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  I thought I was a normal kid once. Do normal kids have to beg door to door for food? Not sure. It wasn’t always that bad, I guess—and then it was. Really fucking bad.


  I tried to protect my younger brother from the fallout. Lied to him about how bad things were.


  But it wasn’t enough. And when the accident happened, he blamed me, like everyone else.


  I’m guilty of many things. He’s right about that, at least. So damn guilty I’m sure everyone knows and will call me out on it.


  Except they don’t. Nobody does, except my brother.


  Not even Kayla, sexy and sweet and coolest girl ever, who keeps buying me coffee and trying to read my future. But my future isn’t in the goddamn cards, or even in my hands. I don’t see a future. I deny fate, but fate has me pinned like a moth and won’t let me walk away.


  Won’t let me escape.


  And yeah… you know you’re losing grip when the girl you want reads your palm, and you’re scared to hell of what she’ll see and of the pain you can tell is coming.


   



  **WARNING** 18+ for sexual content, language, and violence.
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  Chapter One


  Kayla


  “Kay, are you listening to me? This is a matter of life or death!”


  “Uh-huh, Allie,” I murmur as I spread my newest deck of Tarot cards on the carpet. I’m trying a Celtic Cross spread, and frankly, I’m lost. Too many cards.


  “You’re not listening,” my older sister grumbles.


  “Sure I am.”


  With Allie, it’s always a matter of life or death, especially when it comes to her boyfriend, Brad—or rather, her fiancé. The one and only since high school, her one teenage love—since then grown to a full asshole—and her one big mistake.


  According to me, so who cares, right?


  “He said he spent the night with his buddies, but his friend Josh told me he didn’t show up, and what am I supposed to think? And I can’t call him out on it, because he’ll get mad and—”


  “Seriously, Allie…” I stare at my cards, frowning. Are there more person cards or more symbols? Is it important? “How can you be with someone you can’t even confront about that?”


  “Because! I’ll seem clingy and paranoid and he hates that, and with the wedding around the corner, it’s the last thing I want. If we put it off again, Mom and Dad will have twin fits.”


  And so what? I want to say but force myself to keep quiet. How she can even consider marrying that idiot is beyond me. I met him a few times, and he made my skin crawl.


  Yeah, I know Mom and Dad think the two have to marry after being together for three years and that they want grandkids ASAP.


  But hey, what about Allie’s life? Her happiness?


  And why doesn’t she care about it, either? Am I the only one here asking that question? I mean, She wants to study medicine because my parents want it, and will marry her asshole boyfriend because my parents want it, have two point five kids and buy a house with a white picket fence, and then what?


  “Think, Allie.” I rearrange the cards into groups. “Think about what you really want in your life.”


  “What are you talking about? This is what I want.”


  Moving from Chicago to Milwaukee to be with a loser because he stared at her tits long enough in high school it counted as a date?


  “Whatever,” I mutter.


  “Like you know any better, Kay?”


  Not really. My experience with boys is definitely limited. Not that I’m about to admit it to Allie.


  I stare at the card smack in the center of my spread. The Fool. Of course. He keeps popping up in my attempts to read the future in the cards.


  Then again, Tarot isn’t meant for reading the future, is it? It’s for reading oneself. Which makes me the fool.


  Only apparently the Fool signifies the spark that sets everything into motion, and coupled with the card right next to it… The Moon. A veiled path, a hard path that you must tread to reach the light, a path—


  “And Wyatt has been acting up again,” Allie cuts through my attempt at concentration, “and Mom is pissed.”


  “You mean our little brother insists on hanging out with a girl Mom doesn’t approve of just because she isn’t the right color and the right religion?”


  “Kayla,” Allie mutters, “she’s a foreigner, she’s—”


  “No, she’s not. She was born here. Not that it matters, especially since, you know, she’s not what our parents want her to be.”


  “It doesn’t matter, you’re right, because Wyatt is too young to know—”


  “He’s seventeen. He’s not a kid anymore.”


  Silence spreads over the phone line, chilly like a winter wind.


  Then Allie says, “Why do you always have to be so contrary?”


  “I’m not being contrary. It’s the truth.”


  “The truth is you don’t want to ever back down from your ideas.”


  I sit back on my heels, re-situate the phone at the juncture of my neck and shoulder. “Right. Question is, why should the family origins of his girlfriend bother you, or anyone, for that matter?”


  “Dating someone is more serious than hanging out with a friend, Kay.”


  “How would you even know? You got engaged to Brad the moment he got in your pants.”


  “Why are you being so mean?” Allie whispers.


