front of her looks like he’s about to devour his next meal, and I spring from the position I was stuck in as I watch this unfolding before my eyes.

      Yeah, right. Over my dead fucking body.

      I think the fuck not.

      If he wants to permanently lose his hands, he can touch her. My pleasure—breaking every bone in his hand will be just what I need tonight to let off some steam.

      Without a second thought, I head straight for her, barreling through people left and right, not bothering to mutter an apology.

      When I make it to her, I deftly pluck the tube of clear liquor from between her tits and toss it back, letting it burn as it slides down my throat. She’s so drunk her eyes are glassy and dull, and it takes her a moment to realize it’s me standing in front of her. I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen her drink before.

      Her eyes widen into big blue doe-eyed saucers, and she squeaks, “What the hell, Lane?” Slightly slurring, she stumbles, trying to catch her balance.

      The douchebag standing across from her looks my way, his stance hardening when he realizes that I’m not walking away and I’ve just ruined his opportunity.

      I really wish he would.

      “Take your hands the fuck off of her,” I say, inching closer. A bolt of possessiveness snakes its way down my spine, even though I know I have no right. It’s not just about feeling protective over Hallie; it’s the fact that she’s clearly way too drunk for some random fucking guy to be touching her. Way past the point of consenting to that, and I would never leave her in this situation.

      Thankfully, douchebag reads the damn room and steps back, holding his hands up in surrender. “Sorry, man, didn’t know she was taken.”

      Hallie sputters, “I-I’m not… not taken by him.” Her head whips toward me, then back to the douchebag. “What are you doing?”

      “Show’s over. Clear out. Go on,” I bark to the circle still formed around us and watch as the people scatter, some sending forlorn looks over their shoulders. “Bye. Drive safe.”

      My gaze slides back to Hallie, who’s got her arms crossed over her chest and her plump lips jutted in a pout.

      “You know what? I’m gonna need another one of those,” she says, spinning on her heel, but before she can get far, I grasp her hand, stopping her.

      “Oh no you don’t,” I say as I curve forward and hoist her over my shoulder in one swoop.

      “Lane! Put me down, oh my god!” she squeals, batting at my back. My arms are tight around her legs, holding her securely, and my hand is just below the curve of her ass, keeping her dress down so no one gets another show for the night.

      She can hate me in the morning, but if I don’t get her out of here now, I’m not having it on my conscience when she does something she’ll regret. As much as I like being the bad brother, I don’t want to be when it comes to this.

      I’m always going to be the gentleman when it comes to her.

      “We’re going home, Hallie. End of discussion.”

      I hear her scoff. “You can’t just… carry me out of a bar like some freakin’ caveman. And not in the good ‘I’m Bigfoot’ kind of way!”

      “Can and will. Now, you might as well stop fighting it because I’m carrying you out of here one way or another, Hallie Girl.”

      I try to ignore how close my hand is to her delectable ass and instead focus on getting us outside and through the crowd of people that’s gathered to watch us leave.

      “That’s my man, Collins!”

      “You tell her, bro!”

      Whoops and hollers follow behind me as I bust through the exit door, not bothering to tell anyone goodbye or correct them. All that matters to me right now is getting Hallie home safe and sound.

      The moment we get next to my truck, the warm night air wrapping around us, I bend down and set her on her feet.

      Her cheeks are red and flushed, whether from the exertion, the alcohol, or the heat, I don’t know, but fuck I love that pink.

      “I can’t believe you did that. In front of everyone! God, this has been the most embarrassing week of my entire freakin’ life,” she screeches, hitting me on the chest, not hard enough to make a difference. I grasp her tiny hand in mine before she can deliver another blow to my chest and step forward.

      “You’re drunk, and I wasn’t going to leave you in there without the ability to make a good decision. Be pissed at me all night if you want, Hallie. We’re going home.”

      Opening my truck door, I reach for her and deposit her into the passenger seat, then reach around her small frame and secure the seat belt around her.

      Of all the ways I expected this night to go?

      Yeah, this wasn’t it.

      By the time we pull up to the house, she hasn’t said a single word to me, instead opting to cross her arms over her chest, gazing out the window.

      Not that it’s a long ride, but it sure felt like it was a hundred miles. A hundred miles that I wanted to admit that I had her little proposal tucked away in my pocket, and it was part of the reason I acted the way that I did tonight.

      Because I saw red when I saw him about to put his hands on her.

      I ease the truck into the garage and cut the engine, pausing for a second when I see her attempting to remove her seat belt, cursing under her breath because her drunken brain can’t comprehend hitting the little red button that will free the strap from around her.

      “Hallie.” She glances up when I say her name, her glassy eyes glittering with annoyance. “Let me.”

      I reach over and hit the button, catching the seat belt before it snaps free.

      Then, I get out and walk around to her side, opening the door and scooping her out despite her protest, this time bride-style.

      “We’re not making this a habit,” she spouts with an eye roll. “I’m perfectly capable of walking. Maybe not in a straight line right now. But I can walk, you know.”

      A rumble leaves my chest at the thought of her attempting to walk a straight line right now. Fuck, she can barely get a sentence out without stuttering.

      “I believe you, Hallie Girl.”

      “Good. Cuz it’s true. I never lie. It’s completely against my moral compass.”

      I hum and get her inside before our neighbors or, better yet, my brother see me carrying her inside. Just what I need while I’m already teetering on the edge of right and wrong. Want and need. Desire and destruction.

      Because that’s what this would be… getting involved with her. I’m smarter than this. I know better than to even consider it, yet it’s done nothing but consume my thoughts since she left that damn proposal on the bathroom counter.

      It’s even beginning to interfere with practice, and that’s the one thing that can never happen.

      The house is quiet when I walk inside, closing the front door with my foot before turning toward the hallway and bypassing my room, headed straight for hers. I open the door and step inside, shutting it behind me, then deposit her onto the bed.

      Since moving in, I’ve only seen the inside of her room a handful of times and only for a short amount of time. Long enough to ask her a question or to tell her food was here because even though there’s distinctly a time before and now after the proposal, my thoughts about Hallie have always been the same.

      I’ve wanted her since we were in high school. I just never acted on it.

      Not until now.

      “You d-don’t have to do this,” she mutters, flopping back onto the bed while I glance around her room.

      There isn’t any free space on her walls. Between the vintage horror movie posters, the scattered abstract artwork, mostly with little green aliens, the huge-ass bulletin board that’s full of pins and photos, there’s not room for much else.

      It’s entirely her.

      If you didn’t know who Hallie Edwards was when you walked into this room, you’d know precisely the girl she was when leaving.

      Smart, and interesting with the best taste in music.

      Fucking beautiful. So beautiful that the moment she walks into a room, she commands attention. All eyes on her.

      “I know that, Hal,” I whisper, helping pull off her worn red-and-pink Vans from her feet. There’s a dainty, thin anklet around her ankle that’s got a tiny Bigfoot dangling from the chain. “Gonna go grab a washcloth for you. I’ll be right back.”

      I don’t wait for her to answer. One thing I’ve gathered about women is that they hate to sleep in makeup. So, I’ll grab a rag and help her get situated for bed, then leave her be.

      Shit… what if she gets sick?

      I guess that means I’ll be sleeping on the floor tonight.

      “Hal?” I say, rounding the corner into her room. Except she’s not going to answer. Because she’s fast asleep, snoring lightly, a dribble of drool at the corner of her lips.

      Sighing, I set the rag down on her nightstand, then go to the kitchen and grab a bottle of water from the fridge and some aspirin.

      She’s going to feel it tomorrow, and so will I since I’ll be spending the night sleeping on the hardwood next to her bed.

      After depositing the water and medicine on her bedside table, I reach over, grab the black galaxy blanket at the end of her bed, and pull it over her, tucking her in.

      I grab a pillow from the bed and toss it onto the floor, then lie down on the cold hardwood.

      Not how I expected to spend my Friday night, but if it means looking after Hallie, then there’s nowhere else I want to be.
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      The moment I wake up, I realize something is very, very off.

      God, it feels like I fell off the side of a cliff. My body is sore, my limbs heavy, my brain completely foggy, and it feels like I swallowed an actual piece of cotton.

      Groaning, I lift my head and crack a single eye open, seeing the sun streaming from behind the curtains.

      Jesus Christ, what happened last night?

      The last thing I remember is taking shots with Viv and then some super ridiculously hot guy whisking her away, leaving me alone. Oh, yeah, and then more shots and dancing on a bar for a few minutes.

      Shit. I danced on a bar? I groan again, pulling the covers over my head.

      One shot led to two… and then.

      Oh my god.

      I jackknife up so quickly my head spins, and I wince, rubbing at my temples as I look around the room.

      And that’s when I see Lane Collins asleep on my floor, his dark blond hair tousled from sleep, falling across his forehead as a quiet snore leaves his perfect lips.

      Why is Lane asleep on my floor? And why does the entire room smell like a giant piece of cinnamon?

      Who knew that there was actually a liquor worse than tequila? Now I know it’s Fireball.

      Even saying the word in my head makes me want to vomit when it brings the night rushing back.

      I was so drunk…

      No, no. Oh god, everything is coming back.

      The body shot. Lane threatening the guy about to take a shot from between my boobs. Him throwing me over his shoulder like an actual sack of potatoes.

      The silence of the ride home.

      Carrying me inside.

      Lane Collins held me in his arms like I was the most precious thing he’s ever touched. He put me to bed and took my shoes off.

      Then he slept on my floor because he was worried about me.

      I feel like I’m living in an alternate universe right now.

      Grabbing a pillow from beside me, I toss it at him on the floor, and he wakes with a start, letting out a deep timbre of a groan that I feel all the way down to my toes.

      “Shit, Hallie, what’s that for?”

      Swallowing, I try to not sound like I smoke a pack a day, but my throat is so dry and scratchy. “Because you’re asleep on my floor, and I’m embarrassed, and I need you to leave. Right now.”

      He lifts his head, his gaze finding mine. “I wanted to make sure you didn’t get sick in the middle of the night.”

      God, why is he so handsome the moment he opens his stupid, perfect eyeballs? Who looks that hot the moment they wake up?

      If I had to guess, I probably look like a fire-breathing dragon right now with the breath to prove it.

      “I- I appreciate that. Seriously. I would like to pretend last night never happened, so please excuse anything and everything that left my mouth last night.”

      A grin tugs at his lips, and he rises on his elbows, then flips over onto his back. “How about next time you decide to get blackout drunk at a bar, you let one of us know?”

      “Trust me, there will never be a repeat of that. I’m swearing off drinking for life.” I laugh haughtily. If I ever see a drop of alcohol ever again, I’m going to vomit.

      Speaking of, my stomach rumbles, and Lane stands from the hardwood.

      All of which is fine, except it brings Lane’s… dick to eye level, and I’m clearly not an expert at the opposite sex, but it’s the morning, which generally leads to…

      I can’t look away. Not that I’m actually even trying to.

      Not when he’s hard and bulging behind the zipper of his jeans, completely oblivious to the fact that his cock is two inches from my face as he stretches his arms above his head and groans.

      The sound is so delectable, so deep, so satisfied that a shiver breaks out on my spine.

      How is this moment so innocent yet so sexual at the same time?

      “Hallie?”

      I jump, my gaze dragging up to meet his. “Y-yes?”

      “Gonna grab some breakfast. Do you want anything?” he says, his eyebrows raised in question.

      “Yup. Sure. Food is great. Sustenance.” I laugh awkwardly. Pathetically, honestly. Get it together, Hallie. “We all need it. Um, sure. Yes.”

      He eyes me warily for a moment before nodding. “You got it, Hal.”

      The moment he walks out of the room, I flop back onto the bed and groan. “Kill me.”

      The next move I make is for my phone because I can’t handle… this… without Viv.

      I need Viv.

      She’ll know exactly what to do now that I’ve woken up on a strange, foreign planet. Hopefully there are big blue aliens walking around because that’s the only way this morning will begin to make any sense.

      Holding my phone, I wait for her to answer, the FaceTime tone echoing throughout my room.

      A few rings later, she comes into view, a towel wrapped around her head that matches the one wrapped around her body… with what looks like mud spread on her entire body.

      Honestly, this is not the least bit surprising.

      “Why is there mud all over you? Do I even want to know?”

      She rolls her eyes as she pops a hip, placing her hand in the dip at her waist. “It’s a detoxing mask. After the amount of tequila I drank last night, I need something. Stat.”

      “Yeah, so about that…” I tell her on an exhale, proceeding to recount everything that I can actually remember from last night, specifically what I woke up to this morning and how I’m still trying to process the fact that Lane Collins slept on my floor for the entire night.

      Once I’m done, her eyes are wide, and she’s practically bouncing around on her feet. “Okay, this was way better than what I did last night. Actually, what I did pales in comparison. Who, really, but you know what? That really doesn’t matter right now. Lane slept on your floor? He took care of you?”

      I nod, biting my lip. “Yep. And he didn’t even act like it was weird. I mean, we’ve grown up around each other. He’s not a stranger, I know. But, also… we’re not close like Eli and I are. Eli’s my best friend, and Lane’s just his older brother. This is weird, right? Like, I’m not just being dramatic?”

      “You’re always dramatic, Hal. It’s an integral part of who you are. One that we love and embrace. ’Kay? Now, yes, it’s weird, but, like, I dunno if it’s a bad thing? Maybe he’s into you?”

      “Yeah,” I scoff, rolling my eyes. Viv’s the only one on the planet who knows about my tiny little crush on Lane, and for the sake of my sanity, it’s going to stay that way. “That’s ridiculous. You’re ridiculous.”

      She shrugs. “Definitely, but whatever.”

      “Things are still weird here,” I tell her, picking up my phone and walking back to my bed, flopping down on the comforter. “Eli’s basically acting, like… normal? Like, he hasn’t even mentioned the proposal, and I am feeling like a complete and utter idiot right now. Why is he acting like it never happened? Can’t he just, I don’t know, reject me so I can move on with my life.”

      “It is weird that Eli hasn’t mentioned it at all. Maybe he just doesn’t know how to handle it or what to say? It probably surprised the fuck out of him, you know? And he doesn’t know how to respond to it. I think maybe just give him time, and he’ll come around. Don’t act weird, don’t act like anything is wrong.”

      Nodding, I turn over onto my back, holding the phone above my head. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m probably just overthinking it. Or maybe I’m not, and now my friendship is going to be weird since I asked my best friend to sleep with me. You know what? I’m just going to change my name and join the witness protection program so I can disappear.”

      “See? Dramatic.”
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      It should have taken me longer to make the decision that was going to change everything. It only took a week for me to consider caving.

      To say fuck the consequences, to say fuck what it could change.

      Even though this is fucking crazy.

      But after last night? After seeing that guy touch her?

      I lost my mind. I can’t imagine someone else touching her. Her proposing the very same thing to them and some douche following through with it.

      No. Fuck that.

      Am I making the right decision?

      Probably not. Actually, definitely fucking not, but I can’t seem to stop myself.

      I should have shut it the fuck down the second I realized what was happening, when she left that paper on the bathroom counter with the title Homerun Proposal in bright red. The moment I saw the tiny little red and pink hearts scattered over the paper like a fucking love note.

      And my dick sure as fuck shouldn’t have gotten hard when I heard her talking about her virginity like it was the winning prize at an auction.

      Because make no mistake, whether it’s the right thing to do or not, at this point, it isn’t going to change anything.

      I’m doing exactly what I told myself I wasn’t going to do. Give in.

      I know that if we do this, it’ll change everything.

      We’ll never be able to go back to how it was before, and yet… I didn’t even need to think it over after last night to know I was going to say yes.

      I would give her exactly what she was asking for and more.

      Snatching the paper off my desk, I open my bedroom door and stroll into the living room. I know she’ll be home now, having just finished her morning classes, and that we’ll be alone in the house.

      Not that I actually keep up with her schedule or anything.

      She mentioned it over breakfast this morning to Eli that she’d be home to study. What happened over the weekend was never mentioned, so I never brought it up.

      I’ve been simply biding my time, waiting to find the right time to let her know that I want every fucking thing she was offering.

      When I walk into the living room, she’s sitting crisscrossed at the coffee table, her dark hair pulled into a messy bun on her head, her face completely free of makeup, and wearing a black Matchbox 20 T-shirt that falls to her thighs. I don’t let my eyes linger on the expanse of creamy, porcelain skin.

      She doesn’t hear me come in because of the earphones in her ears, so I take a moment to watch her, completely lost in her own world. Her head bobs while she sings along, scribbling in a notebook that sits in the middle of the coffee table spread with open books. Highlighters and markers are scattered along the table next to a bag of sour straws.

      After a few more beats, I walk over to where she sits and drop the proposal onto the table next to where she’s writing. My presence startles her, and she jumps, a screech leaving her lips as her hands fly to the earbuds in her ears, pulling them out.

      “Oh my god,” she breathes. “You scared the hell out of me, Lane!” Slowly, almost comically so, her eyes drift to the paper I’ve put in front of her, and then they raise to meet mine. “H-how did you get this?”

      “I signed it. With my full, legal name as requested.” I smirk, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “W-what… how do you have this?” she says, her eyes wide. “Is this a joke? Are you playing a prank on me right now?” Suddenly, she snatches the now worn paper off the table and stands.

      “’Cause you left it on the counter after you slipped in the door when I was in the shower, Hallie.”

      Her entire body freezes, and I watch her throat bob as she swallows.

      “Oh god, this cannot actually be happening right now,” she cries, her hand flying to cover her face. I can hardly hear her mumble from behind it. “I’m so embarrassed. I’m going to die. Why is this the most embarrassing week of my entire life.”

      “I know your proposal wasn’t meant for me, Hal, but here’s the thing… it went to the wrong brother, and I’m sure as fuck not letting it go. You asked me, and I’m taking you up on your offer.” I grin, stepping even closer as she removes her hand from her face, her eyes widening even further at the close proximity.

      “Oh god, Lane…” she sputters, “I never meant for you to have this. Clearly. This was meant for Eli. Safe, practical, mechanical. I-I mean, you’re… you. I could never ask you to…” Trailing off, she clamps her mouth shut.

      “Say it,” I murmur, stepping closer and closing the distance between us entirely. Her purple sparkly colored toes touch mine on the hardwood we’re so close—closer than we’ve ever been—and she looks like she may sprint at any moment.

      “Say what-t?”

      “What you asked me to do. Out loud. Say it.”

      “What I asked your brother to do.” Her words are breathy, so fucking soft, and so damn sweet. “I didn’t know it was you on the other side of that curtain. You have to know that. I mean, not that I’m actually into Eli at all or him into me. It was just… you know, practical.”

      And there you have it.

      That’s exactly what I need to hear. That at the end of the day, it’s not my brother that she’s actually into.

      I repeat, “Say it, Hallie. You were brave enough to write it. Be brave enough to say what it is you’re asking for.”

      Her throat bobs as she swallows. “This is stupid, Lane. I had no idea that it was you—I would have never asked. I feel so foolish, and I’m incredibly embarrass—”

      She keeps repeating the same things over and over, yet it doesn’t matter.

      None of it.

      Because the truth is, sure, she thought her damn proposal went to the wrong Collins brother, but little did she know it went to the right brother.

      There’s no one else in this damn house putting their hands on Hallie Edwards unless it’s me.

      I’ll make sure of it.

      I’ve spent years wishing that I was the brother she wanted, and now that I know her true feelings, that she has no inclination to actually want Eli, it’s game over.

      My fingers circle her wrist gently, her words fading when I touch her for the first time, a soft gasp tumbling from her lips. “Say it.”

      I’m not letting her shy away from this. No, I want to hear her say it out loud. I have to hear her say it.

      “I… I asked you to take my virginity. To teach me,” she whispers, her eyes cast downward.

      Using my finger, I tip her chin up to bring her eyes back to mine. “Was that so hard?”

      Hallie shakes her head, covering her face with her hands again like it’s too much to even look me in the eye anymore. “Like I said, I’m sorry… I’m so embarrassed I could literally die here on the floor. Can we just like… just pretend this never happened? Go back to how things were before? Pretend that you didn’t take care of me when I was drunk and that I accidentally asked you to… sleep with me.”

      “Fuck no.”

      She blanches, panic written on her face. “Please?”

      “Nah, you might have meant for that proposal to go to my brother, but it went to me, and I signed it. Which means it’s a binding legal document.”

      Her eyes drift down to where my fingers are still on her wrist, and she clears her throat. “You’re crazy, Lane. I mean… There’s no way this can happen. Absolutely not. You’re like… you. And I’m me. We’re oil and water. You’re like a baseball god, and I’m just quirky, weird, extremely inexperienced Hallie Jo. No. This is insane. Just pretend that this never happened.”

      She pulls free from my grip and brushes past me, the proposal still clutched in her hand. “I mean, honestly, you have more girls here than a brothel, and trust me when I say every single thing about me pales in comparison to them.”

      I turn to face her. “Don’t say that shit.”

      “Which part? The fact that you get around more than an STD or the fact that I’m nothing like the big-tit Barbies that you sneak in and out of our house?”

      “All of it. Don’t compare yourself to anyone, Hallie. You’re fucking perfect, and I don’t want to hear you say shit like that ever again.”

      My words shock her if the expression on her face is any indication. Her mouth opens as if she’s going to speak, and then she closes it, shaking her head. “You can’t just s-say things like that.”

      “I can say whatever I want, and I said I don’t want to hear you put yourself below anyone else ever again. You can come up with as many excuses as you want in your head, like this went to me instead of Eli like it was intended or that I’m ‘me,’ whatever the hell that means, but you can’t take it back. Not when all I’ve been able to think about for the last week is what it would be like to have you.”

      She blinks, words seeming to escape her at my admission.

      “Don’t tell me I’ve shocked you silent, Hallie Girl.”

      “That… this would never work. Tell me you realize that?” Her voice rises an octave in exasperation. She waves her hand between the two of us. “I’m a virgin, Lane. I’ve never even been kissed. And that means that I’m a fumbling, extremely awkward girl. I mean, just last week, I almost killed the first guy that tried to kiss me. Literally, there was an ambulance involved. The last time I checked, he was okay, but still… You’re experienced. I am not. I mean, why would you do this in the first place? It’s not like you’ve ever wanted… anything from me before. ”

      What in the hell is she going on about? “Isn’t that the point?” When I step closer, she steps backward, her back hitting the wall behind her. “How do you suppose I teach you if I’m just as inexperienced as you are?”

      “Well… I mean, yeah, but-t…”

      “Stop making excuses,” I murmur, leaning in closer.

      We’re so close now that her breath fans along my lips, and I can practically taste the sour straws she’s been eating all day. Tart yet sweet. Just the way I imagined she’d taste. A little bite before the sweetness floods my tongue.

      When her tongue darts out, wetting her lips, I place my hand on the wall next to her head and pick up a strand of black with my other hand, twirling it around my finger. “You have no idea how good it can be, how powerful sex can make you feel, how good I could make you feel.”

      She sucks in a breath, her gaze holding mine as she begins to pant, ever so slightly.

      “There’s so much that I could show you, so many things that I could teach you. How to pleasure yourself. How to bring any man to his knees. That’s what you wanted, right? I want to do this because I’m attracted to you, and why not?” I bring my thumb to her lower lip and drag it over the soft flesh. The barest of touches. “You got your signature, and now you’ve got me.”

      I lean forward and ever so lightly brush my lips against her. A whisper of a touch.

      I don’t want her first real kiss to be this. I just want to give her a taste.

      A small one.

      “Your first kiss isn’t going to be this, Hallie. It’s going to be when you come to me, when you know without a shadow of a doubt that this is what you want. When you give yourself to me. When I can give you a first kiss that you’ll never forget, the one that ruins you for everyone else after me. You know where to find me if you decide that’s what you want.”

      With that, I push off the wall behind her and stride out of the room, leaving her breathless against the wall.

      The ball’s in her field. She just has to be ready to play the game.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the rest of the day keeping myself busy, not allowing myself to think about Hallie and her proposal. I go to study hall, work out with the boys before practice, and then drag myself home after, completely spent and exhausted.

      I’m pushing myself to my limits, preparing for the season, and it shows.

      The house is silent when I get home, dropping my bag and cleats by the front door. Both the living room and kitchen are dark. Clearly, I’ve got the house to myself this evening.

      I shoot Eli a text, and he responds immediately, letting me know that he’s working on a paper and won’t be home till late, so I head straight for the shower and crank it up.

      I need the water scalding after tonight’s grueling practice. Pushing myself means exerting my arm more than I want, but if I don’t, I take the chance of not being ready. It’s a constant battle with my body and my mind. Mentally, I’m prepared for my last year of ball and what the future holds, but my shoulder has been aching more and more lately.

      I think about what would happen if my dad knew that. He’d call in every doctor in Louisiana to look at it if he thought it would be ruining my chances in the MLB.

      He’d lecture me about not taking care of myself and say I’d be jeopardizing my dream of playing professional ball before it happened.

      I let the hot spray cascade down my face onto my sore shoulder, relaxing the muscles as it does. I probably need an ice bath, but hopefully, two ibuprofen and sleep will help since it’s all I have right now.

      After a few minutes, I wash my hair and body, then grab the towel off the rack and step out of the shower, wrapping it around my waist with a knot at the hip before I tread down the hallway to my room.

      I throw on a pair of boxers and climb into my bed, but my thoughts keep returning to Hallie. It’s been hours, and I still haven’t heard from her.

      The thing that I can’t seem to stop thinking about is what I’ve just gotten myself into and how much I’m looking forward to it.
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      “Wait, wait, wait,” Viv says, the sour straw in her hand flopping around with her dramatic movements. She’s been pacing the room since I told her what happened after the Redlight and earlier today with… the wrong Collins brother.

      My stomach has been a flurry of nerves and anxiousness since it happened, and I still haven’t been able to properly digest what actually happened.

      I’m not this girl who has… “guy” problems, and this is absolutely catastrophic enough to be labeled as a problem.

      “Lane? Your proposal went to Lane? Oh my god. It’s like fate. I knew he was into you after you told me about what happened after the Redlight! I bet he fucks so good. All of those muscles…”

      “Vivienne!” I screech, then bury my head in my hands. “Can we focus here for a second? This is a literal disaster. As in like Roswell 1947–level disaster. I’m completely mortified, and I’ll never be able to look him in the eyes ever again. I’m going to have to move into your dorm and sleep on your floor!”

      She rolls her eyes in exasperation. “I’d never make you sleep on the floor, bitch, get real. Second, isn’t this actually a good thing?”

      When I don’t answer, she walks over to the bed and sits across from me, shoving the sour straw into her mouth. “I mean, think about it. You were going to give your V-card to Eli, who, don’t get me wrong, is attractive, but he’s… Eli. He probably knows pi by heart and not what to do with his dick. Plus, don’t even act like you haven’t had the biggest crush on Lane since like ever.”

      “Ugh,” I groan.

      Viv holds up her hand. “You have it so bad for that man. You practically hold your breath when he’s in the room. Listen, I think you should do it. Seriously.”

      She says it like it’s so simple. I can’t just sleep with Lane Collins! I can’t let him… take my virginity.

      Could I?

      “You’re totally thinking about it.”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m actually not. This is completely nuts. All of it. The stupid proposal, accidentally asking Lane to be the one to get rid of my hymen problem.”

      Her nose crinkles. “You can absolutely ask him to do that. I mean, Hallie, he almost kissed you. The man would do anything for a chance to take your precious, sparkly, never-been-touched virginity. Even if he wasn’t a simple-minded man, it’s clear the two of you have major chemistry.”

      I’m not entirely sure I believe that, but after this morning, I’m not exactly sure what I believe anymore.

      My back rests against the headboard of the bed as I pull my lip between my teeth and think.

      Could it really be so… simple?

      “I can practically see the wheels turning in your head right now. Okay, real talk. What do you have to lose? Besides your virginity. Seriously. You feel like it’s hanging over your head, and you want to be comfortable with your sexuality. You want to become more confident around guys and to feel more comfortable. I think that accidentally asking Lane may have been exactly what you needed. The push you needed because you were never going to get out of your head if you didn’t.”

      “I don’t know, Viv. This feels so incredibly embarrassing. I mean, I don’t even think he actually finds me attractive.”

      Her scoff echoes around the room. “Clearly, he does when he’s the one pursuing you. Even after you told him, ‘Hey, sorry I accidentally gave you a proposal to take my virginity, but it was supposed to go to your brother.’ Stop overthinking it. Remember how we said we were going to be actual college girls? Get drunk, go to parties, kiss boys? Here’s your chance. No strings attached. To get exactly what you wanted and then some if I had to bet.”

      She’s not wrong.

      But I just don’t know if I can do this.

      It’s Lane. He’s the definition of out of my league, with his strong jaw that’s so angular he belongs on the cover of a magazine, especially when a few days have passed without shaving and it’s dusted with dark stubble. A body that most girls would beg for. The man is so fine and so far out of my league that I couldn’t even hate from outside the club.

      How could I possibly be something he’s interested in?

      Yes, he’s right—experience is what I want, but he’s just so… hot and perfect it makes me feel even more nervous.

      “Guess now we know why Eli never said anything…” She chuckles. “But I mean, do you know how many girls would literally kill to be in your position right now? Like, at least the entire cheerleading squad and half the dance team. That’s not even the mere mortals who feel blessed enough to exist in the man’s aura.” She rises from the bed and walks over to my desk, grabbing her backpack and slinging it over her shoulder. “I’m just saying, if you don’t do this, you are so going to regret it. Now, unfortunately, I am going to study, and you are going to tell the eldest Collins that you want him to put it in your guts.”

      I don’t even say goodbye. Instead, I grab the pillow next to me, bring it to my face, and let out the pent-up frustration of getting myself into this stupid situation in the form of a drawn-out scream.

      “See ya, babe!”

      When the door shuts behind her, I turn over and bury my face in the covers.

      I am way in over my head and surrounded by Collins men who seem to cloud my ability to make logical, well-planned-out decisions.
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      I’ve never been a nervous person. Awkward, sure. Uncoordinated, absolutely. Clumsy, without a doubt. But tonight, I’m nervous.

      So much so that the palms of my hands are clammy, and my stomach is twisted into knots. I sat down at my desk and attempted to distract myself with research for this week’s episode, the conspiracy of Bigfoot, and as interesting as it was, I couldn’t focus to save my life. The words blurred together, and my mind continued to wander to the feel of Lane’s lips as he whispered against the shell of my ear.

      I still shiver at the foreign feeling, and I’m pretty sure even if Bigfoot himself were sitting across from me right now, I still wouldn’t be able to focus on anything but Lane Collins.

      “Get it together, Hallie,” I mutter to myself before dropping my head onto the notebook in front of me with a groan.

      I can’t help but think that what if he is serious, what if he is willing to take my virginity because he’s actually attracted to me?

      This is the guy I’ve crushed on since I was a kid, and what he’s offering is tempting, even if the rational part of my brain says there are red flags all over this situation. That should be enough to deter me.

      Except, I find myself cracking his door open after trying to talk myself out of it for most of the night and sitting cross-legged on his plush bed, my fingers fumbling with the stacks of bracelets on my wrists.

      It’s not too late to get up and slip back into my room before he gets home. God, he’s probably going to think I’m crazy for sneaking into his room.

      But I think if I walk away, then I’ll lose the courage and never get it back.

      His room is clean and tidy, which surprises me.

      I expected him to be the typical college guy—clothes strewn everywhere, books stacked on his desk, empty cups littering the room—but it’s actually the opposite. Everything seems to have a place, and there’s not a single bit of mess anywhere in the room.

      Hm.

      A few painstakingly long, torturously slow minutes pass, and then the door creaks open, and Lane walks through the door with his bat bag slung over his shoulder.

      When he sees me on the bed, his eyebrows rise, a question passing between us, even though no words are spoken. There’s only one reason that I would be here, and we both know it.

      Slowly, he turns toward the door, the muscles in his back straining against the T-shirt draped over his shoulders, a trail of sweat down the back from practice. He places both hands on the door and pauses, inhaling deeply.

      Then, he shuts it and turns toward me.

      His eyes darken and zero in on me as if I’m the singular object in the room. They trace down my body, and I can practically feel the movement. It takes hold of me and causes my entire body to feel on fire.

      With just a singular stare.

      “We doin’ this, Hallie Girl?” His words are low and have a gravelly timbre that I feel in the pit of my stomach, tugging, pulling, catapulting me into his orbit even more than I ever was before this moment.

      It feels strange for someone to have so much control over another person without even touching them.

      My throat feels tight, the words I was so brazenly ready to mutter stuck somewhere in the base, making it impossible to say a word.

      I can feel myself retreating, losing some of the confidence I strode in here with.

      This was stupid. Absolutely the worst idea ever, and I should leave. Right. Now.

      Lane slowly slides the bag off his shoulder to the floor next to his desk but makes no move toward me. “Not moving from this spot until I hear you say it, Hallie.”

      Finally, I manage to swallow, my fingers still nervously toying with the bracelets on my wrist.

      “I-I…” I’m stuttering, so I slam my mouth shut.

      I can’t do this.

      I rise from the bed and sprint toward the door, but he steps in front of it just as I reach for the door handle.

      “Don’t do this. Don’t run because you’re too afraid to ask for what you want,” he mutters. “You’re here for a reason, Hal.” He captures my wrist in his hand, his fingers stilling the nervous fidgeting of mine, his thumb swiping gently across the inside of my wrist, grazing the little plastic beads that line it.

      Swallowing, I glance down at where we’re connected, then drag my gaze back to meet his. “I want you to take my virginity. I want you to teach me.”

      The words are barely a whisper, but they register, and the look on his face morphs into something entirely different. Something that has my chest rising and falling faster and my heart pounding even harder.

      “Okay.”

      Okay?

      I must look as shocked as I feel at his simplicity because a cocky grin tugs at his lips. “Okay.”

      “Just like that?”

      He nods. “Just like that.”

      Oh god. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Dropping my wrist, he brushes by me and walks to the bed, sitting down on the edge, his legs spread wide, a boyish smirk on his already too-handsome face.

      Seeing him like that? Exuding so much… masculinity, it makes me feel things.

      My face is on fire as much as my body. I sink back against the door, terrified to step forward to where he sits on the bed, the sound of my bracelets hitting the wood causing me to jump slightly.

      “Okay. Cool. So, I think we should probably set some parameters. You know, set some rules. Yes. Rules. We need rules. The only way this is going to work is for there to be rules.”

      He laughs, the rough sound making me breathe faster. “You and your rules, Hallie Girl. Come here.”

      God, why was that so hot?

      My feet shuffle forward before I can even think, bringing me right to his position on the bed. Close, but not touching.

      “Closer.”

      The erratic pounding of my heart is so loud I can hear it in my ears. I take a singular step forward and wait.

      His smirk widens wolfishly, similar to what I believe the wolf in a fairy tale would look like, sly and cocky, knowing that his prey is right within his grasp and all he has to do is reach out and touch it.

      He brings his hands to my thighs, his fingers ghosting along the skin so softly that goose bumps erupt along my skin, a shiver running down my spine as he slides his massive hands to the back of my thighs, tugging me closer to him until I’m standing between his spread legs.

      Lane Collins is touching me.

      I swallow down my nerves, willing the erratic beat of my heart to slow so I don’t pass out right here in this very spot and have a repeat of the stretcher scenario, which I still have not recovered from.

      I have PTSD.

      “Why do we need rules?” he says, glancing up at me as he holds the back of my thighs, invading my space, ruining my ability to think clearly or even take a full breath. “I think…” He pulls me forward until I’m flush against him. “This is fairly simple. You want me to teach you. Touch you. Mark the things off of your proposal.”

      I nod. “B-but… rules are easy. Simple. They keep everything in order. I need rules, Lane. I don’t know how to do this. Any of this.”

      “I’ve never been one for rules, Hallie,” he whispers, low and hoarse, but his eyes soften, and he adds, “But for you, I will be. Tell me your rules. Tell me how you need this to happen, and maybe I’ll add some of my own.”

      I’m not sure I’m even supposed to answer his question with his eyes holding mine, deep and dark like the deepest part of the ocean, the part that swallows you up whole. With his hands holding me so tenderly yet firmly, like he’s afraid I’ll slip away before we’ve even begun.

      “We keep things simple. Teach me, show me how to be touched with confidence, show me how to… please someone. Teach me how to feel more comfortable around the opposite sex. Not to be fumbling and awkward.” I can feel the heat rush to my cheeks as the corners of his lips tug up slightly. “It’s strictly business. Like a transaction between the two of us. Then, when it’s over, you go back to your playboy life, and I’ll go back as a completely changed woman. “

      His eyebrows rise. “Okay. So, we keep it casual. Just having fun.”

      I nod. “Yep. Simple as that. I go my way, and you go yours.”

      “The only way that you’re going to get more comfortable around me is to… hang out with me, Hallie. So, we’ll just hang out.”

      “Good. Okay. Great, so should I just take my clothes off and lay here… or?”

      Tossing his head back, he laughs, the sound vibrating through me from his touch. “No. We’re gonna start small, and when you’re ready, then it’ll happen. You’re not ready, Hallie.”

      “Uhm, yes I am. That’s why I drafted this stupid thing in the first place. I’ve been ready. Don’t you see that the problem is that I’m so read—”

      My words trail off when he places his finger over my lips, tugging me to him to where I’m situated on his lap, my knees on either side of his waist. I’ve never been this close to a guy before, and it makes me freeze, my entire body going rigid.

      “See how you just froze when I put you in my lap? You’re not ready, Hallie. And make no mistake, there’s nothing I would rather do than strip you bare beneath me. Not a single fucking thing,” he says as he slides his hand into my hair, his thumb brushing along my cheekbone, “But my rule? We don’t rush anything. When I think you’re ready, then we’ll move forward. Sex should be natural. It’s not us scheduling it and making it happen mechanically. It’s much more than that, Hallie. It’s about truly knowing another person and you feeling comfortable doing it. So, we’re going to hang out, get to know each other better.”

      I nod along with him as he speaks, trying not to have heart failure in the meantime.

      For the second time today, it dawns on me Lane Collins is touching me.

      Holy shit.

      “O-okay. What if people find out about us?”

      His shoulder dips. “We don’t owe anyone an explanation. We’re hanging out, and that’s all that we say. If I want to touch you in public, I will, and the same goes for you. We’re not doing anything that needs to be hidden. We’re just going to spend time together, flirt, and make our way to the good things… naturally. No pressure. I want this to be authentic for you, Hallie, so let’s do it the authentic way, hang out and get to know each other better.”

      “So… if we’re being… intimate, does that mean that you’re not going to b-be with anyone else? I just want to be safe, an—”

      “I would never put you at risk in any way, Hallie. I’m not going to be with anyone else. I’m exclusively… getting to know you and how I can please you.”

      God, nothing has quite literally ever sounded so good. How words so simple could sound so… intimate blows my mind.

      “Sounds good. So… we’re really doing this.”

      He nods, a grin forming on his lips. “We’re doing this. Not sure if you know this, but I really know how to woo a girl. Get ready to be wooed.”

      Giggling, I roll my eyes. Of course I know that—that’s why every single female he encounters practically tosses her underwear at him. He’s ridiculously charming, completely endearing, and so handsome to match.

      “Can’t wait to be wooed by Lane Collins.”

      “Good. Now, even though I really don’t want to, I’ve gotta get some sleep. I’ve got practice early as shit tomorrow, and I’m exhausted. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      I scramble from his lap, his hands falling from my hair, and stand on shaky legs, much like a newborn foal trying to learn how to use them. In my case, it’s because my brain is no longer properly working.

      “Okay. Cool. Yep. See ya later.”

      Before I can reach the door, I feel his hand slide into mine, and when I whip around to face him, he’s standing, peering down at me. “Thank you for trusting me with something as special as this, Hallie. I promise I’ll take care of you.”

      I’m speechless. At the soft tone of his words, at the fact that he’s thanking me for this, and because of how ridiculously sweet it is.

      As I walk back to my room, ambling down the hallway with the feel of his hands still burning on my body, I realize that I don’t think I made a mistake giving that proposal to the wrong brother.

      I think it was the right thing all along.
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      My fingers flex around the handle of the aluminum bat, twisting it in my hands as my eyes stay zeroed in on the pitching machine, waiting for the next ball. I exhale, readying myself for the swing, grounding myself with my legs planted firmly apart in a stance that allows me the power I need to swing.

      It’s all about the timing.

      The ball flies from the mound a bit high, but not every pitch is perfect, and the timing is only what you make it. Not every ball will fly right across the center of the plate, but this is still one I can get a piece of.

      Rearing back, I slice the bat through the air and connect with the ball. A deafening crack, the sound of wood hitting the ball, reverberates around the batting cage. Only then do I exhale the breath I was holding, letting my body sag slightly.

      The timing. It’s all you’ve got.

      If you’re off for even a single second, you could miss your chance. It could be the bottom of the ninth, bases loaded with two outs, and this hit could mean winning or losing the game.

      Two strikes on the board, and it’s up to you to bring it home.

      That’s what I do.

      I bring it the fuck home.

      I drown out the chants, the sound of the crowd in the stands, the chatter from the opposite team, and focus on nothing but the timing. The bat in my hands. The weight of it.

      “Good hit, Collins,” Coach announces from the other side of the fence, nodding his approval as he pushes off the chain link, then stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Keep it up. We need you ready for the opener. Gonna have a lot of eyes on you this season. Lots of eyes on the team, and I expect you to make me proud, son.”

      Even though I’ll likely be pitching this season as a starter, and that means I would have a designated hitter in my place, there’s no chancing my arm on the plate.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Coach nods once more, then pushes off the fence and heads back toward the field, and I blow out a breath.

      I live and breathe baseball and have since I was a kid. It’s always been my endgame, the only goal I was working toward. Play college ball, get called up to the minors or even the majors if I worked hard enough. It’s part of the reason I chose Orleans U. They have one of the best baseball teams in the entire country and usually rank in the top five of the SEC every year. They’ve got eight championship rings to show just how good their program is.

      Which means that people pay attention when they hear Orleans University. And now? They pay attention when they hear my name.

      It’s what I’ve spent the last four years building, a reputation that precedes me. One that has scouts coming from across the country to watch me play.

      Exactly the kind of attention that I need.

      After hitting for a bit, I head over to the gym and work on my core, doing planks and russian twists until I’m soaked with sweat and exhausted. I’m packing my bag up when my phone rings.

      The screen reads DAD.

      I press reject for the second time this week. It’s only a matter of time before I have to stop avoiding the conversation and face it head-on.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s go out.”

      The first words that I hear when I walk through the door from practice with every muscle in my body practically on fire from how hard I pushed myself today after Coach’s comment. Maybe I should’ve skipped the gym today.

      Hallie is sitting cross-legged on the couch, another rerun of The Conspiracy Files, if I had to guess, on the TV. Viv’s lying on the floor with her feet propped on the arm of the sofa, and they’re both sharing a bag of Sour Punch straws.

      “We could go to another Kappa party?” I hear as I slide my bag off my shoulder onto the floor, my lips tugging up when I hear Hallie’s cry of protest in response.

      I fucking love watching the two of them in conversation. It’s Hallie’s facial expressions that make it so much fun.

      “As if, Viv. Jesus, I can never show my face there again! I’m pretty sure they’ve got signs with my face on it, barring my entry. Hallie Edwards, aka the attempted murderer.”

      Vivienne scoffs, sitting up on her elbows on the floor and tossing a wayward glance at Hallie. “You are never going to let this go. I’m pretty sure no one else remembers it but you.”

      I stroll through the door and step right over Viv, flopping down on the couch next to Hallie. My leg makes contact with her bare thigh, and her eyes widen, an audible gulp sliding down her throat.

      “Ah, just in the nick of time, Collins. Help me to convince Hallie to go out tonight. It’s Friday, and she shouldn’t spend another weekend tucked away hiding because she almost killed someone. Really, it’s a thing of the past,” Viv says.

      Hallie groans. “Viv! My god.”

      She shrugs. “It’s true. You can’t hide here forever. Right, Collins?”

      Reaching over Hallie, I shove my hand into the bag of Sour Punch straws, finding my favorite— blue—and smirk as she sucks in a breath when my arm brushes against her T-shirt when I pull my hand back.

      I love the responses I get from her. Something as small and innocent as a brush of skin causes her to squeak.

      “Come out, Hallie Girl,” I say, then shove the sour candy into my mouth, chewing. “Viv’s right. Probably will never say that again, but this time, she’s right. Let’s go out.”

      Hallie’s gaze darts to mine, and I see her fingers reach for the bracelets on her wrist. I reach out, clasping her wrist in my hand, stopping her. My thumb ghosts along the soft skin of the inside of her wrist. “Whatever happened? Doesn’t matter. I think you said something about living your life to the fullest, right? The entire college experience and all of that.”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      My shoulder dips. “Then let’s go. I’m going to shower. I’ll meet you girls in an hour—we can walk over together? I’m gonna shoot Eli a text, tell him to meet us there tonight after his study session.”

      “Fuck yes,” Viv squeals from the floor, but my gaze is still glued to Hallie.

      A soft smile turns her pink lips up, and she rolls her eyes. “Fine. But I’m not drinking. Ever. Again. I mean it. I will not succumb to peer pressure. I graduated from DARE. Sorry.”

      For Christ’s sake.

      “Fine with me. You can be the DD,” Viv retorts.

      “Viv, I don’t even have a car. We walk everywhere.”

      She shrugs. “I still sometimes need a designated walker. These streets be dangerous. Especially when alcohol is involved.”

      I leave the two of them bickering with one last glance at Hallie and head for the shower.

      Thirty minutes later, I step out of the bathroom with my towel knotted around my waist, water still clinging to my damp body, and collide directly with Hallie, who’s changed and is now leaning against the wall next to the bathroom door.

      She’s wearing a short purple skirt and some type of T-shirt bodysuit, one that makes me practically fucking drool with the way it hugs her chest, dipping low and offering me an eyeful of her ample cleavage.

      I’m so fucked. Way more fucked than I realized.

      I already know, and I haven’t even touched her yet.

      “Oh shit, sorry!” she mumbles, reaching out for my arm to steady herself. Her hand glides along my forearm, still damp from my shower, and her throat bobs as she glances down and sees the towel at my hips.

      Her cheeks tint pink, and her eyes slam shut. “Oh god, crap, I’m sorry. I’m not looking.”

      “You waitin’ for me, Hallie?”

      She nods. “Uh, yeah, I just wanted to talk to you for a minute? Before we go out? If that’s okay—if you don’t have time, we can talk about it later, no big de—”

      “Hallie.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      I smirk. “I love that I make you nervous.”

      “Yeah, well, you can’t look like… that—” Eyes still squeezed shut, she gestures up and down my body with her hand. “—and expect me not to be nervous.”

      I lean in, my lips centimeters from her ear. “How am I going to touch you?” I whisper, my voice low and hoarse as I place my hand along the dip in her waist, trailing my fingers downward to the hem of her skirt. “Kiss you…” I bring my nose down the line of her jaw, tracing her soft skin, inhaling as she lets out a breathy, sweet sigh that shoots straight to my dick. “Taste you…”

      I bring it a step further and drag my tongue lightly along her neck, tasting her skin, and this time, she moans.

      Quiet and so fucking sexy that I almost kiss her. Right here, right now, first time be damned.

      But I have plans for Hallie’s first kiss, and it’s not right here. Not when my brother or Viv could walk in and ruin the moment. She deserves more than that, and I’m going to give it to her.

      “If you’re so nervous when I’m around, Hallie Girl?”

      “I d-dunno.” Her hands reach up for my forearms, and she grasps me, holding on like I’m the only thing that’s keeping her upright. “I guess I’ll just have to learn.”

      “Guess so.”

      With one more dart of my tongue along her skin, savoring the sweet taste of her on my tongue, I push off the wall and pull back to stare at her.

      Her cheeks are flushed pink, her rosy lips parted as she pants. Her eyes flutter open, revealing two deep blue pools flecked with heat, pools I want to drown in if it means having her.

      “Gotta get dressed, unless you think I should go like… this?” I smirk, glancing down at the towel hanging a little looser around my waist.

      Her gaze flickers down, then back up as quickly as it dropped, her throat bobbing. “Yeah, only if you want to fight off the entire female population of OU. Your reputation precedes you, Collins.”

      Is that a hint of jealousy I hear?

      Mmm.

      My Hallie Girl might have claws under all of that sweetness.

      “Nah, you see, I’ve got my hands full. I’m not interested in anyone whose name isn’t Hallie Jo Edwards. I signed a proposal, and as we discussed, the only thing I’m worried about is finding out all the ways I can please you.” Leaning forward, I plant a chaste kiss along the soft spot beneath her jaw that has her shuddering. “See ya later, Hal.”

      One thing is for certain as I walk back to my room to throw on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans to go out… I know that I want all of Hallie’s firsts, and I’m not stopping until I’ve got every single one of them.

      Even though we walked over to Kappa together, I lose sight of the girls the second we walk through the door. It’s wild in here tonight, but that’s no surprise. If there’s one thing this university knows how to do, it’s party. The house is packed with people, and the drinks are flowing, judging by the two separate keg stands happening in front of me. The moment I step over the threshold, people flank my side, congratulating me on the upcoming fall season. A few girls ask to go somewhere quieter, and before I know it, I’m completely surrounded by people.

      Damnit.

      “Lane Collins, the man, the legend!” Hank, our left fielder, yells over the crowd, making a beeline for me. The guy is fucking solid. Six four, three hundred pounds, and one of the best hitters on our team. I try to glance around him, but he spreads his arms wide and grins, pulling me against him in a hug as he uses his free hand to clap my back. I can smell the beer on him, and I glance down at my Apple Watch.

      Shit, it’s barely ten.

      “You good, my guy?” I ask, nodding toward the red Solo cup in his hand.

      He shrugs. “Mere and I are fighting again. The usual. I swear, if I didn’t love her so much, I’d leave. This shit is exhausting.”

      Yeah, those two are like kerosene and a flame. Constantly at each other’s throats one second and literally down each other’s throats the next. I can’t keep up, and I stopped trying back during freshman year. It’s part of the reason that I don’t entertain anyone past a single night.

      I don’t have time for that shit. The complicated. Relationships are messy, and the last thing I have time for is something as mentally taxing as that.

      Shit, where is Hallie?

      My eyes scan the crowd, but there’s no sign of her.

      I know I need to chill; I don’t need to have eyes on her all night. She said she’s not drinking tonight, which means I don’t have to hover over her and make sure she’s safe. Hallie can do whatever she wants; I just prefer that she do it where I can keep an eye on her.

      “Where’s everybody at tonight?” I ask Hank.

      “I’m here with Thompson and Morgan.” He spins around in a circle, motioning out toward the crowd, then offers a half shrug. “No clue where they went. The last I heard was Jell-O shots, then I saw you.”

      Usually, all I want is a night out with the guys, with a few girls and a drink in my hand, but tonight?

      I can’t bring myself to even want to be here. Especially when I’ve spent the last thirty minutes scanning the crowd, sipping on a warm beer that’s only growing hotter the longer I hold it in my hand.

      I park my ass on a barstool and chat with the boys for a few minutes, but the entire time, I’m thinking about Hallie, and after another thirty minutes that feels like an hour, I text her with no response.

      I make my way through the crowd and fucking finally spot Eli, who’s cozied up to a girl with long dark hair in an oversized armchair. This must be the girl he mentioned the other day.

      “Hey, bro. Have you seen Hallie?” I say as I walk up.

      He nods. “Yeah, she and Viv headed out. Viv had a headache or something. Oh, Lane, this is Ari. Ari, this is my older brother, Lane.”

      I smile, offering her my hand, and she takes it shyly, whispering a quiet hello. It’s nice to see the girl he’s been talking about because I wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t making her up. Good thing she’s not a figment of his imagination.

      Telling them a quick goodbye, I leave before one of the guys can find me and drag me over to the keg to close out the night. The walk back to our house is short and quiet.

      It gives me time to think. A moment of peace with my thoughts.

      I finally make it back to the house and unlock the door, pulling the key from the lock and tossing them onto the table near the front door while toeing off my shoes. It’s quiet, except for the low hum of the TV coming from the living room. It glows, casting light through the entryway onto the stark white wall.

      When I walk through the door, I see Hallie asleep on the couch, still clutching the remote in her hand as she snores lightly. The skintight white cami she’s wearing has risen up slightly, exposing a small sliver of pale, creamy skin and the piercing on her belly button, a small flying saucer that glows brightly in the darkness.

      This girl.

      I allow myself only a few moments to drink her in, everything about her. The frizzy, untamable curls that she’s constantly pushing out of her face. The freckles scattered along the bridge of her nose to her cheeks and the pink, rosy color of her full lips.

      Lips that I can’t fucking wait to taste.

      Things that I’ve always noticed but never given myself the freedom to think of as mine.

      Reaching down, I brush her hair back from her face, my fingers trailing over her temple gingerly, lingering for a few seconds as I revel in the feel of her skin beneath the pads of my fingers.

      “Lane?” she whispers groggily as she cracks her eyes open and peers at me. “Shit. What time is it?”

      My lips tug into a grin. “Just after midnight.”

      Sighing softly, she turns onto her side facing me, then tucks her hands under her head. “So, you’ve just been watching me sleep?”

      I shrug. “Maybe. Maybe not. I looked for you tonight at Kappa, but I couldn’t find you. Eli told me you headed home, so I decided to leave and come home.”

      “Yeah, I left not long after we got there. I just wasn’t… in the mood for a party tonight, I guess. Viv had a headache too, so we just left.”

      “You don’t really strike me as the party type, Hal,” I say as I pick up her feet and plop down at the end of the couch, replacing them in my lap once I’m situated. “Doesn’t seem like your scene at all.”

      “Why, because I’m weird?”

      “That’s not what I mean. At all. What I mean is that you’re not like a lot of the girls you see at these frat parties.”

      Hallie’s eyes roll. “Ah. So you mean the girls that are usually at your side?”

      Reaching up, I press my fingers into her side, tickling her until she’s breathless and can’t say another word from that smart mouth. “Not what I mean either. I mean when I see you here, with your nose buried in a book on Appalachian cryptids, whatever the hell that even is, or recording for Spaced Out with Viv, that’s your element.”

      She nods as she sits up and pulls her legs to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “Yeah. You’re not wrong. I mean, I really do want the true college experience. The parties, the hangovers, all of it. Just maybe not every night?”

      Her laugh is sweet and soft, just like she is.

      “Honestly, if I never drink again, I think it might still be too soon. Tequila is…” She sticks her tongue out, and her face crinkles. “Bleh.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, for your first drink, you went all in. I would’ve suggested maybe… beer? Not something hard like tequila.”

      “Yeah, well, lesson learned. Trust me. And tonight? I just felt like I wanted to put on my pajamas and binge-watch Netflix on the couch. I didn’t feel like being surrounded by people, pretending to be a social butterfly because eighty percent of the time, I’m an introvert, and I do not feel like ‘peopling.’”

      “I get that. Sometimes it feels like too much to me too.”

      She nods, steering the conversation in a different direction. “So… when do we start our arrangement? You know.” She laughs nervously. “The, uh… operation deflowering.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Hallie,” I groan, dropping my head back against the couch before I meet her gaze. “Babe, sex is not… as mechanical as you seem to think it is. And if it is? Then it’s probably not very good. Shit has to happen naturally and not be forced. I can’t just strip you down and take your virginity.”

      Even in the dim light of the TV, I can see her cheeks pinken, and she nods. “Sorry, I think I’m just anxious.”

      Reaching out, I gently pull her to me. “Don’t apologize. Let things happen the way they’re going to, okay? Now, come here.”

      After a few seconds, she relaxes in my hands, and when I maneuver her against my side with her head in my lap, my fingers playing in the strands of her hair, she sighs. It’s the first time she seems more comfortable with my touch.

      “That feels so good.”

      “Mm. What were you watching?” I nod toward the TV.

      “Oh, just this documentary that dissects when we landed on the moon. You know some people believe that it’s all a conspiracy? That it was fabricated by the government—” She pauses, her mouth slamming shut, and averts her gaze. “You probably, uh… don’t want to be bored by any of that. Sorry. I can get a little carried away.”

      “Hallie?” She drags her gaze back to mine, her thick dark lashes framing her wide eyes. “When it comes to you? I want to know all of it.”

      “O-okay then.”

      She doesn’t realize what I mean by that yet. But she will.
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      “The question isn’t if the supernatural exists. It’s how can modern-day society accept that there are things out there outside of rational thinking, beyond the scope of science? Things that are bigger than we are both physically and metaphysically.”

      Nodding, I smile and speak into the microphone. “Very well said, Viv. I couldn’t agree more. I think that’s the very problem with society. We struggle to comprehend things that we can’t see. Ghosts, Bigfoot, different gods that people worship. Just because you can’t see those things doesn’t mean they don’t exist. “

      “Exactly! Alright, guys, it’s time for us to sign off. Thanks for tuning in this week to Spaced Out with Hallie and Viv. Don’t forget to subscribe to our channel and follow us on social media. We’re here every Tuesday, bringing you a brand-new episode beyond your wildest imagination. Next week, we’ll be discussing what is actually happening in the Pentagon. What are these reports being confirmed, and what do they mean for us alien-friendly folks? We’re out!”

      She slides off her headphones and sighs, a dopey smile on her lips. “I am deliriously excited for that episode. I think government cover-up is one of our most popular topics. Any new messages after last week’s video?”

      I drag my gaze back to my laptop and scroll through our website’s unread messages. The only messages are from our regular listeners, the ones who make sure to reach out when they particularly love an episode every week. At this point, we know them by username.

      “Oooh, another message from AliensRReal. It says, ‘Killing it! Can’t wait for next week’s episode.’” I look at Viv, my eyes wide. “I don’t think they’ve ever missed an episode.”

      “Loyal. I applaud it.”

      My phone vibrates on the desk as a message from Lane pops up. I snatch it up so quickly that I end up dropping it and fumble to pick it back up.

      “Ooooh. Must be Lane.” Viv snickers.

      “Shut up.” I roll my eyes at her teasing and open the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Meet me at the field. One hour.

      

      

      

      

      

      The field? Why in the world would I meet him at the field. Like… the baseball field?

      “You’ve got that weird look on your face. What’s happening?”

      Spinning in the computer chair, I turn to face her. “Lane just texted me to meet him at the field. Why would he want me to meet him at the baseball field?”

      She shrugs as she inspects her newly painted nail. “I dunno, Hal. Maybe he wants to dick you down on the pitching mound.”

      “Be real. Oh god, you have to leave! I have to shower and attempt to do something with my hair.”

      I smooth my hands over the wild, untamable curls. The absolute bane of my existence. No matter how many products, how many different treatments, masks, whatever I have done in the past, nothing seems to get it under control. The hair has a mind of its own. And now I have—I glance back at my phone—approximately fifty-eight minutes to pull myself together.

      “Fine. Fine. But I expect a FaceTime the second you walk through the door. Hopefully, you won’t be a virgin anymore, but I’m not going to hold my breath.”

      “Viv!” I screech as I push her toward the door, ignoring that she’s digging her feet into the ground to prevent me from kicking her out.

      “What! I’m just saying, a girl would have died by now if I was holding my breath. You have this fine-ass man at your beck and call, and you’re practically wearing a chastity belt, Hallie Jo. Time to ride the pony. Giddyup!” She giggles while reaching out to hold on to the doorframe, her fingers grasping onto the wood as I push her harder. “Do not leave me hanging.”

      “Goodbye, Vivienne!”

      With one last exasperated look and a blown kiss, she disappears down the hallway, humming, and I slam the door shut, then glance down at my phone.

      Great. Fifty-three minutes.

      And I don’t waste a single second of them.
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        * * *

      

      Lane Collins belongs on a baseball field.

      That’s my first thought as I walk through the fence at Orleans University’s baseball field and find my way through the dirt floor of the dugout. There’s not much I can honestly say that I know about baseball, besides there are some balls thrown around and caught by men in really tight pants, and the goal is to hit the ball with a bat. That’s about it.

      Well, except that no matter what it really consists of, Lane absolutely is in his element.

      This is where he shines. Where he belongs, like it was created solely for him.

      Growing up, I’ve seen him practice at home, throwing the ball in the yard with Eli or his dad. I’ve seen him swing a bat and hit a plastic ball so many times that my arms ached just watching, but I’ve never actually seen him play on a field.

      I was too busy chasing Eli around and buried in a book to pretend I knew the first thing about sports.

      But seeing him here with his baseball cap pulled down over his eyes, pulling balls from a bucket, then throwing them with more force, more power, more precision than I’ve ever seen in my life… I know this is where he belongs.

      I lean against the side of the dugout, my chin resting in my hand as I watch him throw countless balls until finally, he glances my way, and a grin forms on his lips.

      “How long have you been there?” he says when he finally makes it over to me. Reaching for the hem of his T-shirt, he lifts it to wipe the sweat from his brow, flashing me a glimpse of his defined abs and tanned skin. The muscles are sculpted and ripple with his movement, which makes my mouth water.

      Get it together, Edwards. Now is not the time to ogle him.

      Clearing my throat, I mumble, “Uh, just a little while. I haven’t seen you play in a long time. Not since you broke our kitchen window.”

      I remember that day like it was yesterday. It was one of the first days that I realized how much of a crush I actually had on the eldest Collins brother. The day he and Eli were tossing the ball in the yard, and even though his parents had told him countless times to use the backyard, he ignored them to stay in the front. Our kitchen window was a casualty that day. His dad offered to pay to replace it, but Lane refused. He worked the entire summer cutting every house in the neighborhood’s grass in order to pay to fix it himself.

      I admired that, even then.

      “Can we never talk about that again? I still break out in hives when I see a push mower.”

      I toss my head back and laugh, shaking my head at the memory. “Yeah, but you did it, and my parents respected you for it. The fact that you did it all yourself.”

      He shrugs. “My responsibility. I take care of my responsibilities.”

      The way he says it, the words feel heavy, heavier than this conversation, but I don’t pry. Instead, I push past him onto the field. The grass beneath my feet is plush yet dry. It feels different than regular grass you’d find in your yard.

      “I can honestly say I never thought I’d be standing on a baseball field.” I wrinkle my nose as my fingers find the bracelets on my wrist, twisting the small beads between my fingers. “Why am I on a baseball field is the real question?”

      “Because we’re going to play baseball.” He says it so simply, as if, duh, I should’ve known the reason he brought me here. Laughing, he shrugs. “I figured this could be your first lesson. A lesson in stepping out of your comfort zone and being comfortable wherever you are, even if it’s not somewhere you generally go. And remember we said we were going to hang out? Get to know each other? This is the perfect place. “

      This time, I laugh. “Yeah, okay.” I go to turn back toward the dugout, but he reaches out, clasping my hand in his, stopping me.

      “Oh no, get your cute ass on that plate.”

      My brow furrows. “Uh, which plate? Because I don’t know the first thing about baseball, and really, Collins… do you even know me at all? I am not coordinated enough to hold a wooden object meant to hit anything.”

      Lane just shakes his head, tossing that stupid little baseball in the air and catching it without even looking. Because his eyes are on me, and the cocky grin on his lips means I am not getting out of this.

      Greeeeat.

      I drag my toe through the dirt on the field until I hear him murmur, “That’s good because I’m going to teach you.”

      And it doesn’t really seem like he’s talking about baseball at all anymore.

      His gaze darkens as he steps closer. “I’m a great teacher, Hallie. Now, grab the bat.”

      I turn and look around the field, spotting a wooden bat lying next to the white plate in the ground, then huff and make my way over to it.

      I can hear him chuckling behind me as I go, so I turn back toward him and stick out my tongue while simultaneously giving him the finger.

      “Fine. You want to let me swing this thing?” I ask as I pick it up, wrapping my fingers around the base, which is wrapped with black, worn tape. “Your call, buddy. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Someone’s going to lose an eyeball.”

      He tosses his glove and ball onto the ground next to me and slowly moves to stand behind me. For a second, he pauses, only the feel of his breath against my neck as he exhales, and then I feel his hands slide to my hips as his knee pushes its way between my legs, only for his foot to nudge my legs further apart.

      “I didn’t realize baseball was such a… hands-on sport.”

      A chuckle, followed by a murmured “All you’ve got to do is hit the ball, Hallie. When you see the ball coming, swing.”

      I can feel the heat of his body flush against my back as he shows me the movement, his hands closing over mine around the bat, and together, we lift and swing. When my limbs no longer seem to work, he moves us, together, until I forget that he’s supposed to be teaching me something in the first place. Instead, all I can focus on is the feel of him behind me.

      How unbelievably good he smells, even after getting sweaty throwing the ball around. He smells like… home. The kind of place that I want to burrow in and never leave. Bergamot and cedar.

      I inhale, breathing him in as he surrounds me. The field around us seems to fade out, and it’s just the two of us, holding this bat tightly, pressed together in a way that makes me ache everywhere. Heat erupts in my stomach, and my breath hitches when I feel every hard inch of him against me.

      “That’s my girl,” he breathes into my ear, the words sending a shiver down my spine. It’s late fall, but we’re in the South, and it’s not even close to cold, yet goose bumps erupt on my arms. “Just like that.”

      When he steps back, I immediately miss the heat of him, but I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat as I watch him walk back to the mound. My entire body screams in frustration as he walks away.

      God, if this is how you play baseball, sign me up.

      He makes it seem so easy, and if he wants me to hit the ball, then I’ll hit the damn thing.

      If only Vivienne could see me now. Playing baseball. An actual sport.

      And all because Lane Collins promised to take my virginity.

      Because of a stupid drunken proposal that probably never should’ve seen the light of day.

      “Alright, let’s see what you’ve got, Collins,” I tease and square my shoulders like he showed me, holding the bat higher.

      I shouldn’t be distracted by the determined smile on his lips or the way he rolls the ball between his fingers, but for a split second, I am, and then the ball goes flying right past me, and I completely miss my chance to swing.

      Shit!

      “Your first rule? Eye on the ball.”

      Dropping the bat, I shake my head as I place my hand on my hip. “Really? I wasn’t even ready! Fine. Let’s try again.”

      Once again, I square my shoulders, and this time, I’m focused. Zoned in on the ball. The bat is held high above my right shoulder, and my feet are spread just the way that he showed me.

      He tosses the ball, and for the second time, my bat catches nothing but air.

      “Ugh!” I cry in frustration.

      Over and over, ball after ball, swing after swing, I never even touch the ball.

      I’m ready to give up and throw the bat at him when he laughs. “Hallie, hit the fucking ball. You can do this. Hit the ball!”

      “I’m trying! Clearly!” I screech as I push my now frizzy curls back from my face. “Let’s go. Throw the damn ball!”

      I pull the bat back, and when he throws it, I swing with everything I have. And finally, I feel the ball connect with the wood.

      I hit the ball! Take that, you hot, annoyingly perfect man!

      “Ha! Yesssss!”

      Then, I hear an oof, and Lane doubles over, clutching his balls.

      My homerun sailed directly toward his jewels, and it did not miss.

      My eyes widen. “Oh, frick!”

      I drop the bat like it’s on fire and rush toward him, apologies tumbling from my lips. “Are you okay? Do I need to call an ambulance? See, this is what happens when I try to do things that require coordination. I did warn you, remember?”

      “I’m-m good. I’m good. Fuck, I think.” He coughs, then lies flat on the ground, still clutching his balls. “You hit the fucking ball, Hallie Girl.”

      My chest fills with pride at the smile that’s honestly more of a grimace right now simply because I hit the ball… and, well, his balls.

      “I’m so sorry,” I mumble, dropping to my knees beside him. “I really am the most uncoordinated person on the planet, so this was a terrible idea. Terribly fun!”

      I giggle when he laughs, a deep rumble tumbling from his lips. “I’m proud of you.”

      He sits up on his elbows and looks at me. “How about we do it again? Minus the line drive for my dick part.”

      “Let’s.”

      I lose track of how long we play. Only when I feel like I can’t even lift my arms again do we stop.

      “God, I don’t think I’ll even be able to pick up my phone tomorrow. How am I supposed to function in class?” I groan, dropping the bat at my feet. My biceps are on fire, and I’m exhausted, but honestly? I can’t remember the last time I had so much fun.

      Doing something I literally could have never imagined myself doing, with the one person I never expected to.

      “You’re a natural, Hal,” Lane says, wiping the sweat from his face again, giving me a peek at what’s beneath his shirt. “But hitting the ball is only the first step at playing baseball.”

      His lopsided grin widens, and he steps forward, invading my space. “Now you’ve got to run the bases.”

      “Um… I do not run, Collins. Sorry, not unless something is chasing me. Like Freddy or Michael. You know, in the cult classics? Yeah, those knife-wielding serial killers are the only way that you’ll get me on those bases. Not happening.”

      He lifts a brow, almost like a challenge, and I cross my aching arms over my chest in response.

      A silent conversation passes between us without either of us backing down in the slightest.

      Now, I want to do it just to prove that I can. The same way I did with batting.

      So, I glance at the base, pulling my lip between my teeth for a split second before I take off toward first base, leaving him in the dust, not expecting me to give in so easily.

      The element of surprise has given me the advantage.

      “Keep up if you can, Collins,” I toss over my shoulder with a giggle as I dig my worn Vans into the dirt and sprint toward first base.

      Except I did not realize how fast this man is because suddenly, he’s right behind me, and I feel a swat on my ass just as I’m rounding the base.

      “I think you can go faster than that, Hallie Jo. Come on, leave me in the dirt,” he says as he passes me, turning and running backward toward second base.

      I grit my teeth and push harder, forcing my legs to go faster. And… he still beats me. My feet hit home plate as I trail behind him, and I all but collapse onto the base itself.

      “I… am… so… out… of… shape.” I pant, my hands going to my knees. I’m being a tad bit dramatic, but this is more physical activity than I had in all four years of high school combined.

      Lane just laughs, not in the least bit out of breath. Not that I expected him to be. I’ve only just been able to suck in a decent gulp of air without my chest burning when suddenly, the sprinklers come to life, spraying us with water.

      “Oh shit,” he grunts, lacing my hand in his and pulling me out of the direct line of the sprinkler to avoid us getting drenched.

      It’s too late—I’m already soaked. I let go of his hand and sprint toward the outfield, a giggle leaving my lips as I feel him hot on my heels. With every step, I get more drenched, but at this point, it doesn’t even matter. If anything, it’s a welcome reprieve from the humid, hot Louisiana air. I feel giddy and like I’ve gotten a second wind. Like I want to be chased around a baseball field by Lane Collins, like we’re two teenagers with nothing to lose.

      This time, I get a little further ahead, and it’s not until I’m in the middle of the plush green grass of the outfield that I feel his arms slide around my waist, and I’m hauled against his soaked body, his lips finding my ear.

      “Not so fast.”

      I laugh, wiggling against his hold as I try to break free. He lets go only enough to let me turn in his arms, and when I do, I’m pressed tightly against his front, his arms locked around my waist, my hands sliding over the T-shirt plastered on his chest.

      “Hallie?” Lane murmurs, his gaze roaming down to my lips and back up to meet my eyes.

      “Yes?”

      “I really want to kiss you.”

      I swallow, the nerves I usually feel when it comes to him bunching back at the base of my throat, making it impossible to breathe. “You do?”

      He nods. “Yeah, I do. I can’t wait another second without knowing what you taste like.”

      Oh, Zeta Reticuli.

      If I wasn’t already completely drenched, I’d melt into a puddle right at the base of his feet.

      How is this actually my life?

      “Okay,” I whisper as his hands slide along my jaw, cradling it gently. His thumb brushes along my cheekbone, and I can’t help but watch the rivulets of water that stream down his face over the slope of his nose to his full lips. Lips that in this moment I’d do anything to feel on mine.

      “Yeah?”

      I nod wordlessly, not trusting myself to speak right now. Not when I’m liable to mess this up with a nervous ramble or a random fact about an unidentified flying object.

      He’s so close now that I can feel the hot pant of his breath fanning along my lips, the deep green pool of his irises holding mine hostage, not that I could look away even if I tried, and then… he’s kissing me.

      His lips are firm yet soft as they press against my own. His hands slide into my hair as I melt into him, holding me tightly.

      In the middle of his baseball field, soaked from head to toe, I get my first kiss from the only boy I ever wished it would be.

      Lane Collins is kissing me.

      He groans against my lips and swipes his tongue along the seam of my lips, and I part for him, allowing him to sweep his tongue inside, tasting me. The feeling is as foreign as it is perfect, and I never want him to stop.

      I want to kiss him until I’m breathless and my lips are sore from feeling his against mine.

      His tongue tangles with mine, neither of us coming up for air.

      Suddenly, the stadium lights shut off, leaving us in complete darkness, and he tears his mouth away.

      “Fuck.” A hoarse mutter, one that has heat pooling in my belly. “Hallie…”

      He drops his forehead to mine, and it’s at that moment that I realize my first kiss is nothing like I imagined it would be.

      There’s no awkwardness. No fumbling, clashing of teeth, bumping noses, or anything you’d expect with your very first kiss.

      It’s out of this universe better. A whole different galaxy.

      The kind of kiss that you read about in romance novels and watch in a quintessential nineties rom-com.

      Except it’s my life, and the jock that’s holding my face in his hands like I’m precious is Lane.

      It’s so incredible that my foot is popped like I’m Mia Thermopolis.

      I am living my very own Princess Diaries moment right now.

      How anyone could ever beat this kiss, this moment, I don’t know. All I do know is that if this is what I’ve been missing out on?

      Then I’ll spend forever kissing Lane Collins.
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      “Good fucking game, Collins! You were on fire out there tonight. I need you to teach me whatever you got about those magic fingers because that slider? Fuck, man!” My relief pitcher, Cooper, slaps my back in a hug as I enter the dugout and he prepares to take my place.

      Seventy-eight pitches.

      Forty of them over a hundred miles an hour.

      My arm is on fire, and I’m fucking exhausted.

      Even though we’re only playing scrimmages in order to prepare for the season, we play just like we would if they were regular season games.

      So I made each pitch count. Every single one of them.

      If this is my last season playing ball, I want to give it everything I have. Even if it ends here, I want to leave a legacy. I want everyone in this stadium to know my name.

      “Thanks, man. You’ve got this. Bring it home for us.”

      He nods, pulling his hat lower on his head. It feels like not long ago, I was in his shoes, and I see myself in him. In his drive, his desire to succeed, in the way he conducts himself on the mound.

      It’s a lot of fucking pressure to be a starting freshman. I know because I’ve been there. I’ve been in the same place, standing on the same mound with the same amount of weight on my shoulders. When you’re on, it’s incredible. Like an actual high that you’re riding as the crowd cheers for you and the whole world’s chanting your name.

      And then when you’re not, you’re not only disappointing your friends, your family, your teammates, your coaching staff, the people who are counting on you, but you’re disappointing the entire fan base along with it. An entire city of people who pay big money for these seats. The sponsorships that expect results from their investments.

      It’s not just baseball. It’s more than that.

      There’s an insurmountable amount of pressure that comes with playing ball, especially for one of the best teams in the country.

      There’s a reason that we’re number one in the league.

      “I’m surprised you went so hard tonight, seeing as how you were on your phone giggling like a little girl earlier.” Grant’s smug grin appears at my side, and he claps me on the back in congratulations. “I thought you’d be more distracted.”

      “Shut up.”

      “What? I’m just saying, I nearly had to drag you out of the house. You know what you’re doing, man? With Hallie?”

      I shove my glove into the dugout cubby, then turn to face him. I expected this conversation to happen with my best friend, maybe just not in the middle of the dugout during a game. “Yeah. I’m good. We’re just… having fun. Casual.”

      “Listen, it’s your life, but as your best friend, it’s my job to worry about you. You’re my boy, and I just want you to fully comprehend what you’re doing and not just think with your dick. She’s your little brother’s best friend.” He pulls the cap off his head and runs his fingers through his unruly hair. “You’re not worried it’ll make things weird if you… stop having fun?”

      “Yeah, it’s going to be fine. We’re keeping it casual, having fun. I care about her, and I respect her, and I’m not going to do anything to hurt her.”

      I’m not ready to admit what is really happening with Hallie. Especially since I don’t know how she feels about anyone else knowing about the… proposal.

      He nods, but the hesitant look in his eye tells me that he wants to say more. He doesn’t, and instead, he lets it go as Coop takes the mound. This isn’t the time or place for this conversation.

      We stand side by side for the remainder of the game, and together, we watch Coop close out the game strong, just like I said. We win, and it feels fucking incredible.

      Adrenaline is pumping through my veins, a live wire of electricity as I step out of the dugout, and I feel on top of the fucking world.

      Like I could do anything. Any fucking thing.

      That is until my phone rings, and I see my dad’s name on the screen. My finger hovers over the Reject button, almost like a habit at this point. Avoiding the conversation.

      I remember a time I used to love sharing baseball with him. We’d spend our nights in the yard working on my arm, strength exercises, and mobility. Anything that he thought I needed to strengthen.

      Not only would that time be our time and just ours, an occurrence that was rare in our household back then, but it would be the time when we could just talk.

      About life, school, our dreams.

      It was a slice of uninterrupted heaven that only belonged to me.

      Don’t get me wrong, my brother and I are close; we always have been. We have a good relationship. There’s no jealousy or bitterness between us. I mean, we have our moments when we’re at each other’s throats, but I think that’s just a normal sibling thing. He supports me, and I do the same for him, and there’s nothing in this world I wouldn’t do for him. We’re blood.

      But make no mistake, Eli is the golden child. He might not be into sports, but he has a 4.2 GPA, a file full of extracurriculars behind him, and he turned down Harvard to come to our father’s alma mater. There’s nothing that kid could do wrong in my parents’ eyes, especially Dad’s.

      It’s fucking exhausting. My parents have always believed that Eli could be whoever he wanted to be and do whatever he wanted to do. But the only thing they have ever seen me as is a kid with a good arm and the ability to swing a bat.

      And as much as I love the smell of fresh dirt and painted lines on a field, sometimes you want to be looked at as more than what everyone expects you to be.

      Lately, I’ve just been second-guessing it all. Is it really what I want to do for the rest of my life? As much as I enjoy baseball, my entire life has revolved around it, and I don’t know… Maybe I want to be something more than what my father and everyone else want me to become.

      Ultimately, I answer, then bring the phone to my ear as I heft my bag higher on my shoulder.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, kid. Finally, you answer. You’re harder to get in touch with than the damn mayor’s son.”

      I clear my throat, laughing low. “Yeah, uh… It’s just been a little crazy here with class and practice and stuff. How’s Ma?”

      “She’s good. Classes have started, so she’s been trying to connect with her new students. Get her classroom set up. You remember how that goes?”

      Yeah, the kitchen table is usually cluttered with a hundred different arts and crafts and papers. Even though she could’ve retired years ago, she loves teaching kindergarten. It was always her dream, and I couldn’t imagine my mom not teaching.

      “Yeah. So—”

      “Watched the game tonight out there. You were great, son. I was worried during that bunt though. Might need to do a few yoga classes, work on your flexibility and mobility a bit. You know you can’t afford to slack off any right now. All eyes are on you, Lane. Every team in the country has their eyes on you. They’re expecting you to go first round, son. Number one prospect in the country.”

      I fucking know that. Does he really think that after everything, I don’t realize what’s at stake? Not to mention the amount of damn pressure I’m carrying on my shoulders every day?

      “I know, Dad.”

      “You’re an incredible player, Lane. I just need you to keep that up. Don’t start slacking off when it matters the most. Not when everything we have worked for is just within reach.”

      “Yeah, I know. Listen, I have to run. I haven’t even made it home yet, and I need to shower.”

      “Okay, son. Talk to you soon?”

      I swallow down the smart-ass retort in my throat and grind out, “Yeah. Later.”

      I hang up without another word and drop down to sit on the creaking stairs of our front porch with my bag.

      Fuck, it sucks that one phone call could take away the high from tonight’s win and turn it into something else entirely.

      Hey, son, you’re great, but you could be better.

      Nice swing, Lane—next time, put more weight on your front leg so you have more power in your swing.

      It’s always something. Something I need to improve on. Something that I need to work on to be better. Do better. Be the poster boy for the Collins family when it comes to baseball.

      All I can think about lately is how playing professional ball feels more like his dream than mine anymore.

      A few minutes later, I hear the front door creak open behind me, a reminder that I need to oil the hinges, and then footsteps.

      Hallie drops down beside me on the step, wearing nothing but an oversized sweatshirt and a tiny pair of shorts. Her hair is loose, and instead of her contacts, she’s got on her glasses, which make her eyes seem even more innocent.

      “Hey, All-Star.” She smirks, bumping my shoulder shyly. I toss her a forced smile. I don’t much feel like celebrating after that phone call with my dad.

      “You’re up late.”

      She shrugs, pulling her knees up as we peer out at the street. “Wanted to congratulate you on your scrimmage.”

      “Thanks. How was your night with Eli? He here?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “He went to Ari’s after we got home from dinner. Have you met her yet?”

      I nod. “Yeah, at the party the other night. He seems like he’s into her.”

      “Yeah. I really like her. She’s sweet. I told her to come over for a movie night soon. Uhm, are you okay?” Hallie asks, concern causing a small crinkle between her brow. “I expected you to be in a better mood after that game.”

      “Just a lot going on in my head. You know?”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s probably a lot of pressure? Having to perform in front of that many people? ESPN said there were over ten thousand people there tonight.”

      I dip my shoulder, dragging my gaze back out to the night. I don’t want to admit that sometimes the pressure feels crippling, not when it makes me look weak, but fuck, it can be. Especially after a call like tonight with Dad.

      “I’m okay.”

      “Like, okay okay? Or… just okay? They are vastly different,” she asks.

      “There’s only one okay, Hallie Girl, and I’m okay.” Turning to face her, I reach out and brush my thumb along the crease in her brow, soothing the slight mar in her perfect features. The last thing I want her doing is worrying about me and my shit. She’s got her own shit to worry about. “Thank you for asking. You, uh… up for a movie night? I need to get some ice on my shoulder, and it’ll take me hours to fall asleep. The adrenaline and all.”

      “Oh yes. What about The Blair Witch Project?”

      I groan. “Why all of these movies where someone has to die?”

      “You know what, mister…” She trails off, standing from the stairs and offering me her hand. “Fine, you pick. But I’m not watching anything involving alligators, you weirdo.”

      I laugh and follow her inside, knowing we’ll be watching a horror movie where someone inevitably dies in the end.

      Anything for my girl.
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      “So you’ve got the entire house to yourselves this weekend?” Viv asks, twirling around in my computer chair. “Where’s Eli?”

      I shrug. “He and Ari went shopping earlier, which is weird because Eli hates shopping? But then I realized it might be a code for something else, and I didn’t want to know…”

      Viv’s face crumples, a look of disgust ghosting her features. “Ew, I accidentally just got the mental image of Eli banging someone, and now I think I need to puke.”

      Cue the dramatics, and she starts fake retching. With the sound effects.

      “Also, ew.”

      She nods. “So what are we doing this weekend? Throwing a rager? Going to a rave? Tattooing our bodies?”

      She’s going to be the death of me. The limits do not exist around Vivienne Brentwood.

      Suddenly, she springs from the computer chair, her eyes lit up in excitement. “Oh, what about that new country bar? They have line dancing and stuff. It’ll give me the opportunity to wear my new cowgirl boots.”

      “Viv, I don’t even own a pair of boots, period. Certainly not cowboy ones. My shoe collection consists of Vans, a few pairs of Chucks, and, oh, more Vans. Oh, and those cute little alien slippers my mom got me for Christmas last ye—”

      “Hallie. Focus,” she says, interrupting my ramble. “C’mon, it would be so much fun. I bet your lover boy would be down.”

      I groan. “Are you really going to make me do this?”

      “Without a doubt. Consider this part of your college experience. Cowgirl boots and Daisy Dukes, baby!”

      I’d rather be probed by one-eyed, little green aliens than wear a pair of cowgirl boots.

      Thirty minutes later, I’m sitting cross-legged on my bed, mirror in hand, attempting to do eyeliner for tonight when there’s a soft rap on my door.

      “Come in!”

      The door cracks open, and Eli sticks his head through. “Hey, Hal.”

      “Hi! How was your day? Did you enjoy… shopping?” I roll my lips to stifle the giggle.

      His eyebrow arches as he walks through the door, kicking it shut then walks over and flops down onto my bed, propping his head up to look at me. “Why are you saying it like that?”

      I shrug. “Dunno. Figured it was code for hot sex since you hate shopping.”

      “Nope. Just shopping.” He’s eyeing me like I’ve grown two heads and it just makes me smirk.

      “Uh-huh,” I say and go back to the wing I’m working on. A comfortable silence hangs between us. My favorite nineties alternative station is playing quietly in the background, and I hum along to the music as I try to perfect my makeup.

      “You going out tonight?” he asks.

      “Viv is dragging me to some country bar, completely against my will, but you know her. She’s making me wear cowboy boots, Eli. Cowboy boots.”

      He blows out a breath. “Ooooh. That’s Vivienne for you. She’s going to take on the world with all of those crazy ideas of hers.”

      Setting the eyeliner and the mirror down on the bed, I turn and look at Eli. It’s been a few days since we’ve been able to hang out just the two of us, with me being… preoccupied and him spending more time with his new girlfriend.

      I haven’t exactly found the right moment to tell him that Lane and I are… doing whatever it is we’re doing. I’m not sure that I want him to know the extent of our proposal, but I also feel guilty not being up-front with my best friend.

      “Can I talk to you about something?” I say, chewing my lip nervously.

      The space between his brow furrows. “Yeah, Hal. Always.”

      It’s still early enough that I can end things with Lane…. if Eli is uncomfortable with the fact that we’re sort of together but not together. But a big part of me hopes that Eli doesn’t ask that of me.

      Because I like how things are with Lane.

      “Um, I guess I should just go ahead and say it… I think. Well, um, Lane and I sort of kissed, and we’re kind of… together but not together, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you as soon as it happened, but I was kind of nervous? And also, things are casual between us, and I’m not exactly sure what to say, and I just don’t want to ruin our friendship because you’re my best friend, and I love you so much, and—”

      “Hal,” he laughs. “That’s got to be the most word vomit I’ve ever heard come out of your mouth.”

      I drop my gaze, exhaling. “I’m sorry, Eli.”

      “Don’t apologize. I’m not your keeper, Hallie. Plus, Lane already talked to me about it, sort of? He was speaking ‘hypothetically.’” He lifts his fingers to air quote the word. “But I mean… I wasn’t born yesterday, so I figured there was something more going on with him. I told him if he hurt you, brother or not, I’d have to kill him. Other than that, if you’re happy and this is what you want, then I support you.”

      I’m kind of… shocked.

      “Really?” Disbelief laces my tone. Not because I didn’t think that he would be supportive, but I also wasn’t totally sure because we all three live together, which adds a different dynamic.

      “Yeah, sure.” He shrugs. “I mean it may be a little weird at first because you’re my best friend and he’s my brother. But, why not? You’re adults, and you don’t need my blessing to be together. I just… Just look out for yourself, Hallie. Don’t let anyone hurt you. Lane or any guy.” He reaches down to grab my hand and gives it a comforting squeeze. “Just make sure you are both on the same page about what this is. I love my brother, but we both know he’s… a bit of a player. I just don’t want you to get hurt, because you’re not really a casual kind of girl, Hal. So just be careful, okay? But you don’t need my approval if this is what you want.  I’ve always got your back. Always.”

      I throw my arms around his neck and burrow my face in his neck as his arms slide around my back, holding me in place.

      This is why Eli has always been my best friend. The person I’ve gone to when the world is falling apart or to tell the most exciting news to. Because he’s always supported and encouraged me to follow my heart and to be who I really am.

      Now, more than ever, I’m thankful for his friendship and for finding a best friend who doesn’t bat an eye when I tell him I’m kind of with his older brother. Well, for now at least.

      “Love you, Eli.”

      He smiles. “Love you always, Hal. Now, I’ve got to see you in these cowboy boots. Where are they?”
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      “Babe, not gonna lie, you look hot as fuck in those,” Lane whispers against my ear as I slide onto the barstool at the back of the bar.

      True to her word, Viv has dragged me to this honky-tonk bar, and not only is there line dancing… There's a mechanical bull.

      And when I asked Lane if he maybe wanted to come, fully expecting him to laugh and say it wasn’t his thing, he said hell yeah and called both Grant and Reese to come along.

      So… here we are.

      All of us. Listening to nineties country and dressed like we live on a farm and not a house on a college campus.

      And I’m wearing the damn cowgirl boots. White cowgirl boots. Pointy ones, with little diamonds on them.

      As you probably guessed, every bit of Vivienne’s doing.

      Except the way that Lane’s eyes are dragging up and down my body appreciatively, I think maybe I can suffer through this outfit and the shoes for one night.

      “You’re a pig,” Viv mutters, crossing her arms over her chest as she sneers at Reese, who only seems to smile more as the night goes on.

      The two of them have been bickering like an old married couple, and I’m two seconds away from pulling my hair out.

      Literally.

      Lane slides his hand into the back pocket of my denim shorts without even glancing my way, his eyes zeroed in on our best friends’ exchange. And I’m trying to not freak out, but his hand is on my ass, and I feel my heartbeat beginning to race in my chest.

      He squeezes gently, and out of the corner of my eye, I see his lips tug into a smirk.

      “C’mon, Viv. Eight seconds on the bull, and I’ll leave you alone forever.”

      “Not long enough,” she retorts, rolling her eyes. “I’m not getting on that bull.”

      Reese shrugs, sliding in even closer and invading her space, and I know she’s about to break out in some Muay Thai shit judging by the look of annoyance on her face.

      I’m a little shocked that she’s shot down every single one of his flirty advances because, to be honest… Reese Landry is hot with a capital H. Orleans University’s catcher has got a baseball butt and a pair of thighs like no one’s business. Maybe not as attractive as Lane, but any red-blooded female could look at Reese and admit that he is something to look at.

      His long, dark hair is unruly and in a constant state of looking like he’s run his fingers through it. High cheekbones, square jaw, a smile that has even me melting when he tosses it Viv’s way.

      It’s hard not to.

      “Eight seconds, baby—surely you can hang on for that long? Do it and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      She’s silent for a moment while her jaw works before she finally picks up the shot glass of tequila in front of her and downs it, skipping the lime and the salt.

      “You’re a douche, you know that, Landry?”

      He clutches his heart. “Fuck, I love it when you verbally abuse me, baby.”

      Grant, their other best friend and teammate, laughs. “You two are ridiculous. Why don’t you go ahead and go bang each other in the bathroom so we can move on with the night?”

      Viv scrunches her nose. “I’d rather have my gynecologist scrape my cervix with a Q-tip.”

      “I volunteer as tribute,” Reese says, raising his hand.

      She scoffs with another eye roll. “See? Literally a pig.”

      “It turns me on when you reject me. Please continue.”

      She ignores him completely, stomping past him toward the bull with Grant in tow, leaving Lane and me alone at the table.

      “Jesus, I thought they’d never leave,” Lane grumbles, his hand still in my pocket. My eyes drift over his profile, his strong jaw, the cords of his neck that I suddenly want to drag my tongue along, his Adam’s apple.

      God, I’m losing my mind. I am so horny for Lane Collins.

      “You alright? Your cheeks are flushed.”

      I nod and brush my hair out of my face, not wanting to draw any more attention to the heat of my blush. Caught red-handed, lusting after Lane.

      “Yeah, it’s just, uh… hot in here? You know what? I need to use the bathroom. Be right back!” I all but squeak and slide off the barstool before Lane can get a word out, making a beeline for the bathroom.

      I bust through the door, nearly taking a girl out in the process. I mumble a quick sorry and walk to the sink, gazing at my reflection in the mirror.

      My makeup is more dramatic tonight: winged eyeliner with a hint of eyeshadow, and dark mascara coats my lashes.

      I grab a paper towel from the dispenser and run cool water over it before pressing it to my cheeks, trying to get it together. Is it possible to spontaneously combust around a guy?

      And I decide as I stare at my reflection that yes, it might actually be possible.

      Breathe, Hallie. You just have this weird visceral reaction to Lane Collins when he does the smallest things, like touch you.

      It’s not the end of the world.

      Pulling the lip gloss from the small purse at my side, I run it over my lips until they’re covered, and then I roll them together.

      By the time I get back to the table, Viv, Reese, and Grant have returned. Viv’s currently shooting daggers at Reese, and Lane and Grant are in a conversation that seems to be about baseball.

      “You’re back. Thank god. Please, never leave me alone with him ever again. I’m liable to go to prison for murder. And even though I’m pretty sure I could braid hair in exchange for commissary, I know for a fact I do not look good in orange,” Viv pleads, shooting Reese a look that could quite actually kill.

      He sends her a wink back. “Baby, you’d look good in anything. Especially orange.” With another smirk, followed by a lovesick sigh, he bats his eyelashes dramatically. “I just keep falling more in love every time she denies me.”

      I am staying out of this. I hold my hands up in surrender. “Sorry, I’m Switzerland.”

      “Traitor,” Viv mumbles as I slide onto the barstool next to Lane, shooting him an apologetic smile.

      “Hallie?” Lane says. “Would you like to dance?”

      Dance? Oh god, I’ve never danced before in my life except maybe in the kitchen to “Semi-Charmed Life” while I made ramen.

      He stands from the barstool and extends his hand, waiting for me to place my palm in his.

      “Sure,” I mumble.

      This is absolutely going to be a disaster, but if it means getting to be in Lane’s arms, fine.

      I can suffer through three minutes of terrible music as long as he knows he’s going to have to suffer through a few bruised toes after I step on them in these boots. They are clearly the take-no-shit kind.

      Placing my hand in his, he leads me out onto the wooden dance floor as a country singer croons in the background about finding his one true love. The melody is acoustic and slow and the perfect kind of song to slow dance to. The bar lowered the lights on the dance floor, opting to leave only a few strobe lights on to light the space.

      Lane’s arms slide around my waist, hauling me against him. My chest presses tightly against his, my arms winding around his neck as we sway to the music.

      “I have to warn you once again I am the most uncoordinated person on this planet. I can’t be responsible for wounding OU’s baseball star and taking him out of the ball game.”

      A laugh rumbles from his chest. “Nah, remember the line drive straight for my balls? That says otherwise. You’re very coordinated when you put your mind to it.”

      “Trust me, that was a onetime occurrence. I plan on refraining from all sports until further notice. My arms are still sore,” I say, wincing when I accidentally flex the tiny muscle in my bicep.

      “Good thing you’ve got the best teacher around, then, huh?” he rasps in my ear. “Who will go to very far lengths to make sure you fully understand. People call me dedicated.”

      When his lips brush against the shell of my ear, heat pools in my core, and a shiver descends down my spine as I lean into his touch, suddenly forgetting that we’re not alone.

      We’re standing in a room full of people, and yet, somehow, he makes me feel like it’s just the two of us. Everything else is drowned out, and the only thing that exists is us and how we feel as we move together.

      It’s unnerving—the feeling of being disarmed by someone so easily, so effortlessly. I’m not sure he even realizes it.

      My gaze drifts up to his face, and the breath whooshes from my lungs when I see his deep green gaze staring back, pulling me into the depths.

      “Uh… T-thank you for coming tonight. I know the last thing you probably wanted to do was come to a redneck bar and watch people line dancing all night.”

      Shrugging, he whirls me around, inciting a giggle. “I’m good wherever you are, Hallie Girl.”

      When he says things like that, my heart stutters in my chest. Is that a thing? A heart stuttering? Because it feels like it’s skipping an entire beat and trying to get back to a regular rhythm.

      His arms tighten around me as we dance, our bodies moving together like it’s something they’ve always done.

      I’m hyperaware of every inch of my body pressed against his. The way his fingers are slowly dancing along my spine, his gaze that feels like he sees right through me.

      “Let me take you home, Hallie,” he rasps near my ear. The motion sends a shiver down my spine.

      When I nod, his hand finds mine, and he leads me from the dance floor over to where our friends are sitting.

      “We’re heading out. Viv, you wanna ride with us?”

      She glances at Reese and then rolls her eyes. “No, I’ll stay and see if something exciting happens tonight.”

      “Exciting is my middle name,” Reese retorts.

      “See y’all later.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m currently hiding in the bathroom.

      Not literally hiding because Lane is very aware that I’m in here, but I’m avoiding going back into the living room.

      I’m nervous, and not just like the awkward, stuttering version of myself that I usually am whenever he’s around, but the kind of nervous where my hands are sweaty, my stomach is in knots, and it feels like there is an elephant sitting on my chest as I clutch the towel tightly around me.

      I can do this.

      And by this, I mean watch a movie with Lane. Which I’m absolutely sure is code for something else, like my first sexual encounter. After we got home from the honky-tonk bar, I rushed upstairs and spent ten minutes wrestling with the cowboy boots on my feet before finally freeing myself and heading straight for the shower to wash off the stench of the bar, all while vowing to never ever let Vivienne talk me into anything ever again. My feet need approximately three to five business days to recover.