  “Wait, Allie…”


  Too late. She’s hung up already.


  I sigh as I put down the wireless phone on the carpet and blink. This always happens when I talk to my sister. She means well, but she gets me riled up. We’re just too different. I am too different—from the rest of my family. From the world I grew up in. I never fit in their molds and boxes. Leaving the nest for college felt like breathing fresh air for the first time in my life.


  But a call from a member of my family is enough to throw me back through time, to when I felt out of place and so depressed I didn’t know what to do with myself.


  I mean, who Wyatt wants to date is his own business, and if we need to talk about it, then we should be able to do so like civilized people.


  Talking about otherness in our society without getting caught up in prejudice should be possible. It should be the norm. I mean, hell, this is part of this country, of who we are. And it’s rich that a family like mine with a half-Italian, half-Estonian background should act like this.


  Surging to my feet, I pad to the kitchen to grab a glass of juice. It’s Thursday night, and I’ve had a full day at college and then sewing clothes to sell, and I can’t sleep.


  While there, I caress in passing the plants lining the sill of the small window, stroking the frilly leaves of a parsley sprout and the long, silky stalks of the onions. I planted them along with tons of other plants when I first moved here. I love watching things grow.


  Back home we had a big garden, and my parents had trees and trellises and herbs growing. I loved it as a child. Still love it.


  And it’s still there. I’m the one who left.


  Opening the fridge, I pour myself a glass of OJ, trying not to think about that—about the things I miss about my family. They piss me off so much sometimes, but I had a happy childhood. Before the doubts hit, and I started feeling like a weed in their rose garden, everything had been perfect.


  Even now I sometimes wish I could go back. Back in time, I guess.


  The sounds drifting from Amber’s bedroom reach a high pitch. I almost choke on my juice when a very loud moan reaches my ears. Heat climbs up my neck.


  I tug the turtleneck of my sweater higher and lean back against the counter. I wiggle my toes in my pink monster slippers and pretend I can’t hear them.


  Amber and Jesse Lee. Going at it like bunnies on acid. Not uncommon in our little apartment, and despite having left behind my conservative upbringing, the noise they make always gets me all flustered.


  Hey, a girl can’t help herself, okay? Especially since Jesse Lee is kinda hot. Kinda lots of hot. Five chilies.


  Okay, not five, if I want to be honest. No, that number is reserved for another boy who works at the same tattoo shop, Damage Control, one with messy blue hair and laughing blue eyes, and a body that looks like it was chiseled from stone and polished to perfection…


  But let’s not go there, okay? Because said blue-haired boy isn’t interested in me.


  And hey, it’s okay. Even if he was, he is totally not my type. A funny boy, all sunshine and laughter, easy-going and confident. He’s too perfect. Too beautiful. Untouchable. I’m more into broody, tragic types, like the ones in the romance novels I read on my phone on nights I can’t sleep—like tonight.


  Besides, I need to figure out my life, and I don’t need more complications.


  We could have some fun, though. If he were interested. I’d love to be introduced to his muscular body, do some hands-on mapping of his chest and shoulders, with optional excursions to the areas below his waist.


  But he isn’t interested, as I mentioned before. I put my glass in the sink and check my hot pink nails, wiggling my fingers. He hasn’t even let me read his palm yet. Or the cards. And he’s been avoiding me ever since I asked him about it.


  I get it, okay? Not everyone is obsessed with palmistry and card reading like I am. I don’t even know why I am so hell-bent on finding out what the future holds. It’s as if knowing will allow me to shape it, and it doesn’t work that way. I think.


  Dreaming of the future and living it are two different things, and I know that. I know the cards won’t magically show me what I need, what I feel is missing from my life. But I am hunting for clues, okay? Trying to figure myself out, and the fact he refuses flat-out to let me do the same with him… it bothers me.


  It’s like a black spot on the sun. It doesn’t fit with who Ocean is. I want to grab Windex and clean it off.


  I slide down on the carpet and turn on the TV—loud, to drown out the banging of a headboard against the wall and Amber moaning. It’s the middle of a movie, and there is a group of friends dancing in a night club.


  Dancing. Music. That would be nice. I bend over my spread of tarot cards and flip another. The Chariot. What did this one symbolize?


  Something about control over one’s emotions. Taking control.


  I glance back at the TV, at the people dancing, then lift the card from the carpet. It looks like a sign.


  Tomorrow I’ll call Ev and go out, and forget for a while about my family, about my irrational fear of the future and about Ocean.