      I quickly throw on a sleep shirt and a pair of shorts paired with my Bigfoot slippers, then run my fingers through my damp hair in the mirror. I’ve got zero makeup on, and as my hair dries, it’ll most definitely frizz to the heavens, but I’ve been in here for ages, and I don’t want to leave Lane waiting any longer.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I try to quell the nerves that are swirling in my stomach as I walk out the door, a mixture of anticipation and trepidation.

      The living room is dark, and only the quiet buzz of the television fills the room. Lane’s sitting in the middle of the couch, freshly showered and wearing a worn and faded black OU T-shirt and a pair of dark gray gym shorts with his legs spread wide, his gaze planted on the TV.

      I love seeing him this way, relaxed and pliant… So much so that he doesn’t even hear me come in.

      “Hi,” I say quietly as I make it to the couch, blocking his view of the TV, my arm crossed over my chest as a barrier. I’m pretty sure I’m actually shaking right now, and I don’t want him to know that.

      “Hi, Hallie Girl.” He smirks, eyebrows raised. “C’mere.”

      My movements are hesitant as I walk to him, careful until I come to a stop between his spread legs, my knees hitting the couch. I swallow down the nerves rising in my throat and tuck my hair behind my ear, lowering my gaze to Lane. His deep green irises seem even darker as he drags his gaze down my exposed thighs and slides his large hands around the back of them, then lifts his eyes to mine again.

      “Sit with me?”

      I nod wordlessly as I take a single step toward him. Gently, he pulls me forward until I amble into his lap, my knees fitting around his waist. Being this close to him, his stare boring into me, I feel like I’m unraveling. Even if I am still shaking as he slides his hand up to cradle my jaw.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I lean into the feel of his rough, calloused fingertips along my skin. If only my nerves would leave with the exhale that whooshes from my lungs.

      “You’re shaking,” he says simply, causing my eyes to fly open. “Hallie…” His head shakes, and he blows out a breath. “Listen to me. I have no expectations. Absolutely none. I’ll never pressure you to do anything you’re not comfortable with. If you want to go upstairs and go to sleep, I’ll respect that. This thing between us goes at your pace, always. Okay?”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      His thumb traces the line of my jaw, but he makes no move to touch me other than the simple movement.

      “I just… I-I just don’t want to disappoint you,” I whisper, my gaze downcast. “I know I’m going to be the worst anything you’ve ever had, and it’s a bit daunting,” I admit.

      “Hal,” he rasps, his finger tipping my chin, dragging my eyes back to his. “Nothing about you will ever disappoint me. And sure as fuck not anything that comes with sex.”

      My stomach somersaults at the mention of sex. Part of me still can’t believe that I’m sitting in Lane’s lap, having this conversation in the first place. This kind of thing doesn’t happen to girls like me.

      “But I’m not like those girls th—”

      He silences me by leaning forward and capturing my lips in a kiss that feels like our first kiss all over again. It’s magical in a way that I can’t properly put into words, not when he’s kissing me like I’m the answer to a prayer. With only the feel of his hands on my body and his lips against mine, he makes me feel cherished, wanted in a way I never thought I’d ever experience.

      “You’re you, and that’s more than any of those girls will ever be.” He drags his nose along my jaw, his voice low and hoarse. “They could never be you, Hallie Girl.”

      If it was possible, right now in this moment, my heart could beat right out of my chest. It pounds erratically against my rib cage, causing my head to feel light and my breath to come quicker. The pounding in my ears intensifies with each rise and fall of my chest.

      Leaning forward hesitantly, I press my lips against his. For the very first time, I make the first move, unable to bear another second of not touching him. That’s what it feels like to want him… like I’ll die of need if I don’t feel his skin along mine. If I don’t reach out and drag my fingers over the sharp line of his jaw.

      “How about you take the lead? Do whatever you want. Whatever you feel comfortable with.”

      My eyebrows arch. “L-like, touch you?”

      He nods, a sheepish grin on his lips. “All you, babe. You’re not comfortable with sex because you haven’t experienced it. You haven’t even touched a guy, Hal. This is your chance to explore. To get comfortable with my body, to learn it, just the way that I intend to learn yours. Consider it your next lesson.”

      He’s giving me permission to do whatever I want.

      How many times have I dreamed of a moment just like this? Sitting back, I glance down at him framed beneath my thighs. The gym shorts, the tight black tee that stretches around his biceps, like the fabric is struggling to hold his tanned skin in. The blue-green-hued veins that snake down his arms all the way to his strong, calloused hands, deftly long fingers splayed out along my thighs that make my skin feel like it actually might be on fire.

      I wonder if it will always be like this. Me on fire for Lane in ways that I don’t even fully comprehend yet.

      I lift my hand to his jaw, brush my shaking fingers along the expanse of it. The spot that’s soft with stubble and strong all at once, over the bridge of his too-perfect nose, down to his lips. My thumb skates along the skin there, and he nips at it, causing me to squeal.

      The laughter dies down in my throat when I realize I’ve settled right into his lap, and his erection is pressed against the thin cotton of my shorts.

      I already know what’s behind those gym shorts—well… the silhouette of it, at least—and the thought alone is both terrifying and thrilling all at once.

      “Keep going,” he says roughly.

      Nodding, I slide my fingers down to the strong cords of his neck, lower until my hands cover his broad chest. I can feel how hard and unwavering he is beneath me.

      “Could you take it off?” I say quietly. “Your shirt?”

      Without a word, he reaches behind him to the nape of his neck and pulls the fabric off in one swift motion, revealing his broad, sculpted chest that has my mouth watering.

      God, how is one single human being this perfect?

      It’s unfair for the rest of us boring, average people.

      “What’s that look for?”

      My cheeks immediately heat, and my words rush out before I can stop them. “How do you do that? Ugh, like… read me so easily?”

      His fingers come to my chin, tipping my gaze back to him when I try to avert it. “You wear every single emotion on your face. If you’re thinking something you don’t want anyone else to know, your cheeks are tinted pink, and it makes me wonder if that flush is just there or other places too.”

      I swallow, my throat thick. He has this ability to see right through me, more than anyone I know besides maybe Eli. It’s unnerving.

      “I am not going to answer that question.”

      He grins, lifting his shoulder in a shrug, “I’m going to find out, Hallie Girl, don’t worry. Now, what was that look for?”

      “Fine. I was just thinking how… perfect you are.” When he chuckles, his body shaking beneath mine, I continue. “I mean, honestly, everything about you. It’s probably why I’ve had a crush on you since I was old enough to realize what crushes are.”

      This makes his eyebrow arch. “You had a crush on me, Hallie Girl?”

      “As if you didn’t know.” I roll my eyes. “I can still… hardly form a sentence around you without stuttering. I’m working on it.”

      He hums but says nothing in response, and I swallow, bringing my clammy hands back to his bare chest. His skin is hot when my fingers ghost along the muscles of his pecs, down to the hard planes of his stomach. His breath hitches as I drag my fingers lower hesitantly, exploring completely new territory. The muscles on his stomach contract when I scrape my purple nails over them, and I can tell that he wants to touch me, that he’s holding himself back. Not just by his sharp intakes of breath or the hunger that shines in his eyes but by the way his hands are clenched tightly in fists at his side instead of on me.

      “This is about you.” His voice is tight with restraint.

      I nod, biting my lip as I continue my descent and desperately try to dull the ache that’s formed between my thighs he’s pressed against.

      I want to touch his… cock.

      Penis?

      Dick?

      Throbbing member?

      Tallywacker?

      Trouser trout?

      Whatever the proper word is, I want to touch it. So bad. Even if I’m more nervous than I’ve ever been in my entire life.

      I bring my fingers to the edge of his boxers that peeks out from the top of his gym shorts, dragging my gaze back to his. “This is dumb, but I feel like it should be part of our lesson. What’s the sexy way to say it? You know, your…” I nod toward his erection, straining against his shorts.

      What’s even more shocking to me is that it’s for… me.

      Lane Collins is hard just from me touching him. That in itself lights something inside of me that’s never burned before, and I want to explore it. Forever.

      “Cock,” he whispers, heat flaring in his gaze as his throat bobs. “Call it a cock, Hallie.”

      “I-I want to touch your cock.”

      He whimpers, a guttural sound that erupts from somewhere deep in his chest. “I’m going to come in my pants like a fucking teenager just hearing you say the word ‘cock.’ Fuck.”

      I bring my hand to my mouth to stifle the giggle that I couldn’t hold in even if I tried.

      This makes me feel… powerful.

      “Can I?”

      “Fuck yes you can touch me, Hal. Anywhere you want.”

      Dropping my gaze, I dip my hand into the waistband of his boxers, and the first thing I feel is the soft mat of hair before grazing the hard velvet of his… cock.

      He hisses as my fingers brush along his length, and his hands reach for me, sliding up my back to hold me still. When he does it, it shifts me slightly off his lap to his leg, and his leg brushes against my clit, causing my breath to hitch.

      “Oh,” I breathe, my eyes dropping shut as my hips swivel, trying to recreate that very movement. “Ohhh.”

      Holy shit.

      “Hal, I want to try something,” Lane murmurs, and my eyes snap open to hold his lingering gaze.

      I nod, still slightly disoriented at the feeling of my clit throbbing in sync with my erratic heartbeat.

      Slowly, his hands slide down my back, leaving behind a trail of fire, until his hands palm my ass. They’re so large they almost cover me completely, squeezing and kneading the flesh until my eyes drop shut again as he rocks me against his leg.

      “Have you ever come before?” He cocks his head. “By yourself?”

      I’m embarrassed, but I shake my head anyway. “Kind of? Uhm… I’ve tried, but I don’t know, it doesn’t seem like it on the videos that I watch. I just get caught up too much in what I should be doing that I can’t… come? I’m so embarrassed. God, why would anyone actually want to have sex with me when I’m this awkward and inexperienced. Actually, please don’t answer that.”

      He lifts my chin toward him. “Trust me when I say there is nothing in this world sexier than you are, Hallie Edwards, and there is nothing more that I want right now than to watch you come. Can I make you come?”

      There should be a bright neon blinking light on my forehead that says, “Yes, please, whatever you want,” when it comes to him. He could ask me to strip naked and practice yoga, and I’d probably agree.

      “Please,” I whisper, my voice low and hoarse, sounding nothing like myself. I’m so overcome with the need for him to touch me that it outweighs the embarrassment of being inexperienced. All I want is to shed this version of myself and become someone new. Someone who’s bold and brazen and takes what she wants unashamedly.

      The tables have turned, and now his hands are on me. Starting with my jaw, he frames my face and leans up while pulling me toward him, then crushes his lips to mine urgently, hungrily. His lips are demanding and firm, yet with a gentleness that makes my clit throb.

      I’ve never… felt like this before. Like I’m burning from the inside, and the only one to put the fire out is Lane.

      He angles my head to the side as his lips move over mine, giving himself better access to take my mouth. His tongue laps at the seam of my lips, demanding access. I sigh into his mouth, and he flicks his tongue against mine, swallowing the moan as my hips gyrate.

      His hands travel down the front of me, brushing along the front of the t-shirt, where my nipples are hardened into peaks, causing an actual shiver to travel down my spine.

      God, I feel like I’m bursting at the seams as his hand moves to my hip, his fingers digging deliciously into my skin.

      “What do you need, baby?” he whispers, pressing his lips against the skin of my neck as my hips rock. “Tell me what you need.”

      “I-I don’t know,” I murmur, panting as he holds me still. “It… aches.”

      I don’t even have a moment to die of mortification for saying that out loud because Lane licks his lips and groans, one that shakes the both of us, and kisses me again, promptly stealing any feeling of shyness right out of my mind.

      It’s evident that he’s turned on, that he wants this as badly as I do, and that leaves no room for shyness.

      At this point, I’m so wet that I picture myself leaving a damp spot on his shorts, and I don’t even care.

      He kisses down my neck, lapping and biting at the skin until I’m a squirming mess. Until I’m so turned on, so wet, that my belly quivers with the need for him. I rock my hips against his leg, moaning every time my clit grinds against him. Every swivel of my hips brings me closer and closer to… something.

      “Oh god,” I murmur, my head dropping back and my hands tightening on Lane’s shoulders, snaking into the hair at the nape of his neck as I chase this feeling.

      This feeling that only he can give me, that much is apparent. Never in my life have I felt like I’m floating on a cloud in the middle of the brightest galaxy.

      It’s truly indescribable.

      “You’re so fucking perfect, Hallie. So goddamn beautiful,” he rasps, his fingers gripping my hips and guiding me along his leg as I ride him.

      I’m dry humping Lane Collins on our couch, and I don’t feel even the least bit ashamed.

      This is the new Hallie. The better version of me that is not going to apologize for going after what she wants, even if it means dry humping like teenagers.

      My head feels dizzy as I grind harder, rocking my hips erratically with absolutely no finesse, and when Lane brings his mouth to my nipple, capturing it between his teeth through the fabric, the feeling inside of me intensifies so much that my legs begin to quiver, my belly begins to tighten, and my spine arches, pushing my chest further toward him.

      “That’s it, baby, keep going. I want you to soak my leg. Come for me, Hallie Girl.”

      It’s the Hallie Girl that has me unraveling by the seams. I gasp when the most powerful feeling of my life detonates inside of me, my entire body going taut as the orgasm hits me, leaving my body trembling from the intensity. I drop my head to his shoulder as I ride it out, shuddering with each rock of my hips. My pulse skitters inside of me as he rubs my back soothingly.

      When my heart rate has returned to normal and I can breathe without panting, I pull back to look at him, the shyness I refused to let creep into the moment surfacing once more.

      “Fuck, that was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, Hal,” he murmurs, pulling my mouth back to his for a quick, searing kiss.

      That was absolutely a top five moment in my life. But…

      “What about you?” I say, my eyes dropping to the tent in his pants. “You didn’t…”

      “Don’t worry about me. This was about you. I’ll take a shower and get rid of this. How do you feel?”

      His green eyes shine with lingering hunger, and it gives me the courage to be completely honest.

      “Incredible.” I giggle. “So incredible that I want to do it again. Right now?”

      He laughs, framing my face as he swipes his thumb along my flushed cheek. “Not a bad start to our lessons. At this pace, I think you’ll be an expert in no time.”

      “That’s the idea.” I grin.
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      I’m surprised it took my parents this long to breeze into town and show up at the house. Especially with how long I’ve been avoiding my father’s phone calls and hardly responding to any texts.

      I should’ve known that they’d show up, and now the inevitable conversation I’ve been putting off for weeks, maybe months now, is knocking at my door, whether or not I’m prepared for it.

      I’m especially not looking forward to sitting across from my parents, who have no clue about the nature of the conversation we’re about to have.

      Not after spending the last couple of days with Hallie and baseball being the last thing on my mind.

      “I think you should just talk to him,” Reese says, slamming the weighted ball onto the ground before swiping away the sweat from his brow. My boys aren’t in the dark about how I feel about… the future, baseball, all of it.

      They’re the only ones who come close to knowing how I really feel. I haven’t even talked to Eli about it. Mostly because I don’t want to put him in a position where he feels like he has to hide anything or be put in the middle of shit between me and Dad.

      “Yeah, let me tell my dad, ‘Hey, you’ve spent thousands of dollars on coaching, equipment, and camps all of my life, and I dunno… I’m thinking maybe I don’t want to play baseball after all.’”

      I shake my head as I squat into a lunge, pushing my muscles to exertion. One of the things my dad taught me at a young age was that I need my lower body to perform just as well as the upper when it comes to pitching. Be able to transfer the energy from the lower body to the upper to throw the ball effectively.

      Fuck. I am dreading this conversation, but the longer I hold it inside and act like everything is fine, the worse I feel.

      “It could be that easy,” Grant adds in after squirting a stream of water into his mouth. “Your dad will understand, Lane. He only wants what’s best for you.”

      “I know, but somewhere along the way, it became his dream even more than it became mine. I just… I don’t want to let him down. I already feel like I’m failing him.”

      Reese nods. “I get it, bro. But you can’t continue pretending everything’s fine. So what, you don’t wanna play pro ball? It’s not the end of the world. Lots of athletes play college ball for other reasons. Fuck, you’re on a full-ride scholarship. That alone is worth it. Not many guys can play college sports on a full athletic scholarship.”

      “Talk to him,” Grant says.

      “I am. We’re going to dinner later. I’m going to put it on the table. See what he thinks. I want to finish this season out and be proud of what I’ve accomplished, not have it hanging over my head because I’ve decided to turn down the draft,” I say, finishing the set of lunges I’m working on and trying to let the thought of having this off my chest push me to finish.

      I’m sore, but I’m not ready to quit. Not until all I want to do is fall into bed from exhaustion and sleep it off.

      “So… let’s talk about the elephant in the room,” Grant says, a cheeky grin on his face.

      “How about we not?” I respond.

      Reese chuckles. “Nah, how about we do? Does she know?”

      Fuck no, she doesn’t know.

      “Does she know that you’ve always had a thing for her?”

      My eyebrow arches. “We talked about this. We’re keeping things casual. She’s got three more years of college left. I’m graduating. There’s a time limit on our hanging out, and we’re both aware of it.”

      Even if thinking about giving Hallie up makes my stomach tie up in knots. It’s fucking selfish, but I can’t help it. We said from the start this was about lessons; it was about checking things off her proposal and nothing more. I just… fuck, I’m not ready to give her up yet.

      “King of denial, this one.”

      Too bad he’s not entirely wrong, and I’m really not admitting that to him.

      After my workout, I shower and pick out a button-down and slacks that I know my mother will approve of but don’t even bother to tame my hair. It’s unruly on a good day, and she’s mostly used to it by now. All while I’m getting dressed, I replay the conversation from earlier with Reese and Grant.

      They make it seem so easy, yet it feels anything but.

      Sure, my dad and I have always had a great relationship, and I’ve always felt like I could go to him about anything. Well, about anything except this. I know I’ll be disappointing him and letting down a dream he’s had for a long time. He’ll be disappointed that his dream isn’t my dream, and there’s nothing worse than letting down your parents.

      That’s the thing about working for something your entire life, whether it’s your dream or not—you know that in the end, someone is going to be let down when it doesn’t go as planned.

      The Uber pulls up to the front of the restaurant, and I quickly thank the driver and slide out of the black sedan. Blowing out a breath, I look up at the sign for Fratelli’s, the same restaurant my family has been coming to since I started college at Orleans University. I was a baby-faced freshman the first time I walked through these doors, and now as I swing the door open and step inside, the hostess’s face lights up.

      “Hi, Lane! Your parents are at your usual table in the back.”

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      Adjusting my tie, I make my way through the restaurant, nodding hello to various people who raise their hands in greeting. It’s rare that I go anywhere near campus and not have people stopping to talk. All part of being the best pitcher in the state, I guess.

      After shaking a few hands, I finally spot my parents and Eli in the back of the restaurant. When Mom notices me, she waves, rising from her chair. The sound of wood scraping against the floor makes my stomach twist.

      “Lane Collins, have you gotten taller? Hi, baby,” she whispers, her long blonde hair swishing as she pulls me against her, her arms tightening. “You look good. Healthy. Strong.”

      “Ma, I’m in college, not in a third-world country fighting hunger,” I chuckle, returning her hug. “I’m fine.”

      She tuts, her blue eyes rolling. “And? You and Eli are my babies. It’s my job as your mother to worry about you, regardless if you’re just at college.”

      My dad stands from the chair, tossing the linen napkin from his lap onto the table before turning to me. “Hey, son.” The grin on his lips is a mirror image of my own, and for a second, I forget that I have to have a hard conversation tonight, one that will undoubtedly change everything. I know that I need to do this. Be honest, no matter the outcome. Tell my parents how I’m feeling.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      He throws his arms around me, his large hands clapping my back. “Missed you.”

      “Missed you too.”

      Once he breaks the embrace and sits back down next to Mom, I pull out the chair next to Eli and sit.

      My eyes scan the restaurant, the familiar photos hanging on the walls, the homey feel of the place, and I plaster on a smile.

      “Did someone already order the boudin balls?”

      Eli chuckles. “What do you think, bro?”

      Mom starts asking Eli and me about school, our grades, campus life, and just like that, we fall into an easy conversation, picking up right where we left off.

      Our appetizers are delivered, entrees are ordered, and for once, my father doesn’t bring up baseball, shocking me.

      “So, how are things going with Hallie Jo living there? Eli, have you been taking care of her?”

      I almost spit the mouthful of water I was attempting to drink across the table. Instead, it slides down my throat, causing me to cough uncontrollably.

      Fuck. I was not expecting that choice of words.

      Leaning over, Eli slaps me on the back a few times as if that’s going to help. “Fuck, you okay?”

      “Eli, language,” Mom scolds.

      I clear my throat. “I’m good, I’m good. Sorry, it just, uh… went down the wrong pipe.”

      I manage to set the glass back down on the table without spilling it all over. Eli shoots me a knowing glance before dragging his gaze back to Mom.

      “Hal is good, Ma. She’s been busy with Vivienne lately. Working on the podcast, staying on top of her schoolwork. Did you know she’s trying to get accepted into NYU’s film program?”

      What?

      How in the fuck did I not know that?

      This isn’t only news to my parents, judging by the looks on their faces, but it’s news to me too. I had no idea Hallie was trying to get into that program. I know she’s majoring in something film related, but I didn’t know she was trying to go to New York…

      “Lane?”

      I’m so lost in thought after that revelation that I didn’t hear my father speak. When I glance up, my dad’s brow is furrowed, a look of annoyance on his face. “Did you hear what I said?”

      I shake my head, dragging a hand through my hair. “No, sorry, what did you say?”

      Dad’s gaze narrows as he repeats, “I said, how’s our arm feeling? Have you been icing it?”

      And there it is.

      I know it must have been killing him to wait that long to bring it up all the way through our entrees and the small talk.

      “It’s going fine.”

      His eyebrows arch, and I can feel the tension snapping between us. “Just fine? Lane… Do you realize what’s at stake here? Do you realize that most kids your age would kill to be the number one draft pick?”

      Immediately, I’m on edge. I already see the end of this conversation in sight, and my fists tighten under the table until my knuckles crack.

      “Garrett, now is not the time,” Mom murmurs, placing a hand on his arm, which he quickly shrugs off.

      “No, now is the time, Grace,” he says roughly, turning his attention back to me. “Lane, this is not the time to slack off. Everything we have worked for is right in front of you. We’ve got scouts coming to games, we’ve got major sponsors reaching out about deals. Son, this is your future.”

      For a second, my lungs seem to forget how to work, the same monotonous motion that they’ve done my entire life fleetingly gone. My chest feels tight, and my jaw feels like the muscle could pop from how hard I’m grinding my teeth.

      “You mean how hard I’ve worked,” I say.

      Eli stiffens beside me, and Mom draws in a sharp breath.

      “You mean how hard I’ve worked, Dad. That’s what you meant to say, right?”

      My dad’s face turns from a light shade of red to something else entirely, an expression of anger and disappointment morphing onto his features. “What is going on with you?”

      I laugh, yet the sound is humorless, and I sigh. I’m fucking tired. Tired of it all, and I’m tired of pretending.

      “What if I’m not picked? Have you ever thought of that?”

      He shakes his head, rubbing a hand down his face. “Impossible. Your stats, your time with OU? It’s impossible.”

      I shrug. “Have you ever thought of a world where I don’t play professional baseball, Dad?”

      “It’s your dream. Of course you’ll play. What’s gotten into you, Lane? Are you going through something that you want to talk about?” His gaze flickers to Eli, then back. Eli remains quiet as he pushes his food around his plate with a fork.

      My brother might not know what’s really been going on in my head, but he’s not stupid. He’s the smartest person I know.

      “What if it’s your dream, Dad, and not mine? What if my dream is to be a sportscaster or to work in marketing? Be a doctor.”

      He stills completely, his eyes wide. Before he even has a chance to respond, I stand, the legs of the chair scraping against the wooden floor loudly.

      “I can’t do this.”

      I toss the napkin onto my plate of half-eaten food and turn on my heel, leaving my family alone at the table.

      The walls around me feel like they’re closing in, like with every breath I take, it gets tighter. I pull my phone out of my pocket and pull up Hallie’s name.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Chewing my lip, I start walking back to campus, opting to skip the Uber ride altogether because I need the fresh air. I need to clear my head. I need to breathe without it feeling like the world is sitting on top of my chest.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hallie: Currently? In the production room on campus… why?

      

      

      

      

      

      Because I can’t fucking breathe, and the only way I can is with you.

      My fingers hover over the screen, and I respond:

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I need you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her response is immediate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hallie: Come to the production. Text me when you’re here, and I’ll come down and get you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: On my way.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hallie: See you soon.  🖖

      

      

      

      

      

      God, this girl. I laugh, shoving my phone into my pocket as I walk along the sidewalk. It takes me twenty minutes to get from the restaurant to campus and to the film studies building, and when I get there, I see her leaning against the brick wall next to the door, a shy smile on her lips. She’s wearing a hoodie that’s three sizes too big for her, swallowing her. The faded words “Bigfoot Search Team” are slanted across the chest. The fabric falls to mid-thigh, hiding what I know is a pair of cutoffs underneath. Black, if I had to guess.

      “Hi,” she says as she tucks her hair behind her ear and scuffs her worn pink-and-red Vans along the concrete.

      “Hi.”

      Her gaze flits to mine. “Are you okay? Your message… It-It sounded like something was wrong.”

      I step forward, framing her face in my hands as I press tightly against her. I fucking needed this. To just… touch her. To be close to her. To breathe her in.

      The pressure in my chest lessens when she’s around.

      “I just needed to see you,” I murmur, my thumb rubbing along her jaw. The smallest, most innocent touch… and it feels like more.

      She nods. “Let’s go up? So we can talk… in private?”

      “Sure, yeah.”

      We turn back toward the building, her braids swishing as she pulls a white key fob from her pocket and scans it along the keypad. A beep sounds, and she pulls the door free. Instead of walking ahead, she glances back and slips her hand in mine.

      I follow behind her through the dark hallway and up the stairs to the second floor. The dim lights of the hallway flicker as she guides me toward the very last door of the hallway, once again scanning her card on the keypad.

      “This is the studio,” she says as we step over the threshold into what looks like a media room. There are knobs and buttons and screens everywhere.

      “Nice.”

      I look around the room, my eyes flickering to the computer screen, where she’s editing something.

      “What’s this?”

      Alarmingly fast, she walks over and slams the laptop shut before nervously stuttering, “Uh, nothing. Just, um… a project I’m working on. For school. Nothing important. Trust me. So, uh…”

      A grin tugs at my lips as she fumbles over her words, and I close the distance between us. Her butt hits the motherboard behind her.

      “Always so nervous, Hallie Girl,” I breathe, inhaling the sweet scent of her.

      “Tell me what happened,” she says, reaching out to place her hand on my chest.

      I blow out a breath as I replay tonight’s events in my head. The disaster that was dinner. The conversation that needed to happen with my family blowing up in my face before it could ever really happen.

      “My parents are in town for dinner. They surprised us.”

      “That’s great, Lane. I know they miss you.”

      I nod. “Yeah… I miss them too. I just… I feel like the walls are closing in on me, Hal. I feel like there’s so much pressure to be this person… to perform. To be the best. It feels crippling.”

      Hallie nods, her expression softening as I talk. Her hands slide up my chest to the long hair at my nape, and she runs her fingers through it. Her touch soothes me, and my eyes drop closed at the contact, a shiver running down my spine.

      “Lately, I just don’t know who I am anymore.” My voice is rough and full of pent-up emotion. “I know who I’m supposed to be. I know what everyone expects me to be, and it doesn’t feel like me anymore. It feels like I’m playing a part simply to make my father happy, my coaches, the fans.”

      “Lane…” Hallie whispers unevenly. “How long have you felt like this?”

      I shrug, not ready to admit just how bad things have gotten in my head yet. Not ready to have her see me for anything different. “I don’t know… A while. I just feel like I can’t be honest with anyone, including myself sometimes. Like I can’t be the real me and not the one that everyone thinks I am.”

      “You can always be honest with me, Lane. All I want is the real version of you. I know the real you, and it isn’t just baseball…” Her hands slide up my chest, playing with the collar of my button-down shirt. “Okay?”

      I find myself nodding, and at this point, I might agree to anything if she asked me.

      “I’m not sure if I want to play professional baseball. And… I haven’t been sure for a while. I don’t know what I want, and that’s part of the problem. I love the sport, and I love being on the mound. I just… sometimes I want to be more than number 22. I’m not even sure if I for sure don’t want to play… I just don’t know. That’s the problem.”

      It’s the first time I’ve ever admitted that out loud to anyone. It’s been in my head for months, and it feels strange to hear the words.

      “And that’s okay,” Hallie says softly. “It’s okay to not fit into the mold other people have placed you in. Why… Why did you need me? Of all people.”

      Part of me is even more afraid to admit out loud that the one place I wanted to run… the one person I wanted to run to…

      Is her.

      “Because Hallie… you’re the only person that I feel like me around.”
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      I’m so shocked by the words leaving his mouth that I actually forget to breathe, and for a second, my head feels light.

      “R-really?”

      He nods, his blond, unruly hair falling in his eyes. Unintentional, yet if anything, it only makes him that much more handsome. The piercing green of his eyes feels like they’re boring into me, seeing parts of me that are meant only for him.

      “When I was sitting in that restaurant with my family, it felt like the walls were actually closing in on me. Like each second that passed, they got closer and closer, and it got harder and harder to breathe. My chest felt tight. I just… I had to get out of there, and the only thing I wanted was… you.”

      I swallow, trying to calm my breathing, trying to tamp down the thoughts running through my head at breakneck speed.

      Being with Lane feels entirely too right, especially when he says things like that. It almost feels like it’s not just about the proposal.

      His hands slide to my waist, and his fingers press into my back as he holds me tightly. Our chests are pressed so close that my breath turns into his breath, and I lose myself in his gaze.

      “Hallie?”

      “Y-yeah?”

      His lips turn up into a playful smirk. “Really wanna kiss you right now.”

      I nod, much like the first time he kissed me. I’ve spent hours awake in bed replaying those very words, reciting them over and over until it began to feel more real.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      And then he bends his head, and his hands are sliding up my back to my neck, gripping tightly. Not enough to hurt, but enough to hold me firmly in place as his lips find mine.

      In the dim light of the production room, Lane Collins steals my breath. He kisses me hungrily, slipping his tongue into my mouth as I mewl against him, unintelligible sounds that in any other instance, I’d be embarrassed by.

      Not here, not with him.

      The kiss turns feverish, fast. My entire body feels on fire with need for him. I want him to touch me, to prove all of the words he whispered tonight about needing me.

      I want him to need me just as badly as I need him.

      “Hallie,” he muses, pulling free from my lips. “Do you trust me?”

      I nod without hesitation and watch in bewilderment as he lets me go and drops to his knees in front of me. Carefully, his hands slide underneath the baggy sweatshirt I threw on earlier, and they brush along the bare skin of my stomach, causing my entire body to tremble.

      “Trust me, baby,” he whispers, his fingers dancing along the waistband of my denim shorts before he pops the button open. His gaze never leaves mine as his fingers work their magic, unzipping my shorts, two fingers hooked in the sides, and he slowly, torturously slowly, drags them down my hips until they fall at my feet where he kneels.

      Lane Collins is on his knees… for me.

      The nervous wreck part of me wonders if he’s going to… like it? What I look like? I mean, I’ve never had anyone with their head so close to my…

      “Get out of your head, Hallie Girl. Focus on me,” he says.

      It’s hard to focus on anything else when he’s kneeling before me, and I’m left in nothing but a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of lime-green panties that say “out of this world” across the front.

      Jeez, I have to get something sexier to wear. Not to mention… what if someone walks in?

      My eyes flick to the door and back to Lane. He smirks, his eyebrow arching as he seemingly reads my thoughts.

      “Worried someone will see me eating your pretty pussy, Hal?”

      Oh god.

      Oh GOD.

      JESUS CHRIST.

      Swallowing, I nod, my nose crinkling. “A little?”

      “Don’t worry. I would never let anyone see what’s mine.”

      Mine?

      The way he says it and the way that he stares up at me with hunger, with two deep emerald pits of lust, I almost believe that I could be his.

      That this isn’t just an arrangement between us, and I could be Lane Collins’s girl. In another world, maybe so, but in this world, what we’re doing is enough for me.

      If I wasn’t soaked prior to this moment, then I would be now. I can practically feel the damp spot in my panties just from his gaze.

      I’ve read enough smut books to know what happens next, but nothing prepares me for what it would actually feel like.

      “I know baby… I know. It aches doesn’t it? Right here?” He leans forward, swiping his tongue along my throbbing clit through the thin fabric of my panties.  “Don’t worry, my tongue will make it feel all better.”

      My breath hitches, my hands tightening their grip on the production table behind me as he drags his nose along my pussy, inhaling deeply.

      “I can’t wait for you to come on my face,” he rasps, licking his lips and leaning in again. This time, he sucks my clit into his mouth with only the thin scrap of cotton separating my drenched core.

      My entire body tenses as a dull throb unleashes in my belly, causing me to quiver.

      “Oh god,” I breathe.

      He laps at my pussy through my underwear before his fingers hook into the waistband of my panties and slowly drag them down my hips, all while his eyes never leave mine.

      It’s one thing entirely to be slowly undressed by a man like him, but it’s a completely different thing entirely to hold eye contact while he’s on his knees before you.

      “Need you to be quiet, baby. Think you can do that?”

      Do I? Absolutely not. Will I tell him that? Not a damn chance if it means he’s going to quit what he’s doing.

      I nod. “Y-yes.”

      My voice is breathy and soft, and the hungry look in his eyes flares before dropping down to where I’m now completely bare for him.

      “Christ, Hallie,” he groans, dropping his forehead to my stomach while his hands grip my waist. “You’re going to be the fucking death of me. You’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Giggling, I bring my hands to his hair, entwining the long, messy strands between my fingers, a brazen move I would have never done prior to the night on the couch that changed everything.

      “Look at you, baby,” he murmurs, bringing his fingers up to part me. My heart pounds erratically in my chest as his fingers graze my slickened flesh. The first time anyone has ever touched me there. “So pink and pretty. Fuck, you’re so wet for me, Hal.”

      Instead of being embarrassed by the fact that I’m drenched for him, I’m turned on by the fact that he’s so turned on, the evidence in the way that he reaches down and adjusts his slacks, which are now tented.

      I try not to let the fact that I’m almost completely naked and he’s still fully dressed bother me or the fact that he’s at eye level with my vagina. Good thing I followed Viv’s advice and shaved every single thing on my body, including my asshole, which honestly was hilarious since I was using my phone’s camera as a guide.

      My attention falls back to Lane as he leans in, flattens his tongue, and takes a long, languid lick of me. My hips jut toward his mouth as my legs almost buckle at the feeling.

      Whatever I expected? Whatever preconceived notion I had of this moment was not even on the same planet as what I’m currently experiencing. Not even the same universe.

      I think I may actually be in another galaxy right now.

      “Oh my god,” I pant when he dives in, his tongue circling my clit and flicking. Each flick of his tongue causes my legs to shake and my hands to fist tighter in his hair, the coil in my belly tightening impossibly so.

      “There’s nothing sweeter in the world than you, Hallie. Fuck, I could spend the rest of my life between your thighs.”

      Another torturously slow lick, and then his lips close around my clit, and he sucks so hard that my vision blurs, pleasure unfurling inside of me to the very tips of my fingers.

      “Lane,” I cry as my hips jerk, desperate for more of his mouth. Even with his tongue on my clit, his fingers digging into my hips as he eats me… it’s not enough. I need… more.

      “Tell me what you need.”

      “More.” My voice is hoarse with need as I plead for what, I don’t even truly know. I just know that I need more than this right now.

      “Do you want my fingers?” he rasps, his lust-filled gaze zeroed in on me. “Do you want me to fill you up with my fingers, baby?”

      I nod enthusiastically.

      “Say it.”

      My gaze snaps to his. “What?”

      The corner of his lips turns up in a cocky grin. “I want to hear you ask for what you need, Hallie. We’re checking things off your proposal, and this is something you need to learn. To ask for what you need. Always. Your pleasure comes first.”

      Could I actually… say it out loud? Without sinking into the floor from mortification?

      He goes to rise from his knees, but I tighten my grip in his hair, and his eyebrow arches as if it’s a challenge.

      That one look, and I swallow down my nerves and square my shoulders. “I want you to… fuck me with your fingers.”

      “Is that it? Just fuck you with my fingers?”

      I shake my head. “No, I want you to… l-lick me.” Whispering quietly, I add, “Suck my… clit like you did a few minutes ago…”

      Did it physically just pain me to utter those words out loud? Yes.

      Would I do just about anything at this point so he continues? Also yes.

      “Good girl,” he says, that same cocky grin on his lips. Until now, I’ve been too caught up in the feeling of his lips on me to see the wetness now coating his mouth and chin, and it’s so… dirty, so erotic, that my legs do actually buckle when he buries his face back between my legs and eats me like a man starved.

      You’ve never been to heaven until you’ve heard Lane Collins praising you as a good girl, and I will take no opinions on this.

      Lane hoists my legs onto his shoulders, taking the brunt of my weight on him as he licks, sucks, nibbles at the sensitive flesh between my legs, bringing me closer and closer to the brink of what I know will be one of the best orgasms of my life.

      I can feel it. The dull throb inside of me intensifying with each swipe of his tongue.

      He brings his finger to stroke me, teasing, taunting me, circling my entrance as his tongue sweeps across me. Slowly, he slides a single finger inside of me and reaches something inside of me that has me crying out in pleasure.

      “Oh god… Lane…” My feet slide to his shoulders, and when he hooks his finger upward toward my navel, rubbing that sensitive spot, my toes curl, and my cries turn into whimpers.

      I’m unable to even form a coherent word at this point, and instead of trying to fight the wave cresting inside of me, I ride it, bucking my hips against his face when he doesn’t relent.

      I arch against his mouth, my fingers tugging at the long strands of his hair, gripping so hard it must hurt, but he doesn’t complain. If anything, it makes him that much more hungry. I suck in a breath, and my eyes fall shut as the orgasm hits me so hard that I fall back against the production board, not even flinching as the buttons dig into my skin. The bite of pain only adds to the pleasure unfurling inside of me, taking over completely and rendering me useless.

      My spine arches, and I ride out wave after wave of euphoria, clamping down around Lane’s finger inside of me. I’m coming so hard that my head feels dizzy, and my entire body feels like it’s floating.

      “That’s it, baby.” His hot breath ghosts against my pussy, the words vibrating against my already sensitive, swollen, and slicked skin. “Fuck yes.”

      Eagerly, he laps up everything I give until I’m too sensitive for his tongue, and my legs fly to his ears, my body bucking.

      Only then does he carefully pull my feet from his shoulders, letting them fall gingerly to the ground.

      “God,” I whisper quietly, trying to get my bearings back but still floating on another planet I don’t even know the name of.

      This is absolutely what everyone must rave about. This feeling is like a high, one I want to chase over and over.

      With one more gentle press of his lips, he drops a kiss to my sensitive clit and rises, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      I’m almost embarrassed at the wetness that coated his mouth.

      All of that from me… But the hungry look in his eyes is enough to drive out the embarrassment. Slightly.

      “Don’t get shy on me now, Hallie,” he muses, my favorite smile of his present. “You’re perfect, and trust me when I say I can’t fucking wait to do that again.”

      For a moment, silence passes between us until I lift my eyes to his. “How about right now?”
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        Lane: I’m going out of town this weekend with Grant and Reese. We’re going to baseball training in Georgia. Be home Monday.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: Are we checking in with each other now? Is that what’s happening here? Just want to make sure I’m on the same page.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: Just wanted you to know… Do me a favor?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: Depends.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: On?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: Whether or not you’re returning it. 😛

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hallie: Shit, I really am terrible at this flirting thing. Sorry, this was my weak attempt.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: Don’t worry, I’ll return the favor when I get home. I think we both know at this point how much you like my favors. Now, don’t you want to know what I want?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: Tell me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: Sleep in my bed until I get back.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie. What? No, I can’t do that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: Hallie Girl, sleep in my bed. I wanna think about you in my bed while I’m gone. I want my sheets to smell like you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Groaning, I flop backward onto my bed and stare up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on the white ceiling.

      How is he just so… Ugh.

      Perfect. Annoyingly charming. Wickedly talented with his tongue…

      “What’s up, Hal?” Eli says, poking his head in through the door. “You good?”

      “Yep. Just fine. Everything’s dandy. Couldn’t be better if I tried,” I say with fake enthusiasm. “What’s up with you?”

      He strides through the door and flops down next to me. He’s in dark-washed jeans and a button-down polo, so I’m going to assume that he’s on his way out the door and not here to watch Netflix and talk about my feelings.

      “Gonna go out with the guys. I think we’re going axe throwing or something.”

      A laugh bursts through my lips. “Sorry, I just can’t exactly see you throwing axes.”

      “I am very masculine, Hallie Jo. Look at these muscles.” He lifts his arm and flexes it, and while he does have muscles… I can’t help but compare them to his brother. Especially when he’s thrusting his fingers into my body, that hungry look in his eyes.

      I groan again, covering my face.

      “What’s going on, Hal?” His brow furrows in confusion.

      “It’s not weird to, you know… talk about your brother?”

      Eli chuckles, and I feel his shoulder dip beside mine. “I dunno. Sort of? He’s kind of just always been around, so there’s nothing different really except you guys… doing whatever it is that you’re doing, which I do not need any details about.”

      “You’re very laid-back about all of this, you know? I didn’t expect you to be angry or anything. I just don’t know.” Biting my lip nervously, I continue. “I just didn’t expect you to be so meh about it.”

      He lifts up on his elbows and looks over at me. “He’s my brother, Hal. You’re my best friend, and you’re both adults. I told you that. I just… Like I said before, I just want you to be careful. That’s all. Lane isn’t the settling-down kind of guy, and I don’t want you to get your heart broken or get hurt.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” I say, my fingers going to the beads at my wrist out of habit. “All good on that end. Absolutely good.”

      “Shit,” he mumbles, glancing down at his Apple Watch. “I’ve gotta go, or I’m going to be late meeting the guys. Let’s hang out tomorrow?”

      I nod. “Yep! Have fun.”

      He drops a quick kiss to my cheek and ambles from the bed, and just as he walks through the door, my phone dings with another notification.

      Another text from Lane.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lane: Can’t stop thinking about how sweet you taste, Hallie Girl…

      

      

      

      

      

      God, there go those stupid butterflies in the pit of my stomach again, dancing along with the new throb between my legs.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hallie: You are entirely too good at this. Have a good time at camp. Or training. Or whatever it is you’re doing that involves… balls. ⚾️

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lane: My bed, Hallie.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the rest of the weekend working on my English paper and watching a documentary with Eli, this time on photosynthesis… joy. When I’m not doing either of those things, I’ve been lying in Lane’s bed, tabbing my latest book. Not only is his bed inherently more comfortable than mine, but it also smells like… him.

      Which I shouldn’t enjoy as much as I am, but there’s nothing like being bundled beneath the covers, a book in my hand, while lying on what feels like a cloud, drifting off to the smell of Lane.

      It’s late Saturday night, and I’m highlighting a section in said book when my phone vibrates. I pick it up and swipe, accidentally answering the FaceTime from Lane before I realize what I’m doing.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      I’m wearing nothing but a T-shirt, and it’s… his.

      Laundry is my most dreaded chore, and everything I own is dirty, soooo I swiped a T-shirt from his drawer—sue me. I did not expect this to come back and bite me right in the ass.

      “Hallie?”

      Uh.

      “Hi,” I say a little too loudly, definitely awkwardly, as the phone is still facedown on the bed, blocking his view.

      I could take it off, but that might actually be worse than him seeing I stole his T-shirt.

      “Why is your screen black? I can’t see anything.”

      Swallowing, I push my unruly curls back from my face. “Yes, well, one second!”

      I’m scrambling.

      “Hallie, pick up the phone,” he says.

      Reluctantly, I pick up the phone and paste on a bright smile. “Hi.”

      Lane’s eyebrow arches, his hair wet and unruly like he just stepped out of the shower and toweled it off. His gaze darkens as it dips to my chest and sees the word HELLCATS printed across it.

      “In my shirt and in my bed?” Licking his lips, he groans, “You’re trying to fucking kill me, Hallie.”

      My cheeks immediately flush, and I drop my gaze. “You like that I’m wearing your shirt? I, uh… I-I ran out of clean clothes, and I didn’t want to get in your bed in something that wasn’t clean, so I just borrowed one from your drawer and—”

      “Hallie, you have no idea what it does to me seeing you in my clothes. Knowing you’re sleeping in my bed. Fuck, I wish I was there.”

      The hungry gaze in his eyes causes me to shiver. After the day in the production room, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the feel of his mouth on me or the way that I came so hard it felt like an out-of-body experience, all while he lapped at me. A core memory I will not be forgetting anytime soon.

      “I wish you were here too.”

      A grin tugs at the corner of his mouth. “What would you do if I was, Hallie Girl?”

      My eyes widen in surprise. “Um… God, are you trying to have phone sex with me right now, Lane Collins? I’m going to be completely honest and let you know that I think I’ll have a heart attack. I don’t perform well under pressure. You know this. Need I remind you of the day I almost took your balls out on that baseball field?”

      Lane’s laugh echoes around his empty room, and I couldn’t keep the smile off my face even if I tried. “Who’s the teacher here, Hal? I am. And you have things that you included in your proposal. Things you wanted to try and are interested in. Since I’m your teacher, it’s up to me to make sure that those things happen.”

      Yeah, well, whenever I put those things on there, I didn’t actually expect them to happen, especially not with him, and now I’m seriously regretting ever writing it in the first place.

      Okay, not really, but what in the actual hell was I thinking? In the past two weeks, I’ve stepped more out of my comfort zone than I have in my entire eighteen years on this planet, and things are moving quickly. Which is exactly what I want, but still.

      “You’re right. I just… What if I’m terrible at it?”

      His eyebrow arches, and he blinks. “Bad at what, baby? Phone sex?”

      I nod, nervously fingering the bracelets on my wrist. “Yeah.”

      “There is literally nothing you could do that wouldn’t turn me on, Hallie. You just existing makes my dick hard.”

      This time, my eyebrows rise. “Prove it.”

      He laughs but shrugs and flips the camera around, showing the dark gray pair of gym shorts and that he is very much hard. His erection is thick and tenting behind the thin fabric, and my mouth waters at the sight.

      God, this man is turning me into a sexual fiend. A sexually driven creature that I hardly even recognize but am very much into. All I do is think about sex lately. Well, sex and the unexplained mysteries of the world, but still.

      Sex with Lane.

      And I’d be lying if I said that I hadn’t been imagining the way that Lane would look when he was pleasuring himself. All of our interactions thus far have been completely focused on me and not him, so I don’t actually know the faces he makes when he comes.

      But I really, really want to.

      “I’m pretty sure that thing is not going to… you know, fit,” I mutter, squinching my nose.

      “Oh, baby, it’ll fit. It might be a tight fit, but there’s no possible way you’re anything but perfect for me.” He comes back into view, a sly smirk on his handsome face.

      Jesus, he’s talking about his dick fitting inside of me and still somehow manages to say it with charm.

      “Where’s Reese and Grant?” I ask, remembering that he’s not actually on a trip alone but with his teammates.

      “Out for the night.”

      Turning over onto my stomach, I hold the phone out in front of me, “And you didn’t want to go out with them? You’re in a new city. That doesn’t feel like a typical Lane thing to do. Stay home, I mean.”

      He shrugs. “I wanted to call you. I’m tired from the training, wanted to stay in.”

      The way my heart beats a little faster at his admission is a tad bit worrisome, but instead, I focus on how ridiculously sexy he looks on the screen. His eyes seem brighter with the white tee on, and the familiar chain around his neck poking out of the collar always turns me on. Don’t ask why… my body is the one in control here. Clearly.

      It’s what got me into this in the first place.

      “How is it that you’ve seen me come twice, but I’ve never even seen your… cock before?” I tease. This is a question that until Lane I don’t think I would’ve ever had the courage to mutter to a man of the opposite sex.

      “Because I don’t want anything to be about me until you feel comfortable, Hal.” He pauses, sitting up slightly against the headboard of the bed in his hotel. “That’s the thing… this isn’t about me; it’s about you and your pleasure. It’s about you being comfortable with a guy. I want your pleasure to come first.”

      For a moment, I’m silent, rolling my lip between my teeth in contemplation. “What if seeing you come is what I want?”

      “You want to see me come?”

      I nod without hesitation this time. It’s absolutely what I want. There’s nothing I want more than to see Lane Collins’s face the moment he comes. “Yes.”

      Reaching behind his head with one hand, he pulls his shirt off at the nape, giving me the glorious view of his abs from my spot on his screen. My gaze traces the lines of his muscles that ripple as he situates himself on the bed, and when he sits up and pulls the shorts off his hips, my mouth is literally watering, and my thighs are pressed together to dull the throb directly between them.

      “Isn’t there something about dirty talk on your proposal, Hallie?”

      Very high up on my proposal, actually.

      It’s one of the things I have been most anxious to experience, and imagining Lane whispering filthy words in my ears makes me shiver.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking right now to have that look in your eyes.”

      Hesitantly, I chew the inside of my cheek. Even though it’s on my proposal and something I very much want, I’m still… I don’t know. I’m nervous to say those things out loud.

      “Tell me, Hal.” His eyes are heavy-lidded, and my gaze drops down to where the trail of hair on his chiseled abs leads off-screen. I want to see all of him, especially what’s just out of view.

      “I was thinking how much I’d like to hear you say dirty things to me. I… I keep thinking about what you would say if you were…” I trail off, my embarrassment too much to continue. God, I feel so silly.

      “If I was what?”

      Exhaling, I continue. “If you were… fucking me, what things you would say in my ear. I can imagine it… the deep timbre of your voice while your hands roamed my body.”

      He squeezes his eyes shut, dropping his head back against the headboard, exposing the thick column of his throat that bobs as he visibly swallows. It seems like he’s trying to hold on to control. “Fuck. Let’s check something off your list, then, Hallie. I want you to touch yourself.”

      “O-on camera?” My eyes widen.

      “On camera. I want to make you come, just like I did in the studio and the living room that night, except I want you to use your fingers and my voice to make that happen.”

      Swallowing, I exhale. “I don’t know if I can… without you.”

      “You can, baby,” he says, sitting up, the camera angle framed on his face as he stands from the bed and walks through the room to the bathroom, then props the phone on the counter in the bathroom and steps back.

      When he does, my jaw drops.

      My god.

      He’s standing in front of the camera, completely naked, and my clit is throbbing in sync with my heartbeat.

      If I thought he was hot before… I had no idea what I was in for. His cock is hard and bobbing in front of him as he leans against the shower, a look of pure hunger in his eyes.

      Nothing prepared me for this moment. I thought the silhouette was big, and even feeling him in my hand with a barrier of clothing between us still didn’t prepare me for how big he actually is.

      “Lane…” I breathe, the words coming out hoarse and scratchy as I appreciate the sight in front of me. One that I honestly never imagined seeing, but now that I have, it will be burned into my memory forever.

      He’s perfect in a way that I could never have imagined.

      “This is what you do to me, Hallie,” he rasps as he reaches down and palms his cock, giving it a slow pump. “You make me so hard it fucking hurts. Slip your fingers into your panties. Touch yourself.”

      I hesitate, but only for a moment, because the truth is even though I’m nervous and feeling completely out of my element, I want this. I want him. I’m ready for this.

      Keeping the camera on my face, I do as he says and push his shirt up to my ribs, then slip my hand beneath the waistband of my panties.

      I don’t take my eyes off the screen and the image of Lane pumping himself slowly, his large hand grasping his cock in his fist. His hips flex on their own when he pumps the head of his cock.

      “Is it… sensitive?” I ask breathlessly.

      He nods. “Right under here.” He lifts his cock and shows me the spot along the head, the ridge that makes his eyes darken. “I can’t wait for you to trace this spot right here with your tongue.”

      Oh god. My fingers travel lower, over the smooth area that I just shaved, to where I’m already wet just from seeing him pleasure himself. Who knew that could be so hot? Who knew that Lane Collins could be even more attractive with a look of euphoria on his face?

      “I want you to take your middle finger and circle your clit. Slowly—pretend it’s my finger that’s touching you, Hallie…” He grunts. Obediently, I dip my finger into the wetness, gathering it on the pad as I timidly circle my clit. I’ve only done this a few times by myself, and it was lackluster at best. I could never seem to get it right, and as embarrassing as that is to admit, I couldn’t bring myself to… finish, but hearing the sounds Lane is making and the sight of him languidly pumping himself is almost enough to make me feel like I could… combust.

      I feel like I’m burning from the inside out. On fire for Lane.

      “I wish I could see you right now, spread out and wet for me, my fingers buried inside of you with my tongue on your clit. I want you to ride my face.”

      I whimper as my fingers move faster, chasing something that’s never been in reach until him.

      I’m a desperate, needy mess.

      “You want that, baby?” His voice is low and deep. “Coming on my tongue?”

      Oh god. The dirty words falling from his mouth cause me to shudder. There’s nothing more that I want right now than to have him here, worshipping me with his mouth the way that he did in the production room. I’ll never forget how ridiculously hot he looked on his knees between my legs, his mouth glistening with me.

      “I w-want that,” I breathe.

      He pulls his lip between his teeth, suppressing a groan. “There’s nothing sweeter than the taste of you. I want to fucking drown in you. To bury my face in your pussy and never leave.”

      My breath hitches, and I squeeze my eyes shut for the first time, unable to hold them open any longer as pleasure unfurls inside of me. The phone shakes in my hand as I bring myself closer and closer to my first orgasm alone.

      “Slide a finger inside of you, baby. Think about how it will feel when I slide my cock inside of you. How full you’ll be. I want to watch my cock stretching you open, how you’ll open and take all of me. Milking my cock.” Groaning, he fucks his fist, his hips thrusting in sync with his hand. His other hand is splayed on the glass of the shower, and he flexes his fingers into a fist before opening his hand again, digging his fingers into the glass until his knuckles turn white.

      Seeing him come undone, losing himself in the moment, it’s enough to send me tumbling headfirst into the most powerful pleasure of my life. My back arches, and when I slide my finger inside my entrance, I feel my legs beginning to tremble.

      “I’m… I’m… Lane,” I murmur, my lips parting.

      “Are you going to come, baby?”

      I nod wordlessly, losing my ability to speak as I’m in the throes of pure bliss. My orgasm builds, higher and higher.

      “When I’m home, I’ll put you on your knees with your perfect little ass in the air and put my cock so deep in you, Hallie, you’ll feel me for fucking days. I’ll watch my cum slip out of you and then make you stay that way so you feel it for the rest of the day.”

      The mental image of Lane coming inside of me sends me spiraling, the power of my orgasm hitting me so hard that black spots dance behind my vision. My entire body trembles from the intensity as my back arches and I detonate. My finger rubs a spot inside of me that prolongs the orgasm until I’m limp and my head is dizzy. I open my eyes just in time to see Lane throw his head back, a guttural groan leaving the base of his throat as white ropes of cum paint the glass in front of him. He milks his cock until he’s spent, and I wish that I was there. I wish I was there to make him come like that and not just through a screen.

      “Holy fuck,” he grunts when he’s able to form words. A shy giggle leaves my lips, and I exhale.

      “Uh… yes. I guess we can check that off my proposal.”

      My cheeks warm saying that, even after what we just did. I can’t believe I’m checking things off my proposal with Lane in the first place, and having hot phone sex is definitely something I didn’t even know I was missing. The dirty talk was just a bonus.

      Something I can’t wait to hear in person.

      “How did you feel about that?” He smirks, pulling a towel off the rack and quickly cleaning up.

      “Hot?” I murmur. “I definitely liked it and immediately want to do it again.”

      Chuckling, he turns off the water, a teasing grin on his face. “Gonna need a few minutes first, Hallie Girl. I noticed that you got louder… when I mentioned coming in you. Does that turn you on?”

      Oh god, how do I admit that it ridiculously turned me on? That I’ve been imagining it happening nonstop since he just mentioned it. What it would feel like to be claimed by him.

      “Don’t be afraid to tell me the things that turn you on, baby. I need to know so I can make this better for you. If it helps… the thought of coming inside of you turns me on so fucking much. I think I’ve got a kink for it.”

      “Uh… I think maybe me too? I don’t know. I really, uh… I really liked it.”

      “Good. I guess now is the best time to ask this, then. Are you on birth control?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I have pretty bad cramps, so I’ve been on the pill for a few years.”

      “I want to make sure we’re safe and that I’m taking care of you in all ways. I’ve been tested recently, and I haven’t been with anyone since being tested.”

      My pulse flutters as my heart picks up speed. “Does that mean…”

      “If you want me to fuck you bare, I will, Hallie. As long as you’re sure.”

      Nodding shyly, I turn to my side and set the phone against his pillow, placing my hands beneath my head after I pull the covers up. My limbs feel warm, and my eyes heavy, and after that… it took all of my energy.

      “I’ll be home soon, okay?” He smiles. “I can’t fucking wait to see you. Thank you. For giving me that first, Hallie.”

      “Mhmm,” I hum sleepily. “You can have all of my firsts.”

      I’m half-asleep as I whisper the words, and the last thing I remember before my eyes shut is the look in Lane’s eyes.

      It feels like… adoration.
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      The door creaks shut behind me as I walk into the house with my bat bag slung over my shoulder. It’s way past midnight if I had to guess, but I stopped checking my phone hours ago, opting to put earphones in to try and drown out Grant and Reese’s throwback Britney Spears concert happening on the bus that was about to cause my ears to bleed.

      I’m tired as fuck, and the only thing I’ve wanted to do since FaceTiming Hallie and hearing her sweet little moans as she came, watching her mouth form the perfect little O as she fell apart, is to get home. To touch her. To be in the same room as her. I toss my bag onto the floor in the hallway and set my keys on the kitchen table, then toe off my shoes into the frilly little basket that she set out.

      Since moving in, she’s subtly but completely changed our house, adding knickknacks like picture frames and flowers to the table. At first, I hated it. I hated that no matter what room in the house I was in, I couldn’t escape her or my want for her. Then, I found myself smiling when I saw another decoration being added or that now we have scented dryer sheets as opposed to the wool balls we used before. Eli and I aren’t completely insufficient; our mom taught us something. We’re just guys and don’t generally give a second thought to decorations or scented anything.

      Now, I love that no matter where I go in my house, there’s a piece of her there. She’s somehow imprinted herself in my life, and I can hardly even remember what it was like before she lived with us.

      I open the door to my room quietly, and the first thing I see is Hallie curled up on her side in my bed, both of her feet poking out of the bottom of the comforter as always. I knew from all the years of her being in my life that she couldn’t sleep without her feet being uncovered, as if the blanket covering them would throw off all of her body temperature, making it impossible for her to fall asleep.

      Her wild hair is framing her face as she sleeps, her dark lashes fanning out over her pink cheeks. She’s so fucking pretty that it’s hard to breathe when I look at her. My chest does this funny thing where it gets tight, and my lungs constrict.

      The light next to my bed is on, the simple black lamp casting a warm glow over her pale, creamy skin. She must’ve been reading as she fell asleep because the book is right next to her hand. I tiptoe over to the bed, and my eyes scan the title.

      Hunt for the Skinwalker: Science Confronts

      This fucking girl.

      Carefully, I pick up the book and set it on my nightstand, then quickly shed my gym shorts and shirt, leaving me in a pair of boxer briefs. I click off the lamp, then pull back the covers and slide in next to her. It feels like the lines are blurring, like whatever is happening between us isn’t just about the proposal anymore.

      She makes a soft sigh before turning and falling right back to sleep. Selfishly, I don’t wake her because I want to keep her here for as long as I can. If I wake her, then she’ll go back to her room. Gently, I hook my arm around her waist and pull her to me until her back is flush against my front. To no surprise, she fits perfectly against me. Her ass pressed tightly against me, she cuddles further into my arms, sighing sleepily.

      The last thing I remember before drifting off is how easily it feels to be with Hallie. How quickly I’m becoming addicted to her scent, her touch. To the feel of her in my arms.

      And how even though I know it’ll end badly, I can’t seem to stop myself.
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        * * *

      

      My eye cracks open when I feel the bed dip. Sunlight streams through the curtains in my room, and the first thing I see is Hallie on her side, her hands tucked under her head.

      “Good morning,” I grumble, my voice still heavy with sleep.

      She smiles, and my chest tightens at the sight. I could get used to this, waking to Hallie in my bed, her smile still sleepy and sweet.

      “Good morning,” she says shyly. “Funny seeing you here.”

      I chuckle as I reach out and haul her to me. She squeaks as I tuck her into my chest and close my eyes.

      “Five more minutes.”

      She giggles in my arms, pulling back. “Unfortunately, I have class. It’s Monday, remember?”

      “Play hooky with me.”

      The space between her brow furrows. “I can’t miss class.”

      “Why not?” I ask. “I’ve got practice later, but let’s skip class. Spend the day together?”

      It’s something I’ve never done with a girl before, but I find myself wanting a lot of things I’ve never had with Hallie.

      Like ditching class and getting off campus for something fun.

      She mulls over my question, a look of apprehension clear in her eyes. Leaning down, I place my lips along the soft skin on the underside of her jaw, loving the way her breath hitches. Kissing lower and lower, I nibble at her until I get to the neckline of my shirt. My hands slide along the flat expanse of her stomach until my thumb brushes along the underside of her breast, causing her to hiss.

      “Is there any way I can convince you, Hallie Girl?” I muse, letting my thumb brush along the same spot again, loving that she arches toward my touch mindlessly. “Anything?”

      “Fine,” she pants. “But I need to shower and brush my teeth. If you keep doing that, then I won’t be able to leave this bed.”

      I shrug, my grin pressed against her skin. “Maybe that was my plan all along, baby.”

      An hour later, after Hallie slipped out of my bed and spent forty-five minutes getting ready, I take a quick shower and get dressed, then meet her by the front door.

      She’s wearing a short black skirt with stockings, combat boots, and a purple acid-washed tee shirt tucked into the skirt with a picture of Bigfoot that says “reigning hide and seek champion.”

      “Nice shirt.”

      Glancing down, she does a little spin, the two braids of her hair going with her. “Thanks. It’s a fan favorite.”

      That’s what I love about Hallie. The fact that she has never tried to be anyone that she isn’t. She’s never worried about what others have thought about her or if the things she likes aren’t cool enough. She’s always been unapologetically her.

      “I can see why. Let’s go.” I nod to the door, swinging it open. “Ladies first.”

      “What a gentleman,” she says saucily as she breezes past me onto the porch.

      We walk side by side down the sidewalk away from campus, and she finally looks over at me. “Ready to tell me what we’re doing today?”

      Truth be told, I had no idea what I was planning when I asked Hallie to play hooky. All I knew was that I woke up with her in my arms, and I wasn’t ready for her to leave yet.

      When she left the bed to shower, I pulled my phone out and got to work. If I was asking her to ditch class and spend the day with me, then I needed to think of something worthwhile, and luckily, I did.

      “It’s a surprise.” I smirk, bumping her shoulder with mine. “Gotta wait till we’re there.”

      She rolls her eyes in mock annoyance, but I see the smile on her lips as she looks away. Hallie loves surprises, so it worked out perfectly.

      We walk in comfortable silence for a few minutes, her hand brushing against mine, and for the first time in my life, I want to take her hand. I want to take her hand and hold it and tell the entire world she’s mine. Even though she isn’t and never could be, it doesn’t stop the thought from entering my mind, and it doesn’t stop my pinky from reaching out and hooking into hers.

      Her gaze lifts to mine, and of course, her cheeks heat flush, the prettiest pink that I’ve become addicted to. It makes me want to make her blush everywhere.

      “Have you heard from your parents?” she asks quietly as we walk. “Your dad?”

      I tear my gaze from hers and stare out at the path in front of us. The leaves are beginning to turn to different shades of orange and brown, preparing to fall from the trees. Even though it’s late October, it’s still hot and somewhat humid. Unlike a lot of places, we don’t have much of a fall and hardly a winter at all in southern Louisiana.

      I nod, bringing my attention back to Hallie, even though my dad is the last thing I want to talk about. “My dad’s called a few times, sent a few texts, but I’m just not ready to talk just yet. I’m still sorting through the shit in my head. I don’t know when I’ll be ready. Eli said that he’s reached out to him, but he’s got my back.”

      Hallie nods, lacing her fingers tighter in mine. “Your feelings are valid, Lane. You don’t have to talk to him until you’re ready.”

      Glancing over, my eyes flit from the sincerity in her striking eyes to the speckle of freckles along the bridge of her nose to the glossy pink of her lips, and something inside my chest squeezes.

      It’s easy being with Hallie. Just being. Existing. No pressure to be anything other than who I am right in this moment with her.

      Isn’t that how it should always feel?

      “Thanks, Hallie Girl.” I smile, always a genuine one with her, then let go of her hand and toss my arm around her shoulder, pulling her toward me so I can press my lips against her hair.

      It feels a little… relationship-y, but lately, things between us feel… different. I appreciate that she’s always there for me and that she listens when I need to get shit off my chest.

      It’s everything that I need right now.

      She’s everything that I need right now.

      Our destination comes into view a few minutes later, her pressed against my side, rambling about an upcoming podcast episode that I’m trying to hang on to.

      “Did you know that there is a ranch in Utah that has been dubbed the Skinwalker Ranch?”

      “Hm, really?”

      She nods enthusiastically, and her eyes light up when she speaks. “Yeah, totally. It’s a ranch of over five hundred acres where lots of things are happening. I mean, there are tons of documented sightings of skinwalkers there. Even sightings of UFOs. Unidentified flying objects,” she adds as if I don’t know what it is, and I nod along. “Crop circles, Lane! There are sightings of overnight crop circles. It’s all very interesting.”

      Smirking, I nod. “I gathered as much when I picked the book up last night. Read the title, babe.” Her cheeks darken. “I think this will make for a very interesting episode.”

      “Yes, definitely. I think we’re planning on recording before the Halloween party. Oh, are you going?”

      “Which party?” My eyebrow arches. I’ve heard of a few but haven’t given them much thought.

      “I think it’s at the Kappa house? Viv mentioned that she wanted to go, and I didn’t have any plans, so I told her sure. Although, I am worried about showing my face there ever again. You know, after Peanutgate.”

      I chuckle. “No one is even thinking about that anymore, Hal. Only you.”

      She narrows her eyes, a look of indignation on her face. “I mean, I almost murdered someone, Lane. It’s not like I can just casually forget it. Um… anyway, are you going?”

      My shoulder dips in a shrug. “Should I? If I go, do I get to see you in a costume? Something sexy that is going to have me wanting to throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of there?”

      She taps her finger along her chin as if to mull over what I’m asking or really just to taunt me.

      I can already imagine it, something tight and molding to all of her curves, and the thought alone makes my dick twitch behind my shorts.

      “Maybe. You’ll have to come to find out, then, won’t you.” Her tone is sassy, and I pull her against me, placing my lips by her ear.

      “Now is not the time to tease me, Hallie Girl. Unless you’re ready to check off stuff in public from your list.”

      Her eyes widen when she glances up at me. “Guess you’ll never know, then, huh.”

      Fuck, I love this side of her. The confident, sassy side. The one that I’m seeing more and more of the longer I spend time with her.

      “We’re seeing a movie?” she asks as I open the front door of the old theater.

      Yes, but not just any movie.

      Hallie Jo has always had a thing for slasher films. I used to walk into Eli’s room when they were younger and see them piled up on his futon, a bowl of popcorn between them, both of them shaking as someone got slaughtered on the screen.

      Her mom hated that she was watching them, but I think it’s where Hallie’s love for film started.

      We enter the lobby, and she looks around, inhaling deeply. Excitement lights up her features as she takes in the vintage movie posters lining the walls.

      “Oh my god. Scream circa ’92?” she squeals. “Child’s Play? Oh god, this is the best lineup ever.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I lean against the wall. “Surprise? They’re showing all the cult classics in time for Halloween, and I know how much you love old slasher films, so…”

      Hallie doesn’t miss a single beat. She walks right over to me, fisting her hands in my shirt and pulling me to her mouth, sealing her lips over mine.

      She tastes so fucking sweet as she mewls against my mouth, her hands sliding around my neck to fist in my hair at my nape below my baseball cap. There’s not a single ounce of shyness, not a molecule of hesitation, as she kisses me. She doesn’t care if everyone on the entire campus sees us, and you know what?

      It makes my dick hard as fuck knowing she doesn’t care who knows that we’re doing… whatever we’re doing.

      “You are a dangerous man, Lane Collins,” she whispers against my mouth, sucking my bottom lip into her mouth before planting teasing kisses along my jaw. The kiss we’re sharing is intimate, and even though that scares me, I don’t pull away. Instead, I kiss her harder, laughing when her foot pops.

      “I could say the same about you, Hallie Jo Edwards,” I muse, my voice tight with need for her. “Now, let’s go see some people get offed before I drag you into the production room and have my wicked way with you.”

      “I mean…” She giggles and wiggles her eyebrows suggestively. If I wasn’t trying to be an actual gentleman, I might just actually do it.

      “I think I’m creating a monster. An insatiable orgasm monster,” I tell her as I lace my hand in hers and tug her toward the ticket counter.

      Her eyebrow arches. “Are you complaining?”

      “As fucking if, baby.”
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      It’s after dark when we make it back to the house after back-to-back features at the movies, then stopping for pizza at Jack’s. One thing we didn’t account for?

      A random late-night rain shower.

      It started pouring halfway home, and after we ran for cover, which was almost half a mile home, we were both drenched. My shoes are squeaking, and I’m giggling at the fact that we both look like drowned rats.

      “Jesus,” Lane breathes as he ducks under the porch from the onslaught of rain. Thunder cracks in the distance, causing the wooden porch beneath us to shake. Another perk of living in the South—random thunderstorms that feel like a category three hurricane at any given time.

      Like right now.

      “Fuck, that happened quick.” He laughs while shaking his hair out. Water rains out onto me, and I cover my face to stop the spray.

      “Stop. Stop. Oh my god, you’re soaking me,” I say between giggles, and he just does it harder, then replaces the backward hat on his head. Sliding his arms around my waist, he yanks me toward him, pressing our soaked bodies together.

      For a moment, we stay that way, holding each other’s gaze as the thunderstorm rages on around us. For a moment, it’s just the two of us, existing in a little bubble of Lane and Hallie. One that I’m not ready to let go of, especially not after the day we spent together.

      My eyes drift over the water droplets that slide down his face, over the bridge of his nose, down his angular cheekbones and thick lashes.

      God, he’s handsome.

      “Pretty sure this is every girl’s dream,” I murmur as my eyes search his. “Being kissed in the pouring rain. A typical nineties rom-com.”

      He just shakes his head, the corner of his lips tugging up slightly. “Always with your head in the movies, Hallie Girl.”

      I nod wordlessly. Instead, my hands tighten in his shirt as I clutch onto him. The sound of the rain falling around is drowned out by the sound of my heart beating. Each beat seems louder than the last, and the only thing I can focus on is that it’s Lane that’s causing it to go haywire.

      The way he’s looking at me as if he could peel back all the layers and see directly inside of me. He’s looking at me as if I’m precious to him, and his hands sliding along my jaw to cradle it makes my knees feel weak, no longer able to hold my weight up.

      He leans forward and kisses the corner of my lip, then my cheeks where a raindrop is slowly falling, then the other corner, the tip of my nose, along my jaw.

      There’s something so… sweet and intimate about it that it makes my chest ache. It makes me feel things that I shouldn’t.

      “Lane.”

      You can hardly hear me whisper over the pounding of the rain. He doesn’t stop, moving along to my neck, causing my nipples to pebble even harder and not from the chill.

      “What are you doing?”

      He hums against my skin, warming each spot as he goes. “Kissing my girl.”

      My girl.

      The words have my stomach in a somersault, and I try not to focus on how possessively he growled them with his tongue on my neck.

      A shiver runs down my spine, goosebumps erupting along the flesh as his teeth graze my already chilled skin.

      Only then does he lift his head and pull back to stare at me. “We need to get you inside. You’re shivering.”

      Little does he know that he’s the cause of the goose bumps on my flesh and not at all the cold.

      Lane pulls back, and immediately, I miss the warmth of him, but he slides his hand in mine, lacing our fingers tightly, and unlocks the front door, then pulls me inside.

      I’m thankful for the gush of warmth once I step over the threshold, and together, we toe off our soaked shoes by the front door. Turning toward him, I remember what I shoved into my pocket earlier.

      “So… uh, I made you something.” Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the beaded bracelet and hand it to him, watching as his brow furrows while he holds it in his hand. He drags his gaze up to mine, and I can’t exactly read it.

      God, why did I do that? Who makes her crush a bracelet?

      “I feel stupid now. Can we just, like, pretend that I didn’t just give you a friendship bracelet? My god, I’m ridiculous.” I drop my head into my hands and hide my face. Just when I thought I was getting better about being the most awkward person alive. It’s useless. I should probably just accept that it will never change and move right along.

      “Hallie, look at me.” His voice is uneven and rough.

      When I lift my head, his eyes are full of an emotion I’ve never seen from him before. His jaw is tense, and the bracelet is no longer between his fingers but now on his right wrist.

      “I fucking love it, and you shouldn’t for a second be embarrassed. Do you hear me?”

      I nod, tucking my hair behind my ear. “I just… I know that sports players can be very superstitious, having the same routines and doing things that they think will bring them luck, so I thought… that it might bring you good luck.”

      His gaze softens, and he closes the distance between us. The heat of his body radiates to mine, and I shiver at the look of awe on his face. “You are perfect, Hallie Jo Edwards. Don’t ever let anyone tell you anything different.”

      “Okay,” I whisper, unable to stop the shiver from racking my body.

      “Let’s take a shower?” he says quietly, nodding to the bathroom door. “You’re frozen, babe.”

      I nod, letting him guide me to the bathroom. We slip inside, and he shuts the door quietly behind us before going to the shower and cranking it up.

      I guess I didn’t realize how cold I actually was when he was touching me, but now, in completely drenched clothes, my teeth are chattering, along with the rest of my body.

      It doesn’t take long for the water to heat, and soon, steam fills the room, increasing the temperature.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” he asks, and I nod.

      “I’m beyond sure.”

      And I am, without a doubt, sure that I want Lane. Not just because I’m tired of being the awkward, inexperienced girl I’ve been all of my life but because I want him.

      I couldn’t have done this… with anyone else.

      That much I know now.

      Nodding, I reach for the hem of my shirt and tug, pulling the plastered wet material away from my skin and over my head before letting it fall to the floor with a squelch. Everything on my body is so wet that it’s comical.

      We both laugh as I fumble with the button of my skirt, my hands shaking from the cold and because I’m nervous.

      Up until now, I’ve never been fully naked around Lane, and that’s about to change. No matter how much confidence I’ve gained in the past couple of weeks, there’s still a part of me that is nervous for him to see me completely bare, all my imperfections on display.

      “Let me,” he says, reaching between us and quickly undoing the button. I hook my fingers in the belt loop and shimmy it down my waist, leaving me in a matching pair of bra and panties that Viv insisted I get, thank god, and the black stockings I slid on at the last minute.

      His gaze rakes over my body slowly as if he’s savoring every inch of it. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows before dragging his gaze back to mine.

      “You’re perfect, Hallie.”

      The way he says it, I feel perfect. At least for him. Stepping forward, he pulls me against him, and my breasts smash against his chest, almost spilling out of the lacy black cups. I would’ve never had the courage to purchase that on my own, but Viv insisted I have it shipped to the house now that I propositioned Lane to take my virginity.

      Thankfully, it fit like a charm when I tried it on. I wasn’t anticipating this happening, but I’m so glad I was prepared. Especially as his hungry gaze traces over the cleavage currently spilling out of the cups.

      “D-do you like it?”

      He groans, dropping his head back as he flexes his hips forward. His erection digs into my stomach, causing me to press my thighs together. I’m throbbing.

      I want him.

      “Of course I like it, Hallie Girl.” He lifts his finger and drags it over the edge of the lace. “As much as I do, I want to get this off of you so bad I can’t fucking breathe.”

      “You make me feel like I can’t breathe too. I feel like the only thing I want to do is inhale every part of you.”

      My words hardly make sense, but in my head, they do. I feel dizzy as I’m overcome with want for him. I’ve never felt so… frantic. So desperate for another human being before.

      “That probably doesn’t even make sense.” I laugh, shaking my head. “I just… I want you, Lane.”

      His smirk makes my stomach feel tight. “I need to see you, baby. All of you.”

      I don’t miss how rough and uneven his voice is despite the smirk. Like he’s using every ounce of restraint he possesses to move at my pace.

      My hands shake as I reach behind me and unclasp my bra, letting my breasts spill free. The hardened peaks of my nipples scrape against the fabric, and my breath hitches. Everything feels heightened, overstimulated, and sensitive, and he hasn’t even truly touched me yet.

      His gaze darkens as his eyes rake down my body to my chest. My breasts feel heavy and full under his gaze, and there’s nothing more in this moment that I want than his mouth on me there.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      Hesitating for only a second, I reach for his hands and bring them to my chest. Each of his large hands filled with me, he kneads and squeezes the flesh, groaning when a breathy sigh escapes my lips.

      Suddenly, his hands fall, and he steps back. “In the shower, baby. If you want to see me come in my pants like a fucking teenager, then we can continue, but I’d really rather not.”

      When I give him a mischievous grin, he shakes his head. “Please, Hallie.”

      I love making him crazy this way. My gaze never leaves his as I quickly pull my panties and stockings down and kick them to the side, then sashay over to the shower, glancing back at him.

      He drops his forehead against the wall while bringing his fist to it. “Gonna be the death of me. Without a fucking doubt.”

      Giggling, I step into the shower under the piping hot spray, and I moan, squeezing my eyes shut.

      God, I was freezing, and this water… it feels incredible.

      Seconds later, my eyes fly open when the glass door opens, a gust of cold air following it as Lane steps in with me. Immediately, I swallow, my throat thick.

      He’s so much… man. Pure raw masculinity. It’s not the first time I’ve seen him naked, but it’s the first time I’ve seen it in person. The first time I can reach out and touch him, feel him beneath my hands and not only through a screen.

      His broad chest is covered in a soft smattering of hair that’s slightly darker than the stubble on his jaw. His body is nothing short of perfection, one hundred percent an athlete’s body. Someone who spends hours in the gym curating a body that is required of him. The washboard of his abs ripples as he walks closer, and my gaze remains on the sharp line of his Adonis belt and what those two delicious lines lead to.

      His cock is huge. It’s the first one I’ve ever seen that is beautiful. Long and impossibly thick, it makes heat prickle beneath the surface of my skin. How in the world is it possibly going to… fit inside me?

      The head is thick, and even from here, I can see the small bead of moisture seeping from the tip. I think back to the day he showed me the sensitive ridge underneath, where he shuddered as his fist rubbed along it.

      I want to touch it. I want to be the one bringing him pleasure.

      “C-can I… taste you?”

      He groans. “Christ, Hallie.”

      “What?” I say cheekily. “I… I want you to show me how to please you. Can you show me?”

      “I feel like I might actually go to hell for this. You’re too fucking sweet for me, Hallie. Too good.”

      Stepping forward, I leave the warm spray and place my hands along his abdomen. He tenses beneath my touch, his breath hitching as he squeezes his eyes tightly shut.

      My lips are a centimeter from his, our panting mingled as I whisper, “Maybe I don’t want to be good anymore. Maybe what I want is to not be held like porcelain. Maybe I want to be dirtied up. Maybe I want you to give it all to me.”

      He grinds his teeth together, his jaw working as he does. When he finally opens his eyes, he slides his hand to the nape of my neck and grasps tightly.

      “I’m trying to be a gentleman, Hallie.”

      “And maybe I don’t want you to be a gentleman, Lane. You’ve made this about me from day one. I know that you respect me, and I know that you want to move at my pace, and I am ready for you to not treat me like I’m breakable. I’m ready for this.”

      For a beat longer, his eyes search mine, and then I can see the small thread of restraint he held… snap.

      “Fuck it,” he mutters. “Get on your knees. You want to suck my cock like a slut, Hallie?”

      I nod enthusiastically, dropping down to the tile in front of him. It bites into my knees as I sit back on my heels, but I say nothing as he stares down at me, a look of pure reverence in his eyes.

      He brings his hand to hold my jaw before dragging his thumb along my bottom lip. “If you want to stop—”

      “I’ll tell you,” I say firmly. I want this. I’m sure I want this, and if I feel uncomfortable, I’ll voice it. “I’m ready. I want this more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

      I’ll never stop being shy and inexperienced unless I have the opportunity to be… more.

      “Touch my cock, Hallie.”

      Glancing up at him through wet lashes, I reach out and run my fingers along his cock, hesitantly at first. He’s so hard and velvety soft at the same time beneath my fingers. He’s so big that I don’t think I could wrap my fingers all the way around.

      “Wrap your fist around me. Don’t be afraid, baby.”

      “I just don’t want to do it… wrong?”

      Lane chuckles, and his cock bobs against my hand. “Trust me, Hallie Girl. There’s nothing in this fucking world that could be wrong about you on your knees with your sweet little tits out while your fist is wrapped around me.”

      The husky, deep baritone of his voice has my heart rattling in my chest, and when he sighs as I wrap my fist around him, I clench my thighs together to dull the ache. My belly quivers at the thought of having him inside of me.

      How it must feel to be stuffed full of him to where the only thing I think about is how impossibly full I feel.

      I squeeze him in my fist, lingering on the ridge of his thick head. His hand joins mine, and he pumps my fist from tip to base, squeezing my hand around him tighter than I would ever dare.

      “Don’t be afraid to be rough, Hallie. I fucking love it.”

      I nod, pulling my lip between my teeth before leaning forward and swiping my tongue apprehensively across the bead of precum seeping from the tip.

      It’s salty and earthy but not unpleasant, so I lick the head of his cock again, this time slowly to where my tongue brushes along the sensitive ridge underneath.

      I can feel his body in my hands, and I repeat the same motion over and over until one hand flies to my hair, lacing in the strands, and the other to the shower wall behind me as if he’s holding himself up for support.

      There’s nothing in the world that can possibly compare to how Lane looks right now in this exact moment. His head thrown back, the strong column of his throat exposed, bobbing as a choked sound leaves his lips.

      “Fuck, Hallie. You have no idea how good you feel. How badly I’m trying to keep control.”

      His praise encourages me to be bolder, to lick the length of his cock with my tongue from tip to base and back before closing my mouth around the head. I have no idea what I’m doing; I’m going merely by memory from the videos I’ve seen and books I’ve read, but obviously, I’m doing something right, judging by how tightly he’s holding my hair and the sounds he’s making.

      I slide my mouth further down his length, taking him to the back of my throat as far as I can, gagging only slightly. When I do, he groans, his hips flexing slightly, pushing him further until the head of his cock hits the back of my throat.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry, Hallie,” he starts to apologize, but I shake my head around his length and then pull my mouth free, a string of saliva still connecting us. It’s dirty and erotic and so unbelievably sexy. With my free hand, I reach down between my legs, where I’m aching so badly, and slide my fingers through my folds. I’m already wet, my fingers gliding through the mess between my legs.

      He glances down at where my hand has traveled to, and he shakes his head. “Let’s go to my room. I don’t want you coming unless it’s on my tongue.”

      God.

      Extending his hand, he helps me from the ground, then presses a gentle kiss to my lips before he turns me around and quickly makes work of my hair, shampooing and conditioning it. We take turns washing each other, which leads to his fingers deep inside me and my hand wrapped around him as I pant against his chest, barely able to hold myself up.

      Tearing himself away from me, he mutters, “You get out first, and I’ll join you in a minute. If not, then we’ll never make it out of this shower.”

      “Okay.” I giggle.

      He’s right, but part of me wants to stay under the now lukewarm spray of water, lost with him. Part of me doesn’t want to break this moment because it feels perfect. He opens the door and gives me a playful push, shaking his head.

      “You’re driving me fucking crazy, Hallie Girl.”

      I step out of the shower and quickly dry off before wrapping the towel around me, then slip out of the bathroom to head to Lane’s room. Once inside, I keep the towel tight around me, and I sit on the edge of his bed, waiting for him to arrive.

      My heart thrums in anticipation, but for the first time, I don’t feel completely overtaken with nerves. Sure, my palms are a tad clammy, and I can feel a slight tremor in the pit of my stomach, but I think it’s because I’m beginning to feel more comfortable with Lane, and instead of being a fumbling, nervous mess, I feel at ease, and honestly? So turned on.

      I want him.

      A minute later, the door opens and he steps inside, a white towel tied dangerously low on his waist, revealing the delicious lines in a v at his hips. Droplets of water still cling to his skin, causing his skin to glisten in the low lamplight as he walks forward.

      It’s not the minimal amount of clothes, or the chiseled cut of his abs, or even because I know what’s beneath the towel that has heat pooling in my core. It’s the look in his eyes that makes my heart hammer inside of my chest. It’s hunger. Desire. His heavy-lidded stare darkens the closer he gets, and if eyes could smolder… it would be happening right now.

      “You’re so fucking pretty.” He stands in front of me, bending down to cup my face, bringing his lips to mine. I expected this kiss to be as frantic as he makes me feel, but it’s soft, gentle, and I sigh against his lips. “So pretty that it makes it hard to think straight, Hallie Girl. Everything about you makes it hard to think of anything other than you.”

      I reach up and tuck my hair behind my ear, wishing for a second under his intense stare that feels like it goes directly through me that I had my bracelets to touch. Suddenly, he lets go of my face and walks around the bed, and I feel him lie down beside me.

      “Come here, baby,” he rasps. I look back and see him sprawled on his bed, and I crawl over to his side. “I told you on FaceTime the other day that I wanted you to come on my face. Remember?”

      I feel the heat rush to my cheek, and I nod.

      “So come sit on my face and let me taste you.”

      He pulls me onto his stomach, bare skin against bare skin as he tugs at the towel around my chest, letting it fall free.

      “Uh… what if…”

      His finger finds my lips and silences my protest. “No what-ifs. Trust me, there is nothing in this world that I want more than you to ride my face until you come, Hallie.”

      I nod as I pull the towel the rest of the way off and push it to the side. His gaze rakes down my body to where I’m pressed against the hard muscles of his abdomen, and he licks his lips, swallowing.

      I’ve never felt so seen in my life, and my nipples harden in response to his gaze.

      “I love these,” he says as he brings both hands to my breasts, cupping them in his hand as he teases my sensitive nipples, tweaking and flicking them until I’m panting. He leans up and swirls his tongue around one and pulls it into his mouth, letting his teeth graze the peak.

      “Oh god,” I whimper. “That feels… That…”

      My hands fall to his chest to keep myself from collapsing on top of him. In doing so, my clit brushes against the hard plane of his stomach, and my breath hitches.

      I’m overstimulated in the absolute best way possible. Every nerve ending on my body has come alive, and all I can focus on is Lane’s hands on me, his mouth on my nipples. My clit skimming the rigid muscles of his stomach, over and over. I think I could come just like this.

      “As much as I want to watch you do that all fucking night… I can’t wait another second to taste you.”

      His hands slide under my thighs, and he lifts me effortlessly toward his mouth. My knees straddle the bed beside his head, my core hovering over his mouth.

      “Grip the headboard, and ride my face.”

      “I don’t…” I trail off, raking my teeth over my lips as I peer down at him. I’m trembling, but I can’t tell if it’s because I’m nervous to be this close to Lane’s face with the most intimate part of me or if it’s anticipation to do something so… dirty. Sexual. With him.

      I feel his rough, calloused palms slide over my outer thighs, along the globes of my ass, to my hips, where his fingers sweep along the soft curves of my hips, and he tugs me down onto his mouth.

      His tongue flicks my clit until my hips rock against his mouth.

      “Just like that,” he murmurs. “I love this pussy, Hallie. I’m addicted to it.”

      Flattening his tongue, he drags it from my entrance to my clit, then sucks the sensitive bud into his mouth, causing my breath to hitch and my eyes to go unfocused.

      I’m holding on to the headboard so hard that my knuckles ache from the tight grip.

      With his hands at my hips, he rocks me back and forth over his mouth, never relenting in his attention from devouring me. His tongue circles my entrance, spearing it, and only then do I realize that I’m still being stimulated by rocking my hips along his face.

      God, it feels so obscene and erotic that arousal is already pooling in my belly, my orgasm building with each jerk of my hips.

      My eyes drop shut as my movements become erratic, desperate to grab hold of the pleasure inside of me that’s unfurling.

      “Lane,” I pant, riding his face. “It feels… It feels so good. I’m…”

      Hearing my words only spurs him on, and he swirls his tongue along my clit one last time before I come wildly, the sound of my moans echoing around us as he wrings out every ounce of pleasure until I’m a spent mess.

      Only when my hips are bucking from how sensitive I am does he pull me off his mouth and put me back on his stomach. I can still feel the throbbing of my clit from how hard I came.

      “Fuck, that was hot,” he says, his eyes hazy with hunger. “You did so good, baby.”

      I can feel the flush traveling up my chest to my cheeks, leaving me red from his praise.

      I had no idea that being intimate with another person could feel this way.

      Who knew that this could feel so good?

      I’m like an addict, desperate for the next shot of Lane Collins directly into my veins.
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        You can’t avoid this forever, Lane. Decisions will need to be made. Soon. Call your mother—she’s worried.

      

      

      

      

      

      Blowing out an exasperated breath, I slam my phone down onto my desk after reading yet another text message from my dad. That’s where he’s wrong. I’ll avoid him until I feel ready, and my gut tells me that won’t be anytime soon.

      I stand from my desk and walk out into the hallway just as Hallie is coming out of her room, wearing nothing but a big T-shirt that falls down to her thighs and a pair of black fuzzy socks with spaceships on them. She doesn’t see me walking toward her, so I rush up and grab her around the waist, hauling her against me and burying my face in her hair. We’ve only been apart for a few hours, and it already feels too fucking long.

      Squealing, she thrashes in my arms. “Damnit, Lane! You scared the Jesus out of me!”

      “Maybe you should stop watching all of those scary movies before bed. Even I’m getting nightmares.” I smirk. She’s spent the last three nights in my bed, and I’m entirely too happy about that fact.

      Just as I turn her toward me and hover my mouth over hers to steal a kiss, Viv walks out of the bedroom with a flat look on her face.

      “Collins.”

      I nod. “Vivienne.”

      Her arms cross over her chest, and she juts her hip out as she leans against the doorframe of Hallie’s room. “Are you coming to the Kappa party tonight?”

      “Yep. Reese and Grant should be here any minute.”

      A look of clear distaste crosses her face, and Hallie giggles in my arms before whispering to me, “Those two hate each other.”

      Nah, those two want to fuck each other. Although there is a very fine line between love and hate.

      “Not happy that you get to spend the night with Reese, Viv?” I ask.

      “I’d rather have an anal probe than be stuck in the room with that man for any amount of time. Truly, I mean that. I’m not just saying it for shits and giggles.”

      I can’t pass up the opportunity to fuck with her. “Well, damn, he’s been telling everyone that you two are a thing.”

      Her entire face pales, and her eyes widen. “Please tell me you’re joking, Lane.”

      I shrug. “Sorry.”

      Without another word, she turns on her heel and sprints through the doorway of Hallie’s room, slamming the door shut behind her, leaving us blissfully alone in the hallway.

      “I have no idea why she hates Reese so bad,” Hallie says as she turns toward me and slides her arms around my neck. “I guess he really does push her buttons. I dunno.”

      My poor, blind girl.

      I can hardly even be in a room with the two of them without wanting to gouge my eyeballs out. It’s basically like when you were in grade school and you chased a girl around the playground, pulling her hair, flipping her skirt up, being an absolute menace to her in any way you could just because you liked her and had no idea how to tell her.

      That’s exactly what’s happening between the two of them. They both like fighting too much to give it up.

      I shrug, playing it off. “Who knows. All I know is that I can’t fucking wait to see your costume for tonight. Can I see?”

      “Nope.” She lets the p pop as she shakes her head adamantly. “Absolutely not. And there’s no amount of ‘convincing’ that you’re doing this time, Lane Collins. I told you the only way you’re seeing this outfit is if you come to the party.”

      I let out a sigh. “Fine. I guess I should let you go get ready, then?”

      She nods, then presses a quick kiss to my lips and pulls away before I can deepen it. Much to my distaste. I could spend all day kissing her. “I’ll see you tonight. Let’s see how long it takes you to find me.”

      Another quick kiss, and then she’s gone, disappearing through her bedroom door and shutting it behind her.

      Fuck.

      I used to want to go to parties. Drink, party with everyone until one of us passed out, and then we’d stay up fucking with the first one to go. Spending every night with a different girl on our side and most of the time not having the faintest clue as to what their names were. That used to be fun to me. Exciting. The only way you’d catch me spending the weekends. And now?

      Everything feels different. I feel different. Things between us feel different.

      The last thing I want to do tonight is go to a party, drink lukewarm beer, and pretend I want to be there.

      I wanna be home, watching some documentary with Hallie wrapped in my arms and her in my bed.

      It’s how I want to spend most of my nights, and that thought scares me. In more ways than one.

      I’m still standing in the hallway when the doorbell rings, and then I hear the front door open, then shut.

      “Collins!” Reese calls, his deep, boisterous voice echoing through the house. When I walk into the living room and see both him and Grant dressed in costume, I grin, my brow arched in question. “Whose idea was this?”

      Grant shrugs, lifting his hands in mock surrender. “Take one fucking guess.”

      Reese. He’s always the one that you have to worry about.

      They’re both dressed in vintage baseball costumes, complete with hat, socks, and shoes.

      Grant’s dressed as a Yankee, and Reese is dressed as a Brave. Both have the number three on their back.

      Fuck, they’re both Babe Ruth. The most unoriginal costume in the history of the world. I’m going to bust a fucking gut.

      “I am not going out into public with either of you,” I mutter, trying to hold in the laugh, but it explodes from my mouth despite my hand blocking it. “If you’re trying to get girls, I hate to fucking say it is not happening.”

      “Don’t be a hater, Collins. You’re just jealous that we came up with it first. You could join, you know? Ruth played for Boston too.” Reese smirks and swings the wooden bat. “Where’s Hallie and Viv?”

      I roll my eyes as I drag my hand through my hair. “Probably plotting your death if I had to guess. They’re getting dressed. Said they’d meet us at the party.”

      “You’re not gonna wear a costume?” Grant asks. He turns the cap on his head backward. “You can’t go to a costume party without a costume, dude.”

      “I didn’t have a chance to grab anything. Plus, what the hell am I even going to be? I’m absolutely not being a part of the three stooges,” I respond, turning back toward my room.

      It takes every bit of restraint I have not to knock on Hallie’s door and slip inside, getting an early peek of her costume. But she wants it to be a surprise, so I’ll respect that. So, I pass her door and open mine instead.

      The guys follow in behind me, and Reese shuts the door with his foot before flopping down onto the futon while Grant takes the computer chair and I take the bed.

      “I can’t believe you don’t want to be Babe with us. He’s a legend, we’re legends. It just made sense,” Grant says. He looks a little offended, but I know that’s just who he is. One of the biggest guys I know and yet… the softest. Like a plush teddy bear that fools everyone.

      “Any ideas of what I can throw together?” I ask, staring up at my ceiling. I’ve been so swamped with class and trying to get in a few practices with my pitching conditioning coach that I didn’t have a chance to worry about this party that I wasn’t even one hundred percent sure I wanted to attend.

      Make no doubt there’s only one reason I’m going, and that’s for Hallie.

      “Oh, fuck. I have an idea,” Reese mutters as he jumps up from the chair.

      Jesus. This is not going to end well.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, this is a fucking party,” Reese mutters when we make it to the front lawn of Kappa. “We’re getting fucked-up tonight.”

      Grant murmurs in agreement, none of us making a move toward the house.

      Even I’m a little surprised by how many people are here. There are people pouring from the house, sitting on the rails of the porch, milling about the lawn. Damn, the entire campus must be here tonight.

      I can’t even believe that I’m wearing the damn lab coat that Grant conveniently had in his backpack from labs earlier and that they convinced me to come as a “mad scientist.”

      Reese turns to me, a cocky grin on his lips, and claps me on the back before hooking his arm around my neck and dragging me toward the front with him. “Let’s fucking go. I wanna get drunk before pong starts. We all know the only way I’m dominating this table is if I can get a solid buzz first.”

      Not with much choice, I follow after both of them. A few people stop me on my way inside to say hello. I spot a few guys from the team, and they walk over, shaking my hand, and once I finally make it into the house, I’m shocked by the amount of people inside.

      If there’s one thing Kappa can do… it’s throwing a fucking party.

      The music pounds through the speakers, making it hard to even hear myself think, but I wade through the crowd of people to the keg and get a beer.

      It’s cold, and I’m planning on nursing it until I can find Hallie. Judging by how many people are here tonight, it might take me a while to find her. Especially when there are three floors. Although the top floor is supposed to be off-limits to anyone who isn’t in Kappa or at least with a Kappa guy for the night.