  ***


  Evangeline, Ev, meets me at a café near campus for lunch. I haven’t seen her in almost a week, which feels like a year, and I’m excited about Damage Control gossip. That tattoo shop is like a hub of cosmic energy, the epicenter of karmic rays.


  Okay, actually it’s a heart-throb hotspot. Even if most guys working there are taken, and Ocean’s not interested, there is Ev’s hot brother, and Dakota’s millions of cousins, and Jesse’s sexy roommates and God knows who else, all of them passing through the shop from time to time and leaving the female population drooling in the aftermath.


  Plus, I get to hear stories about the boys of the shop, first-hand, and I really want to know the details about Shane and Cassie. After all, I feel a bit responsible. At Zane’s wedding, I did tell them things that may have forced things a little.


  What was I to do? Their feelings for each other were clear to see. I didn’t think it might hurt to tell them about it. Knowing they ended up together is not a big surprise, but I want to know Shane is okay. He went through a lot, and his story tugs on my heartstrings.


  Even if Ocean is hotter.


  Okay, seriously? I shake my head at myself as I enter the coffee shop, scanning the tables for Ev and pulling out my phone to call her. Dark spot or not, muscular chest or not, I should forget about Ocean. Stop obsessing. It’s not healthy. So those boys are hot. So what?


  You didn’t obsess like this about Jesse, a traitorous little voice in the back of my mind quips as I spot Ev and shove my phone back into my purse. Or Shane. Or anyone else but Ocean.


  It’s the name, I tell myself firmly. And the blue hair. The colors. So many colors, from the blue of his hair and eyes to the caramel freckles on his nose to the red coloring his cheekbones when he gets excited about something.


  I don’t think there was enough color in my life growing up. Not enough craziness. It’s what I missed back at home. Maybe that’s why I feel so drawn to Ocean, with his crazy hair and easy laughter. Another rebel, like me. Another person trying to break loose of conventions and be his own self.


  A very handsome self, too. Yeah, that doesn’t hurt at all.


  “Hey, Kay!” Ev gets up from her seat to hug me, and I inhale the familiar sweet scent of her shampoo and the floral softener of her sweater. “I got you the burger you like.”


  “Chipotle barbecue sauce? You didn’t.”


  She pulls back and waggles her brows. “Sure did! I know you like it hot.”


  “You little minx, you.” I laugh as I settle in my chair and hang my purse on the backrest. “You like it hot, too, admit it.”


  “Maybe.” She bats her lashes at me. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”


  A brief flash of her with Micah hits me, kissing against a wall like I have seen them do many times, and another flash follows on its heels, of Ocean pressing his tall, muscular body against me, brushing his mouth over mine—


  “I’m famished.” I duck my head to hide the color rising to my face and grab a fry from my plate. “Mm, these are good.”


  “You’re blushing.”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “You absolutely are. What’s going on here? Who’s the lucky guy?”


  “No fucking clue what you’re talking about.”


  “The guy you had hot sex with.”


  “You mean the hero in the latest novel I read? He’s tall, dark, sexy—and very imaginary.”


  She lifts a brow as she gathers up her burger and eyes it, as if trying to decide the best angle from which to dive in. “Is that so? Then why are you uncomfortable?”


  “I’m not uncomfortable.”


  “Yes, you are. You were never uncomfortable when talking about sex before.”


  “We aren’t talking about sex. We’re talking about food.”


  “Yeah, whatevs.” She makes a face at me with her mouth full. “Wawawa fla—”


  “English, please.” I stuff a fry into my mouth and chew thoughtfully, trying to suppress a laugh.


  She swallows, crosses her eyes and sticks her tongue out. “Whatever floats your boat, baby girl.”


  “So what’s up?”


  “I thought you didn’t want any details about my sex life.”


  “Very funny.” Sighing dramatically, I take a bite from my burger. Mmm. “I regret to inform you that your sex life isn’t among my top interests right now. I do get a live show every night with Amber and Jesse, after all. Too much of the same can get boring.”


  She shakes her head. “Gotcha. Too much virtual sex.”


  Right. ‘Virtual’ being the operative word here. “How’s your brother?”


  Her brows shoot up to her hairline. “You have the hots for my brother?”


  “You make it sound like a disease. Let’s just say he’s not bad-looking. Hey, don’t look at me like that. It’s not the first time I asked you about him.”


  “Joel is… sort of taken.”


  “Is that the same as sort of pregnant?”


  Ev giggles. “No, but he’s been in love with this girl for ages, and she just never seems to notice. Poor guy.”


  “Hm. So I’ll strike Joel off my list, then.”