      I’m leaning against the bar, talking with a guy from the team, when Lauren and Brooke walk up. They’re dressed in matching bunny costumes that leave very little to the imagination.

      The old Lane would have loved their outfits, but now my dick doesn’t even stir.

      “Lane!” Lauren slurs my name, then squeals as she throws her arms around my neck, sloshing half her drink on me in the process. “We miss you so much. You’re all boring and never come out with us anymore!”

      “Been busy,” I say, stepping back and creating distance between us.

      She pokes out her bottom lip, pouting. “You’re not fun anymore. The party isn’t the same without you. Right, Brooke?”

      Her twin nods. “Yeah. The party isn’t the same without you. Let’s get a drink? Hang out for a while?”

      Yeah, no. Shaking my head, I turn up the Solo cup and drain the rest of my beer in a gulp, ready to use the excuse that I need a refill. “Sorry, I’m not staying long. Gonna grab another drink. It was good catching up with you.”

      They both look at each other, sharing an undisclosed look, and Lauren shrugs. “Suit yourself. You know where we are when you feel like having fun.”

      That shit is not happening, but I don’t need to tell her that. I simply toss them an easy grin and head toward the back patio, where the keg is.

      I pull my phone out of my jeans pocket to check my notifications and see one from Hallie, so I swipe the message open.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hallie: Just got here. Can’t wait to see you. 👽❤️‍🔥

      

      

      

      

      

      Fucking finally.

      I scan the crowd around the patio, and I don’t see her, so I quickly grab another beer and make my way inside, stumbling across the guys when I do.

      “You seen Hallie?” I ask loudly over the music.

      Reese shakes his head. “I haven’t, but I can’t fucking wait to see what her bestie dressed up as. Man, the drinks are flowing tonight, the energy’s good. It’s gonna be a good night.” He raises his half-empty cup of beer up for a cheers, and both Grant and I tap his cup before tossing the foamy liquid back.

      There’s a tap on my shoulder, and when I turn around, my tongue almost falls out of my damn mouth. Turns out I didn’t need to look for Hallie at all because she found me. And the outfit?

      Even my wildest fucking imagination couldn’t have touched it.

      In true Hallie style, she’s wearing a headband with two antennas with little green balls at the end, and her normally curly hair is completely straight and falls down her back. She’s wearing a tight little iridescent silver dress that frames her curves and dips at her chest, revealing her ample cleavage.

      She’s dressed as an alien… A sexy-as-fuck alien. And honestly, I couldn’t be any crazier about this girl than I am right now.

      It takes me a second to remember how to fucking speak, that’s how shocked I am. I think I’m actually getting a hard-on in a room full of people just looking at her.

      “Hi!” she whisper yells, leaning closer to my ear. “Surprise!”

      Her normally bare, glossy lips are painted a black color with glitter, and I want to kiss it right the fuck off her.

      “You look fucking insanely sexy, Hallie Girl,” I tell her as I reach out and tug her against me.

      Vivienne coughs, waving her hand. “Hello, I’m still here. God, I am third wheeling so hard right now it’s unreal. Get it, sister.”

      She’s wearing a similar costume, but it’s iridescent purple, and when I glance over at Reese, his jaw is actually on the floor. I worry he might not actually recover.

      These two are going to be the death of both of us, it looks like.

      “Viv, my god, woman. If you didn’t already own my heart and soul, I’d rip it out and hand it to you. I come in peace.” He lifts his hand in the Star Trek sign, and Vivienne rolls her eyes, turning away with a hair flip.

      He falls into me, clutching onto my shoulder with one hand while the other clutches his heart. “Bro. That ass is out of this world. Save me. I’m hopefully about to be probed by an alien life form.”

      She whips around and gets in his face. “You are so disgusting. What makes you think for a second that I want anything to do with you, Landry.”

      His signature smirk flits to his lips. “I mean… remember last weekend wh—”

      Suddenly, she’s slapping her hand over his mouth, silencing him completely and dragging him away by his collar. Hallie, Grant, and I are all looking at each other in question.

      “What just happened?”

      Hallie shrugs. “No clue. Well, what do you think? Was it worth the wait?” She does a little spin for me. Her cheeks are flushed pink with excitement, and I want to carry her out of here right the fuck now. Somewhere quiet where we can be alone and I can show her just how much I love it.

      Instead, I pull her to me and whisper against the shell of her ear, “It’s taking everything inside of me not to put you on that counter, flip your pretty little dress up, and eat you all fucking night long, Hallie Girl. You look delectable.”

      She melts against me. “Play your cards right and that just might happen.”

      This fucking girl. My fucking girl.

      Rising on her tiptoes, she presses her lips against mine, and I’m lost in Hallie Edwards. The taste of her lips is so fucking sweet, and I’m so far gone that I hardly hear someone say my name from behind.

      “Collins? No fucking way.”

      When I turn around, Creed is standing there dressed as Hugh Hefner, with his arms slung over Lauren and Brooke.

      Hallie instinctively takes a step back, but I reach out and stop her. She doesn’t need to pull away from me because someone has walked up, and I fucking hate that she feels that way. I hate that these people make her feel that way.

      My eyebrow arches while taking in the scene in front of me. I haven’t seen Creed around in ages. He’s Hellcat hockey’s star left wing and a complete and utter douche. I’ve never liked him, and right now? I really don’t like the cocky smirk on his face as his eyes rake down Hallie’s body.

      Possessiveness flares in my chest, prickling beneath the surface as my hands drop from Hallie and ball into fists at my side. I’m in no mood for the scene unfolding in front of us.

      “Wait, Hallie Edwards?” Lauren scoffs, distaste written all over her face. “She’s the reason you don’t want to party with us anymore? That’s low even for you, Lane.”

      My brow arches, and the little bit of fucking patience I had left flies out the window with the words from her mouth.

      Who the fuck does this girl think she is? Besides a body I used once that was so forgettable that I have no idea what the hell I was thinking touching her in the first place.

      “Nah, I don’t party with you anymore because I’ve got better shit to do, and if I were you, I’d watch your fucking mouth.”

      Lauren’s face morphs into shock, like she can’t actually believe that I called her on her shit, but being the typical mean girl she is, she rolls her eyes, playing it off. “I’m just saying, you know that old saying… when you lie with dogs, you get fleas.”

      I laugh, although the sound is entirely humorless. “If that was true, then I think you’d probably have given fleas to the entire campus at this point, right, Lauren?”

      “Hey, man.” Creed drops his arms off the girls’ shoulders and steps forward, clearly on the defensive since he had every intention of taking these two home for the night. “How about you watch your mouth, huh? It’s not her fault Hallie Jo crawled out of her creepy little cave to dress up like a porn star slut toni—”

      He doesn’t get another word out of his stupid fucking mouth because my fist slams into his nose so hard there’s a sickening crack, and he staggers backward as blood pours from it.

      “You motherfucker.” He spits the bloody saliva mixture at my feet, and I hear a collective gasp around us. Now, we’ve gathered a crowd, and one thing is for fucking certain, I’m nowhere near done with this asshole. “Fuck you, and fuck her too.”

      My vision dances red. I’m on him before another word can leave his mouth, hitting him again, even though my knuckles are screaming from the force of bone hitting bone.

      “Don’t you ever say a fucking word about her again, do you hear me?” I spit as I rear back to hit him again, only to be stopped mid-motion by Reese, Grant, and Eli flanking my side. They’re tearing me off him before I can hit him again, but that doesn’t stop me from trying. I’m trying to break free from his arms as he grins, bloody and crazy.

      “Damn, looks like Lane Collins is pussy whipped. You hear me?” He turns to face the crowd, shouting over the now still and silent room. Murmurs sound through the sea of onlookers. “Orleans U’s big man on campus is officially off the market.”

      “Get him out of here,” Lauren sneers. “He’s ruined the party!”

      I yank my arm free, muttering, “I’m done. I’m done.” My eyes flit back to Hallie, who’s got a mixture of emotions on her face that I can’t quite decipher. Thankfully, Vivienne’s at her side.

      Fuck this place, and fuck all of these people that I used to consider “friends.” These people were never my friends—they were warm bodies to pass the time. They were fake people who wanted to be around me for how it could benefit them.

      I turn to face Lauren, and I just fucking laugh, shaking my head.

      “You know, I feel sorry as fuck for you.”

      She goes to speak, but I cut her off entirely. “All of you. You’re sad as fuck. You’re so threatened by her that you have to be a bitch to make yourself feel secure. She doesn’t even know you, and you don’t know a fucking thing about her, yet you speak about her like you do. You’re pathetic, Lauren. She’s beautiful, kind, and intelligent. More than you’ll ever be in your sad existence.”

      I leave her standing there with her jaw hanging open, and the crowd around her looks just as shocked as I’m assuming she feels, and I walk directly over to Hallie, my hand throbbing, my knuckles torn open and bleeding, and I slide my hands along her jaw, cradling her face.

      “No one says that shit about my girl.”

      Her blue eyes widen, and her lips part.

      We’re in a room full of strangers, all who think they know me, all who have an opinion on my life, but the truth is they don’t know me. They have no fucking clue who I am, and the only person I’m worried about is standing right here in front of me.

      I watch as the pulse in her neck flutters, and she brings her hands up to mine cradling her face, and then I lean in and seal my mouth over hers.

      Now, the secret’s out.

      The entire university will know by morning that I just claimed Hallie Jo Edwards.

      And I don’t have a single ounce of regret because the truth is?

      She’s mine.

      Even if neither of us is ready to admit that yet.
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      This stupid, adorable, beautiful man.

      Right now, there are so many emotions swirling inside of me that I feel like I could physically burst, but I can’t even begin to process them because he’s hurt.

      That takes precedence over my stupid, fluttering heart.

      He just punched a guy for me. He got all possessive and growly and punched him in front of half of the campus without a second thought. He defended me in front of everyone. It’s the most gallant thing anyone has ever done for me, and that’s added to the rampant emotions my mind is trying to sort through.

      “Let me see,” I say, picking up his hand gently. “Jesus, Lane, your hand is wrecked. Maybe you should go to the emergency room and make sure nothing is broken.”

      He flexes his hand, extending his fingers, then making a fist. “No. I’ll be okay. Not my first fight, baby.”

      Why is that so irrationally hot? I mean, if I’m honest, I’m pretty sure I’m still wet from seeing him hit that guy.

      I’m aware that’s entirely fucked-up, and I do not care.

      I pick up the rag that I all but soaked in hydrogen peroxide and dab at his bloody knuckles. The skin is broken, and blueish-purple-tinted bruises are already forming. It sends my anxiety into the roof.

      “I can’t believe you… hit him, Lane. God, what about baseball? What if you can’t play baseball anymore because you punched a guy over me? Your hand could be broken. What were you thinking?”

      He winces when the rag touches it, his handsome face masked in pain. “I wasn’t thinking. I saw red when he said that shit, and I lost it. I’ve always hated that asshole, so I didn’t think twice. No one will ever disrespect you when I’m around. Ever.”

      I set the rag down on the bathroom counter and grab his face in my hands. “No one has ever done anything like that for me before. Thank you. But please, don’t ever do anything like that again that could mess up your future. That asshole isn’t worth it. Breaking your hand, getting in trouble with your coach or even the dean? It’s not worth it. He wins if you do.”

      Lane nods, squeezing his eyes shut. “I just lost my fucking mind, Hallie. You’re better than every single one of those motherfuckers at that place, and I wasn’t going to hear them disrespect you.”

      What do I even say to that? He was defending my honor, even though it was reckless and could potentially mess things up for him. None of that mattered to him.

      It feels like words aren’t enough right now. I want to show him what this means to me. How much it means to me.

      “I love the costume, baby. I feel like I didn’t get to even really tell you that… before.”

      I nod, dabbing his knuckles again, then reach for a bandage. “It’s not a Playboy Bunny or a sexy nurse, but I think it’s me… You know?”

      “You’re amazing, Hallie,” he whispers, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows thickly. “So fucking sexy in your little alien dress. The antennas? Really do it for me.”

      I giggle, tossing my head back at the ridiculousness.

      “I love that.”

      “What?” I ask, my brow furrowing in confusion.

      “Your laugh. I don’t think there’s anything I wouldn’t do to hear that laugh.”

      I’m approximately two seconds away from melting into a puddle of goo at this man’s feet when there’s an obnoxiously loud knock at the door.

      “Are you two banging in there?” Viv snickers. “Eli, they’re so banging. You owe me twenty bucks.”

      Lane chuckles, shaking his head.

      “I guess we better go back out there?” I stand from the cold tile of the bathroom and watch as Lane nods, the bubble of us suddenly broken. He flexes his hand a few times and stands.

      “Are you sure it’s going to be okay? I still think you should go to the emergency room and have it checked out, at the very least. It’s swollen.”

      Another bang on the door has Lane rolling his eyes. “I’m good. I promise.”

      Once I put away all of the supplies from attempting to treat his hand, we both open the door to Eli and Viv standing there, a knowing look on both of their faces.

      “Since we weren’t actually banging, does that mean I get the money?” Lane smirks, holding out his uninjured palm. “Pay up.”

      “I was just looking at his hand. You know, since he decided to be Rocky tonight. Eli, try to convince him to go to the emergency room and at least have it looked at. His hand could be broken and he doesn’t even realize it because of all of the adrenaline.”

      Eli looks at Lane, shrugging. “She’s probably right, bro. Let’s go. You can be the one to call Mom because it isn’t gonna be me.”

      “Fuck,” Lane curses. “Fine.”

      Viv grabs my hand suddenly and pulls me toward my bedroom before I can even protest. “Okay, well, as great as this has been, we need girl time. Bye, boys!”

      She drags me all the way to my room and slams the door shut behind her. “Spill. Don’t leave out a single detail.”
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        * * *

      

      “The feminism is actually leaving my body. Sorry, but I’m not sorry. God, Viv, it was the most… like, romantic without being romantic thing that anyone has ever done for me?” I mumble around my toothbrush as we stand side by side in the bathroom, brushing our teeth before bed.

      Our alien costumes are now replaced with big T-shirts and face sheet masks to purge the amount of makeup on our faces tonight.

      This is why Viv is my best girlfriend. She just gets me.

      “Honestly, fuck feminism. You had Lane Collins on his knees for you, Hallie Jo. Like, as in devouring you like a last meal. He punched another human for you. That is not some average girl shit.”

      I nod wordlessly as I spit the toothpaste in the sink and then wash my mouth out with water. When I pull back and look at Viv, I lean onto the vanity. “Right? And I know I’m probably just being… a girl. You know, thinking too much into something that’s nothing, but, like, things just feel weird?” I grab the floss from my acrylic drawer. “Like, we’re only hooking up—he’s checking everything off my proposal just like I asked—but it also sometimes feels like we’re more?”

      Viv stops mid-brush and shakes her head. “Oh, no, no, no. Don’t do that, Hallie.” She quickly spits and wipes her mouth while replacing the toothbrush. “Babe. Do not do that. You keep your heart guarded at all times, especially around a guy like Lane. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      I know she’s right, and I’m trying, but god, sometimes it feels impossible not to have this reaction to him. To the sweet things he does and the swoony things that he says.

      “Listen, you started this because you wanted to explore your sexuality in a safe environment, and honestly, kudos to you, babe. It was brave, approaching it the way that you did, and I’m so proud of you.”

      I offer her a small smile as I flip off the bathroom light and walk back into my bedroom. She trails behind me and continues talking. “Protect that big, bleeding heart of yours. Have fun. Ride it while you can, literally and figuratively, and then when it’s over, you walk away with your heart intact and a brand-new outlook on life. Separate sex from emotion.”

      It was just an arrangement, but sometimes… the way that he treats me, it just feels like… more. He’s so gentle, caring, attentive. I’ve never felt so cherished by anybody in my entire life, and that makes all of those rules we made feel like they no longer apply. It’s confusing, but I’m afraid to ask him. To bring it up, knowing we set those clear lines.

      “You say that like it’s easy,” I tell her as I pull back the duvet on my bed so we can both crawl in. I’m extra thankful tonight to still have sleepovers with my best friend. Tonight was an actual roller coaster of emotions, and I need this. Need her. “Trust me, I’m trying.”

      We crawl into bed together, and she wraps her arms around me, pulling me to her. “I love you. Once this is all over and you’re headed to Cali to produce the biggest films of the century, you’ll be thankful for this experience. Thankful for him and that you protected your heart. Guys like Lane don’t settle down. He’s a great guy. He’s funny and charming, but that’s part of it. He’s going to head into the big leagues, and you’ll be stuck home in college, living your life.”

      I nod, blinking back a rise of tears that threatens to spill. I have no idea why I’m so emotional tonight. I guess thinking about the next few months and from the emotional high of what happened tonight.

      “Thanks, Viv.”

      “You know I’m just looking out for you, right? I don’t want it to seem like I’m raining on your parade because I’m definitely not. I am team #fuckLane’sbrains out, but at the end of the day, you’re the only thing I’m worried about. Making sure that you’re okay.”

      “I know,” I mumble. The adrenaline has worn off, and my limbs feel as heavy as my eyes. “I love you, Viv.”

      “Love you, my space babe.”
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        * * *

      

      The next week passes in a blur of late-night study sessions and little sleep as I prepare for my upcoming final I have for algebra. I’ve been so busy that I’ve barely even seen Lane. I think with everything that went down on Halloween, he’s been trying to give me space.

      I’m honestly surviving on espresso and protein bars at this point, so my head hasn’t actually been able to focus on anything but the textbooks in front of me.

      Add that and the fact that the floodgates of hell are currently opening in my vagina, and it’s honestly a recipe for disaster.

      The only good part is that we’re leaving for Thanksgiving break soon.

      A break that I desperately need. I just have to make it through this test first.

      “Hallie!”

      My eyes snap open, and I lift my head from the math textbook in front of me with a pained groan. I was almost asleep.

      Eli’s snapping his fingers to get my attention. “Earth to Hallie. You’ve got to focus. You can sleep when you get an A in all of your courses and are holding that film school acceptance letter  in your hand.”

      “I know, I know.” My eyes scan the kitchen table and all of the paper, highlighters, and notecards spread in front of us, and I’m actually considering crying.

      Like, real tears because I’m that exhausted and currently cramping so bad that I feel like I might actually die at the ripe age of eighteen.

      “I feel like we haven’t seen each other lately. We’re both so busy with school and you with Ari,” I tease. “I’m going to go study in my room so I can sit on the heating pad. I’m out of Motrin, and I do not feel like venturing outside right now, but can we have Friday movie night soon? I miss you.” I sigh, rising from the creaky wooden kitchen chair and gathering my textbooks.

      “Of course. Anytime you wanna hang out, I’m here, babe.” He rises from the table and gathers me into his arms. For a second, I breathe in, feeling safe and protected in my best friend’s arms. I didn’t realize how much I’ve been missing him until now. “Let me know if you need me. I’ll head out to the library, then. I think they’re having a Red Bull and rage study session.”

      He looks entirely too excited about studying, but that’s Eli for you. Fun for him is shotgunning an energy drink and studying with other sleep-deprived, bloodshot-eyed strangers that he barely knows. Learning excites him.

      I shiver at the thought. That’s entirely too much peopling for me.

      “Nerd. Have fun. Love you.”

      Taking all of my supplies into my room, I nestle into my bed and hit the high setting on my heating pad, then press it against my abdomen.

      This is the worst. I have no clue what I did to deserve my period and this math test at the same time. I grab my notebook as I curl up on my side in the fetal position. The searing heat from the heating pad relieves my cramps slightly as I start going over the vocabulary terms for my upcoming test.

      Before I realize it, my eyes are drooping shut, and the last thing I think about before I fall asleep is the definition of polynomials.

      “Hallie Girl.” A deep voice pulls me from sleep. “Wake up, baby.”

      Groggily, I crack open one eye, seeing a dark figure hovering over me, bathed in moonlight.

      Moonlight?

      Shit.

      How did it get dark? When did it get dark?

      Jeez, I slept half the day away. The soreness in my stomach makes me wince as I sit up.

      Ugh, even after sleeping most of the day, my cramps are still here with a vengeance.

      “Hi,” I whisper to Lane. He’s kneeling by the bed, putting us at eye level. “Sorry, I must’ve passed out studying.”

      He nods. “Eli called me and said you weren’t answering your phone, and he told me…”

      My cheeks flush, and the heat rushes to my face. Great. Eli told him I’m on my period.

      “I, uh… I brought you some stuff.” He reaches for the Bigfoot lamp on my nightstand and flicks it on. Warm light bathes the room, and I can see that he must’ve come from practice. He’s wearing gym shorts with compression tights that are still covered in dirt and an old T-shirt that has the arms cut off, giving a glimpse of his hard, muscled obliques.

      I’m currently dying, and he still looks like a… Greek god or something.

      He sets several paper bags on the bed in front of me bearing the campus grocery store’s logo, and my heart tugs.

      “This could be the totally wrong thing, but I, uh… I just actually ended up getting them all because there were so many different ones. Fuck, so many. I didn’t actually know which one was best, so I, uh… I got them all?” He rubs the nape of his neck nervously, the emerald pools of his irises holding mine. “Anyway, yeah, so I got you some medicine.”

      He reaches into the bag and pulls out box after box until there are at least ten different over-the-counter pain relievers in front of me. Oh god.

      My heart is squeezing, and he just keeps pulling things out of the bag and rambling. Usually, the rambling is my thing, but clearly, he is on a roll.

      “Then, I realized that I didn’t actually know much about periods, so then I started googling, and I’m actually so fucking sorry that you have to go through this, Hal. So, I just… I just picked up a few more things that I thought might help.” He pulls out my favorite candy: Sour Punch straws.

      “I know they’re your favorite,” he stammers.

      My god, is Lane Collins nervous right now?

      “But then I also read that sometimes you crave things that you normally don’t, so I picked up these too.” This time, he pulls out Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, a pickle in a bag, and four different kinds of chocolate ice creams, along with my favorite energy drink. “If none of this is what you want, I can go back. I just grabbed it all in a hurry.”

      “This is so sweet, Lane,” I say quietly, moving the heating pad aside and standing from the bed. “Thank you.”

      My arms fly around his neck and pull him to me in a hug that immediately feels like… home.

      My body immediately relaxes, and I melt into his hold.

      “Thank you.”

      I feel his lips at the top of my head, and he shrugs as if it’s no big deal. But it is a big deal. A huge deal.

      It’s the sweetest thing anyone has seriously ever done for me.

      “Oh, and so…” He pulls back. “In one of the articles that I read, I saw that warm baths are the best thing for cramping, so I got you this.” Reaching into the last bag, he pulls out a bottle of scented bubble bath, and even though my pH levels are already screaming, my eyes well with tears.

      “Fuck, no, no, no. Please don’t cry, Hallie Girl. Fuck, I knew I was going to fuck this up. You don’t have to use it if you don’t want to—it was just an idea… I—”

      I shake my head adamantly. “No. No. No. It’s not that. It’s just that’s so… sweet.”

      His thumb swipes at a fallen tear, the traitorous thing, and his face softens.

      “I’m just so emotional right now and completely overwhelmed. I have to study on top of my vagina falling out of me, and I’m stressed. This… this is so sweet and thoughtful that it just sent me over the edge. I’m sorry I’m crying like an idiot.” I laugh. “You’re the best.”

      “Hey, don’t apologize. How about this…” He leans in, cradling my face in his large hands. “Why don’t you take some medicine and then get in the bath? Relax. And once you’re out, I’ll help you study. All night. You’ll be ready by morning. We won’t quit until you’re totally ready.”

      “But you have school stuff too, Lane. You can’t help me when you have to study too.”

      He smirks, cocky and sure, my favorite smile of his, as he taps his head. “I’m a Collins, baby. I don’t need to study.” He follows that with a wink, and I almost forget for a second that my uterus is dying.

      This man is entirely too charming for his own good.

      “Must be nice.” I laugh. “Okay. I’ll take a bath, and then I’ll be awake, hydrated, and ready.”

      He presses his lips to my forehead in a kiss so gentle it makes me want to weep, and I truly can’t tell if it’s my ridiculous period hormones or if it’s really just that he’s being so sweet.

      I pull away and sniffle before turning toward the door to walk to the bathroom. Then I realize that I really don’t want to leave him.

      “Will you… come with me?”

      His eyebrow arches. “Take a bath with you?”

      I nod. “Yeah, if you’re up for it.”

      “As if there’s anywhere else I’d rather be, baby.”

      I’ve never taken a bath with anyone before, but if there’s anyone I want it to be, it’s him.

      I can’t believe he did all of this. He googled periods, for god’s sake, and thoughtfully picked out each and everything to bring to me.

      That’s… romantic.

      Viv is going to have a heart attack when she hears about this.

      Once we get into the bathroom, Lane turns on the water, then disappears through the door, returning with two small candles and a lighter. He sets one on the bathroom counter and the other in the corner of the tub and lights them both, then flicks off the bathroom light. The candles flicker near the water, casting a warm, soft glow around the bathroom. Not enough light to be bright, just enough to set a sensual, intimate vibe.

      When he’s finished setting up the bath, he turns back to me and drags his hand through his hair. Something I’ve begun to realize he does when he’s unsure or frustrated.

      “Should I… step out while you get ready?”

      I shake my head. “No. It’s okay. I feel comfortable with you, Lane.”

      He nods but steps back and walks to the bathroom counter, leaning against it as I begin to undress.

      There used to be a time when I would be nervous or even slightly self-conscious about being naked in front of Lane, and definitely a version of myself that would be hesitant while I’m on my period, but I wasn’t lying when I said I’m comfortable around him.

      He’s very acquainted with my body at this point, and my period is just a way of life. Just another thing that women have to endure. It’s so special to me that he took the time to understand it.

      I reach for the hem of my hoodie and pull it over my head, discarding it on the floor by my feet, working on my shorts and ridiculously ugly period panties next.

      “Ignore those, please,” I say. “They’re the most embarrassing thing I own.”

      “Nah. I think those little black cotton panties are possibly the sexiest thing you own.” He pops a brow, the dimple on his cheek surfacing with his grin. “So innocent.”

      If it was bright enough, he’d see the flush on my cheeks all the way down to my chest, but in the dim light, I pray that he can’t. Reaching behind me, I unhook the bra, letting my breasts spill free, then let it fall to the ground with the rest of my clothes.

      I take a seat on the toilet and quickly remove the tampon, discarding it before kicking my panties to the side.

      “Ready?”

      He nods. “After you, baby.”

      The first dip of my toe has a shiver running down my spine. It’s extra hot, just the way I love it. I slip into the scented water, moaning as it covers my body. This is exactly what I needed.

      Immediately, my limbs feel more loose.

      “Hal?”

      “Hm,” I hum.

      “Gonna need you to stop making that sound. Hanging by a thread here.”

      “Maybe that’s exactly what I want.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            lane

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d like to think I’ve got a good handle on self-control, but standing here as Hallie sinks to her nose under the bubbles, a breathy moan leaving her lips as she does, I’m rethinking that altogether.

      I actually have zero self-restraint when it comes to her, and it’s clear right about now.

      Tugging at my shirt, I quickly shed my clothes and step into the water. I situate her between my legs, her small frame pressed tightly against my front as she sinks further into my arms.

      It shouldn’t be this easy to be with Hallie. To have these moments that feel like so much more than whatever it is we’re supposed to be doing. Lately, it feels like the proposal that was supposed to be the center of our arrangement is a thing of the past.

      I haven’t said that to her because… I don’t know that she even feels the same.

      Hallie Jo Edwards is too good for a guy like me. Someone who has no idea what he even wants out of life anymore. Who barely knows who he is anymore. She’s the best person I’ve ever known, and she deserves someone who is going to put her first, put her so fucking high on a pedestal no one will ever touch her.

      I mean, fuck, she’s young.

      She’s only a freshman in college. She has much to learn, so much to experience. So much living to do. It’s selfish as fuck of me to imagine a scenario that plays out any differently than the one we agreed upon.

      Which is why I haven’t admitted that this is beginning to feel like more to me.

      I don’t even know what more is. I just know that with her, it feels like… more.

      More than just a proposal to lose her virginity. More than lessons on how to be comfortable with sex. More than all of it.

      Clearing my throat, I tighten my arms around her and try to pull myself out of my thoughts. “You know, when I was reading earlier, I read something very interesting.”

      “Hmm,” she responds sleepily. Her lilac-painted toes brush against my feet in the water. Fuck, when have I ever taken a bath with a girl and played footsie while she was naked in my arms?

      “It said that orgasms help with period pain. Because when you orgasm, your body releases chemicals like dopamine, so it acts as a natural pain reliever.”

      Hallie laughs, my favorite sound in the damn world, against my chest. “Sorry, but you sound like your brother right now.”

      Growling, I lean down and plant my lips along her neck and nip at the skin until she’s yelping and squirming in my arms. “Please, for fuck’s sake, never mention my brother again when we’re discussing orgasms.”

      Another giggle fills the space around us.

      “That was a very informative article you read. You did some very thorough research.” I can hear the teasing tone in her words. “Very studious of you.”

      “I aim to please, baby.”

      I smirk against her hair and let out a long sigh. I’d gladly say fuck my test and spend the rest of the weekend locked away with her well into Monday. If only it was that easy.

      “Do you ever think about what you want to do if you don’t play baseball? Professionally, I mean.”

      It’s only the one question I’ve been asking myself for what feels like months now. One I still don’t know the answer to. I wish that I did. It would probably make the decisions I have coming much easier if I had a clear picture of what the future means for me.

      It feels like the only steady, constant thing in my life is Hallie. And I really think she probably doesn’t know that.

      “I don’t know,” I answer her honestly and swallow down the emotion in my words. “Sometimes, I think I’ve got it all figured out, and then there are times like Halloween when life seems to blow up in my face. When I got my hand x-rayed to check for broken bones and found out there were none, I had mixed emotions. How fucked is that?”

      She turns to face me, resting her head on her hand on my chest. “It’s not fucked-up at all.”

      “Part of me was actually disappointed that I hadn’t because if I had, then I wouldn’t have to play. I could do anything in the fucking world that I wanted to if I wasn’t playing. Then, the other part of me is at war with the other half. I was terrified that I’d have an injury that would put me out for the season. Just because I don’t think professional ball is in my future doesn’t mean that I want to sit out my entire season. There’s people counting on me to be there. If I’m not there, I let down my coaches, my teammates, the fans.”

      “That’s a lot of pressure, Lane. Too much pressure to put on yourself. You can’t put all of that on yourself, or you’ll buckle under the weight of it.”

      “Feels like that sometimes,” I say, my voice rough and uneven as emotion creeps into my words. “It feels like sometimes I’m only doing this so my dad won’t be disappointed in me. I’m doing it because my teammates deserve a national championship. They’ve worked just as hard as I have, and if I’m not pulling my weight, it puts their chance of making it there in jeopardy. Then, my agent’s gonna feel like he wasted his time securing all of this when I’m not even going to take it. I don’t know, Hal.”

      It felt good to say all of that out loud. Fuck, to partially even admit it to myself. Saying it out loud makes it feel that much more real.

      I think I needed to say it out loud. To stop avoiding the fact that there are some hard decisions coming. In my head, I just keep justifying that I need to make it through this season, and then I’ll be good.

      Just make it through the season, and you’ll feel less pressure. Less backed into a corner about what to do with the rest of your life.

      At least, that’s my thought process, however flawed it may be.

      “My mom has always told me when I felt hard on myself, to give myself grace. Because at the end of the day, you’re the only one who has to live with the decisions you make. Give yourself some grace, Lane. You’re a senior in college with the weight of the world on your shoulders, facing some impossible decisions. You may let someone down by deciding something that isn’t in their favor, but you can’t control every single thing. You can’t control someone else’s feelings. Your dad will understand because, above all, you’re his son. He wants you to be happy and healthy.”

      I sigh, dragging my free hand down my face. “You’re right. Can we go back to talking about me giving you an orgasm? This is heavy, and I don’t want it to interfere with the time we’ve got together.”

      She nods. “I didn’t think we were talking about you giving me an orgasm, just that orgasms are good for period pain. Did I miss that?”

      “Are you saying no to an orgasm, then?” I start to sit up, and she giggles, shoving me back down until my back hits the porcelain.

      “Okay, okay, wait a second. I did not actually say that. But… it’ll be messy, you know… because of…”

      I nod. “Not afraid of a little blood, baby. I’m a man. Any guy who doesn’t want to watch his girl come because of a little blood is a boy…”

      Not that I ever want to fucking think of anyone else touching Hallie.

      Gently, I turn Hallie in my arms until her back is pressed against me, and I put my hand on her throat, squeezing gently as I whisper in her ear. “Let me make you come on my fingers.”

      She whispers when I increase the pressure in my fingers, lightly squeezing her. Slowly, I drag my hand down her body, my fingers trailing over her collarbone down the mound of her tits. Her tight little nipples are hardened peaks that are begging to be touched. Pulled. Sucked. Tweaked between my fingers.

      I cup her tits in my hands, rolling the sensitive peaks between my fingers gently at first, increasing the pressure when she moans, her entire body sagging against me.

      “I think you like it a little rough,” I say, tugging at her nipple to drive my point home. Her whimpers echo throughout the room, and my dick stirs to life against her ass.

      This girl. It’s impossible not to be hard as fuck when she’s around, not when she’s giving me those breathy little sighs and clenching her thighs together when she thinks I’m not paying attention.

      Using my other hand, I drag my hand over the flat plane of her stomach to her thighs, pressing them wide for me. Her back arches when I slide my hand lower until my fingers dip between her, spreading her open.

      “Does it ache, baby?” I whisper.

      When she nods, I flick her clit with my finger, then rub circles until she starts squirming against me, pleading silently for more. Her chest rises as she pants, closer and closer to an orgasm, when I stop, my fingers going still.

      “Lane,” she groans in protest. “Please.”

      I want to take her to the edge, then deny her, over and over until she’s panting, writhing beneath me, sobbing for release.

      Fuck, there are so many things I want with Hallie. Things that I know she’s not ready for yet, but when she is, I’m taking it. All of her firsts. Because they’re mine. She’s mine, and the thought of anyone else having any of them drives me fucking insane with jealousy.

      My fingers travel lower, circling her tight hole, teasing her while I use my other hand to spread her thighs wider, giving me better access.

      “Be a good girl and take my finger. It’ll be tight, but I know you can do it, baby.”

      All I want to do is praise her, tell her what a perfect girl she is, how beautiful her pussy is, how good I know her greedy little pussy is going to feel clamping down around my finger. Using my middle finger, I slide it inside of her, my thumb rubbing slow circles on her clit.

      I’m in no hurry. I want to make every minute of this last as long as I possibly can. Withdrawing my finger, I begin to fuck her languidly. My fingers are messy and covered with her, but it doesn’t take away from how good she feels tightening around me, her legs shaking as my finger brushes against her G-spot.

      “Do you like feeling full of my fingers?” I murmur against her ear, my hips flexing. I’m so hard it fucking hurts, but this is about Hallie.

      It’s not about me. All I want is her pleasure.

      My free hand travels up her body, framing her face and turning it toward me so I can kiss her. I can’t last another fucking second without tasting her, without drinking in every single ounce of pleasure she’s panting. I angle her mouth to mine and crash my lips into hers.

      Kissing Hallie is like coming home. It’s like finding the sign that points to your destination after being lost for so long. Kissing Hallie is fucking everything.

      She is everything.

      I kiss her hungrily, desperate for more. Her tongue laps at mine, sucking me into her mouth, and it takes everything I fucking have not to come. I deepen the kiss as I slide another finger inside of her, and she clamps down on me, sucking me in further.

      “So fucking tight. So perfect, baby. I love feeling you clench around my fingers,” I murmur against her lips while she chants my name over and over. “Such a good girl. My good girl.”

      “I need… I n—” she pants, stopping to suck in a desperate breath.

      “Tell me what you need, Hallie.”

      Her hips buck while her thighs begin to quiver as I fuck her, deeper each time, creating a steady rhythm. The sound of me fingering her, wet and messy, echoes around the bathroom.

      “To come. I need… Lane. Please.” She’s begging, and I can’t deny her.

      Hooking my finger up, I massage the spot inside of her that sends her back arching, her nails biting into the hand that holds her face to mine. Her pussy clamps down on my fingers as she comes, crying out.

      “God. Ohhhhhh.”

      She clings to me as she rides out her orgasm, my rhythm only slowing when I feel her body relaxing and finally sagging against me. I pull my fingers out of her, letting the water rinse the mess away.

      “That’s my girl.”

      Once she looks up at me with a sweet, sated smile and I realize the water’s gone cold, I lift us both from the water and turn the shower on, extra hot.

      Just the way she likes it.

      “Come here,” I tell her, pulling her back against me directly under the water so she doesn’t get cold before taking her shampoo bottle off the wall.

      I squirt some in my hand and then put it on her hair, taking a few extra moments to massage her scalp before working it down to the ends.

      “I am feeling entirely too spoiled today. Thank you, Lane.”

      “Anytime,” I murmur.

      That’s the thing that neither of us is ready to admit. Time is the last thing we have an unlimited amount of.

      We have an expiration date. Even if neither of us wants it that way.
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        Lane: Before we go home for break, I want to take you away for the weekend. Just the two of us.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: It’s not camping is it? I have a serious aversion to bugs, sleeping on the ground, and no air conditioner.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: No, but it is in the woods. But, that’s all I’m saying. Yes or no, Hallie Girl.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: Yes. sigh. Always yes, Lane Collins.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I can’t believe you’re having your first… sleepover!” Viv squeals, turning in the pedicure chair to face me. “It’s so happening this weekend. You know it.”

      And by happening, she means losing my virginity, and she’s right. I’m fairly certain this is the weekend that Lane and I finally move past all of the foreplay, and honestly? I’m dying.

      The man is wickedly talented with not just his tongue but his fingers, and I feel like I’ve spent the last few weeks being edged to death.

      I want this, and I’m one hundred percent ready to no longer be a virgin. I’m ready to have sex with Lane.

      “Time to kiss your hymen goodbye,” Viv quips. She is entirely too excited about my deflowering. “Which means we have to spend the rest of the afternoon getting you freshly fucked ready. What time are you supposed to leave?”

      I glance down at my Apple Watch. “Four. It’s a two-hour drive. Has Eli mentioned anything about where Lane’s taking me?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. And even if he did, I wouldn’t be telling you. This is a surprise. Time to live for once, Hallie. This is your year of living, remember? Let the ridiculous hot captain of the baseball team, aka your best friend’s older brother, take you away on a salacious weekend of escapades and ask absolutely no questions except can I suck you—”

      I toss my phone at her, hitting her right in the boob. God, she has absolutely no shame. I’m not ashamed that I’m still a virgin, but that doesn’t mean that I need to broadcast it to the entire nail salon.

      Jeez.

      Sighing, I sit back, shut my eyes, and try to enjoy the back massage from the chair as I get my toes painted a new fresh purple. It seems to be Lane’s favorite color, so I’m glad I went with a light lavender this time.

      “So, toes, waxing, lingerie store, annnnd packing. Right?”

      My eyebrows shoot up, and my eyes snap open. “Lingerie? No. Absolutely not. No way. That is not happening. I am not a lingerie girl, and the thought makes me feel seriously uncomfortable.”

      “Hallie,” Viv tuts, rolling her eyes. “Guys are very simple-minded. Like… ridiculously simple. He just wants to see you in something sexy before he rips it off and has his dirty way with you.”

      Something sexy…

      “Wait, you just gave me an idea. Any idea where I can get a jersey at the last minute?”

      Her grin is completely feral and everything I would expect from my best friend. She knows exactly what I have in mind.
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        * * *

      

      In true Hallie fashion, I’m late. Only by thirty minutes, so I’m going to call it a win. Packing took longer than anticipated since I wasn’t exactly sure what one wears to lose her virginity, so… I packed half the closet. You know, just in case. And we’re heading straight home after the weekend to visit for the holidays, so I had to make sure I’m prepared to be away from home for a week.

      It feels weird to think about… not living in the same house as Lane, even though we’ve only lived together a few months.

      I don’t actually like the thought.

      “Ready?” Lane pokes his head through the door with my favorite worn baseball cap on. Turned backward, of course, because he loves to make me feral.

      There’s literally nothing sexier on this planet than a hot man with his hat turned backward. It’s basically the equivalent to gray sweatpants. When the hat’s turned backward, it’s on.

      “Yep,” I respond brightly as I swing my overnight bag onto my shoulder and almost topple with the weight of it. Okay, maybe I didn’t need four pairs of the same shoe. Serial overpacker probs.

      Lane laughs as he strides over and takes it from me, hoisting it onto his shoulder like it weighs nothing.

      “I’m going to say bye to Eli before we go. Meet you in the car?”

      He nods. “Yep. I already picked out a new conspiracy podcast episode for us to listen to. Tales of the Cryptids.”

      If my heart wasn’t already beating a hundred miles an hour, the way he waggles his eyebrows suggestively, paired with the panty-melting grin, would send it into overdrive.

      He picked out a podcast for us to listen to?

      I am not okay. This is the kind of thing you see in those cute TikToks about adorable couples.

      When he’s gone, I suck in a deep breath, trying to keep hold of my rampant emotions. Separate it, Hallie.

      I give myself the same pep talk all the way to the kitchen, and when I see Eli making food at the counter, Nutella and peanut butter, his favorite, I grin.

      “We’re headed out.” I bump his shoulder, and he tosses his arm around me, pulling me to him.

      “Have fun, but, you know, not too much fun.”

      He’s teasing me, and I elbow him in the ribs for it. But honestly, if this is the extent of the shit he gives me for, you know… doing whatever with his older brother, then I’ll take it. I’m thankful that Eli didn’t have a problem with Lane and me because it would suck to have tension with him. He’s been my best friend since I was a toddler, practically, and I can’t imagine my life without him.

      I’m thankful that we can still be us.

      “I’ll see you in three days, right?”

      Chuckling, he shrugs. “I don’t know, I think my parents may have moved while I was away at college.”

      “Shut up.”

      “I’ll be there, Hal. Like always.” Bringing the Nutella-covered knife to his mouth, he takes a long lick.

      My nose scrunches in distaste. Gross.

      We say a quick goodbye, and then I head to Lane’s truck and slide into the passenger seat as he holds the door open. When he gets in and we pull out onto the highway, he quickly gets the podcast on and tosses me a boyish grin.

      He’s so handsome that I almost forget how to breathe.

      The drive to our undisclosed weekend getaway passes quickly, mostly because the episode that Lane picked is actually incredible, and it has me itching to get to my laptop to do research for our own episode on it.

      Before I know it, we’re turning into a long, gated driveway that’s nestled far back into the trees. Fall has claimed the branches, the burnt-orange-and-brown leaves scattered along the ground in front of the tall, black wrought iron gate.

      My eyes widen in disbelief. “Holy shit.”

      I can barely see the house down the driveway, but from the looks of it… it’s huge. As in like a mansion huge and definitely like nothing I’ve ever stayed in.

      Lane rolls the window of his truck down, quickly inputting a code, and the heavy gates in front of us creak open, allowing us access. He drives through, and a few seconds later, I look back to see them closing shut behind us.

      The first thing I notice is the tall, wall-to-wall windows. They line the house from the ground floor all the way to the third floor, and I imagine the lighting inside is breathtaking when the sun rises. I hope that I get to watch the sunrise from right in front of one of those windows. The exterior of the house is all black, with industrial piping for accent, and made to look like a sleek yet comfy cabin.

      That just so happens to be a mansion.

      No big deal.

      He puts the truck in park and gets out, then walks around and opens my door with a wry grin. “Whatcha think?”

      “Well, I’m still in shock, honestly?” I muse as I step out, turning to look at the sprawling property. “Did you win the lottery and forget to mention it?”

      Laughing, he shuts the door behind me. “Nah. You’d be the first to know if I did. This is Reese’s parents’ place. They never use it, so he offered it to me for the weekend.”

      Damn.

      “I didn’t know Reese was…”

      “Rich?” he supplies. “Yeah, they’re loaded. Like, private jet kinda loaded. Reese just doesn’t really broadcast it. Says it’s his parents’ money, not his.”

      “Wow.”

      Lane opens the back door and pulls out our bags, then shuts the door before turning and sliding my hand into his.

      “Let’s go check it out.”

      I nod and follow behind him.

      The door has another keypad, and after he presses the numbers, the door opens, and he pulls me inside.

      I’m a little shell-shocked for a moment that Reese is this secret… trust fund baby and that I’m currently standing in the foyer of a house this big and beautiful…

      Even more so that I’m alone here for the entire weekend with Lane.

      Once he sets our bags down at the stairwell at the end of the foyer, we check the house and quickly realize that there are at least seven bedrooms and maybe even more bathrooms. Everything is so beautiful I’m a little scared to touch it in the event that I have a Hallie moment and break something that I can’t fix and surely cannot afford to replace.

      “Relax, baby. Let me show you the master bedroom,” he says, tugging me along to the last door at the end of the hallway on the second floor. Inside is a sprawling California king bed with a dark emerald duvet and matching pillows and shams. The furniture is all dark cypress wood that contrasts the deep emerald accents and leaves me with starry eyes.

      It’s gorgeous. Add in my quirky accents, and this is my actual dream house.

      “It’s beautiful.” I squeal, toeing off my shoes and walking over to the bed, then flopping down onto the plush mattress. “Oh god. This is heaven. It’s like a cloud, seriously.”

      Lane smirks as he leans against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, showing off his delicious biceps. I could never get tired of looking at this man.

      I pat the bed beside me, and he shakes his head, his gaze darkening. “Sorry, baby, but I’ve got plans for tonight that will not be happening if I get in that bed with you.”

      Right. Yes. Well, I kinda wanted those plans to be about this bed.

      “Okay.” I laugh awkwardly, sitting up. “Wanna tell me about these plans?”

      “Another surprise.”

      As much as I love surprises, I’m kind of ready to just have him all to myself. To soak in the moments with just the two of us.

      “Okay, I’m going to call Viv and let her know we made it, and then I have to tell her about the episode that we listened to. I seriously cannot wait.”

      Striding over, he leans over the bed and kisses me without a word. His hands frame my face as his lips cover mine, promptly stealing every ounce of air from my lungs with no warning.

      When I try to deepen the kiss, sucking on his tongue as it tangles with mine, he tears his mouth away and pulls back, his chest heaving.

      “Fuck, Hal. Later. Okay?”

      I nod, biting my lip. “Later.”

      I’m ready, and I don’t want to waste another second without knowing what it’s like to be Lane’s.

      I spend the next hour on my laptop, reading over articles and taking notes for what Viv and I agree will be our next spotlighted show. After checking in and letting her know that we got here safe and that even though I’m deep in the woods, I actually haven’t been kidnapped by Bigfoot, we decide to record at my parents’ house while on break.

      I’ve been hearing Lane downstairs in the kitchen, and now there’s something delicious cooking because it’s all I’ve been able to smell for the last hour, causing my stomach to grumble. I’m starving, and this research takes some serious brainpower.

      Before I put my laptop up, I check our recent comments on last week’s episode, noticing a few of our usuals and commenting back. Then, I get to the one I was waiting for.

      
        
          
            
              
        AliensRReal: Amazing as always. Interested to hear your thoughts on this. 👽

      

      

      

      

      

      I respond to the comment with a generic thanks and add a smiley for good measure, then close my laptop and make my way down the grand spiral staircase, my fingers trailing along the railing as Lane comes into view. He’s humming to himself, an apron secured around his waist as he closes the oven.

      “Hi,” I say once I make it to the landing. “Is this my surprise?”

      His smirk is contagious, and my smile widens without thought. God, I love this version of Lane. The relaxed, carefree, happy version.

      “Part of it. I made your favorite.”

      My eyes widen. “Crawfish pot pie?”

      He nods.

      Oh god.

      There’s only one way that he’s making crawfish pot pie…

      “I called your mom for the recipe.”

      “D-did you tell her that… we… uh,” I stutter. Oh god, I think I’m going to throw up.

      As much as I love crawfish pot pie… my mom… knowing that Lane and I… wait… my dad.

      OH GOD.

      “Hallie, no. Jesus. I just told her that I wanted the recipe because it was my night for dinner.”

      Relief floods my chest, a physical feeling that slows the tightening in my stomach. Thank god.

      That would’ve been the most awkward conversation in the history of the world. Not only that Lane and I are involved, but that we’re not actually together, just, you know, having sex.

      Well, not yet, but as of tonight, we will be. At least I’m currently praying that tonight is finally the night.

      “I would never discuss what’s happening between us without you there or at least without speaking to you first. Now, dinner is about to be ready. Hungry?”

      I nod.

      “Since when did you learn how to cook?” I ask as I take a seat at the ornate, dark wood kitchen table. He’s already set the table for two with plates, glasses, utensils, and napkins. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you cook anything, and I’ve lived with you for like three months.”

      “Just because I don’t cook much doesn’t mean that I don’t know how, baby. I just prefer to meal prep simple things. Chicken. Ground turkey. Oats. I keep my diet pretty clean so I can stay in shape for baseball.” He shrugs. “I don’t have the opportunity to eat heavy fat and carbs often, which, coincidentally, are the things that taste the best.”

      This is true. I’ve seen him making protein shakes every morning after a workout, and he constantly grabs things on the go, but nothing that’s very fattening.

      Me, on the other hand…

      Surviving on pizza and goodwill.

      As we’re talking, he puts on an oven mitt and pulls the steaming hot pot pie from the oven. My mouth waters when I get a whiff, and my stomach actually makes an audible growl, causing Lane to laugh when he begins to plate it.

      Seconds later, a plate of my very favorite food on the planet is put in front of me.

      God, it smells incredible. The crust is the perfect golden brown. I wait for Lane to join me, and then I take the first bite, moaning around the fork.

      “Oh my god. This is incredible. It tastes just like my mom’s, Lane. She would be so proud.”

      He grins. “I’m glad. I guess I should do this more often. Cook for you, I mean. If you keep making noises like that.”

      I scoff, rolling my eyes. “Shut up. Seriously, a hidden talent that I had no idea you possessed. This is so good.”

      “Thank you.”

      We eat quietly for a few minutes, both of us too focused on the delicious food in front of us, and once we’re both done, I’m curious about what else he has planned.

      “So, since you’ve planned this entire weekend away, what’s next on the agenda?”

      He shrugs. “Whatever you want, baby. I just wanted to cook you dinner. They do have the hot tub… if you want to get in? It’s kind of chilly tonight.”

      “Definitely. Let me go grab my suit?”

      “I’ll clean all of this up. Meet you out there in ten?”

      I nod, rising from my chair, then leaning forward to press my lips against his in a kiss that quickly turns burning hot.

      It’s always this way with him. Easy. Effortless.

      “See you in ten.” Dragging my fingers along his jaw, I feel him shudder beneath the tips, and I smile.

      I love that I have the same effect on him that he has on me.
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      The water in the hot tub is perfect, but not nearly as perfect as Hallie is in the star-covered black bikini that she’s wearing.

      I’m pretty sure after this moment, the memory of her wearing nothing but a few scraps of black fabric will be burned into my head forever. She’ll be the star of every dream I have until I die. And even then, it’ll still be nothing compared to the real thing.

      “Hallie Girl, you’re beautiful, you know that?” I say as she settles in across from me, her back against the wall of the hot tub. There’s space between us, and as much as I hate it, it’s necessary.

      For a lot of reasons, but mostly because I’m only so strong, and I’ve never wanted anything in my life the way that I want her.

      It’s both invigorating and terrifying all at once. To want someone that badly.

      “Thank you.”

      Her cheeks are flushed red, and it’s probably a mixture of the heat from the hot tub and my compliment. Even after the time we’ve spent together, she still gets shy when I praise her, like she doesn’t actually believe what I’m saying.

      I wish she could see what I see whenever I look at her.

      Feel what I feel.

      Just for a single moment, I wish that she could see herself from my eyes.

      Then there would never be another doubt in her mind. She would never question my desire for her or wonder if I was into what she was doing.

      She’s not the same girl she was that first night, but sometimes I catch glimpses of the shy Hallie.

      “Thank you for bringing me here, Lane.” She smiles brightly, the power of it hitting me directly in the chest. “This place is incredible, and after the stress from school, this is honestly exactly what I needed. And being here with you…” Her words trail off.

      I can’t take another second being away from her, so I reach out and grab her hand beneath the water, tugging her until she’s perched in my lap.

      “Hey,” I murmur as my thumb ghosts along her jaw, my gaze holding hers. “There is nowhere else I’d rather be than right here with you, baby.”

      “Okay, good. Glad we’re on the same page.” She smiles. “So… we’re here… all alone… in the middle of the woods…” Her hips move, gliding along my cock, which is already hardening because I have zero self-control when it comes to this girl. Leaning forward, she brushes her lips against mine in a torturous tease, and then she pulls back and bites her bottom lip. “In this big… empty house… Whatever should we do to pass the time?”

      The flirty smile, the teasing tone of her voice with those big, blue doe eyes does me fucking in.

      Fuck. Me. There are a lot of ways that I like Hallie, but this?

      I don’t stand a fucking chance.

      My hand slides into the damp hair at her nape, threading into the silky strands, and I tug her head back to expose the column of her throat.

      “I dunno, Hallie,” I murmur before pressing my lips to her skin, which already feels hot beneath. I drag my tongue along her neck, scraping my teeth at her pulse point. “Guess we’ll have to use our imagination?”

      My lips travel lower and lower, my tongue tracing a path along her skin until I get to the top of her tits, peeking from the top of those tiny triangles. I reach behind her and tug the string, letting the fabric fall free. My thumbs ghost the underside of her breasts, and her breath hitches.

      Fuck, I love her tits.

      Heavy and full yet small enough to fit perfectly in my hands, each crowned with tight little rosy-pink nipples that are hard and taut, begging for my lips.

      The most beautiful shade of pink against her porcelain skin.

      “Fuck, I love these,” I mutter, dropping my head to close my lips over the sensitive bud, sucking it into my mouth and rolling it between my teeth. “They’re so fucking pretty.”

      Hallie’s fingers tug at my hair as her back arches, and she pushes her chest against my mouth, causing my lips to turn up into a smile. I love driving her wild.

      I want to see if I can push her over the edge with just my mouth.

      An experiment, another one of our “lessons.”

      That’s one of the best things about this… arrangement with Hallie. That I’m the first to discover all of these things about her body. I’m the first and only man to ever touch her this way, to learn the parts of her that sing when played. I’ve traced my fingers over her skin so many times that I’ve memorized the feel of it even when we’re not together. My fingerprints have left marks that aren’t seen by the eye but are a testament to the time I’ve spent acquainting myself with every single inch of her.

      My fingers trail along her spine as I circle the sensitive peak of her nipple with my tongue, lavishing it until she’s whimpering each time I pull away.

      “Please… I…”

      Tearing my mouth away from her chest, I pull back to look into her eyes, heavy-lidded and dilated with desire. “Don’t rush me, Hallie Girl. I’m committing this to memory, and that takes time. I am dedicated to this body.”

      She laughs, her voice rough and uneven, filled with need. “Are you?”

      “Mhm.” I kiss the sensitive spot beneath her ear and murmur against her skin, “Very dedicated. And all I can think about right now is making you come on my face.”

      She trembles in my arms as a cold breeze swirls around us, causing goose bumps to erupt up and down her skin.

      “You cold, baby?”

      She nods, sinking deeper into the warm water. I’m running hot from the inside out, mostly because of my desire for her, so I didn’t realize the temperature had dropped quite a few degrees since we got in the hot tub.

      “Let’s go inside and get warm.”

      She nods, and I stand with her still in my lap. Yelping, she slides her hands around my nape, holding on as I step out of the hot tub and walk onto the deck toward the back door. Once we’re inside, I decided to keep her in my arms and carry her up to the master suite.

      I’ve been here before with Reese, but not in the master, so I had no clue before today that the bathroom is lined with floor-to-ceiling mirrors along the wall opposite of the sinks.

      Carefully placing Hallie on her feet, I walk to the shower and turn it up to the hottest setting, then shut the shower door.

      “Gotta get you out of this.” My lips quirk up devilishly. Of course, I’m concerned about Hallie being freezing in her wet bikini bottoms, practically naked, but I’m also fucking dying to see her out of them.

      My fingers trace along the waistband of her bottoms, slightly dipping below and stroking her smooth skin.

      “Can I take this off?” I ask.

      Hallie nods, raking her teeth across her lip as I work the soaked fabric down her hips. Once the bottoms pool around her feet, she steps out of them, leaving her in nothing but the dainty Bigfoot anklet and the small alien-shaped belly button ring in her navel.

      Instead of touching her like my hands ache to, I take a step back, my eyes raking down her body in a slow perusal, starting with her parted lips. Her tongue darts out and wets them, plump and red from my kisses. My gaze travels lower, down to her chest to where it heaves with each breath she takes, her tight little nipples pointed up, just waiting for my mouth.

      Goddamn, it takes everything inside of me not to close the distance and suck them, but I continue my perusal down to the flat expanse of her stomach, the soft curve of her hip, and the small triangle between her thighs. She’s so pink and fucking pretty. I can see the smallest peek of her clit, and I groan, reaching down into my shorts to adjust my cock.

      I’m so hard just from looking at her, and I have no fucking clue how I’ll be able to last when I’m finally inside her.

      She’s perfect, in every sense of the word. Hallie Edwards is a dream.

      “Goddamn, Hallie,” I choke out.

      Even with the distance between us, I can see her cheeks heat. “What?” She crosses her arms over her chest to shield herself, and that’s when I decide I can’t take another fucking second of not touching her.

      “Don’t cover yourself,” I say, stepping in front of her and gently grasping her wrists in my hands, lowering them to her sides. “I will never get tired of looking at you, Hallie. I’ll never get tired of watching you flush when you get nervous, or the way that the pulse in your neck flutters when I compliment you, or the way you look when you fall apart for me.”

      My hands find her waist, and I tug her against me, using my free hand to tip her chin up to me.

      “I’ve never known perfection until you,” I whisper, dropping my forehead to hers. “I thought it didn’t exist, but you’re living proof that it does, Hallie Girl.”

      She blushes again, tucking her hair behind her ear as her arms fly to my neck, pulling me into a tight hug.

      For a second, we just… exist. Holding on to each other in a moment that feels like… something I’ve never experienced with another person. There are a lot of firsts that Hallie has given me, but little does she know there are a few she’s given me too.

      Like truly caring for a girl outside of the sexual aspect.

      When I pull back, I guide her toward the mirror, placing her in front of me. “Look at you.” My gaze lingering on her body, I lick my lips and shake my head in disbelief that I could be so wholly attracted to another person the way that I am her.

      Her eyes flick down her reflection, following my hands, and she swallows, her throat bobbing visibly. The steam from the shower is beginning to fog the glass, the heavy moisture making both of our bodies slick with sweat.

      I cup her tits in my hands, ghosting my thumbs along the taut peaks. Her breath audibly hitches as I roll them between my fingers, tugging and teasing them. When my lips find her neck, sucking at the skin, she whimpers, and her eyes flutter shut.

      “Eyes on me,” I say, my voice hoarse with desire. “I want you to see what I see, Hallie. I want you to see yourself through my eyes.”

      Sliding my hands down her stomach, I trail my fingers slowly down to her slit, finding her already soaked. I drag a finger through the wetness, and her hands fly up to my nape when the pad of my finger brushes across her clit.

      Humidity hangs in the air around us like a blanket, steam coating every surface, and it feels like a fucking fever dream. My finger slicked with her juices, her luscious ass pressed against my cock as she squirms.

      “Look at me,” I demand.

      Her eyes fly open, and her lips part when I pinch her clit lightly between my fingers. “Look how fucking pretty you are. Flushed and ready for my fingers.” I slide my fingers away from her slit and trail my lips up to the shell of her ear and whisper, “Touch yourself, Hallie, and watch in the mirror.”

      Her eyes widen slightly, and she hesitates. But after a beat, she slides her hand between her legs.

      “Show me what you did when we were on FaceTime. Show me how you made yourself come.”

      Using her middle finger, she slowly strums her clit. Her movements are timid and unhurried, each circle of her finger causing her breath to press out a little quicker.

      “Oh god,” she cries, her eyes falling shut as she sags back against me when her legs begin to shake.

      I maneuver us to the ground along the large plush rug beside the floor-length mirror, laying her flat on her back then grip the inside of her thighs, spreading her open for me. As much as I love seeing her touch herself, I want to taste her. I need to taste her.

      Her pussy is pink and glistening with her arousal as I lean forward and take a long, languid swipe of her.

      Her face is still turned towards the mirror, not by accident. “I want you to watch me eat your pussy, Hallie. Watch as I eat my favorite fucking meal.”

      Dipping my head back down, I close my lips around her clit and suck, teasing her entrance with my finger. I flick her clit with the tip of my tongue, my hand splaying along her stomach to hold her still when she writhes. Even as she cries out, her eyes stay glued to her reflection, watching me devour her like a man possessed.

      I pump my finger inside of her, hooking it up to stroke her G-spot while I circle her clit again with my tongue.

      “Lane,” she pants, one hand flying to my head, her fingers threading in my hair and rocking her hips against my mouth as my other hand glides to tweak her nipple between my fingers.

      The sound of the water spraying in the shower isn’t enough to drown out the erotic sound of me fucking her with my fingers. Her arousal coats my fingers and my mouth, striking something primal and possessive inside of me.

      I slide another finger inside her pussy, and she’s so tight, so fucking wet when she clenches around me.

      “Goddamn, Hallie,” I breathe before lapping at her clit some more. She’s close—I can feel it in the way she’s tightening around me, her hips bucking against my face as her orgasm builds. Her breathing is erratic, her fingers tugging tightly in my hair as I latch onto her clit and suck hard, my fingers fucking her in a steady rhythm. She whimpers, and I can feel the way she begins to tremble, her legs shaking as she tries to close them around my head.

      “Come on my face, Hallie. I want to taste your cum on my tongue,” I murmur into her pussy.

      When I slam my fingers back inside her, her back arches, and she cries out as more moisture coats my fingers from her pussy. “It’s too… I…” She thrashes her head from side to side and squeezes her tits, and suddenly, I feel her pussy contracting around my fingers. “Too intense… I can’t. It feels…” Her eyes are glossed over, and her words are jumbled. She’s panting so hard she can hardly get them out. “Lane… Lane… Lane… Oh my god, I think I’m going to pee…”

      Fuck, fuck. Fuck. Is she… Goddamn, she is.

      “No, baby, you’re going to squirt,” I rasp triumphantly.

      And I’m going to come in my motherfucking pants.

      I sweep my tongue along her clit, hook my fingers up, massaging her G-spot faster, and she comes hard on a violent cry.

      “Oh… Oh… God.”

      I lap at her pussy as she tightens and contracts around my fingers, soaking my face. Never in my fucking life have I been so turned on. I’m so hard that it physically hurts.

      “Just like that, Hallie. You did so good, baby, just like that,” I say between swipes of her pussy. Only when she bucks against my touch, sensitive from her orgasm, do I finally slide my soaked fingers out of her.

      Her eyes connect with mine in the mirror, and she cringes, covering her face. “I am so embarrassed. Oh my god… I can’t believe…” she mutters self-consciously into her hands.

      “Baby, what do you have to be embarrassed about? That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. No question.”

      She opens her fingers to peek through them to look at herself in the mirror and then glances up at me. “I didn’t even know… I could do that? I mean, I’ve seen it in porn, but…”

      My lips quirk into a smug grin. “Just another first that’s mine, Hallie Girl.”

      Rising into a sitting position, I adjust my cock, which is about to punch through the front of my shorts, and her gaze drops to it.

      Her eyes linger on my cock before her expression turns hungry. When she raises her gaze to meet mine, her pupils are blown. “What about you?”

      I shrug. “That was about you, not me.”

      She lifts up onto her elbows and into a sitting position, bringing her hands to my face and ghosting her fingers along my jaw.

      “I want to have sex. I’m ready.”

      It’s probably so fucking lame to admit, so I won’t say it out loud, but my heart speeds up in my chest, which seems entirely impossible after what I was just blessed enough to witness. But it does. It’s pounding so hard.

      “Are you sure?”

      Looking into my eyes, she smiles sweetly and nods, her voice confident. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”
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      The words tumble from my lips with more confidence than I ever realized I possessed. That’s the way that Lane makes me feel.

      Powerful, sexy, bold.

      Things I would have never imagined myself being until he… unlocked this part of me.

      He’s treated me with nothing but respect and reverence since the very first day, and there’s nothing more that I want than to give him this. Give this to myself.

      “I don’t want to wait any longer,” I whisper, sliding my fingers along his nape, toying with his unruly hair. His piercing green eyes hold mine, and it’s almost as if time stops. It truly feels as if he can see directly inside of me. “Do you want to?” I ask, my words hurried from my hopeful anticipation.

      His hands frame my face as he speaks, his voice rough. “Of course I want you, Hallie Girl. You have no idea how badly I want you. I just want you to be completely sure.”

      “I’m sure,” I say without hesitation, rising to my feet to stand in front of him. Licking his lips, he leans forward and presses the softest, most tender kiss to my stomach, another to my hip bone, another along the soft skin beneath my belly button. He runs his nose and his mouth along my thighs up to my pussy, breathing me in, the evidence of my mind-blowing orgasm still seeping out of me. He drags his tongue along my skin, leaving behind a trail of what feels like fire burning me from the inside. A fire that grows brighter, hotter with each press of his lips against my skin, stoking the flame until it feels unbearable. Like I might die without his touch.

      Heat pools in my belly as arousal spirals inside of me yet again.

      Kissing a path back up my stomach to my chest, he spends time licking, sucking, nibbling on my nipples until new moisture starts to gather between my thighs. I press my legs together to dull the ache that he’s created.

      By the time he makes his way to my lips, capturing them in a punishing kiss that steals my breath, I’m ready to crawl up his body. He lifts me off my feet, my legs wrapping around his trim waist as my fingers tangle in the hair at his nape. He cups my ass possessively, walking us out of the bathroom and into the master bedroom, only pausing to shut off the water in the shower, all while his lips never leave mine.

      His knees hit the bed, and he drops me onto the mattress, only then breaking the kiss as he stands.

      “These fucking shorts,” he mutters before working them down his hips.

      And then, he’s standing in front of me completely naked, his cock hard and thick.

      Anticipation prickles beneath my skin while I drink him in. The thought of him being inside of me makes me even hotter. I want to be full of him, to feel him everywhere.

      “Stop looking at me like that, Hallie,” he rasps, reaching down to fist his cock, slowly pumping it, precum already seeping out of the head.

      “Mmmm, or what?” I say coyly. My teeth rake over my bottom lip as I sit up on my elbows to peer at him stroking his cock.

      It shouldn’t be so sexy to watch a man touch his own cock, but you learn something new every day. And I’ve learned that nothing compares to the way Lane looks as he jerks his cock. Except maybe the look in his eyes when his mouth is on me.

      “Or I’m never going to fucking last,” he grunts, his voice gravelly and deep.

      A giggle escapes my lips, and then he’s on me, hovering over me as his hands brace the bed beside my head.

      “Something funny, Hallie?” His eyebrow arches as he waits for my answer.

      “Nope, nothing at all,” I say sweetly. “Never.”

      He hums but doesn’t say a word. Instead, his fingers dig into my sides as he tickles me until I’m squirming and thrashing on the bed beneath him.

      “God, stop, please,” I plead through my laughter. “Lane!”

      Finally, he relents, leaning down to quickly capture my lips. Only then do I realize how hot his skin is, his hardness pressed against me between my legs, bare skin to bare skin.

      He seems to realize it, too, because hunger flares in his eyes. Lifting my hand, I brush his hair off his forehead, and he captures my hand, placing a tender kiss to my palm.

      The gesture is so sweet that my heart feels like it might actually explode in my chest. Everything with Lane feels this way, each moment meaningful. When he’s sweet and affectionate this way, it makes me feel like we’re more than just the proposal, more than just learning. He treats me as if I’m the most important person in the room, like we exist only together.

      “You’re sure?” he asks again, still holding my hand in his.

      I nod wordlessly and smile. He threads our fingers together, then leans down to kiss me, his lips moving over mine gently until a sense of urgency flares between us again, our kisses turning frantic.

      He frames my face, angling my head to sweep his tongue into my mouth, swallowing my whimper. Reaching between us, he dips his finger into my already soaked center, brushing the rough pad of his finger against my swollen clit before circling my entrance and pushing it inside my pussy.

      Even just having his fingers inside me, I feel so full, but I know that nothing will compare to having his cock inside me.

      After his wicked tongue in the bathroom, I don’t need anything additional to prepare me for this. I don’t think I’ve even recovered from how intense that was—my skin is still tingling.

      Lane dips his head and closes his mouth around my nipple, sucking the peak into his mouth as his fingers slide in and out of me in a steady rhythm. I can feel my arousal coating my thighs. I’m so wet for him, so ready for him to replace his fingers with his cock. My orgasm builds inside of me. Cresting. Ready to crash.

      In a matter of seconds, I’m crying out from the second orgasm of the day, and he slides his fingers out of me, sitting back on his haunches as he pumps his cock, coating it with my cum.

      “I want to make this perfect for you,” he says, leveling his gaze on me. His face is so sincere and serious that my heart swells with the need to reassure him.

      “It’s already perfect, Lane.”

      His teeth grate over his lip as he leans forward to hover over me, his hands on either side of my head on the bed. I look down to watch between us as he drags the head of his cock through my wetness, and my eyes snap shut, the sensation causing me to gasp.

      God, he’s not even inside me yet, and it feels incredible.

      Our bare skin brushes together in the most intimate way. I reach up to hold on to his arms, the desire to touch him everywhere I can coursing through my veins.

      I’ve never been this close to another person, never experienced the feeling of being so connected with another soul. Until Lane.

      He rubs my clit with his cock until my nails are biting into his biceps, imprinting half-moons along his skin, my legs hooking around his hips to pull him closer to where I want him.

      Our gazes lock, and I nod, reassuring him one more time that I am ready for this, and I want it more than anything. I want him, and I don’t want to wait any longer.

      The truth is, I know now that I wasn’t ready to give myself so fully to someone… to anyone when I offered my virginity to him.

      I thought that I was.

      I thought that ridding myself of my virginity would somehow magically make me this brand-new person. Like a transformative moment that would let me shed the girl I used to be and become a better version of myself. Confident. Comfortable.

      Now, I know that’s not true.

      Now I know that taking things slowly and truly getting to know someone, learning who they are… it makes all the difference. I can’t imagine I’d be this comfortable with anyone else, especially someone who didn’t know me the way that Lane does. Sometimes it feels like he knows me better than anyone. Even myself sometimes. This was worth waiting for, for holding on to, so that it was him.

      “It’s going to hurt a little at first, Hallie,” he says quietly, his expression turning serious. “Tell me if you’re uncomfortable, if you want to stop. If—”

      I raise my finger to his lips, silencing him. “I will. I promise.”

      He nods and drops his gaze to where his cock is pressed against my entrance, then drags his eyes back to mine and leans forward, capturing my lips as he gently pushes inside me.

      I suck in a sharp breath against his mouth, my eyes dropping shut as I feel him rock his hips the slightest bit, sliding a few inches inside me. My body tenses at the sudden intrusion, not because it hurts but because I feel so unbelievably full already, and I don’t think he’s even a fraction of the way in.

      “Relax, baby. I need you to loosen up and let me in.” He strokes my arm reassuringly and trails kisses along my collarbone.

      Exhaling, I lick my lips as his fingers move between us again, and he circles my clit. Just a few rough strokes and I already feel my limbs loosening, the tension inside of me uncoiling into something different.

      Warmth winds down my spine and through my veins, pooling down between my legs.

      I’m so caught up in the feeling of his fingers on my clit, so overcome with sensation, that when he pumps his hips forward again, breaking through the barrier and thrusting all the way inside of me, the pain is nothing that I imagined it would be.

      The sharp, burning sensation is quickly outweighed by pleasure as he keeps strumming my clit now that he’s fully inside of me. He holds his hips still while his lips rake across the taut peak of my nipple.

      Lane stills, pulling back to gaze at me with tenderness. “Are you okay? Should I stop?”

      I nod. “Please don’t stop. I’m okay… Keep going… P-please.”

      Withdrawing carefully, he pulls his cock out of me inch by inch before punching his hips forward again, burying it to the hilt in one smooth stroke. He’s treating me as if I’m breakable, and I love this about him. His patience, his willingness to put me first, to make sure it feels good, but right now… I want more.

      I need more.

      Something inside of me is unfurling, something building and building and building. Something just out of reach, so close that I feel as if its tendrils have wrapped around me yet I can’t quite grasp.

      “Move, please.” I’m begging, clawing at his arms again, and I don’t even care.

      His eyes turn wild and hazy as he nods, pulling out of me, then thrusting in, harder this time, his hips flush with mine, causing a whimper to escape.

      “Oh…”

      The tips of his fingers dance along the outside of my thigh as he hitches it higher along his side, surging even deeper than before, and there’s nothing but pleasure as he palms my ass, slamming into me over and over again.

      “Fuck, I’m not going to last.” He gasps, glancing down between us and watching his cock as he fucks me. I can see my arousal coating him every time he withdraws from my body. “You’re so tight, baby, so fucking wet, squeezing my cock so good. I need you to come.”

      His tongue circles my nipple, then flicks the peak, his hips finding a steady rhythm as he rocks into me, our bodies slapping together. I throw my head back in pleasure, the sensation of it all coursing up and down my skin.

      My eyes fall shut as I listen to his grunts and the sound of our arousal as he fucks me. It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever experienced, these unrestrained sounds of pleasure coming from him, sounds he makes for me.

      “Goddamn, Hallie,” he groans. “You fit me so perfectly. My cock was made for you.”

      Whimpering, I rake my nails down his back as I fall apart, his name exploding out of me in a strangled cry as my entire body seizes in the most powerful orgasm of my life. My limbs are taut with pleasure as I ride out each wave of my orgasm. His finger finds and circles my swollen clit again, and then he groans, rough and unevenly, coming inside of me. I can feel the warmth of his warm cum flooding me, and it’s so unbelievably hot that my clit throbs beneath the pad of his finger.

      Once he’s spent and I’m sated and my limbs heavy with euphoria, he gently pulls out of me, dropping onto his back next to me and gathering me up in his arms. He drapes me across his chest, his fingers trailing gently along my spine as we desperately try to catch our breath.

      “That was…” I say, still breathing heavily. “Much better than I expected.”

      Lane’s chest rumbles beneath me as he chuckles. “I wanted it to be good for you, Hallie Girl, even if it was your first time. Don’t worry… next time will be even better.”

      Arousal snakes down my spine at the thought of doing that again.

      Suddenly, he settles me onto the pillow next to him and rises from the bed, sauntering naked through the bathroom door and disappearing out of sight. When he comes back, he’s got on a pair of dry boxers and a washcloth in his hand.

      Crawling over me, he pecks me on the lips and then gently opens my legs, spreading me wide for him. When his eyes rake over my swollen pussy, his pupils darken. “I wish you knew how pretty your pussy looks with my cum dripping out of you.”

      Dipping his finger along my slit, he moves the pad of his finger to my entrance, and I watch as he gathers his cum on his finger, then gently pushes it back inside of me.

      Oh my god.

      “I know you’re probably sore, baby. Let me take care of you.” He tenderly cleans me up, dragging the warm, wet cloth along my sensitive core, taking his time as he cleans me, and then he stands from the bed and presses a kiss on my forehead. “Be right back.”

      I hum in response but burrow into the covers, my limbs heavy with exhaustion. I’m almost asleep when I hear him walk through the door, and I sleepily open my eyes to see him hovering over me with a bottle of water and pain reliever in the palm of his hand.

      “Take these and drink the whole bottle, baby. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable tomorrow,” he whispers against my lips. And if it were possible, my heart would explode right from my chest.

      It’s so thoughtful and so sweet… it makes me ache.

      This was supposed to be an arrangement, temporary, something that wasn’t meant to be real. Something that was supposed to lead up to this very moment and be done. Yet it feels like the opposite. With every passing moment I spend with him, I feel like we’re not checking things off a list anymore. That this is only the beginning… of something more.

      Once I take the medicine and drink almost all of the water, he sets it on the nightstand next to the bed and crawls back under the heavy comforter, gathering me in his arms again, this time my back to his front.

      I feel his lips at my nape, a small, tender kiss that has unexpected tears prickling in my eyes.

      “Thank you for giving me that, Hallie. It… It’s special to me, and I’ll never forget it.”

      Cue the waterworks. With his front flush to my back and his strong arm slung over my stomach, anchoring me to him, I feel safe.

      I feel… cherished.

      I feel… protected.

      “I’m glad that it was you, Lane,” I respond. “It’s always been you.”

      My words are barely a whisper. I sigh happily, my eyes dropping shut as I settle into his arms, my fingers toying with the bracelet I made for him on his wrist. A bracelet I’ve noticed he’s never taken off since I placed it there.

      I’m almost asleep when I think I hear, “And it’ll always be you, Hallie Girl.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake to the smell of bacon and the sun streaming through the open curtains, bathing my sated and sore body in warmth. I stretch my arms above my head, unable to stop the smile from escaping to my lips as I think about last night.

      Losing my virginity to Lane was… everything.

      It was perfect, and I feel giddy with the prospect of spending our last day together here at the cabin before we head home for Thanksgiving break.

      I rise from the bed, tossing off the white sheet and planting my feet on the cool hardwood before grabbing his discarded T-shirt from the floor and pulling it over my head, then making my way downstairs.

      Quietly, I make my way to the kitchen, where I hear him humming “Semi-Charmed Life.” I pause at the doorway, leaning against the frame and biting my lip as I hold back a giggle.

      Lane’s at the stove, flipping pancakes, wearing nothing but those tight black boxer briefs that make my mouth water. His muscled back ripples with each flip of the spatula, and when he brings it to his mouth as a makeshift microphone, I can’t stop the sound from escaping.

      He whips around with wide eyes and a sheepish grin at being caught.

      “Morning, Hallie Girl.”

      My eyebrow arches. “A great morning it is. Is that bacon I smell?”

      On cue, my stomach growls.

      “Luckily, it is.” He walks over and kisses me sweetly. “I wanted to cook breakfast for my girl before we headed out. By the way, I fucking love seeing you in my clothes.”

      My girl.

      The fluttering in my stomach has nothing to do with the fact that I’m hungry but the fact that he makes it so easy to fall for all of the sweet things he says. All the thoughtful actions.

      He makes it so easy to fall for him.

      “Yum,” I murmur. “I’m starving.”

      He tosses a wink over his shoulder as he stands back at the stove, and I take a seat at the long kitchen table.

      I watch him move around the kitchen with ease until breakfast is done, and he carries our plates to the table.

      My mouth practically waters as the scent of bacon wafts to my nose.

      “I dunno why I’m so hungry,” I say when he sits.

      He chuckles. “Fucking takes a lot of energy, baby. That’s why I need you to eat all of that.” Leaning forward, he cups my face, ghosting his thumb along my cheekbone. “You’re gonna need all that energy.”

      My cheeks warm as my face flushes. I’m much more comfortable with Lane, but sometimes I still feel shy when he says things like that. And… because the mental image of him hovering over me as he thrust inside of me flits into my mind. The ache between my thighs is entirely from anticipation, not from no longer being a virgin.

      “I’m not ready to leave. Not ready to leave you.”

      Me either. I know that the moment we do, the spell will be broken, and real life will creep back in.

      “At least it’s only a few days. Plus, it’ll be good to spend time with your parents and Eli.”

      He nods, pushing around the eggs on his plate with his fork. “Just worried about this tension with my dad. Feels like it’ll come to a head soon, and I’m hoping we can keep the peace long enough to get through the holiday drama-free.”

      I reach out and grab his hand, threading our fingers together, and smile reassuringly. “Everything is going to work out. I know it is.”

      “You always make it easy, Hallie Girl. C’mere,” he says, setting the fork down at the same time I do.

      I stand, then walk over and climb into his lap, knocking the plate loudly against the table, causing us both to laugh.

      “How about instead of thinking about leaving, we spend the time we have left doing something more… fun,” I whisper, pressing my lips against the corner of his lips. “Something that involves the shower and me…”

      “You are kind of stinky,” he teases, his eyes lighting up as he eases his hand under my shirt and between my legs. “I know just the way to get you clean. But first, I want to make a mess of you again.”
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      Moving away from your childhood home, then returning as if you never left… is weird. That’s the same thought I always have when I walk into the house I grew up in and sleep in the same bed that I slept in for all of my teenage years. That kid that I used to be feels so far away, a ghost of a memory, and it always feels strange to be back, like I never left. Everything’s the exact same minus a layer of dust that has accumulated since the last time Mom cleaned.

      The same trophies from my high school days. The same posters of all the greats that have curling edges from the years gone by. The same framed photos of our family, frozen in time.

      Except over the years, I’ve changed. I’ve grown up. I’ve become a man.

      “We’re so happy to have you home, honey,” my mom murmurs, leaning in and pulling me into her arms again. She’s almost a foot shorter than I am, but somehow, with her arms wrapped tightly around me, I feel like that same kid again, seeking comfort in his mother’s arms. She smells the same as she always has, and even though I’m taller, stronger, older than I used to be, I’ll always be a mama’s boy.

      “Me too, Ma. It feels good to be home.” I wrap my arms around her.

      She sighs happily, sinking into the embrace. “I never knew how much I would miss having you and your brother under the same roof at the same time. Empty-nest syndrome.”

      “Well, we’re here now. I can’t believe Thanksgiving is in just a few days.”

      “Me either. But I’m just glad to have a few more days together before you both have to go back. Then, before you know it, Christmas will be here!” Pulling back, she looks up at me. “You know… you need to sit down and have a conversation with your dad, Lane. It’s time. I hate seeing the two of you not speaking. I’m worried about you, honey.”

      I nod. I do know that, but I still don’t know how the fuck to have this conversation with him without either of us saying things we’ll regret or hurting each other. I hate this shit, this divide between us that only seems to be widening each day.

      To make matters worse, it’s going to be a few days before I get to see Hallie again. My mom is in full hovering mode, so I doubt that I’ll be able to sneak away to see her. I fucking hate that I’m not going to be able to touch her while I’m home.

      After the weekend we spent together at the cabin… everything feels different. Like the lines have blurred, and there’s nothing that separates us any longer.

      “I will, Mom. I just…” I trail off, noticing how her face has fallen. I hate that look of hurt and disappointment. “I’ll talk to him tonight after dinner. Okay?”

      “Thank you, sweetheart. I hate that the two of you are at odds right now. I want you to talk through it. You know I support anything you decide, right?” She reaches up and brushes my messy hair out of my eyes, reminding me that I need a haircut. “All that ever matters to me is your happiness, Lane. You’re my first baby, my oldest love, the one who taught me how to be a mama. You’ll always be my baby, no matter how old you get. No matter how much taller and bigger you get, you’ll always be that piercing-green-eyed baby that I held in my arms for days. Your life is what you make it. It’s yours. No one else’s. Remember that, okay? Choose happiness.”

      I can feel every single syllable of her words directly in my chest, speaking to me.

      “Love you, Ma.”

      “Love you too, honey. Always and forever.”

      She presses a quick kiss to my cheek and steps back, wiping at tears that have fallen in our suddenly heavy conversation.

      As much as I’m dreading this conversation with my dad, she’s right. It’s time. Regardless of the outcome.

      “Alright, time for me to stop blubbering and get dinner ready.”

      When she walks back through the entryway into the kitchen, I flop down onto the couch and groan, dropping my head against the back.

      A few minutes later, Eli walks through the door and drops down next to me, panting and out of breath. I glance over and see his shirt soaked with sweat and his hair damp and sticking up in fifty different directions. He looks like he went and played in the sprinkler.

      “You good?” I ask.

      He groans as he drags his fingers through his hair, slumping even further into the couch. “I just helped Mr. Edwards clean out the garage, and I swear to god I’ve never seen more fucking decorations in my life. You’re lucky that you got to come a few days late. You avoided all the hard labor.”

      “Damn.”

      Eli nods. “You good? You look like someone kicked your dog.”

      “Dreading this conversation with Dad.”

      “Ah,” he says, turning toward me. “You know that you not playing baseball isn’t the end of the world, right?”

      I grunt my answer, and he continues. “Seriously, you put all of this pressure on yourself, but for what? If you’re not happy, don’t do that shit, Lane.”

      “Not that simple.”

      “But it is. It really is. Look, life is short. It’s an infinite matter of days that we never know when will be taken from us. You could wake up tomorrow and it could all be over. Would you wanna look back and have regrets? That you did things to appease other people and not yourself? I’m just saying, you should talk to him. Maybe he’ll surprise you.”

      “I just hate the idea of disappointing him. Letting him down. Fuck, I hate the idea of letting anyone down, and I feel like the entire state is waiting on me to be drafted. The fucking pressure Eli, it’s crippling. It feels like I can’t breathe sometimes.”

      He nods solemnly. “I get it. I mean… I don’t because I’m not in your shoes, and I don’t play sports, but I know what it’s like to be worried you’ll let everyone down if you’re not the best or if you stray from the path. At the end of the day, it’s your future. No one can control it but you.”

      “You know, you’re pretty wise to be the younger brother.” I grin, nudging his shoulder with mine. Maybe he should’ve been the first person I talked to and got this off my chest if this is the kind of advice he’s giving me. “But… thank you, bro. You and Mom are both right. I just have to talk to him, and I guess whatever happens happens because now it’s not only disappointing him hanging over me but the fact that there’s this wedge between us. We haven’t even spoken in weeks, not since dinner, and even before then, there was a strain between us that we were both avoiding.”

      Eli drags his gaze from mine out to the coffee table in front of us, which is lined with family pictures and things my mom has accumulated over time. Leaning forward, he picks up a large wooden frame with a photo of him, Dad, and me.

      “Do you remember that time when we were kids and for like a month straight, we decided we wanted to camp in the woods? It took us like a week to convince Mom to let us, and if it wasn’t for Dad, she would’ve never let us. And then we found that baby turtle?”

      I nod. “Virgil. Fuck, we named a turtle Virgil.”

      I remember that day like it was yesterday. It doesn’t seem possible that it was so long ago.

      “We spent an entire day researching how to take care of it, and we stuck him in that old Converse box in our closet. Then, one day when we were out in the woods camping, Mom was cleaning our closet and found it. She said she could smell it the second she walked into our room. Dude, she was so mad.” Eli chuckles, shaking his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Mom that mad.”

      “Yeah, probably because she hated turtles, and that’s why we hid it in the first place.”

      “No, I remember a time they were both way more mad. Remember the time when we accidentally busted the window out of the shed, and we never told her or Dad because you had already spent the entire summer prior mowing grass to fix the Edwards’ window? And then all the Christmas decorations got ruined because they got wet.”

      Oh damn. Now, that was a fucking day. I was probably fourteen, if I had to guess. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Dad that shade of red, and man, we pushed their buttons growing up.”

      Eli nods, turning his torso to face me. “We should’ve just told them back then. It wouldn’t have been so bad if we did. Kinda like now, huh? You should just talk to him. He’s our dad, Lane. He loves you no matter what. I don’t think there’s anything you could ever do that would change that.”

      I exhale as I try to let his words sink in.

      “You’re right.”

      “Usually am, bro.” He smirks.
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        * * *

      

      After a tension-filled dinner, I knock lightly on my father’s office door and slide it open when I hear his gruff voice on the other side. He’s sitting at his desk, his black-framed glasses sitting low on his nose.

      “Lane?”

      “Hey, Dad.” I walk to the old, worn couch that sits opposite his desk. “I was wondering if we could, uh… talk? For a few? If you have time.”

      He nods, setting his glasses down on the desk in front of him. “I always have time for you, son. Sit.”

      Fuck.

      My hand threads into my hair, and I push it off my face, exhaling as my ass hits the cushion.

      “I don’t think I want to play professional ball.” The words tumble out of me in a rush of jumbled syllables. After months of having these thoughts and keeping them from both him and Mom, it explodes out of me like I can no longer contain it.

      Dad sits back as he stares at me, then drags his hand down his face. “Why?”

      “I don’t know, Dad. I just… I love baseball. I do. I just don’t know if it’s what I want to do with my future anymore.”

      I watch his throat bob as he visibly swallows, the expression on his face laced with disappointment. “Did something happen…”

      “No. No. I’ve been feeling this way for a while, and I don’t want to let you down or disappoint you. I know it’s always been your dream to see me go pro, and you’ve been with me through my entire ball career. Every game. You’ve been my number one supporter, and I hate that this has become a wedge between us. I hate that instead of something that used to bond us, it’s just… tearing us apart. I just don’t want the pressure of it all anymore.”

      “Son, you’re not going to disappoint me,” he mutters. “I just don’t want you to make a mistake. I don’t want you to make rash decisions based on a fleeting feeling, Lane. I understand you’re under a lot of pressure, and that’s why I think it’s important for you not to make any concrete decisions that you can’t take back. If you withdraw from the draft, you won’t be eligible again if you change your mind.”

      I hear everything he’s saying, and I know that if I withdraw, I can’t change my mind. That’s why I’m taking this seriously and having a conversation now instead of later. Because it’s not like this is something I’ve just decided; this is something that’s been on my mind for so long, and I’ve weighed the options.

      Even now, talking to him, it feels like all he’s worried about is the fact that I won’t be playing for the MLB, not how I’m feeling.

      “I’m not making rash decisions. There’s nothing rash about this, Dad. I’ve been feeling this way for a long time…”

      He sighs. “Then why not talk to me about it?”

      “I tried!” I exclaim, standing from the couch. Fuck. “I tried. That night at dinner when you and Mom came to visit, and look where that got me. Dad, we haven’t had a conversation in… I don’t even know how long that hasn’t revolved around baseball. You never call to ask how I’m feeling, or to see how school is going, or to even talk about the damn weather.”

      “Because you’ve been avoiding my calls and not responding to my texts, Lane. How did you expect to have a conversation when you’re not available? I think you’re just stressed and feeling the pressure, which is completely understandable, son. No one faults you for that. I just do not want you to throw your entire future away for something you’re not even sure of.”

      I don’t even know how to respond. What to say to make him understand what I’m going through and how I’m feeling. I feel like every time we make any headway, we’re circling back to the same shit, neither of us actually understanding the other. And it feels like he sees this as my only future, like there won’t be anything else out there for me.

      “Are you even fucking listening to what I’m saying, Dad? Actually listening and not selectively choosing the pieces that fit what you want to hear?”

      “Lane,” he says roughly, “watch your tone. I’m trying to talk to you, but it feels like you’re already dead set on a decision, and I feel like you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”

      Shaking my head, I start toward the door. When I touch the doorknob, I pause and turn back to him. “No, Dad. The issue is that you think that baseball is the only future I’m ever going to have, that I’m not more than just a player on a fucking roster. You care more about me pitching than me telling you that I don’t think I’ll be happy with that as my future. You don’t want to hear me out—you want to try and convince me that I’m making a mistake and throwing my life away. It doesn’t matter if you think I’m making a mistake because this is my decision, my future, my life. Not yours. I’m done.”

      Opening the door, I walk out of it without looking back and slam the door shut behind me. This was a waste of fucking time.

      I’m angry, but if anything, I’m more disappointed in my dad. It fucking hurts that the one person who I thought would support me no matter what doesn’t care if I’m not happy. He doesn’t care if I’m not the star player he raised me to be.

      I pull my phone from my pocket and text the only person who makes me feel whole.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lane: I need you.
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      I’m halfway through an episode of Ghost Adventures when my phone vibrates with a notification.

      I immediately open it when I see Lane’s name come across the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lane: I need you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: Are you okay? I’m here. What happened?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: Need to see you, Hallie Girl.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: Come right now? I’ll meet you downstairs to let you in.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: What about your parents?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hallie: They won’t care.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lane: Won’t they ask questions? Like why are we hanging out this late at night, by ourselves?

      

      

      

      

      

      I guess I didn’t think about that. Probably because I don’t really care if my parents know there’s something between us. But it stings a little that he doesn’t want my parents to know that we’re… together? I mean, that’s sort of technically true, right? But then again, not really. We haven’t talked about it being more.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hallie: Okay, wanna sneak through my window? It’ll be like we’re sixteen since we missed that opportunity 🤪

      

      

      

      

      

      Bubbles pop up as he’s responding, and then they fade away, and my brow furrows.

      A few seconds later, I hear a noise outside my window, and then it slides open, and Lane ducks inside. My breath hitches at the sight of him. It’s only been a few hours since I’ve seen him, and somehow, he’s gotten even more handsome. There’s a hint of stubble along his jaw that I’m not used to but am definitely liking.

      I spring from the bed and cross the room, jumping into his arms, my legs wrapping around his waist as my arms slide around his neck and I bury my face in it.

      Like a weirdo, I inhale and breathe him in.

      “Missed you so fucking much,” he breathes into my hair, exhaling like it’s the first time he has all week, his arms squeezing me tightly against him.

      The lines feel so blurry I don’t even know what they are anymore, but I’m too afraid to break the spell between us. I’m enchanted by Lane Collins.

      “It’s only been a few hours.” I pull back to look into his eyes, and he covers my mouth with his in a kiss that makes my limbs feel heavy and my core pool with desire. “But I miss you too.”

      He nods. “Too fucking long. I wish that you could sleep in my arms tonight. It’s been a shit night…”

      “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

      Walking to my bed with my legs still wrapped around him, he sits on the edge before cupping my face and kissing me again. He drops his forehead against mine and sighs.

      Something definitely happened—I can feel the tension rolling off him in waves—so I tighten my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me. “Talk to me, Lane. I’m here. Whatever you need.”

      “I just… I need to not think for a while.”

      I lean forward and kiss him, my tongue teasing the seam of his mouth as my hands roam his shoulders and down between us to cup him over the fabric of his sweatpants.

      His breath hitches audibly, and I whisper against his lips, “I think I know exactly how to make that happen.”

      He’s on me before I can even finish my sentence, taking my mouth in a punishing kiss that soon has me squirming in his lap. His teeth tug on my bottom lip, making a choked whimper escape, and I make no attempt to hide my want for him. My fingers fumble at the hem of my T-shirt as I try to pull it off frantically. I’m desperate to push whatever from his mind that has his eyes looking so haunted and to feel my skin against his, to help him forget. Even if it’s just for a moment.

      When he realizes I’m struggling to pull it off, he reaches down and drags it off me in one move. I’m wearing nothing beneath since I was in bed, and I wasn’t expecting him. His lips find my neck, his teeth scraping along my skin, before planting wet kisses along the column of my throat. He follows the path down my neck to the swell of my breasts, his stubble leaving a delicious burn as he goes.

      “I’ll never get enough of this, Hallie. I only feel alive when I’m with you. Only you,” he pants against my skin.

      I thread my hands into his unruly locks and tighten my fingers between the strands in response. The words I truly want to say are on the tip of my tongue, that until him, I never knew what this could feel like. That being with him makes me feel like I’m standing at the top of the world. But I don’t because that’s not what we are. I have to remind myself that this is an arrangement that involves our bodies and not our hearts because it doesn’t feel like it’s just about the proposal any longer.

      Instead, I slide my hands beneath his shirt, dragging my nails along the muscled expanse of his abdomen, loving the way he shudders beneath my touch. It makes me feel powerful, knowing that he’s weak for me. That just the brush of my fingers has his body responding.

      He reaches behind his neck and pulls off the shirt, tossing it to the side. I place a soft kiss along his jaw, then another lower, right on his Adam’s apple, when he tosses his head back. Slowly, torturously slow, I continue lower, across his collarbone, to the hollow dip between his pecs, over his heart, lower, lower, lower.

      I press against his chest to push him onto the bed so I can continue my descent. My tongue traces the muscles of his abs, each one rippling as I drag my tongue against his skin.

      “Fuck, Hallie.”

      I can’t help but grin against his skin. I love this—I could spend every day making Lane crazy out of his mind for me.

      When I make it to the waistband of his briefs, I cup him over his pants and realize in this moment how much more confident I am. How I haven’t once stopped to question whether I’m doing something the right way or what I’m doing is turning him on. In the time I’ve spent with Lane, I’ve grown more comfortable being the initiator. I’ve learned that I love to bring him pleasure just as much as he likes to for me. That I love the faces and sounds he makes as he tumbles over the ledge that I’ve brought him to.

      He’s done everything he promised and taught me more than I could have ever imagined.

      I hook my fingers into the waistband of his sweatpants and briefs and drag them lower until his cock springs free. It feels strange to say this, but Lane has a beautiful cock.

      Thick and long, it feels like velvet as I slide my hand down the length, my tongue darting out to capture the bead of precum from his slit.

      “Hallie, you don’t have t—”

      Glancing up through my lashes, I shake my head. “I want to suck your cock, Lane.”

      “Then suck my cock, baby,” he responds.

      I close my mouth around the thick head of him and suck him deeper into my mouth as his hands slide into my hair, grasping the strands tightly. The taut muscles of his abdomen contract when he hits the back of my throat, and then he throws his head back, his lips parted, a groan tumbling from his lips as I deep-throat him.

      “Goddamn. Fuck.”