  “What list is that?”


  “The list of guys whose fortune I want to read.”


  “Is that a code word for sex?”


  “No.” I poke at a fry. Yes? Maybe? “What about Ocean’s brother?”


  “What about him?”


  “Has he ever been around? I bet he’s hot, too.”


  “I don’t think he’s been around, no—and a good thing, too, because the few times Ocean mentioned his name, he sounded upset with him.”


  “He did?” Huh. I’ve never seen Ocean upset. Like, ever. He’s always smiling and laughing and cracking jokes. Filing that information to poke at later, I push my plate away. “What about Jesse’s roommates? They’re just so—”


  “Kay.” Ev puts down her half-eaten burger and nails me with her gaze. “What’s going on?”


  “Nothing.” Only I can lie to Ev even worse than I can lie to myself. “I’m just in a strange funk. Maybe I need to get out, hit the bars tonight.”


  “Tonight?”


  “Yeah.” I make puppy eyes at her. “Will you come? Pretty please with sugar on top and ice cream in the middle?”


  She laughs. “God, let me check with Micah, okay? One sec.”


  She pulls out her cell to text Micah, and I chew absently on another fry. Man, she and Micah are practically married, if she needs to check with him about going out on a Friday night. It makes me a bit uneasy, and I think of my sister and the douchebag she calls her fiancé.


  But Ev is happy. Maybe being married is not so bad after all? Is it possible? After leaving home, I swore to never ever consider marriage, and I’m not. Like, ever. Or love. I never even knew there were happily married couples out there in the world.


  Not that there’s any reason to worry about that. I’ve been living in Madison for two years, and I haven’t even had a steady boyfriend. And by that I mean that despite my awesome sass, I haven’t even—


  “All set.” Ev waves her phone in my face, so close all I see is blurry lines. “It’s a go.”


  “Girls’ night out! Woohoo!” A grin splits my face. “I might even convince Amber to unglue herself from Jesse’s hot body for a few hours and join us.”


  “You mean Micah can’t come?” Ev’s face falls a little.


  Aw hell. “Sure he can. And his friends.” Wait a minute, this is an amazing idea. “Ask the Damage Boyz if they want to join us.”


  “I’ll ask.”


  I rub my hands together and cackle like a demented old woman, my family and the future forgotten. It’s a plan. If Ocean comes, I could rope him into having his palm read at long last.


  And other parts of him. I mean, did you know that the snake is the mark of the Damage Boyz. All five of them have it—Micah, Jesse, Seth, Shane and Ocean. I wonder on what part of his body he had it inked…


  Damn, I want to see his snake.


  “Hey, Kay…”


  “Hm?” I blink, refocusing on the present. “What?”


  “Can you read the future in my fries? I want to know if Micah is thinking of proposing…”


  “Proposing?” I blink again. What… oh. Oh! All right! “Anything for you, girl. Does that mean maybe that,” I wink, “there’s a bun in the oven? Are you hiding something under that long sweater of yours?”


  “Kay!” She snickers. “No. You’d be the first to know. And you’d be making my wedding gown, so you wouldn’t miss it if I was.”


  “Okay then. Just FYI, I’m dying to be an auntie. You’d better get hitched soon and make some babies for me to play with.”


  Those fries had better give us good news.


  ***


  “How about this?” a disembodied voice asks from behind me, and I jump three feet into the air, scattering my nail polish bottles on the bed. Thank God they’re all still closed.


  “Amber, shit. You scared the living crap out of me.”


  “Sorry.” She looks like a deer in headlights, blue eyes huge in her pale face. “I just wanted your opinion on my outfit.” She gives her short dress a hard tug.


  “Girl, stop that, you’ll destroy your dress. You look amazing.” She does, too. With her dark hair loose and all those luscious curves in all the right places, she’s smoking hot in her short blue dress. “And you know it.”


  “I don’t.” She squirms. She’s too much fun to tease. She’s shy and hates going out, hates crowds and noise. I’m touched that she said yes to my invitation tonight without a second thought.


  Then again, she has changed quite a bit since she met Jesse. He draws her out of her shell and has made her believe in herself. Made her happy.


  “Warning,” I say. “Jesse will be drooling all over you. Just FYI.”


  Amber laughs breathlessly. “Shut up.”


  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you! You’d better pack some tissues to wipe his chin just in case.”


  She sits beside me on the bed and starts gathering the nail polish bottles. “You’re a crazy woman.”


  “But you love me, right? As much as you love Jesse?”


  She pats my arm. “I do.”


  Yeah right. Grinning, I pick up a metallic fuchsia polish.


  I like Jesse. Aside from how handsome he is, he is sweet, and he’s my hero for putting that smile on Amber’s face and that confidence in her eyes. Every girl should date a man who’d put her above all others, cherish every second with her and tell her she’s the only woman in the world for him.


  Why am I sighing again? It’s like a disease. Did I catch it from Ev?


  I’m not pining for any man, or for love. I’m perfectly fine, trying to figure out what I want. Working toward becoming an independent artist with a circle of really cool friends. Forming a new family, one that understands me.


  So why do I have this feeling something big is missing from the picture? I think of Ev and her talk of marriage and children, and my chest constricts.


  And then Ocean’s face flashes through my mind, which is really random. He’s handsome, sure, we’ve covered that topic. But being pretty isn’t a factor in the equation.


  In fact, there is no such equation at all. I’ve seen how much my parents’ marriage sucks. Two people stuck together day after day, tolerating each other for society’s sake, pretending to be happy.


  And deep inside… Deep inside, I realize, I expect every relationship to fail. I watch breathlessly as my friends around me fall in love and move in together and make plans, and I brace myself.


  For the moment when it all comes crashing down.


  Chapter Two


  Ocean


  “Come on, cuz,” Seth’s voice is booming from the cubicle next to mine, mingling with the noise of tattoo guns and the background music of the shop. “We haven’t gone out together in ages. It’ll be fun.”


  A grunt, then Shane asks, “At what time?”


  “What’s the matter, stayed up all night? Girlfriend wore you out?” Seth makes kissy noises. “Oh, yeah, babe, harder. Oh, Shane—”


  “Shut up, Seffers.”


  But Seth is snickering like a jackass.


  I shake my head as I snap on my rubber gloves and get ready for my next customer.


  “Ocean had better come,” I hear Micah call from his cubicle. “We are all going. No excuses. Ocean, hear that?”


  “Hear what?” I check my tattoo gun, pick a new 0.30-mm needle and install it, then use the nipple to secure it.


  I love that name for the little grommet, and no, I didn’t make it up, but I always grin when I think about it.


  “You’re coming tonight. Nine o’clock.”


  “Yeah? Where to?”


  “Halo, of course. To start with.”


  “How fucking original.”


  Micah sticks his ugly mug inside my cubicle and waggles his brows. “Guess who’s the mastermind behind tonight’s outing?”


  “Oh gee, lemme guess.” I pretend to think as I check my inks. “You?”


  “Try again.” Micah scrubs a hand through his blond hair, leaving it standing up in spikes. “It’s someone pretty. Someone you like.”


  “Shit. If I organized this myself, then why can’t I remember?”


  “Moron.” Micah gives me the finger and steps away. “It was Kayla, Amber’s roommate. You know, the cute one who always wants to read people’s horoscopes and stuff?”


  As if I don’t know who she is.


  I know perfectly well.


  She hangs out with us sometimes, and I really dig the way she laughs, and the crazy colors she sports, from her hair to her clothes to her nail polish. She’s like a rainbow, and the thought of being near her is both exciting and nerve-wracking.


  Which is weird. I don’t get all twisted up over chicks. I’m not shy, and the only reason my dick hasn’t seen any real action lately is work and family stress.


  There’s something about Kayla, though, and I can’t decide if it’s her weird hobby of telling people’s fortunes or the fact she is kinda cute. Kinda hot, in fact. Long legs, a great rack and a pretty face. Her mouth is like candy. I wanna lick it and taste it.


  And dammit, now I’m hard. So not good with a customer about to walk in. So not good when it’s about Kayla, a sweet girl and good friend of my friends.


  Shit.


  She’d never want me, riffraff from a family wreckage washed up on the shore of Madison, a ghost with a hidden past who’s about to pull a fucking disappearing act. I shouldn’t be thinking about her. She deserves better.


  I mean, that’s easy. Anyone’s a better catch than me.


  ***


  It’s late by the time I finish with my last customer. I tidy up my station, check that nobody is around to see me and then sit on my stool for a damn long moment, rubbing my hands over my face.


  So tired. It comes with living two lives, I guess, as far apart from each other as the sun and the moon. One is like a dream, happy and free and fucking good, and the other… the other is a nightmare.


  On top of that, it’s time I checked on my little brother, see how he’s doing, and oh boy, I can’t wait for his warm welcome.


  I’m not giving up, though. I will get through to him somehow. Someday he will forgive me, and everything will be fucking okay again. As okay as it can be. I’m not delusional. But my patience, and my hope and my goddamn sanity are reaching a breaking point.