      I’m enjoying this way too much, working his cock with my mouth and my hands until he pulls me off him and flips us so that my back hits the bed.

      “I can’t wait another fucking second to taste you.”

      He drags the cotton panties down my hips and tosses them to the side, then slides his hands up my thighs, spreading me open for him.

      I can practically feel his eyes on me, a physical feeling even though there is none. Beneath his gaze, I tremble from the intensity of it. Using his thumbs, he spreads me open, licking his lips as he drinks me in. I watch as he leans forward and presses his lips against my inner thigh, nibbling and sucking, closer and closer to where I’m spread open for him.

      Heat pools in my core the closer he gets, and I would do almost anything to feel his mouth on me I’m so overcome with need.

      “Lane, please.” My voice breaks when he brushes his nose along me, barely at all, enough to drive me crazy.

      “Patience, baby. The most important lesson of all.” I can feel his smile against my skin before he darts his tongue out to drag it in a slow lick of my pussy, achingly slow.

      One single swipe of his tongue and I’m a mess. My hands fly to his hair, lacing in the strands as my hips buck against his wicked tongue.

      How one man can be so talented with his mouth astounds me.

      “Love this pretty little pussy. Pink and perfect for my cock. My mouth. My fingers,” he husks. I squeeze my eyes shut when he closes his mouth around my clit, sucking hard enough that black spots dance behind my vision, and I’m almost embarrassed with how hard I’m tugging on his hair. I would be if I wasn’t writhing on the bed.

      He flicks my clit, swirling his tongue along the aching bud, and my hands fist into his hair as my back arches off the bed.

      “I’m… I’m going to come.”

      “Mmm, just from my mouth? I’ve barely had a taste,” he hums against my already sensitive skin. I feel like I could come at any second, the orgasm inside of me cresting and preparing to break. His fingers tease my entrance, then plummet inside of me, hooking upward and brushing along my G-spot.

      If it was possible to see stars, I would be.

      Without a doubt.

      “Do you know what else I love, Hallie? How responsive you are. I wish you could see how well you take my fingers. How your tight little pussy stretches to take me.”

      I whimper in response, my eyes squeezing shut as my legs begin to tremble. I’m so close that my head feels dizzy, and my fingers ache from holding on to his hair so tightly.

      “Come, baby,” he whispers against my skin, flicking my clit with his tongue, fucking me with his fingers, teasing the spot inside of me. “Soak my face.”

      His dirty words send me barreling over the edge. My orgasm hits me so hard my entire body goes taut, and I cry out, chanting Lane’s name over and over, completely losing track of anything with how much pleasure is shattering inside of me.

      My toes curl, and my body seizes. He never stops teasing my clit or fucking me with his fingers, wringing every ounce of pleasure out of my body.

      “You’re magnificent,” he says as he finally sits back, the evidence of my orgasm on his lips, a sight that I never knew would be so unbelievably hot.

      “I don’t think I even have the ability to talk right now. Sorry,” I mumble, and he laughs, the sound echoing around us.

      Tiny kisses are planted along my thighs, his tongue soothing the scrape of his teeth. “That was only the first one, baby. I want another.”

      My eyes widen. “Another?”

      He nods, leaning down to lap at my clit, which is still sensitive from my orgasm, causing my hips to jerk. “I’m just getting started. It may be a few days before I can see you again like this, and I want to make every second count.”
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      “You should probably sneak back out before we get caught,” I murmur as I drag my fingers along Lane’s chest, over the dip between his pecs, and back, completely sated after he made me come twice just from his fingers and mouth.

      I think I’m becoming an addict, and that’s a little concerning, seeing as how this arrangement between us is just temporary.

      “I’m so ready to go back to campus. I never thought I’d say that, but I hate that I can’t see you whenever I want. Especially that I can’t sneak into your bed every night.” He picks up my fingers and nips at the tips teasingly. “It’s torture, knowing you’re just across the fence.”

      “I think you were just trying to teach me something about… patience?”

      My gaze flicks to his, and his eyebrow arches. Reaching down, he swats my ass, inciting a giggle.

      I love that we have these moments. Just the two of us, laughing, teasing, getting to know each other beyond the sex.

      “I’m ready to go back too,” I respond. “I’m going to be putting in my application to transfer when the semester is over.”

      His brow arches. “You’re leaving Orleans U?”

      I nod. “I’m hoping to get accepted to film school at NYU. It was my top choice, but I got waitlisted, so I’m going to try again this semester.”

      An unreadable expression passes over his face.

      “I thought Eli had mentioned it. I’m sorry I didn’t talk to you about it.”

      He shakes his head and presses his lips against my head. “Don’t apologize, Hallie. That’s incredible. It’s… inspiring that you’re following your dreams.”

      “Thank you. It doesn’t mean I’m not nervous. I toured the campus over the summer, and it was a lot to take in. I’m just glad that my parents are supportive. Speaking of, how did things go with your dad? Do you want to talk about what happened tonight? I understand if not, but I just want you to know that you can talk to me about anything.”

      Silence meets my question, but I feel his chest rise and fall, and finally, after a minute, he speaks.

      “I don’t want to play professional baseball. Not just I think I don’t. I don’t want to. And I keep trying to explain that to my dad, but he’s not really hearing what I’m saying, and fuck, Hallie, I feel like I’m never going to get through to him. I feel like every time we reach a semblance of common ground, he circles back to not listening to what I’m saying.”

      Sitting up, I prop my chin on my hands, which are resting on his chest, so I can fully see him.

      “Did you get into a fight?”

      “Yeah. We did. Kind of. I was trying to explain to him that I thought I didn’t want to continue my career, and all he was worried about was that I’m making a mistake and that I’m throwing my life away like it would make me change my mind or something.” He sighs, his eyes sad. I hate the frown on his face and the hurt in his eyes.

      He continues. “All he’s doing is making it easier to make the decision. This isn’t what I want, and I’m the only one who can stand up for myself.”

      “You’re completely right. Sometimes people don’t understand the weight of their words, and he’s your dad, Lane. He loves you and wants the best for you. That’s why he’s acting this way, and I know it probably feels like he’s not in your corner right now; I just think that he’s not handling it right.”

      “Do you think I’m making a mistake? Withdrawing from the draft?”

      I shake my head. “I think that it’s a decision that no one can make but you. It’s your life, your future. If you don’t foresee yourself playing professional ball and feel at peace with that decision, then it’s not a mistake. If there’s any part of you that feels like it’s not the right thing to do, then maybe you should hold off on withdrawing and take some time to truly think about what the future holds for you.” Lifting off his chest, I climb onto his lap, straddling his waist. “I think that you are incredible, Lane, and no matter what you decide is the right thing, you’ll be amazing at whatever you decide to do.”

      His hand slides to the nape of my neck, and he pulls me down, slanting his mouth over mine to capture my lips. Deepening the kiss, his hands tangled in my hair, he sweeps his tongue across my lips to gain access. It’s a kiss that I feel in every nerve ending in my body, each one standing on end for him.

      When he pulls back, he presses his forehead against mine as his thumb swipes across my cheekbone gently. “You make everything so easy. Breathing, being the man I want to be. You make me want to be better, Hallie.”

      “You’re already more than you even realize.”
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      “Fuck, I have to go, Hallie,” I mumble, capturing Hallie’s lips again because as much as I really have to fucking go, I can’t seem to pull myself away from her. Partly because she’s pressed against me, her arms wound tightly around my neck, kissing me as if the moment I walk out of that door will be the last. “I’ll miss the whole game. Fuck it.”

      She giggles against my lips. “You can’t miss the game. You’re the pitcher.”

      Exactly why I really have to go.

      Somehow, I tear my lips from hers, both of us panting, heat pooling in her irises like a flame that pulls me back in.

      I begrudgingly let go and search around my room for my cleat since I’m currently standing with one on and the other still somewhere in my room. Hallie flops down onto the end of my bed, crossing her bare feet at the ankles, the little black Bigfoot around one of them glinting in the light. She’s wearing a pair of ripped black jeans that hug her delectable ass and a white cropped T-shirt that says “Take Me to Your Leader” with an illustration of a little green alien.

      She’s so fucking pretty I can’t even stand it. She calls it quirky, and I call it cute as fuck. I’m hard as fuck behind the zipper of my ball pants, to the point that I have to reach down and adjust myself before I can walk out of the room.

      The last thing I need is my brother catching me with a hard-on. Reaching up, I drag my hand through my hair.

      I really fucking wish that I didn’t have a game tonight because that means I have to leave Hallie, and ever since we got home from visiting our families, we can’t seem to keep our hands off each other. It’s like something changed between us that night, and now there’s no going back from it.

      I’m a fucking goner for Hallie Jo Edwards.

      All I’ve done for the last three days is think about her lips, about sliding my hands down her sides, tasting her, feeling her pressed against me. Kissing her like a man possessed.

      Because that’s exactly what I am. I’m obsessed with her, and it’s terrifying.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” I mutter, tearing my gaze from her as I search for my other shoe.

      “Like what?”

      She knows exactly how she’s looking at me. A look that makes me want to lay her out on my bed right here and devour her for the next three hours instead of pitching at the charity game.

      Abandoning my search for my other shoe, I walk over to her, dropping to my knees in front of her, my hands sliding up the soft skin of her thighs and my fingers digging in as I spread them open for me.

      “Like you don’t want me to walk out that door,” I say, my gaze traveling up the length of her body, pausing at the pointed pebbles of her nipples that are poking through her T-shirt.

      Fuck, no bra.

      I groan, dropping my head to her thigh. She’s trying to kill me. Before I’ve even graduated college, before I’ve had the chance to see the world, accomplish anything.

      “Just one more,” I give in, rising on my knees to kiss her just one more time before I’m forced to leave. Her fingers thread into the hair at my nape and tug, and she giggles softly against my lips. “I can’t wait to see you wearing my jersey tonight. It makes me so fucking hard to think about.”

      For a second, a single second, I wish she could see the power that she wields. The power she has over me.

      “Collins, let’s fucking go!” Grant beats on the door with his fist, causing us both to groan. I really do have to fucking go. “If I have to run because of you, I’m hiding Reese’s sweaty socks all around your room to where it’ll take you a fucking month to find them.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Standing, I adjust my stiff cock once again and find my cleat, which somehow got shoved underneath my bed, and quickly push my foot into it.

      “See you tonight?” I tell her and take my hat off the bed next to her, placing it on my head.

      She peers up at me through her thick, dark lashes and bites her lip, rolling it between her teeth. “I wouldn’t miss it. I’ll be the one wearing your name.”

      Another groan tumbles from my chest. “I’m about to say fuck the damn game, and we can make up for the week we lost while we were gone.”

      “No way. Go, Go. Go. Bye! Good luck! Go, team! Raise lots of money for the kiddos.” She shoos me toward the door with wide eyes still full of desire, and it takes everything I have to walk away.

      Something I never anticipated to be hard in the first place, but I find more and more every day how hard it will be when I think of this ending and walking away from her.

      “See ya later, Hallie Girl.”

      Wrenching my door open, I glare at Grant, who’s leaning against the doorframe, a smug grin on his lips, then turn to Reese, who’s got a shit-eating grin that matches Grant’s.

      “Not a fucking word from either of you.”
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      I’m pretty sure I’ve never played better in my life, and being the superstitious guy that I am when it comes to the game, I believe it has everything to do with Hallie Jo Edwards sitting in these stands, wearing my jersey.

      Fuck, I didn’t think she could be any sexier than her signature black and purple, but seeing her in navy and red?

      Makes me fucking crazy.

      “I would talk shit and tell you to stop looking in the stands every five seconds, but I think she might actually be making you play better. Almost every fucking ball that inning was over a hundred. I don’t know how the hell you do it, bro, but please keep it the fuck up.” Reese bumps his chest against mine, slapping me on the back and then the ass. “That’s how we play motherfucking baseball!”

      All I can do is shake my head because he’s fucking wild—everyone on the team is tonight. And he’s not wrong. She is, without a doubt, the reason I’ve been playing my ass off. It’s her first-ever game, and all I can think about is how I want it to be one that she remembers. I want her to be proud to watch me play.

      The rest of the game flies by at breakneck speed, so quick that it feels like the moment we step out onto the field, we’re headed back to the dugout, and while it’s one of the best games we’ve played together collectively in a while, it’s still a close game.

      They’re matching us play for play, and the game is tied two to two at the bottom of the eighth. We’re home, so we’ve got last bat. One more bat, or we go into a tenth inning.

      “It’s on you, bro. Bring it home,” I say to Reese as he’s putting on his gloves, tightening them as he waits.

      Thank fuck he’s hitting next because he’s a powerhouse. He drives them out of the fence so often it’s a goddamn miracle.

      “Leave it to me, baby. You know I’ll always save the day.” Smirking, he walks out of the dugout with confidence that no one else on the planet possesses.

      I lean over the side of the dugout, my elbows resting on the wooden frame as he takes the plate, practicing his swing a few times to get his movement right. I steal a quick glance at Hallie, who’s watching Reese at home plate, chewing her nails, and I grin.

      Maybe I’ll make her a baseball fan after all.

      The first pitch is low, really fucking low, and he holds off.

      Good.

      The pitcher is a guy you have to be patient with.

      He’s not consistent. He’s got a good slider, but he can’t maintain his pitches, and that’s the problem. Reese steps back from the base and taps the bat against the bottom of each of his cleats, then returns to the plate and takes his stance again, legs spread wide, elbow up.

      “Fuck, my heart’s in my ass,” Grant mutters as he pulls his hat lower. “Let’s fucking go.”

      That’s what I love about baseball.

      The adrenaline.

      The second pitch is right down the center of the plate, a slow changeup, and Reese swings, connecting with the ball.

      I don’t even have to look to know that it’s out. When you play for your entire life, sometimes you can just hear the sound the ball makes on the bat at the perfect time, and you know, just fucking know, that it’s gone.

      “Fuck yes!” Grant bellows.

      The entire team loses it, celebrating Reese’s homer that just gave us the win, and when he makes it back to the plate, we’re there to hype him the fuck up.

      That’s what I think I’ll miss most. Playing under these lights, being so close to my team. These guys are my family, and it feels strange to know that after this year, it’s over. Everyone will go their separate ways, and we’ll be official adults, working real jobs. Getting married. Having kids.

      It’s something I’ve been thinking about lately and the main thing going through my head as we crowd around home plate.

      Once the stands have cleared some and we’ve shaken hands with the other team, we gather our things and walk out of the dugout through the stands. It’s our tradition to interact with the fans and shake hands, sign balls, take a few selfies until we get to the parking lot designated for the team.

      The energy is still in the air. It’s electric, a live wire of electricity still pulsing through each of us, and while we only played for charity tonight to raise money for Toys for Tots, there is no fan base in the world like there is at Orleans U. Win or lose, hurricane or a snowstorm, these people are here supporting us day in and day out.

      Having Hallie in the stands made me play better, but also because I didn’t feel pressured the way that it does during the season. It reminded me how much I love baseball. I just… don’t love when it’s my job.

      “Lane!” Hallie cries as she runs up, throwing herself into my arms. I’m dripping with sweat and covered in dirt, but I slide my arms around her, then pick her up, spinning her around in a circle. I don’t even give a shit that we’ve got an audience. Let them look.

      “Oh my god. You were incredible! I can’t believe I’ve never been to a game before. God, I feel like I could lift a car right now.”

      Her eyes are lit up in excitement, and she’s bouncing from one red-and-pink checkered Van to the other, unable to sit still. Apparently, she’s got as much adrenaline as I do right now.

      I chuckle, leaning closer to whisper in her ear. “Seems like we both have some energy to burn off tonight.” I press my lips to her forehead. “Thanks for watching me play, Hallie Girl.”

      “Yo, Collins.” We’re interrupted by a guy from Kappa walking over. He shakes my hand and smirks. “Is she the reason you played so good tonight? Guess getting a girlfriend really did do you good.”

      “Uh…” I pause, glancing back to my girl. Even though it feels like she’s mine, it’s not something we’ve talked about. “Not my girlfriend, but thanks for coming out. Be sure to donate,” I say, turning my back on him. Either way, she is my good-luck charm, and having her in the stands meant everything.

      Grabbing Hallie’s hand, I turn my attention back to her.

      Vivienne giggles next to her. “Hallie about chewed her nails off the entire game. I thought she was going to have a heart attack at the end. Seriously, it’ll be impossible to keep her away at this point.”

      Turning my gaze back to Hallie, I drink her in. The flushed cheeks. The white tank tucked into a pair of blue-jean cutoffs with my jersey over it. The hint of cleavage that’s peeking out the top. She looks so fucking pretty.

      “What can I say?” She smiles, her eyes dancing with amusement. “Guess I’m your biggest fan.”

      I reach up and take my hat off my head and place it backward on hers. “Nah, I think I’m your biggest fan, Hallie Edwards.”
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      “Close your eyes.”

      “I can’t close my eyes because then I won’t get to look at how sexy you are right now.”

      Her hands cover my eyes, and she squirms in my lap, making my dick even harder—who fucking knew that was possible. “Lane Michael Collins, if you don’t close your eyes, then you don’t get your surprise. And trust me, you really want this surprise.”

      I don’t think I actually want anything other than Hallie to ride my dick right now, but…

      “Okay. But make it quick.” When she giggles and ambles from my lap, I lightly tap her ass, then shut my eyes. I can hear her moving about, but I don’t want to ruin whatever she’s putting together, so I don’t try to sneak a peek.

      A minute passes, and I’m growing restless, sitting back on the bed that she insisted I sit and wait on, waiting for her to reveal my surprise. After a quick shower to wash off the dirt and sweat from the game, we came back to my room. Since we can’t keep our hands off each other, that lasted a whole five minutes, and now, here we are.

      “I’m being a good boy and following directions, so can I look now?”

      “Nope. No peeking! Not till I say.”

      I hold my hands up in surrender, unsure even where she is in my room but still defending my innocence. “Not looking, baby. Promise.”

      “Okay, on three, you can open your eyes.” She whispers, “One… two… three.”

      I open my eyes slowly, and she’s standing a few feet away, but I can hardly form an actual thought since she’s wearing my jersey from earlier and not a fucking thing else.

      It hangs open, revealing the little hardened peaks of her nipples, and my mouth actually runs dry. I forget how to speak, how to fucking think. How to fucking breathe.

      “Hallie,” I whisper in reverence. “My fucking god. Jesus Christ.”

      She pulls her lip between her teeth as she tucks a strand of her curls behind her ear. “Do you like it?”

      “Do I fucking like it? Baby, I’m about to come in my pants. I wish I was joking right now.”

      I reach down and adjust my cock for some relief, and she slowly walks toward me until she’s standing between my spread legs. When I lift my hands to touch her, she shakes her head. “No touching.”

      “What?” I groan. “You’re killing me, Smalls.”

      “I specifically remember you talking about teaching me patience, so now it’s your turn.”

      I swallow, gripping my fingers on the comforter beside me until my knuckles turn white. I don’t quite know if I like the mischievous glint in her eyes. She’s going to be the death of me.

      Hallie trails her fingers along my chest down to my abdomen, and I suck in a breath, my cock straining against the thin material.

      When her fingers brush over my straining erection, featherlight, I grunt, “Don’t tease me, baby.”

      Her lips quirk into a wicked grin. “I’m not teasing you. I’m just savoring the moment, taking my time.”

      She drops to her knees between my legs and then cups my cock over my shorts before hooking her fingers into the waistband and working them down my hips until I spring free.

      “You love to worship me with your tongue. Well, maybe I want to take my time worshiping you with my mouth.”

      Her small fist wraps around my length, and she gives me a slow pump, her eyes turning hazy as she watches a bead of precum pearl at the tip. Her tongue darts out and licks it like it’s a fucking lollipop, and I drop my head back.

      I don’t want to take my eyes off her, not even for a second, but when she sucks the head of my cock into her mouth, I can’t help the strangled groan that I choke out.

      “You send me to fucking heaven with your mouth, baby.”
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      Lane’s fingers leave the bed and tangle into my hair as I slide my mouth down his length.

      I suck him in deeper, going as far as I can until I feel the head of his cock bump the back of my throat, gagging when his hips flex slightly.

      He’s never said it out loud, but I know he loves when I gag around him. And I love giving him head. There’s something so… powerful about bringing him to his knees.

      The guttural groan that rips from his chest has my clit throbbing, my core clenching at the thought of having him inside me again.

      “I want to do something.”

      His eyebrow arches. “What’s that, baby?”

      Before answering, I drag my tongue along his length and plant a soft kiss to his tip. “I want you to fuck my throat.”

      “Hallie—” he starts, rising on his elbows to peer down at me. “You want that?”

      I nod. “I really, really want it.”

      Hunger pools in his irises, and he rises from the bed. “Tell me if it’s too much or if you want to stop. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I breathe. “But I won’t want to. I want you to be unhinged, kind of the way I feel right now. Don’t hold back. It turns me on.” My words are a rush of syllables.

      After a moment, he nods, and I climb from the bed onto my knees on the floor with my hands in my lap as I wait patiently. Standing, he walks over and looks down at me, his jaw clenched as he fists the base of him. His cock is hard and still glistening from my mouth. Dragging his thumb along my bottom lip, he pushes the pad into my mouth and presses it along my tongue, slowly sliding deeper until I gag around him. My eyes fill with moisture, but I’m so wet, so turned on, that I can’t stop my hand from traveling to my center. I rub my clit through the fabric, all while holding Lane’s gaze.

      “I wish you could see what I see right now,” he murmurs as he drags his cock along my lips, wetting them before I close my mouth around his head, sucking him greedily. “Your perfect little tits out on display, my name across your back. It makes me fucking insane, Hallie.”

      He makes me feel this way.

      Hungry. Frantic. Feral.

      Like I would do anything to please him. To see him come undone.

      I take him deeper into my mouth, holding my breath as he goes deep, rutting against the back of my throat, a low groan vibrating through his chest.

      He looks like a god like this, his head thrown back in pleasure, the strong column of his throat bobbing as he groans. I’m locking this away to remember once this is over because I never want to forget how he looks at this moment.

      His hands slide into my hair, grasping fistfuls as he takes over, languidly thrusting in and out of my mouth, deeper each time.

      “You look so pretty with your mouth full of my cock, Hallie.”

      A brazen feeling passes through me, so I reach up and cup his balls, rolling them in my hand gently, and when I do… he shudders.

      It’s what causes the thread to snap, for him to stop holding back and to do exactly as I’ve asked.

      He surges forward, his hands tight in my hair as he hits the back of my throat, holding himself deep for a moment until I’m gagging around him. He pulls out, then thrusts back, and I flatten my tongue to take all of him until my nose hits the soft mat of hair on his pelvis.

      This feels so dirty. The only sound in the room is the sound of him fucking my mouth and the harsh rasp of his breath as he pants.

      “I’m not going to last, fuck. Fuuuuuck, Hallie.”

      I hum around his cock, but he suddenly pulls free, his chest heaving. “I’m not coming unless I’m inside of you. On the bed, on your hands and knees.”

      Obediently, I follow his direction, giggling when he swats at my ass as I get on the bed and look back at him. For a single second, I feel shy with how his eyes rake down my exposed body. I’m only wearing his jersey, and his eyes are taking their fill of me spread open for him.

      “Fucking perfect,” he says, his voice uneven and tight with need as he grips my ass cheeks, spreading me open. “Your tight little pussy, so pretty and pink. Look how much of a mess you’ve made. Dirty girl. My dirty girl.”

      Palming his cock, he drags it through my folds, tapping against my clit. I’m so wet that the sound of him slapping his cock against me echoes around the room, so obscene and dirty that a shiver dances down my spine.

      I feel him against my entrance, pushing inside of me only an inch. I’m so turned on, so wound up, I find myself pushing back against him, rocking on my hands and knees, desperate to have him buried deep.

      “Lane, please. Fuck me.”

      “You want me to fuck you, baby? Treat you like the dirty girl you are?” He rocks into me another inch. “Tell me what you want, Hallie.”

      Wiggling my hips, I clench around his length. “I want you to fuck me. Hard and fast.”

      His hands push the hem of his jersey up, exposing my ass as he grips my hips, and then he thrusts inside of me so hard that my tits shake from the force, both of us groaning at the sensation.

      Nothing compares to the feeling of his hips flush against my ass as he’s buried to the hilt, the tips of his fingers digging into my hips as he withdraws completely, only to slam back inside of me, fucking me like a man possessed.

      His thrusts are hard and fast, just the way I asked, pounding into me so hard I slide further up the bed with each slap of his hips.

      “Goddamn, baby, I love watching you stretch around me, taking my cock like such a good girl.”

      I love when he talks like this. So dirty and unhinged.

      “I’m going to come,” I choke out, fisting the sheets as he slams into me again and again.

      His fingers slide around to my front to find my clit, pinching it roughly. Only then does my orgasm hit me after the constant build, my inner walls clamping down on him as I cry out, chanting his name.

      I meet him thrust for thrust as I ride out the pleasure, until I fall onto the mattress, completely spent. I no longer trust my limbs to work as they should.

      “I could watch you come for the rest of my life,” he murmurs, still buried inside of me, leaning forward to pull me up so that I’m flush with his front. The movement somehow pushes him even deeper.

      He drags his lips along the sensitive place beneath my ear, nipping at the skin as he pulls out and then thrusts in again.

      I just came, but I already feel heat pooling in my stomach as he strokes inside me, his hand sliding up my stomach to my nipples, where he tugs roughly, rolling one between his fingers.

      I whimper when he squeezes it between his fingers.

      “Do you like when I’m rough?” he asks, and I nod, causing him to repeat the motion.

      God, it feels incredible.

      Leaving my nipples, his hand travels up to my neck, his fingers gently wrapping around my throat.

      “Do you want me to fuck you like this, Hallie Girl? My cock pounding into you while I grip your throat?”

      “Please,” I beg, the only word I can muster when the tips of his fingers apply pressure along the fluttering pulse in my throat.

      He drags his cock out, rocking his hips slowly as he slides back inside me, completely unhurried. He fucks me torturously slowly, hitting the spot that makes my legs tremble and my belly quiver.

      Another orgasm builds, a slow burn that’s burning brighter with each thrust.

      “It feels so good. This way,” I whine, reaching back to hold on to the nape of his neck while he moves. I love feeling him hold my throat as he fucks me.

      I lose track of how long we stay like that, moving together slowly, making each second count until he suddenly lets go and pulls out of me completely.

      When I glance back at him, he’s moving to lie on the bed and then is pulling me over him until I’m straddling him.

      “I want to watch you ride my cock.”

      We’ve never done this position, so I’m eager to try. His hands lift me off his lap so he can guide his cock into me, and slowly, I sink down on his length until my clit brushes his pubic bone.

      “Oh my god,” I breathe. He’s never been so deep. The stimulation on my clit is almost enough to make me come again, and I haven’t even moved yet.

      Using his hands on my waist, he circles my hips on him, showing me the way to ride him. I rise on my knees slightly, then sink back down, inciting a groan from him.

      “Fuuuuck, Hallie. You’re so goddamn tight.”

      Repeating the motion, I ride his cock until together, we find a rhythm. He thrusts up to meet me, planting himself impossibly deep. My fingers dig into his chest as I continue to slide up and down on him.

      When he pushes his thumb past my lips and tells me to suck, I swirl my tongue along the pad, only for him to pull it from my mouth to strum my clit until I’m writhing.

      My hips buck in erratic moves, unable to even control it at this point. I’m wild with desperation.

      “Come on my cock, Hallie,” he commands, pinching my clit between his fingers as he thrusts up.

      We come together, a clash of groans and pants, his cum spurting inside of me as I clench around him. My entire body trembles at the power of my orgasm.

      I feel his warmth flooding inside of me, and there’s a primal part of me that gets off on it. Having him mark me as his. I love that he likes to come inside me.

      My arms give out, and I collapse on his chest, a mass of loose limbs and sweat. I can feel the erratic beat of his heart as it pounds. It feels like ours are both in sync, beating to the very same rhythm.

      Lane exhales, running his hand along my hair. “My god, Hallie. I think you just tried to fucking kill me.”

      I giggle, sitting up slightly to place my chin on my hands, leveling my gaze with his.

      He’s so handsome like this, sated and relaxed, and I press my lips to his gently.

      “Are you too tired to go again?”

      “You want me to fuck you again?” he asks, his expression turning to disbelief.

      I nod. “Unless you’re too tired… I know you’re kind of old—your stamina probably isn’t what it used to be.”

      His hand lands on my ass in a quick slap, and in a single second, I’m flipped onto my back with him hovering between my thighs.

      “I’ll show you stamina, baby.”

      And he does, over and over again, until I fall asleep tucked against his chest, wishing I had the courage to tell him exactly how I’m beginning to feel.
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      “Good practice tonight, boys. Come February, you’ll be ready for the season. Go home, get some sleep. I better not get any phone calls this weekend about any of you, or you’re going to run this damn field so many times you puke. Then once you’re done, you’ll keep going,” Coach says, and there are snickers from the team before a string of “yes, sirs” echoes out around us.

      The only plans I have tonight are to hopefully shower with my girl, order some pizza from Jack’s, then climb into bed and spend the rest of the night lost inside her.

      After that?

      I’m sleeping for the next forty-eight hours.

      A week has passed since the charity game, and not a single day has gone by that I haven’t fallen asleep with Hallie in my arms, both of us sated and exhausted. And by exhausted, I mean my girl is insatiable, and I fucking love it.

      She’s brazen and has no problem telling me exactly what she wants. And that is my cock and my mouth at all times of the night. I’m fucking proud of how far she’s come. How much confidence she’s gained since we first started this…

      “Killed it tonight, bro. You and Hallie wanna go out tonight? Hit up Kappa or the Redlight with us?” Grant asks as he lifts his fist for a bump. When I do, I realize that my bracelet that Hallie made me, my new good-luck charm, is not on my wrist.

      What the fuck?

      Grant must read my panicked expression because he asks, “What’s wrong?”

      My gaze drops to the ground around me, hoping like fuck that it just fell off while I was playing.

      “Hallie made me this bracelet, and I’ve been wearing it for a few weeks, and fuck, it’s my… good-luck charm. I have to find it.”

      Reese slides up with his bag slung over his shoulder when I start looking at the dirt for the little red beads. “What happened?”

      “Lane lost his bracelet that Hallie made him,” Grant answers for me.

      Reese whistles. “Damn, dude. That sucks. Get her to make you another one.”

      “She can’t just make another one. This one is important… It’s— Look, can you just help me look? Grab Hank and Ridge. We can’t leave this fucking field till I find it.” My fingers slide through my hair exasperatedly. “Please.”

      They look at each other, then back at me, and Reese rolls his eyes. “Fine. But you’re coming out with us tonight.”

      “Fuck no,” I respond.

      “Dude, if you’re getting my ass on the ground on my hands and knees looking for beads off a bracelet that your girlfriend made you… you’re coming out with us tonight.”

      I stop pacing. “She’s not… You know what, just help me.” A few feet away, I spot a bright red bead by itself, so I drop to my knees and pick it up, my gaze zeroed in on the turf, searching for the rest. Reese calls Ridge and Hank over, then joins me on the ground next to Grant.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Reese mutters. “Got one. Grant… are you even looking right now?”

      Grant scoffs. “Yes, I am looking. Worry about yourself, bro.”

      I’m already on edge because I lost my lucky bracelet, and even more so because Hallie made it for me. It means something to me.

      “Can you imagine if anyone saw us right now? A bunch of grown-ass men on the ground looking for beads. That’s some dedication. I’m a good friend,” Reese tells Grant and knocks his hat off his head. “Both of you are lucky.”

      Ignoring him, I continue plucking the beads off the turf when I come across them. After a few minutes, I’ve got at least ten beads in my hand, and I realize at some point, the elastic must have popped and the beads scattered everywhere.

      “Oh! I got a G!” Ridge calls from a few feet away.

      “Yeah, and I got an R,” Grant adds.

      Fuck yeah.

      “How did the talk with your dad go when you went home?” Reese asks as we search the dirt. “I haven’t really had a chance to ask you about it until now.”

      Exhaling, I shrug. “Exactly how I imagined it would. I honestly don’t know what I expected, but it didn’t go at all like I wanted it to, man. He’s convinced I’m making a mistake and that I’m throwing my life away.”

      “It’s not throwing your life away if it’s not what you want to do to be happy, bro. That’s what matters.”

      I nod. “Yeah, that’s what everyone says. I just… I wish he’d stop worrying about if I’m making a mistake and worry about what the hell I’m trying to get him to understand.”

      Reese nods and drags his hand along the dirt quietly for a minute, and I go back to my search until he speaks. “I’ve got your back always, you know that, right? Graduation is right around the corner, and shit is going to be wild, but that doesn’t mean things change between the three of us. You’re my boys for life.”

      “Same here. You know that. I’ll come help you spend all that money you’re about to make in the majors.” I’m joking, but knowing Reese…

      “Partying all night, baby!” He laughs. “In all seriousness, I’m sorry shit is rough with your dad right now. It kinda feels like you’re at this major crossroads.”

      “Yeah, I’m withdrawing from the draft.”

      Reese’s eyes widen. “You decided? Like… for sure, for sure?”

      I nod. “Yeah. I did. If anything, this shit with my dad has done nothing but solidify my decision. I’m done. After this season, I’m done. I’ll have my degree in business management. I’ll figure something out. Travel the world. Start a nonprofit. Do something that feels right.”

      “Wow.” He’s shocked at my admission, and I don’t blame him. I know we’ve talked about the possibility of me not playing, but this is finality. Once I pull from the draft, I can’t reenter. It’s a done deal. I could potentially reenter the following year, but I’m not.

      “I’m taking my diploma and retiring my jersey,” I tell him. “I haven’t told anyone but Hallie yet. Not my brother or anyone else. I just made the decision when I visited home for the holidays.”

      “You ready to admit you’re in love with her yet?” Reese asks, his voice full of question. “’Cause you definitely are.”

      I exhale, my shoulders dropping. I lift my gaze back to him. “I am.”

      There’s no hesitation because I’m not lying to myself or to him. I know exactly how I feel about her, and visiting home this break changed everything. Something changed between us, and whatever it was, I knew there was no coming back from it when I had to leave her in that bed.

      “I knew it. I was just waiting for you to realize it.” He smirks. “You gonna tell her?”

      Nodding, I pick up another bead, then swipe at the sweat dripping from my brow. “Yeah, I am. Soon. When the time is right. I don’t want to fuck things up if she doesn’t feel the same.”

      “I’m happy for you, bro. I really am. You seem… different. Happier. More like the guy I met freshman year, and I’m pretty sure it’s got a lot to do with her. So I’m happy that you found someone who brings that out in you, and I know I joke around a lot and talk shit, but I think you made the right decision. You being happy is what matters, ya know?”

      “Thank you. For being here for me. Being a pain in my ass. Being the person I could confide my shit in. I appreciate you, man.”

      “What else would I be if I wasn’t your most handsome, levelheaded, athletic friend?” he responds, cocky as fucking always. “Also, this might be the most romantic shit I’ve ever done, and it’s not even for me. You had all of us on our knees for your girl, Collins. This is like a Taylor Swift song…”

      “You listen to Taylor Swift?”

      “Bro.” He blanches. “Do not disrespect me that way. I am a Swiftie for life.”

      Laughing, I roll my eyes. “Well, keep it to yourself, Swiftie. I don’t want Hallie to hear anything that doesn’t come from me.”

      Word travels fast on this campus, and the last thing I want is something getting back to Hallie without me being able to tell her how I feel first.

      I want to tell her how I feel when the moment is perfect because she deserves nothing less. I am in love with Hallie Edwards, and I may not have meant to fall in love with her, but I did, and I’m not walking away and giving her up. Proposal terms or not.

      I can’t walk away like it never happened. Like I’ve never tasted her or felt her trembling beneath my hands. Like I haven’t seen her cheeks flush when I whisper something dirty in her ear or the sweet little laugh she does when watching mindless videos on social media. Like she hasn’t taken up a home in my heart and become a part of me. Since we started this… Hallie’s become my best friend. The one I go to about everything. The first person I want to tell when I have a good day or something exciting happens.

      Reese raises his hands in mock surrender. “I’m not saying anything to anyone. But… uh, since we’re on the subject of love, you wanna put in a good word for me with Viv?” There’s a hopeful look in his eyes.

      “For fuck’s sake, Reese, she hates you. I dunno why, but clearly, she’s not your biggest fan.”

      “That’s because she doesn’t know me yet.” He chuckles. “Everyone loves me once they get to know me. I’m impossible not to love. You see this face?”

      “What’d I miss?” Grant slides up before I can answer, dumping his handful of beads into my hand, then dusts off the dirt from crawling around on the field.

      “Reese wants me to hook him up with Vivienne, but I think she’d probably punch me in the dick if I even attempted to talk to her about it,” I say.

      Grant shrugs. “I dunno, the two of them have some weird hate-fuck vibes happening.”

      “What did I say? Everybody wants a piece of Reese Landry.” He waggles his eyebrows, doing a little spin. Once he’s done being a douche, he pours his handful of beads into my hand, and only then do I feel a tendril of relief at seeing most of them together.

      “Dude, please never refer to yourself in third person ever again,” Grant tells him, pushing his shoulder lightly. “Ridge, Hank, bring your beads, bros. Time to go out and be a menace to society.”

      Fuuuuuck.

      “I have to ask Hallie if she’s cool going. If she’s not, we’re staying home,” I tell them. “Seriously, I’m tired as fuck and not in the mood to party.”

      “Even the best fall, Collins. Even the fucking best fall,” Reese mutters.
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      “Best party ever! Go big or go home, right?” Viv yells into my ear over the music.

      I nod, linking my arm with hers. Together, we make our way through the Kappa house, avoiding a full-on keg stand in the middle of the living room and two separate beer pong tables before we even make it to the back door.

      If there is one thing I’ve learned this year… the Kappa guys are all about partying, and they will throw one for absolutely any occasion.

      Sunday? Slip N Slide Sunday, BYOB (bring your own baby oil) clothing optional.

      Rainy Day? Rain, rain, go away, umbrellas as ice chests, come only in rubber boots.

      Wednesdays? Wet T-shirt contest, no bras allowed. Actually, I think you have to give them the bra to enter.

      Anyway, the point is… they know how to throw a party. Which is the reason why I’m here tonight. Because the moment Viv heard that they were throwing an end-of-semester party and pulling out all the stops, it was not even a question. It’s not that I’m against parties per se; I’m just finding out that I am much more of a stay at home and watch Netflix and have a game night kind of girl.

      The only plus side is Lane is here, and as much as I love my best friend, I am counting down the seconds till I can find him.

      “God, this is insane!” she says, scanning the crowd of people in the backyard once we pass over the threshold outside. There’s a blow-up slide that’s at least twenty feet tall and I’m pretty positive not something their chapter approved of for tonight.

      People are flying down it so fast it’s a miracle they aren’t flying off and breaking a leg.

      After my first run-in with tequila, I am not touching a sip of alcohol that will propel me down that slide of death.

      No, thanks. I want to try an edible or something. Not get drunk and spend the entire day hungover.

      “Come on, Hallie, we have to!” Viv pleads, doing her best puppy dog eyes.

      “Absolutely not, Vivienne. God, it’s freezing out here,” I mutter, rubbing my hands up and down my arms. Of course, it’s only December, when it’s finally gotten a little chilly at night here in the South. Goose bumps line my arms, and I shiver.

      Pouting, she groans. “Ugh. It looks like so much fun.”

      “It looks like an extremely expensive visit to the ER. Look, you stay here and get in line, and I’ll be right back. I’m going to try and find Lane and see if he’ll walk me home to grab my jacket. He’s supposed to meet me here. You’ll be good till I get back?”

      She nods, so I turn back toward the house and through the back door. There are so many people inside it’s hard to even walk. I see Eli and Ari making out on a couch, and I shake my head.

      God, those two are worse than me and Lane.

      Finally, I make it back into the living room, and I search the crowd for Lane.

      “Hey! Want a drink?” A random guy approaches me with a red Solo cup, and I shake my head.

      “No, thank you. I’m not drinking,” I say with a polite smile.

      Oh… and the fact that he’s a random offering me liquor at a party. Do girls actually fall for that?

      Shrugging, he takes off, and I resume my search for Lane, finally spotting him all the way across the room, leaning against the wall, a beer in hand. He’s talking to a girl with a short blonde bob that I don’t recognize.

      My eyes stay glued to them as she laughs, tossing her head back and reaching out to place her hand on his arm.

      “Dude, he’s so fucking hitting that tonight. Lucky ass. You know they hooked up sophomore year?” A guy to my right whoops. He’s tall with bright red hair and a matching seventies porn stache. I recognize him as one of Lane’s teammates, and I can’t stop my stomach from plummeting. “Yeah, and apparently, he and the weird girl were never a thing. I overheard him telling someone they were never together.”

      What?

      No. He…

      “For fucking sure. Looks like Collins is back. About fucking time. Shit was getting boring without him.”

      Weird girl.

      Biting back tears, I drag my gaze back to Lane and mystery girl. He’s smiling, intently listening to every word she’s saying, and it hurts.

      Hearing everything that his teammates said has my insecurities bubbling under the surface. The same ones that have always been here, lurking beneath the new version of me, ready to resurface at any moment. Reminding me that Lane Collins and I are temporary, and we always have been.

      There’s always been an end date on our arrangement—I was just foolish enough to think that we could be more. That we were more. I should’ve known he wasn’t serious about me when he didn’t want to tell our parents and when he was so quick to correct someone when they called me his girlfriend.

      Jesus, all the signs were there, and I ignored them because I went and fell in love with a guy who would never feel the same way.

      “Dude’s the biggest player on campus. Why would he settle down when he gets more girls than the entire team combined? Fuck no he’s not giving that shit up for ET phone home or whatever alien shit she’s into.”

      With one last look at Lane, seeing him lean in to whisper something in the girl’s ear, I flee from the room before I can make a complete and total fool out of myself by bursting into tears. Clearly, he doesn’t care about me in the least. He knew I was supposed to meet him here, and he’s here… flirting with this girl.

      God, I feel so stupid. So naive. I should’ve known better. I should’ve taken my heart out of the equation, just like Viv and Eli warned me to, but instead, I placed it directly into his hand like a foolish little girl.

      Pushing my way through the crowd, I make my way out the back door and find Viv. The moment that she sees my face and the tears wetting my cheeks, her face morphs into concern.

      “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I have to get out of here. Right now” is all I can manage without my voice breaking with emotion. I need my best friend, and I need to get out of here.

      Without another word, she guides me through the house and out the front door, never once letting go. The moment we’re on the sidewalk, I can’t stop the tears from flowing, and they come hot and stinging behind my eyes.

      “Tell me everything,” she says, and I do, letting the words pour out of me as I try to keep it under control.

      When I’m done telling her, she’s seething. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so mad at anything, and we’ve been friends most of our lives.

      “Those fucking assholes. They don’t know shit.” She puts her arm around my shoulders and pulls me to her, propping her head on mine as we walk. “Hal, do you really think Lane was interested in that girl? I mean… I’ve seen him with you, and I just can’t picture…”

      “Viv, it’s not just about tonight. He didn’t want to tell our parents we’re together, like I’m a secret. And at the game when someone asked if we were together, he corrected them. And tonight? All this has done is show me that we would never work. This stupid proposal was always meant to end. He did exactly what I asked him to do. He took my virginity; he taught me all the things I asked for. He doesn’t owe me anything.”

      “Hal…” She trails off, but I wipe away the tears, hiccuping.

      “I knew it from the start, Viv. I knew better than to fall in… fall in love with him. You warned me, and I didn’t listen. He’s… him, and I’m me. I knew better. I knew, and I still let him in.”

      “You are amazing, Hallie. Incredible. You’re the best girl I know, and if he’s foolish enough to let you go, then that is a him problem. Do you hear me? It would be the biggest fumble of his life to lose you.”

      Finally, our house comes into view, and I could weep at the sight of it. All I want to do is crawl into my bed and sleep.

      Forget tonight ever happened.

      “Let’s just go inside, take a shower, and then we’ll talk, okay?”

      I nod, sniffling. “Okay.”

      She takes my keys from me and unlocks the door, tugging on my hand. The house is quiet and dark because they’re both still at the party.

      “I just need a minute, Viv,” I tell her when we make it to my bedroom. I cross directly to my dresser, pulling out something to sleep in, and glance back at her, giving her a watery smile. “I think I just… I need to be alone right now. Can I call you in the morning? I just want to wash my makeup off and go to bed.”

      I need a minute to process this. All of my feelings.

      “Of course, Hal. I can sleep here… if you want.”

      I shake my head. “No… it’s okay. I’ll call you, I promise.” I pull her into my arms, hugging her tightly before letting go. “I love you.”

      “Love you always, my girl.” With one last look over her shoulder, she leaves me with a sad smile.

      I’m numb as I go through the motions, showering, removing my makeup, changing into one of my own T-shirts for bed. The tears come when the realization hits me that I won’t ever get to wear another shirt of Lane’s.

      Hearing those guys tonight? It’s simply reinforced to me just how out of Lane’s league I am. I always have been, and the fact that we were sleeping together didn’t change that.

      I just… fell in love with the boy and put on blinders because I didn’t want to see things for what they really are.

      I’m the stupid girl who fell in love and ignored what was clearly in front of my face.

      A few minutes later, there’s a soft knock on my door, and then it opens, and Lane appears in the doorway.

      “Baby?” he says as he strolls through the door, shutting it behind him. “Why did you leave? I looked everywhere for you. I was worried.”

      Swallowing down the emotion rising in my throat, I tuck my wet hair behind my ear. “I had a headache, so I asked Viv to take me home.”

      The space between his brow furrows in confusion as he steps closer. “Why wouldn’t you find me to bring you home? What’s going on?”

      “I… I think we should talk.”

      “Hallie… what’s going on?” He steps closer, moving to sit on the bed.

      “I think whatever this is between us is over, Lane,” I say as I chew my lip, willing the tears to hold off until I’m alone. “We did exactly what we said we would, right? The proposal… it always had an end date.”

      “What? Why would it be over?” he says, shaking his head like he can’t believe what I’m saying.

      I reach for the bracelets on my wrist and notice that he’s not wearing his. Clearly, he wouldn’t be if he was trying to pick up another girl, right?

      Clearing my throat, I paste on a fake smile. “Look, this is exactly what we discussed, right? We said that when it was over, we’d walk away. You’ve got your life, and I have mine. I think it’s time that we cut the ties and move on. No hard feelings, right?”

      Even as I say the words, my stomach feels like it’s tied into knots, and the words feel heavy on my tongue.

      Lies.

      But tonight was simply a reminder, however heartbreaking it may be, that Lane and I would never be anything more than an agreement with an end date. Even if it was too late for my heart because it’s already his.

      “No hard feelings? Fuck that. I have hard feelings, Hallie, and I’m not walking away from them. Why does this have an expiration date?”

      I laugh humorlessly, shaking my head as I get up from the bed and put space between us before I do something stupid like wreck my already damaged heart and ego.

      “Because you and I were always temporary.”

      For a second, hurt masks his features, and he’s silent, his jaw working. “Hallie… we are not temporary. This—” He gestures between us. “—is not fucking temporary.”

      “Of course it is!” I cry, my voice breaking. “Lane, you never once looked at me until the night of the proposal. You have never once shown interest in me aside from the fact that I’m your little brother’s best friend. Not until I basically threw myself at you.”

      “Where is this coming from? What happened at the party because we were fine, and now this.”

      “I was reminded of who you are and who I will always be. That’s all,” I whisper.

      He levels his gaze on me. “Yeah, and who am I, Hallie? Since you know everything.”

      When he stands from the bed, stepping closer, I hold up my hand to stop him. Hot, unshed tears sting behind my eyes, and I bite my lip until I feel the sharp sting of pain to keep them at bay.

      “I will never be the girl that you need, Lane. I’ll always be the weird girl. The quirky girl because people seem to think that it’s nicer to say than weird. And you know what? I love myself. More than I love anything else. I love who I am. I am proud of who I am. I fought for the girl I am today. And that means that right now, I am going to choose me because you and I? We don’t fit together.” I shake my head, swiping at the traitorous tear that has fallen.

      “Fuck, Hallie, don’t cry, baby. Please,” he pleads. “What do you mean we don’t fit together? We’re fucking perfect.”

      “You’re the all-star jock. The life of every party on campus. I’m the conspiracy theorist who chooses Bigfoot documentaries over a night at Kappa. The one who wears too much black and the same pair of dirty Vans. That girl, Lane?” I pause. “She doesn’t end up with the campus heartthrob because up until recently, she couldn’t even get a guy to kiss her because she’s so awkward. We will never fit, Lane.”