  It’s been years. And Mom’s getting worse…


  Pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes, I hop off the stool and turn to go, only to stop short.


  Someone is standing at the door of my cubicle, arms folded over a broad chest, dark hair standing in spikes.


  Seth.


  Damn. I could have sworn everyone was gone and that I was the only person left in the shop. To be honest, I’ve been kinda avoiding him. I have this suspicion that he wants to talk to me, and man, that’s the last thing I want.


  “What are you doing here?” I grab my wallet from the counter, stuff it in my back pocket. “I thought you left with Shane.”


  “I’m your Ghost of Christmas Past,” Seth says, one dark brow raised. “I’ve come to collect your debts and spank your ass.”


  I shake my head and run a hand through my hair. “That didn’t really rhyme. And I didn’t know you swung that way.”


  “I only swing in the breeze on nudist beaches.” Seth leans over my counter, prods at a snow globe of New York a customer left me once. “Hm.”


  “Is there a reason for this unusual form of sexual harassment at my work place?”


  “We could move it elsewhere if you like. To Halo, for instance.”


  “What, you mean to say you waited here for me, lurking in the shadows of the shop, to drag me off to party? Not that it’s shady, stalkerish behavior or anything.”


  “I dunno.” He shrugs. “Micah said you sometimes drive off on Friday evenings, not telling anyone where you vanish to, and I decided to make sure it won’t happen tonight. I need to talk to you.”


  There you go. Thank God Micah hasn’t told him where I go on the weekends. He’s the only one here who knows. “Anything special about tonight that I’m not supposed to miss?”


  “Want me to invent something? Do you need an excuse to have a drink with us?”


  “Fuck you, Seth.”


  He grins widely. “Who’s doing the sexual harassing now?”


  “Jesus.” I grab my jacket. “Let’s go, shall we?”


  “I thought you’d never ask.” Seth makes a show of linking our arms together, and I’d punch him if not for the fact I’m scared of injuring him. One of his shoulders was dislocated so many times it may need surgery if hurt again, and I can’t even remember how many bones he has broken over the past year.


  So I endure, and let him drag me out to my pickup truck, an old, rusty Chevy. We climb inside and head off to Halo. He hums to himself, tapping a rhythm on his leg, a serious expression on his face, and I accelerate, hoping to reach our destination before he asks me whatever it is that’s been on his mind.


  “Look,” Seth says, and I know it’s too fucking late, the interrogation is about to start, “I know it’s none of my fucking business, but—”


  Something slams into us from behind, throwing us forward in our seatbelts. The wheel jerks under my hands, and I struggle to control it.


  “Oh fuck.” Seth groans, gripping the dashboard. “Not again.”


  But I end up straightening the car, and nobody’s hurt, although Seth’s face is white as a sheet. Thankfully the street in front of us is empty, but by the time I manage to park the pickup at the curb and glance in the side mirrors, whoever slammed into us is long gone.


  ***


  “Someone rammed you from behind? Are you fucking kidding me?” Micah glances from me to Seth and back, eyes wide, and his grin turns into a grimace. “You’re not kidding me, are you? Jesus Christ.”


  We head inside Halo, and I’m glad when Micah slings an arm around Seth’s shoulders, because the guy is still kinda shaky. After everything that went down this past year, it’s no wonder. He seems to draw violence and accidents to him like a flame does to moths.


  “Are you guys okay?” Micah says and lifts his other hand to wave at someone. Shane approaches, a dark frown on his face, Cassie by his side.


  “What the fuck’s going on here?” he demands. “What happened?”


  “Just an accident,” I mutter, “and we’re fi—”


  “Is Seth okay?”


  “Seth!” A slight, dark-haired girl dives on Seth, hugging him tightly, forcing Micah to let him go. That’d be his girlfriend, Manon. “What happened? Did you hurt yourself? Are you all right?”


  Amused, I watch as she proceeds to check him from head to toe even as he protests he’s fine.


  Amused and somewhat wistful. Can’t remember the last time a woman cared about how I am, last time a woman was worried about me. Mom sure as hell never did.


  Dammit. Why am I thinking of this now? I turn away, trying to compose myself. What’s this strange weight on my chest? Don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me these days.


  Tired, I tell myself again. Just tired. For too many damn reasons to count.


  “Did you check the damage to your truck?” Micah asks, and it takes me a moment to realize he’s talking to me. “How bad is it?”


  “Bumper’s dented. Can’t tell what else is wrong.” Fuck, I need to put my game face on. Rubbing a hand over my aching ribs, I take a deep breath and turn back toward the guys. “I’ll check it tomorrow when the light’s good.”


  Shit, I really hope there’s no major damage. I guess I should call my insurance company. I can barely afford the old truck as it is, and dammit, I need it running.


  “I may be bruised in other places, you know,” Seth is saying, holding his girl to him so tight their bodies mesh into one, but I can see the flush on her face as he goes on. “You should give me a full-body check.”


  “Seth, you jerk, I’m serious.” She wraps her arms around his neck.


  “So am I.”


  Looks like Seth is fully distracted. He probably won’t be staying late tonight. Thank fuck he’s off my case. I could use a break right about now.


  “Come on, first round’s on me,” Micah says, and yeah, this sounds more like it.


  Get drunk off my ass. Forget about chicks and dirty sex. Brain has to switch off or implode.


  I follow him through the familiar din and low lights of the bar to the back, to our usual table. People jostle me on the way, and Christ, my ribs ache. I remember the seatbelt digging into my flesh from the impact of the collision. I trace the outline from my shoulder across my chest and fucking ow.


  Awesome. This will take more alcohol than initially thought.


  As Micah heads off to the bar to get our drinks, I take in the table. There is Jesse and Amber in deep discussion, heads bent together. Cassie, who’s sitting with Ev and Kayla, waves at me.


  “You’re late!” Kayla shouts over the music and the noise, a huge smile splitting her face. “Come sit with us.”


  She pats the empty chair beside her, and I hesitate.


  Never hesitated before. But then I grin at her and see the light in her eyes brighten. “Hey, Kay.”


  “Hey yourself. What’s up?”


  I shrug. “Nothing new.”


  “Come on, Mr. Storm, what’s with the long face? Need me to tickle your ribs for you to crack a smile, or aren’t you happy to see me?”


  “’Course I’m happy.”


  She smiles at me and my grin widens, like her smile is some sort of weird drug. A pretty dose of Xanax, packaged in a pretty face and a hot, curvy body.


  “We’re talking about the Fast and Furious movies,” she says. “You like those, right? Come on. I know you have an opinion about the visual effects.”


  “Yeah.” I do like those movies, because of a past I can’t put behind me, but right now I can’t help glancing from her soft mouth to her tits and back.


  Jesus, Ocean. Get a grip.


  But my dick is rock hard and throbbing. A sudden visual of kissing Kayla, grinding my hard-on against her hits me like a bullet, and I jerk guiltily.


  No, goddammit. This is the mother of all bad ideas. Counting in my head backward from one hundred, I will my hard-on to subside.


  To buy myself time, I pull off my jacket and drape it on the back of the chair. Shane, Seth and Manon arrive and settle around the table, looking kinda grim, and I wonder if Seth is really okay or if he’s downplaying an injury he hasn’t told anyone about.


  He’s good at hiding such things. After all the broken bones and dislocated joints and surgery he’s been through in the past year, I really fucking hope he hasn’t suffered anything serious this time.


  He seems all right, though. He winks at Manon, snickers at something Shane says. Relief washes through me.


  The whole gang is here. It’s good to see them, and normally I’d be the one dragging them out to have fun on a Friday night, not the other way round.


  Need to get my shit together.


  Problem is, with Kayla perched right beside me, still chatting excitedly with Ev and Cassie about movies, her fruity scent invading my senses and her laughter filling my ears, it’s hard.


  To get my shit together, that is. But that’s not the only thing that’s getting harder and harder.


  Licking my lips, I clasp my hands on the table in front of me. Then I turn around to check whether Micah is coming back with those drinks. I exhale and find myself fidgeting, my eyes straying back to Kayla.


  She’s like an exotic bird, full of colors. The lime green top she’s wearing clings to her perfect tits in a damn distracting way, and with those big gray eyes, the huge glittering earrings and the cherry lipstick, she’s like a fruity shot to my dick.


  She’s waving her small hand, and there’s a pink plastic ring on her middle finger. As she shifts on her seat, I catch a glimpse of pale skin between her top and her purple skirt.


  My mouth has gone dry. Forget about losing my hard-on. No fucking way. My dick is a steel rod in my pants, aching and twitching.


  Christ.


  Micah arrives with the beers, and I snatch mine and swallow half of it in one go. Man, I needed that. He says something and I nod, not really listening, because she’s leaning over the table, pressing those pretty tits into its surface, her cleavage pulling down until I can see the pale mound of flesh.


  Snagging my attention, sucking all the air out of the room, leaving me gasping.


  Shit.