      “Who cares? Who cares how other people think we fit, Hallie? Who cares when I know you fit me better than anyone else ever will? Who fucking cares what they think? What they think isn’t who either of us truly are. We’re perfect together.”

      My smile is sad, and my heart aches in a way that I’ve never known. I guess that’s what your first heartbreak is… everything that you hoped and dreamed love to be, shattering to pieces at your feet when you planned it so differently. Carefully. You thought it would be perfect in all the ways it would never be.

      Like two people who could have nothing at all in common but the way they felt about each other. But that’s not enough.

      Not when as brightly as the fire burns, it leaves everything charred in its wake.

      “I have to protect my heart because… this? It already hurts more than anything I’ve known, and I have to keep my heart safe because no one else will,” I whisper.

      Stepping closer, he frames my face in his hands. “I will, Hallie. I’ll keep it safe. I want to protect it at all costs, protect you. But you’re not letting me.”

      My eyes fall shut as a tear falls, and I feel the brush of his thumb capturing the wetness from my cheek. It shouldn’t hurt this much… to walk away.

      But it does. Even if it’s the right thing.

      “We did everything that we said we would. You taught me about myself in ways that I will never forget, and I can never repay you for everything that you’ve given me, Lane. But it’s over. I’m sorry.”

      He shakes his head, his lip curling. I can see the hurt in his eyes, and it wounds more than anything.

      “Just so we’re clear, Hallie. This is you pushing me away and not me walking away. Because I’m not fucking walking away. Not now and not ever.” Grabbing my face, he kisses me until my knees feel weak. When he tears his mouth away, he looks pained.

      “Lane…”

      He swallows visibly. “It’s not over. I’m never going to be finished with you, Hallie. You want space? Fine, I’ll give you space, but this isn’t about space. It’s about how we work together.” He pauses, his thumb ghosting along my jaw as he cradles me in his hands. “We don’t fit. Not on paper. Not in any way people would expect. But one thing you’ve taught me is that being different isn’t wrong. Sometimes the pieces may never align, but that doesn’t mean that it can’t be something beautiful. This may have started as me teaching you, Hallie, but it’s really you that’s been teaching me all along. You’ve been teaching me how to love.”
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      “I’m one hundred percent Team Hallie for life, but that is the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard,” Viv says as I finish telling her about last night.

      How once Lane walked out of my room, I slid to the floor and cried until I felt like I couldn’t pick myself up off the floor.

      How every single word he said is ingrained in my soul and that no matter what happens, I’ll hear the pain in his voice and question everything.

      “Viv.” I sniffle. “It was the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard too, but that’s the problem. Everything with Lane feels as big as the world. Every single feeling, every word he says, every heartbeat in my chest. The problem is that I do believe him. I do believe that he cares about me and that he’s hurt. And that makes it so much worse, Viv. Because all of those things can be true, and I can still be the one who ends up with their heart broken.”

      Sighing, she shoves another mouthful of Reese’s Pieces into her mouth as her back hits the wall.

      I’m too depressed to eat.

      Even Sour Punch straws because I’m too deep in the trenches of heartbreak, but that’s okay because Viv is depressed eating enough for the both of us.

      As soon as I woke up this morning, I packed a bag and came straight to Viv’s dorm. Which was at 6:00 a.m., but once I woke up, I couldn’t fall back asleep because I was too sad and had too many jumbled thoughts bouncing around my brain.

      We’ve been here ever since, a pile of snacks between us as we binge-watched Unsolved Mysteries and, until now, talked about everything except the elephant in the room.

      It’s been almost twelve hours since everything fell apart, and truth be told, I’m not faring well.

      My phone vibrates with another notification, and I hesitate before opening it.

      “Is it him again?”

      Biting my lip, I nod.

      It’s the third text I’ve received from Lane this morning, and I’m so confused.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lane: Heard this song this morning and thought of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Attached is a song from Apple Music.
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      “Ugh, he really is not giving up, is he?” Viv sighs.

      “I guess not.”

      She shrugs. “I admire his tenacity.”

      I’m not entirely convinced that Viv is actually one hundred percent Team Hallie. Truth be told, I don’t even know if I’m a hundred percent Team Hallie. He made it really hard to be, and now I’m just… confused. It’s not that I don’t believe him. It’s that I’m terrified believing him will still end with my heart broken.

      “Let’s record a spontaneous podcast episode?” Viv says, the same excited look in her eye that she always gets when it comes to Spaced Out. “Maybe it will help get your mind off things and give you something else to think about? Clearly, Unsolved Mysteries isn’t working. Put your phone on silent, and we can get lost in the world of the supernatural.”

      “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      She springs from the bed and launches over to her desk, immediately getting to work setting everything up, and I remain on the bed, scrolling back through Lane’s and my text messages from the last few weeks. They make me happy and sad at the same time, and I just feel… at odds with myself. Between my brain and heart… I’m not sure who the winner is.

      My heart is his, and my brain is the one that tells me to protect it.

      Sighing, I turn my phone on silent and leave it on Viv’s bed before joining her at her desk.

      “What should we talk about today? I actually just read this hella cool book about sire—”

      A loud knock at the door interrupts her, and my eyes widen. Her roommate is supposed to be gone for the rest of the weekend at her boyfriend’s house.

      “Vivienne…” I whisper. “Who would be knocking at your door at 6:00 p.m. on a Sunday night?”

      “I dunno.” Standing, she walks over to the door and swings it open, revealing Eli on the other side.

      Relief skitters down my spine, and I can breathe again when I see that it’s not Lane on the other side of the door. I’m not sure my heart could actually take it right now.

      I can’t really make it out, but Eli’s got something… furry? tucked under each arm.

      Viv opens the door further, letting him inside the dorm, and he looks at me, his face immediately going soft.

      “Hal.”

      “Hey, Eli,” I say with a sniffle. I am determined not to cry anymore, but I was not expecting to see my best friend walk through that door. I didn’t realize how much I needed to see him.

      He sets the stuff down on the bed and walks to where I’m sitting. “C’mere.”

      And I go. Flying from the chair, I throw myself in his arms, sighing when he slides them around my back and holds me tightly against him. For a single moment, it feels like my heart isn’t broken and I haven’t been crying myself to sleep.

      “It’s okay, Hal,” he whispers, bringing one hand to my hair to stroke it as he continues to hold me.

      I’m thankful for him now more than ever because it feels like all is right in the world, even if it’s just for a minute in the sea of hundreds.

      “It doesn’t feel okay, Eli. It actually feels the opposite of okay, and I just want someone to put me out of my misery.” I can feel his chest vibrate as he chuckles. Probably at my dramatics, but I can’t help it. I feel the way that I feel.

      “You know that I love you, right?”

      Pulling back, I nod. “Of course.”

      “Well, I feel like it’s my job as your best friend and someone who loves you a lot to tell you that I think you made a mistake. And yes, I’m talking about Lane, obviously, and no, I’m not just saying that because he’s my brother. Because you’re just as important to me, and you matter just as much. But Hal… Look at you. You look miserable. He is definitely miserable, and I hate seeing the both of you so upset.”

      “Me too,” Viv adds from her spot on the bed.

      “Can we sit and talk for a minute? I think regardless of whatever outcome, you need to hear this.”

      Nodding, I sit back in the computer chair as he takes the one Viv was in before he arrived.

      “I’m not here on Lane’s behalf. I mean, I did bring these stupid stuffed Bigfoot because he wouldn’t let me leave the house without them, but I’m here because I love you, and you’re my best girl.”

      Bigfoot?

      My gaze flits to the bed, where there are two furry animals that do resemble Bigfoot. Viv tosses one to me, and I catch it, barely, holding it in front of me. It’s a Bigfoot holding a heart with the words “Love at first sighting” scrawled messily across the heart.

      Oh my god.

      My heart feels like it could erupt right out of my chest. It’s the cheesiest yet cutest thing I’ve ever seen in my life, and immediately, tears well back in my eyes.

      “Don’t cry, Hallie,” Eli says, reaching out to rub my arm soothingly. “You two are clearly crazy about each other, and I need you to tell me what’s going on in your head because it feels like you’re causing yourself more hurt right now.”

      “God, I don’t even know anymore, Eli. I just kind of… freaked out. I overheard these guys saying all of these hurtful things, like I’m weird and how Lane could never settle down or be interested in a girl like me. He was flirting with that girl, and the fact that he wanted to hide us from our parents and others when they asked… I just freaked out. It was too much.”

      By the time I’m done word vomiting, there are fresh tears wetting my cheeks. Sniffling, I swipe them away and pull my knees to my chest as my fingers toy with my bracelets.

      They just remind me of the one that I gave Lane, and it makes me even more sad.

      Everything reminds me of him.

      “Hal, your feelings are valid, and I understand that it was upsetting to hear those assholes talking shit. But that’s exactly what they are… assholes. Guys who don’t even really know who Lane is, and they definitely know nothing about you. Look,” he starts while brushing away my tears. “When he first came to me, I wasn’t sure he could be what you needed. I was worried that he would hurt you, and it didn’t matter if he was my brother… I never want to see you hurt.”

      I nod, sniffling.

      “But I’m pretty sure my brother is in love with you. Actually, I am sure. And I don’t think there’s anything he’d ever do to hurt you. I’ve never seen him like this, Hallie. With anyone. I will stand by whatever decision you make, and I’ll support you even if you decide to never come home. I’ll hate it, but I’ll be there just like I always have been. But for the record, I think you’re making a mistake.”

      My eyes widen. “You do?”

      Eli nods. “I do. I know you’re scared, Hal. Fuck, love is a scary thing. I get it. But I think you’re running from it because you’re scared, not because you don’t love him or because you truly believe that he would hurt you.”

      “I agree,” Viv quips, a guilty expression on her face. “Sorry, Hal, but I’m switching to Team Lane. Listen, Eli’s right. Are you running because you’re afraid to give another person the power to hurt you? Or are you running because you think that Lane would never actually want to be with you? Even though he poured his heart out to you and told you that you’re perfect together and that you taught him how to love.”

      Raking my teeth along my lip, I mull over their questions, then shrug. “I… I do believe Lane. I just…” Pausing, I exhale, my emotions on overload. “I’m scared.”

      “Finally, we’re getting somewhere,” Viv mutters.

      Eli rolls his eyes, turning back to me. “Do you want things with Lane to be over?”

      “No, but…”

      He holds up his hand, stopping me. “No. That’s not what you want, and it isn’t what he wants either. I’m going to give you some tough love here, Hallie, because that’s what friends do. They give it to you straight. Pull yourself together, babe, and fix this. Because at the end of the day, you’re letting your fear and insecurities win, and I think you should just talk to each other. You owe him an apology for running, and he owes you an apology for things too.”

      He’s making entirely too much sense right now, and I’m feeling like maybe I did overreact because I was scared. I didn’t even really give Lane an opportunity to talk about what had been bothering me, the fact that he was quick to correct people about us dating or hiding it from his parents or worrying that I would never be in his league. Those are all things that I held inside and didn’t bring up until last night.

      “I guess I just…. I fell in love with him, Eli, and I’ve been too afraid to tell him, and I went to the party hoping that I could be honest about my feelings, and instead, all of this happened.”

      All of my words are strung together in one big run-on because the more I talk to my best friends, the more I’m realizing that I made a mistake, and I pushed the one person away who has done nothing but prove himself to me.

      Oh god.

      I have to fix this.

      I shoot up from the chair, frantically looking for my shoes, when Eli’s brow furrows, and he looks at Viv, then back at me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Clearly, I have to go and fix this, Eli! God, this was so dumb,” I cry, dropping to my hands and knees to look under Viv’s bunk for my shoe.

      “Hallie, get dressed because I have somewhere that I need to take you.”

      Now, it’s me who’s confused. What does he mean he has to take me somewhere? The only place I’m going is straight home so I can apologize to Lane.

      “What? I can’t. I have to go to Lane—”

      “We’re meeting him,” he says, glaring down at his watch. “In twenty minutes. So… you better hurry.”

      “Time to get your man, Hal,” Viv smirks, tossing my shoe at me.
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      “Why am I so nervous?” I mumble to Viv and Eli, who are flanking my sides as we sit in the stands. My knee is bouncing a hundred miles an hour, and I haven’t been able to stop moving since I sat down.

      “Because you’re about to see the guy you’re in love with and tell him for the first time. Duh,” Viv responds like it’s no big deal.

      Except it’s a huge deal, and as soon as Lane steps off that field, I’m going to be waiting to tell him.

      It’s the biggest deal ever.

      I fell in love with the campus heartthrob, and I refuse to let our story end any other way than a happy ever after.

      “God, is it ever going to start?” Glancing at my phone, I see that it’s fifteen minutes past when the scrimmage is supposed to begin. “I’m never going to get to talk to him.”

      Eli shrugs. “Dunno.”

      The crowd is chattering loudly around us, and the field is still empty ten minutes later. I pull out my phone again to check the time when the sound of static blasts through the speakers around the stadium, followed by a loud screech of feedback, causing us to all wince. Holy crap, that was painful.

      “Sorry, uh, sorry,” a deep voice mumbles from the speakers, and my back straightens.

      Is that…

      “If you could direct your attention to the pitcher’s mound, please.”

      “Oh my god,” I whisper, covering my hand with my mouth.

      Lane is walking out onto the field, a black microphone in his hands as he walks to the mound and then turns to face the crowd. He looks so handsome my heart aches. His unruly hair is pulled back from his face by his ball cap, and he’s got on his baseball uniform.

      “I know you’re probably wondering why we haven’t started playing yet, and I have a very good reason for that.”

      He turns toward the dugout and gives whoever a quick thumbs-up, and then music begins playing through the speakers.

      Immediately, I recognize the song. It’s from one of my favorite nineties bands.

      “Kiss Me” by Sixpence None the Richer.

      “What is happening?” I say to Viv, who’s covering the smile on her face with her hand.

      When she shrugs coyly, I drag my gaze back out to Lane.

      “What’s more important than baseball?” he says, spinning around, his eyes searching the stands. “Love. Something until recently I knew nothing about. You see, I fell in love this year with a girl who is so perfect that sometimes I can’t believe she even exists. And you’re probably wondering why I’m standing out here with a microphone announcing this?”

      Laughter rings out in the crowd, and his smile widens.

      “I guess I can get to the point, but I can’t do that without having her here.”

      My eyes widen.

      Oh no.

      No.

      No.

      No. No.

      “Hallie Jo Edwards, would you please join me out here?”

      I look at Viv in complete panic for help, but she just shakes her head. “You’re on your own, babe. Go get your man!”

      I’m completely frozen as I watch people start to look around the crowd in search of the person that he’s looking for.

      When I don’t move, Vivienne elbows me in the side, and I adamantly shake my head.

      “If you don’t go, I’m going to have to drag you out there.”

      I’m shaking as I rise from my seat, wiping my clammy hands on my jeans. I’m scared my legs might actually give out before I make it to the field, but I walk down the stairs to the entranceway, all while people are animatedly talking about what is happening, staring at me with curiosity.

      When I get to the fence, a player swings it open with a wink, allowing me inside. It feels like time is passing in slow motion as I walk toward the pitching mound, toward Lane.

      He’s smiling, and the butterflies in my stomach are fluttering more with each step I take. I’m pretty sure I have never in my life been so nervous. My palms are clammy, and my heart is racing in my chest.

      Finally, I make it to where Lane’s standing, and he grins, speaking into the microphone again.

      “Hi, my Hallie Girl.”

      My voice is shaky as I speak. “H-hi.”

      “I’m sorry that I had to bring you out on the field to say this, but I need everyone to hear it. It’s important. Maybe the most important thing I’ve ever had to say.”

      I nod.

      “I know a lot of you here tonight are some of my biggest fans. But the truth is, I’m Hallie’s biggest fan, and I always have been. I need the world to know that I’m in love with Hallie Edwards, and I’m not afraid to say it to anyone.”

      Oh my god.

      My jaw drops, and I cover it with a shaky hand as he continues to speak.

      He turns to me again, grabbing my hand with his free one and holding my gaze. Suddenly, the crowd fades away, and it’s just the two of us standing here. “I’m in love with you, Hallie. I love every single thing about you, and there’s nothing in this world that I want more than to be with you. For all of the world to see you’re mine… and I’m yours. You wondered if the way that I felt was true and if I ever noticed you before that first day. And the answer is yes.”

      He reaches up and pulls open his jersey, revealing a black T-shirt beneath with Spaced Out’s logo on it.

      I’m confused for a moment before he answers the questions in my head.

      “AliensRReal? Sound familiar? Yeah… that’s me. I’ve been your number one fan since the day you started, and that’s never going to change. I’ve wanted you for a long time, long before that day. It didn’t take until then for me to notice you; it just gave me the courage to finally step up to the plate.”

      He’s… Lane is AliensRReal? He’s been following the podcast from… the beginning?

      Pieces are starting to align in my head, and he steps forward, cupping my face with his hand. “I should have told you that I was in love with you before now. And someone wise once told me that I can be anyone I wanna be, and I wanna be the guy who gets you, Hallie Edwards. I want to be the guy that watches documentaries with you instead of going to parties. I want to be the guy that you call when you get accepted to film school. I want to be the guy that helps you pick out T-shirts with funny sayings and the guy that kisses you in the rain. I want to be the guy that gets to love you. I want to be the guy that gets the girl. The only girl that I want.”

      “Lane,” I cry, fresh, hot tears wetting my cheeks.

      “I want to be your guy, Hallie. I want to support you, and love you, and be the real me with you.”

      I’m sobbing by the time he finishes speaking, and I should probably be worried since I have the ugliest cry face of all time and I’m standing in front of thousands of people, but all I can think about is the fact that Lane Collins is in love with me.

      And he wants me to be his girl.

      “What do you say, Hallie Girl? Will you be my girlfriend?”

      I nod, another sob escaping my lips as I throw my arms around his neck. He tosses the microphone to the ground, and it makes an ungodly loud sound, but his hands are sliding along my jaw to pull me to his lips. With “Kiss Me” playing in the background, Lane Collins kisses me in front of everyone.

      I’m vaguely aware of the crowd around us going wild, cheers and hollers ringing out in the stands, but right now… all I can see is him. All I can feel are his hands holding me in place as he kisses the breath right from my lungs.

      As he makes a statement in front of everyone we know, claiming me as his.

      Pulling back, he rests his forehead against mine, our gazes locked. For a moment, we stay like that, in front of thousands of people, yet it feels like it’s just the two of us.

      “I guess we should probably get off the middle of the field,” he says, chuckling. “Now that I’ve got the girl.”

      “Probably so.”

      He reaches down and grabs my hand, lacing our fingers together. I notice that his bracelet I made is back on his wrist, and my brow furrows.

      “I thought your bracelet broke?” I ask as we walk across the field. “Viv uh.. she told me that she heard about the guys and you on the field picking them up.”

      “It did. I fixed it.”

      My heart jumps to my throat. He fixed his bracelet? Like…

      “That is so sweet, Lane.”

      His shoulder dips, his fingers tightening around mine. “It’s one of my good-luck charms, and it’s from my girl. I had to fix it.”

      I love when he calls me his girl. Only this time, I really am his girl in all senses of the word.

      We make it to the dugout, where his coach is waiting with a clipboard in hand and a serious expression on his face. “Five minutes, Collins.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lane responds, guiding me out of the fence and behind the dugout, where it’s quiet. The first moment of privacy we’ve had. As much as I am going to remember this moment for the rest of… forever, I want to be alone with him because I have something to say too.

      “Lane… I’m sorry.” I pause. “For last night. For pushing you away and not communicating with you. I… I was scared, and I shouldn’t have treated you that way. It wasn’t fair to you.”

      He steps forward and wraps his arms around my back, pulling me into his arms. My cheek rests against his chest, and I slide my arms around his waist.

      “Don’t apologize. I understand, Hallie Girl. I’m terrified out of my damn mind that I’ll somehow fuck this up. It’s okay to be afraid, but I promise you I will never break your heart. Whatever happens? Me graduating, you going to NYU, whatever the world throws at us… I’ll be here. By your side. We’ll figure it out together. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make this work. You’re it for me. There will never be another you, Hallie.”

      Leaning back, I see the sincerity in his expression and hear it in his voice. “I love you, Lane, and I think I’ve been in love with you since the night you took off my makeup and slept on my floor like a crazy person.”

      He laughs, pressing his lips to mine. “Anything for my girl. It’s my job to take care of you.”

      “I want to be the one who takes care of you too.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Viv and Eli approaching us. Viv is doing her suggestive winky-face thing, and Eli’s doing his best not to grimace, seeing his brother’s hands all over me.

      “I guess I should let you get back to your scrimmage. I’ll, uh… see you after?”

      He nods. “Yep. I was thinking maybe Jack’s and the new episode of Portals to Hell?”

      “A man after my own heart.” I grin, standing on my tiptoes to kiss him again before he turns to walk back to the dugout.

      Loving Lane Collins is the easiest thing I’ve ever done.

      That’s how love should be. Effortless yet monumental, like thunder in a rainstorm or the sun rising above the clouds each morning.

      And the most important thing that loving Lane has taught me?

      Love isn’t conditional. It doesn’t have terms or expectations.

      It doesn’t matter if two people fit together.

      All that matters is that together… you feel whole.
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      “No peeking.” I whisper in her ear, my hands covering her eyes as we make our way into the living room. It’s dark, and I’m trying to make sure she keeps her eyes closed, so we’re moving very slowly. Mostly her shuffling and my feet hitting the back of her heels as we attempt to walk together.

      “Can you please just tell me what’s going on?” Hallie whines, “You know I’m terrible at surprises. I’m an instant gratification kind of girl.”

      Chuckling, I guide her further into the dark living room, “Oh I know baby, but this surprise will be worth it. Alright, stop. Right here. I’m going to remove my hands, but you have to keep your eyes shut. Okay?”

      I can feel her head nod against my hands, so I remove them slowly, and then walk over to the light I set up in the center of the empty room. When I click the switch, the entire room illuminates in shades of blue, green and purple as the projector shines onto the ceiling, a magnification of the galaxy.

      “Now, can I look?” She asks.

      Crossing the room, I stop in front of her and slide my arms around her waist, pressing a quick kiss to her temple. “Yes. Now you can look.”

      Her bright blue eyes pop open and they widen as she takes in the dim living room that’s painted in colorful stars and planets from the galaxy light projector. Her gaze drops to the sleeping bag, pillows, and blankets that I’ve piled on the empty hardwood floor next to bags of sour punch straws, orange Fanta and her other favorite snacks.

      “What is this?” She whispers, dragging her eyes back to mine.

      “I thought this was the best way to spend our last night in this house.”

      Her eyes turn watery and she leaps forward, throwing her arms around my neck and burying her face into the crook of my neck, inhaling deeply, “I can’t believe it’s our last night. It’s… bittersweet. Saying goodbye to this house.”

      I glance around the room at the stacks of cardboard boxes lining the walls and I nod.

      It feels crazy to think that just a year ago Hallie was moving in here, and I was internally freaking the fuck out at the thought of her invading my space. Turns out, it was the best thing that ever happened to me.

      Because I got the girl.

      I’m the lucky guy that gets to call Hallie Jo Edwards mine.

      And, I want her to be mine for forever.

      Tomorrow starts the rest of our lives. It’s a little fucking scary to pack up everything you own and move halfway across the world to a new city, but if there’s anything that the last six months have taught me, it’s that there is nothing I can’t do with her by my side.

      “It feels so… empty in here.” She says quietly, pulling back to look around the room. “So final. I-.. I know I’m being emotional, I just- I’m really going to miss being here. With Eli being just down the hall, being able to see Viv whenever I want. My special spot on the roof. This house became home and now it’s just kind of bittersweet to leave it behind.”

      I nod, “I know baby, but you’re following your dreams, and I’m so damn proud of you. It’s okay to miss home, but now we’re going to make a home in a new place.”

      Leaning forward, she rests her head on my chest, breathing steadily as I run my hand over her hair.

      “It’s even more exciting that we get to move to a brand new place, meet new people, make new memories. We’ll find an old theater where we can watch all of the classic slasher films that you love, and you know… New York City is famous for their pizza.”

      A slight gasp falls from her lips as she looks up at me, “Don’t you dare act like Jack’s will ever be replaceable. Nothing will ever top Jack’s greasy pepperoni.”

      “I’m just saying, we’ll find new spots to call our own. There’s a whole world out there ready for you to take on, Hallie Girl. You’re headed to film school at NYU! You’ve been dreaming about this for so long and you made it happen.”

      Her fingers dance along the neckline of my t-shirt, and she smiles, “It just feels surreal.”

      “It does. I got you something else.” I tell her, a sly grin tugging at my lips.

      “Lane! You’re spoiling me. I feel bad that I didn’t get you anything.”

      “You know that I love to spoil my girl. That’s my job. Sit, and I’ll get it.”

      Her arms fall from my neck and she cautiously walks over to the sleeping bag, kicks off her shoes, and sits with excitement shining in her eyes.

      I walk over to where I placed the box, and carefully open it and remove her surprise, then turn back to her.

      “Surprise!”

      “Oh my god.” Her hand flies to her mouth, and I can already see unshed tears welling in her eyes.

      The sign in my hand is a five foot neon light replica of the logo for Spaced Out. The idea came to me when I was scrolling on social media, and I thought it would be the perfect addition to our new place. She and Viv have already been making big plans for the future of their podcast so when I stumbled across it, I immediately ordered it.

      I walk over to the wall and plug the cord in watching as the sign in my hands comes to life, glowing in pink and purple.

      When I turn back to face her she’s full on crying.

      Shit.

      “Baby, why are you crying?” I mumble, setting the light onto the ground and crossing the room to where she’s sitting on the sleeping bag. Without a second thought, I gather her into my arms and press my lips to her head.

      She sniffles, wiping away her tears, “This is the most thoughtful, incredible surprise I’ve e-ever gotten Lane.”

      “I thought it would be perfect for our new apartment.”

      Her body shakes in my arms with laughter before she pulls back and looks at me, placing her hand along my jaw, “Our apartment is the size of a literal shoe box.”

      “Then we’ll put it over our bed.” I shrug, “Wherever you want. I want it to feel like home to you. Like this place does.”

      For a second she’s quiet, her body sinking into my embrace as she plays with the bracelet on my wrist.

      Until she glances up, her eyes meeting mine, and she whispers, “Home is wherever you are Lane.”
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      “Two more and that’s it.” My dad says as he sets the box into the back of the U-Haul. “You’ll be good to go.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      He nods, a serious expression on his face. “I’m going to miss you son. Me and your mom. And I’m proud of you. For following your heart, and going after what you want. Not being afraid to take the path less traveled. New York is big, but I have no doubt that you’ll be incredible in whatever you decide to do. It’s just who you are Lane.”

      It’s something that I’ve given a lot of thought, figuring out what the future holds for me since I withdrew from the draft.

      I always thought baseball would be my future, until it wasn’t, and now I feel like I’ve got a million things out there that I can make my own. A million different paths to choose.

      “I appreciate it, Dad. I’m glad we finally talked things out… I never wanted to disappoint you.” I respond.

      “You never disappointed me. All I care about is your happiness, it just… took me a second to fully understand that you were saying baseball isn’t what makes you happy anymore. I will always be your biggest fan, and support you in anything you decide. You know that, right?” He reaches over and squeezes my shoulder affectionately.

      I nod, patting him on the back, “I do. Think you’ll ever be a Yankees fan?”

      “Yeah, I don't know about that.” He shakes his head, “It’s not happening anytime soon, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Lane?”

      Turning around, I see Hallie standing at the bottom of the ramp, her hand blocking the sun as she peers up at me, “I think that’s it.”

      She toes the two large boxes in front of her, and then drags her gaze back to me. “Thank you for helping, Mr. Collins.”

      “Anytime sweetheart. Let’s get you on the road then huh?” He smiles at her.

      Our moms are currently huddled together near the front of the U-Haul with a stack of papers in their hands when we get to the driver’s door.

      “Okay Lane,” My mom starts, thrusting a map with marks all over it into my hands. “I’ve marked emergency stops. Hospitals, gas, etc. This is the quickest, safest path to take.”

      “Mom, I’ve got maps on my phone.” I chuckle.

      She narrows her gaze, “Do not sass your mother, Lane Collins. What if you leave your phone at a rest stop? What if it dies or falls into a lake?”

      My brow furrows in confusion, “Why would my phone fall into a lake? Where is there a lake?”

      Hallie giggles next to me, looping her arm in mine and resting her head along my bicep, “Got it, Mrs. Collins. This could come in handy.”

      “And you’ll call us every few hundred miles, right?” Her mom says, unshed tears shining in her eyes. She reaches forward and brushes Hallie’s hair out of her eyes.

      “Yes. We promise.”

      We told our parents we were a couple after the charity game, and… they were a little shocked at first to say the least. They too apparently thought that Eli and Hallie would end up together, but they were nothing but accepting from the first day. Though Hallie’s Dad did pull me aside to tell me to look after his little girl, and that he knew where I lived if I ever hurt her.

      It was a little scary if I’m being honest. Not that I ever have anything to worry about because I’ll never hurt Hallie.

      After saying goodbye at least twelve times to our mothers who are now crying together, and shaking my Dad and Mr. Edward’s hand we make it down the line to my brother.

      She turns to Eli, and I see her swipe away tears as she throws her arms around his neck tightly.

      “I love you Eli. Thank you for being my rock.”

      Her words are barely above a whisper, but they hit me right in my chest.

      I thought I may be jealous of Eli and Hallie’s relationship at one time. Even if I didn’t want to admit that, but the truth is? I’m glad my brother is her best friend. I’m glad Hallie has someone to watch over her, someone who would do anything for her.

      “Love you always Hal. I’m always going to be here. You know where to find me.” He smiles.

      Rolling my eyes, I wait until Hallie untangles herself from him, then it’s my turn to clap him on the back and give him a hug.

      “See you soon Bro. Stay out of trouble.”

      He scoffs, “Me? Trouble? I’m the smarter, better looking brother. Since you seem to have forgotten.”

      “Like I could forget.” Smirking, I walk to the U-Haul and open Hallie’s door, helping her inside. Then, with one last wave, I get into the driver's seat and shut the door.

      “Ready?” She asks.

      Reaching between us, I lace our fingers together and nod, “I’m ready for whatever with you, Hallie Girl.”

      And just like that, I pull onto the highway with my girl in the front seat, to a city that I've never visited, to a new place that we’ll make our own.

      There are a lot of lessons that we’ve learned together, but the most important one of all is that home isn’t a physical place.

      It’s wherever Hallie Jo Edwards is.
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Reed

        

      

    

    
      There are a lot of perks to being a professional hockey player. Hell, an athlete in general. Besides the money, the fame, the endorsements. The free shit that sports companies throw at you.

      And one of those perks is currently perched on my lap, trailing her hot pink manicured finger up my chest.

      Her name is Elizabeth. And honestly, I'm surprised I even remember her name because our entire interaction at Liam and Juliet's wedding lasted about fifteen minutes in a cramped bathroom stall and there was definitely no talking done. Or any talking during any of the times after that.

      You see, I'm the kind of guy that enjoys the finer things in life…without all of the complications that people seem to add. Why make anything hard when it's already sweet? I'm twenty-eight and living my dream, playing hockey for one of the best teams in the country. I've got the most beautiful women at my fingertips, fans who adore me, and then I have my ma and my sister Emery. Nothing to hold me back and no one to answer to. And that’s exactly how I want it.

      Seriously, life is good.

      "Has anyone told you tonight that you are the most beautiful girl in the entire room?" I say to the busty blonde in my lap. Her plump, bright red lips stretch into a wide, confident grin. It’s not a lie, she is gorgeous. It’s just part of the game. You say what they want to hear, and everyone’s happy.

      "That's because I'm the only girl in the room, Reed Davidson." She giggles before tossing her long, sleek hair over her tan shoulder that peeks out from her sleeveless dress.

      I grin cheekily, revealing the dimple that always seals the deal. Just as I'm leaning in, Briggs, my best friend, walks up and flops down onto the couch next to us. I shoot him a look that says "get the fuck out of here, cockblocker," but Briggs being Briggs, doesn't pick up on the signal.

      "Tonight sucks," he mutters. He's nursing a still full beer, and moping around the bar like he's lost his puppy dog.

      Sighing heavily, I nudge blondie from my lap and thankfully, she takes the hint and scampers off back toward her group of friends, leaving me alone with Briggs.

      "Alright, what's up? What are you cryin' in your beer about?"

      His jaw clenches at my jab, but he just shakes his head, staring off into the distance. Best forward in the NHL or not, the guy is dramatic and broody as shit. I’ve just learned to live with it, and fuck with him any chance I get.

      "Briggs."

      "Just some shit."

      Another blasé answer. A Briggs’s specialty.

      I pull my phone from my pocket and swipe away the unopened texts from puck bunnies who text me weekly for a hookup, and instead, I go straight to my other best friend, Liam's text and open it. He's sent a photo of him, Juliet and the girls on the beach. The girls are posing next to a sandcastle as big as they are, and it brings a genuine smile to my face. Liam and I have been best friends for as long as I can remember. We played hockey together, until he became the coach of the Avalanche last year. Now that he’s married to Juliet, he’s coaching high school hockey and I miss seeing him and the girls as much as I used to.

      They've been in the Bahamas for over a week, while I'm stuck here babysitting Briggs. I can't wait for the girls to get home to tell me all about their vacation.

      I love those two sassy girls. Being their uncle Reed is one of the best things in my life. But me as a dad? The last thing I could ever see myself as is a father or a husband, or anything even close. As much as I love Ari and Ken... I love bringing them back to Liam at the end of the night, so I can go out with the boys, catch a game, enjoy the single unattached life.

      I’m a perpetual bachelor, and that’s exactly how I plan to stay.

      Which is why Broody Briggs, myself, Asher, Hudson and Graham are at a bar on a Tuesday night… because, why not? We’re all single, hot professional hockey players with no one to go home to, so why not spend it out on the town with a few beers? We all play together for the Chicago Avalanche, and it’s the best job on the damn planet.

      When people say, “do what you love and you’ll never work a day in your life,” it’s true. Sometimes it’s hard to believe that I get to wake up and play hockey for a living, but at the same time, I busted my ass to be here. I worked from sun up to sun down to be the player I am today.

      To celebrate another great practice, we decided to come out tonight for a night of bunnies and booze. Except, as of late, things have been… less exciting, since Briggs is walking the straight and narrow or he’s off the team. He’s been in more fights the past six months than I have in my entire hockey career.

      So, to make sure that he stays out of trouble, that he doesn’t find himself in front of a pap’s camera, or worse, stuck in a jail cell for another night, I’m stuck babysitting until further notice.

      Hockey player or hockey-player nanny? That is the real question.

      The rest of the night passes uneventfully, thanks to Briggs’s sour mood. Asher, Hudson and Graham each found a puck bunny for the night and dipped out before midnight, leaving me and Briggs alone, so I decide to cut out as well.

      “I’m headed out, you want a ride?” I ask Briggs, who’s rapid-fire typing on his phone.

      He doesn’t answer me, so I punch him in the shoulder to get his attention.

      “Fuck, what was that for?”

      “Dude, you’re in a bar and have been glued to your phone all night. I’m out, you need a ride?”

      He shakes his head no. “I’ll call an Uber later.”

      “Stay out of shit, dude, seriously. I’m not bailing you out of jail, and please, for God’s sake, wrap it up. We don’t need miniature versions of you skating around.” I grin, teasing him.

      The dick nods, barely acknowledging me, eyes still focused on his phone. Asshole. I down the rest of my beer  and leave the bottle on the table, with a few bills I pull from my wallet, and then make my way out of the bar. Thankfully, we frequent this place often, and the owner lets us use the back door, so we can avoid fans and the media. As much as I love having my picture taken, I’m not a fan of the paps.

      I open the back door of the building and step outside into the cool night air, inhaling a deep breath before I begin walking across the pavement to find my truck in the sea of vehicles. Just as I’m about to unlock it, my phone rings in my pocket. I fish it out and see it’s Holland, my sister’s best friend.

      Weird. Why would she be calling me after midnight?

      I swipe and answer, “You know that they say any calls after ten are booty calls, right?”

      “Reed?” She all but yells into the phone. The music in the background is so damn loud I can hardly hear her.

      “Holland? What’s up? You realize it’s after midnight?”

      I unlock my truck and jump inside, starting the engine.

      “Uh, well, something happened.” Her words are muffled. The connection sounds like shit, and I can barely hear what she’s saying. “Can you come get us, please? We’re at Sorority Row.”

      I’ve known Holland since we were kids and never once has she asked me to pick her or Emery up anywhere, since they generally Uber everywhere. It makes me worried that something happened.

      “Are you and Emery safe?”

      “Yes. Emery just… had a tiny bit too much tonight,” she mutters.

      “I’ll be there in ten. Where are you?”

      “Upstairs bathroom.” A second later, I hear the sound of heaving. Great, Emery’s drunk as shit. I make a mental note to grab a bucket at the sorority house.

      I slam my truck into drive and pull out of the parking lot opposite the club. Thank fuck I’m downtown, and not at home, because this drive would’ve taken twice as long. Sorority Row is only ten minutes from the bar.

      My tires ramp up the curb when I come to a stop then park, not bothering to even shut the truck off before I hop out and stalk up the steps of the house. By the looks of it, there’s a massive party happening, and it makes my blood boil. I hate my sister going here. I know this is where entitled, rich douchebags party, and I want Emery nowhere near them. Especially since I can’t have eyes on her.

      I’m a big brother, sue me. I’ve always protected her and it’s not any different now that she’s an adult.

      Once I’m inside the house, there’s people everywhere dressed in togas and skimpy lingerie. I’ve spent many nights here, pre-NHL days, and I know exactly what tonight’s about. It’s rush week. The craziest week of the entire year, where everyone is doing whatever they can to be selected to pledge. There’s fighting, hazing, a bunch of shit they shouldn’t be doing. Meaning, my little sister shouldn’t fucking be here.

      I push through a crowd of people, trying to make my way to the stairwell.

      A guy, wearing a toga, steps in front of me as I’m about to climb the stairs, and I run smack into him.

      Damnit.

      “Holy shit! You’re Reed Davidson, can I have a photo, man?”

      “Sorry, dude, I’m looking for someone.” I sidestep him then take the stairs two at a time and make my way down the hallway until I find the bathroom. When I swing the last door to the right open, I find my sister sitting on the edge of the bathtub, mascara streaking down her cheeks and a drunken grin.

      “Oh, it’s my brother, lovely,” she slurs. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      She drops her head in her hands and groans obnoxiously loud. “He always ruins my buzz.”

      Well damn, I’m hurt. Sorry I have to be the semi-responsible one of the two of us.

      “Went a lil’ hard tonight, did ya, Em?” I tease.

      My eyes drift to Holland, who’s leaning against the vanity wearing a worried expression. I get it. Em’s shitfaced and puking everywhere, but it’s nothing some painkillers and water can’t cure.

      Em looks up at me and grins. “Well, someone has to have fun for the both of us. You’re kinda a stick in the mud now.”

      “Nah, baby sis, I just don’t like getting trashed and then puking in the sorority girls’ toilet.”

      She flips me the middle finger with her black manicured nail, but laughs, which quickly turns into a moan. “Shit, my head. There’s two of you. Why are there two of you? I can barely handle one.”

      Holland throws her head back and laughs, and I narrow my eyes at her then Emery.

      “You know, for being your knight in shining armor, you two sure are mouthy.”

      Holland rolls her eyes and looks like she’s going to say something, but Emery speaks up instead. “My jerk of a frat douchebag boooooyfriend broke up with me so we took looooots of shots. Lots and lots of shots. I lost count.”

      “Thank fuck, I thought I was gonna have to beat the shit out of the guy to get rid of him.”

      “Shut up. He was nice… and smart.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, just your type.”

      I’m sure Em gets sick of my teasing, but it’s what we do. We talk shit to each other like it’s our religion. If Emery wasn’t talking shit to me on the daily, I’d think something was wrong.

      “So, you want me to help you up or do you plan on sleeping here tonight?”

      “I’m becoming one with the floor.” She groans.

      I reach down and lift her off her feet, and she stands shakily on her heels. I toss my arm over her shoulder to steady her.

      “Please do not puke in my truck or I’m leaving you on the side of the road.”

      “Ha ha, very funny.”

      I stop dead and look at her. “I’m serious.”

      Even though I’m not. I chuckle and take the damp rag that Holland is holding out for me then wipe Em’s face. Em’s got her eyes closed and she’s looking a bit green, so I do her the favor of wiping some of the smeared makeup and dried throw up off, before handing it back to Holland.

      Growing up, I’d been the one Em called when she needed someone. We didn’t have a dad, so she had me. I changed her tires in high school and beat the shit out of the guy that called her a slut after she wouldn’t sleep with him.

      I’ve always done whatever I could to protect her, that’s what I’m here for. When we were kids, she’d follow me around and do everything that I did. She had a stick in her hand at five years old and could skate circles around most of my friends, even though we were eight and twice as big as her. My entire life she’s been my shadow and I guess there could be a worse best friend than your baby sister.

      We walk out of the sorority house, down the concrete driveway and when we get to my truck, I pick Emery up and put her in the passenger seat.

      She moans and groans the entire time, like she’s losing a damn limb.

      “Sheesh, you're dramatic.”

      “Runs in the family, I guess.”

      I scoff. “That is about enough out of you tonight.” I grab the bucket Holland thought to grab and put it in Em’s lap then shut the door, silencing her protest.

      When I’m done, I turn to Holland. Her deep blue eyes are filled with amusement at my expense, not Emery’s. She loves our banter.

      Her arms are wrapped around her torso, hugging herself. For Christ's sake, I didn’t even realize she had this tiny top on; she’s got to be freezing. For some reason, at this moment, it dawns on me that I’ve never really… noticed Holland as anything other than my little sister’s best friend, until right now. Maybe it’s because she’s dressed in a crop top that shows more cleavage than I’ve ever seen her with or because the skirt she’s wearing makes me want to cover her up so no one can see how short it is. Or it could be the way that her legs look paired with those heels. Even though they’ve gotta be five-inches tall, she’s still at least half a foot, if not shorter, than me. Her long, blonde hair falls past her chest to her waist.

      Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      That’s the last thing I should be thinking about, yet here we are. I’ve watched her grow from a boy-band crazed teenager into… this beautiful woman.

      A woman who is so off-limits, it’s not even funny.

      What the hell are you thinking, Davidson?

      Get your shit together.

      I clear my throat. “You cool with crashing at my place tonight? I’m sure Ma wouldn’t appreciate me dropping off the brat at her house tonight in her drunken state.”

      Holland nods. “Yeah, I can go get my car tomorrow. Uh, could you possibly help me into the truck?” She looks down at her skirt, nervously. “This skirt and these shoes…”

      Yeah, I can’t imagine she’d be able to get in there without flashing me and the world what's underneath it. Not like I’d complain right now…

      What? I’m a guy.

      “Yeah, of course.” I place my hands on her waist, ignoring the feel of her silky skin beneath my touch, and hoist her into the back seat of the truck. Definitely not taking a glimpse at her ass as she did so.

      Nope. Absolutely not. I wouldn’t. Scout’s honor.

      “Fuck,” I mutter to myself. This is bad. Obviously I should've picked a bunny and gone home with her, since I’m suddenly lusting after my little sister’s best friend.

      It’s probably just an off night, and definitely a fluke.

      Definitely.

      Em falls asleep before I even pull away from the curb. She’s slumped awkwardly against the window, drool pooling in the corner of her mouth. I should snap a picture, so I can torture her with it later.

      I grin at the thought.

      The entire drive back to my house, I force myself to focus on the road, and not drag my eyes to the rearview mirror where Holland’s perched in the back seat, directly in my line of vision.

      I only stole a few glances, and I didn’t think she noticed until our eyes connected in the mirror and something… different passes through our gaze.

      Fuck, what is happening?

      Tearing my gaze from hers, I fumble with the radio and turn it up to distract myself for the remainder of the drive. Once I pull into the driveway and come to a stop, Emery flies forward and her eyes pop open.

      “What happened? What did I miss?”

      Holland laughs her ass off at Emery’s sudden outburst, and then Em’s slumping back against the seat and letting out a soft snore.

      “I’m not claiming her,” I mutter as I hop out of the truck, then open Holland’s door. She places her hand in mine and I help her out before going around to grab Em. It’s a whole damn production to get her into the house and up the stairs, but thank fuck, Holland takes over once we make it to the guest room.

      They disappear through the door, and I head to my room and take a lightning-fast shower and throw on a pair of grey sweats and a faded black tee before walking back out to the hallway. Holland’s leaning against the wall next to the door, scrolling on her phone. She’s shed the heels and is standing barefoot now.

      “Hey, uh, do you need something to sleep in? I have a shirt and some boxers I can give you?”

      She jumps, clearly startled. “Holy crap, I didn’t even hear you come up. Yes, that would be great.”

      I nod, and go back to my room, grabbing her an old hockey shirt and a pair of boxers. This is the first time since probably high school that I’ve slept in the same house as Holland, and it definitely feels nothing like it did back then.

      Walking back out to the hallway, I hand her the clothes, and she smiles shyly before taking them from me.

      “Shower’s over there. If you need something, just let me know.”

      “Thanks, Reed. I mean for letting us stay here, but also thanks for coming to get us.”

      I shrug. “It’s nothing. I’d rather pick you two up then have you take an Uber home when Em can hardly hold her head up. I appreciate that you thought enough to call me. Night, Holland.”

      “Goodnight.”

      I walk back toward my room and I hear the guest bathroom door shut behind me and the water turn on. And now what am I definitely not going to do? Think about her naked on the other side of that door.

      That’s what I tell myself for the next two hours as I toss and turn. From one side to the other, sleep evading me. I put my pillow over my head and groan. Finally, I just give up.

      Fuck it. When you can’t sleep… the remedy is always cereal.

      Don’t tell my coach that, and definitely not the trainer, but sugar cures everything. Especially in high doses of Captain Crunch.

      My secret though.

      I toss the blanket aside and crack my door open quietly, careful not to wake Em and Holl, and tiptoe down the hallway into the kitchen. I grab a bowl, the box of cereal from the pantry and open the fridge to get the milk.

      “Reed?” A whispered voice comes from behind me, scaring the fuck out of me so badly that I send the milk flying across the island, where it lands with a wet squelch, puddling around the now-busted carton.

      Goddamnit.

      Holland’s staring at me with wide eyes. Her hair is down and messy, obviously disheveled from sleep.

      “Holy fuck, Holland, you scared the shit out of me!” I grunt. My heart’s still racing in my chest.

      Damn Reed, you’re turning into a pussy.

      She starts laughing, quietly at first, placing her hand over her mouth when she sees the milk spilled on the floor.

      "I’m so… sor-ry,” she says through her laugh. I walk across the room to where both she and the milk are, grabbing the towel from the counter before bending down to clean it up.

      Then her laugh is gone, replaced by a sharp hiss, and when I look up and see her thick thighs staring back at me, I realize what she’s wearing…

      Nothing but my t-shirt and fuck, nothing has ever looked so good. The dark shirt hits her mid-thigh, covering all of the good stuff, still leaving enough covered for my imagination to do the rest.

      I clear my throat and stand abruptly, not wanting to make her uncomfortable, and she steps back.

      “Shit, I’m sorry, Holland, I didn’t realize.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry.”

      We both speak at the same time.

      “Uh, sometimes when I can’t sleep… I eat a bowl of-”

      Before I can finish, she says, “Cereal?”

      I grin. “You remember?”

      She nods then smiles slightly. “You would wake up all the time just to eat Captain Crunch. At some point, Em started to call you ‘Captain’ behind your back.”

      “She would. I guess the tradition kind of carried over to adulthood. Not nearly as fun, though, as when I was sneaking around to eat it in the middle of the night.”

      My hopes of cereal are gone since the only milk I had is in a puddle on the floor, but suddenly, I’m not sorry that it happened.

      “So, looks like no Captain Crunch tonight, but I’ve got… Pop-Tarts,” I offer. For a professional athlete, I probably shouldn’t have this much sugar in my kitchen, but I keep my body in the best condition I can, so it generally doesn’t become an issue.

      I get us both a Pop-Tart from the pantry then put the box back inside. She’s sitting at the bar now with her chin in her hand. Not a lick of makeup on, and damn, she’s beautiful. And for the second time tonight, even though I know I shouldn’t, I realize just how much of a woman she’s become.

      Somehow, I never noticed it. I never let myself notice it. I probably shouldn't now, but I do.

      And that’s how the rest of the night is spent, talking about nothing with Holland, eating a Pop-Tart, and for the very first time, I realize that I might be in some seriously deep shit.
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