  This is a girl I shouldn’t be fantasizing about. She’s never even checked me out or showed any interest in touching me beyond reading my palm.


  Maybe I should let her tell me my fortune. Tell me how fucked up I am, as if I didn’t know.


  Or maybe I just need to get hammered until I forget my own name, then grab a random chick and bang her in the darkness to get the need out of my system.


  It’s this bone-deep exhaustion, I tell myself, this hopelessness that’s been dogging my steps lately.


  It’s that I’ve gone too fucking long without a good fuck, without some goddamn relief, and tonight looks like the perfect opportunity to get some.


  ***


  Some beers later, I’m getting there—to that Zen-like twilight zone where the crap life likes to chuck at me makes no impact, where everything is a little bit brighter and responsibilities feel a little bit lighter resting on my shoulders.


  Plus, the chicks have moved to the dance floor, and without Kayla keeping a hold on my attention with her warm energy and hot curves, I might be able to see what else the bar has to offer. Time to set in motion part two of tonight’s plan.


  Micah’s talking to Jesse, who’s pretending to listen but is instead staring fixedly in the direction of the dance floor, where presumably Amber is, while Seth’s whispering something to Shane who’s nodding and sipping at his dark beer, his gaze faraway.


  Probably thinking of his own girl, Cassie.


  What a pussy-whipped group we are. Not that I care. Not as long as the guys seem happy, and they do.


  That’s all that matters.


  Now if only I could make my dick happy tonight, too…


  I glance around, squinting in the dim lights. I normally don’t screw girls in Halo, although it’s where we hang out most of the time, and I keep telling myself it’s because it feels kinda weird when everyone else in our little gang is practically married.


  Then again, when have I ever cared about that—about what others thought about me?


  An image of Kayla’s brightly-colored mouth and bright eyes flashes through my mind, and I shake my head to clear it.


  What the fuck, right? She’s not even my type. Whatever my type is. Eager and easily forgotten, I guess. And yeah, I know what that says about me.


  So what? Nothing new there. I’m bad news. A douchebag. An uncaring asshole. Just ask my brother. He’ll tell you all about it. Not like I have a girlfriend who will give a damn or anything.


  There’s nobody, in fact, who would give a damn.


  Suddenly pissed at the world—the past, the present and the dimness of the future—I push to my feet and lurch off, my beer clutched in one hand.


  Pussy quest. Here, pussy, pussy…


  I snicker as I stagger toward the bar. Yeah, I’m wasted. How the fuck did that happen with just a couple of beers?


  Probably because my stomach’s emptier than my bank account. It rumbles as I head to the back of Halo, taking another swig from my bottle.


  Leaning against the bar, I wave at the bartender for another beer, when I spot two tall girls swaying to the music, laughing and singing along. It’s a remake of “Cherry Bomb” by Joan Jett, I realize, and scratch absently at the tattoo on the inside of my arm.


  Livvy liked rock music much more than I. She’d probably be pissed as all hell to hear this pop version of one of her favorite songs.


  Jesus. This is fucked-up. The thought of her is starting to leach the buzz from my system. Thank fuck the bartender slides another bottle in front of me. Right on time.


  Or maybe too late. I’m not in the mood anymore, not able to let go. The latest argument with my brother over the phone echoes inside my skull, Mom’s empty expression fills my mind, and the anniversary of the accident is coming up.


  Four years.


  Four years of guilt and regret.


  So screw the chicks, screw tonight. I prepare to ask the bartender for something stronger, something that will hopefully knock me out for good, when someone taps me on the shoulder.


  Turning, I find Jesse Lee and Amber. “What’s up, man?”


  “We’re gonna blow this joint,” he says, squeezing Amber’s hand in his. “It’s been a long day for both of us. Would you take Kayla home?”


  “Me?” I blink at him, confused. “You going to your place with the three jackasses?”


  “Nope. I’ve moved out already, didn’t you hear? We found someone to take my room, and she moved in yesterday.”


  “No, I didn’t hear.” Then again, I haven’t pulled my head out of my ass nearly long enough to ask how everyone is doing in a while.


  “Yeah. It’s a madhouse in there right now. Plus a friend of Travis has been crashing on the sofa for the past two weeks, and there’s no fucking privacy. We’re going to a hotel for the night. We have an anniversary to celebrate.”


  Anniversary? Of what?


  But Jesse’s still talking. “I wouldn’t have asked you this otherwise.” He scratches the back of his head. “It’s just that Kay seems tipsy, and we don’t wanna leave her all alone.”


  “She’s totally shitfaced,” Amber says, her expression a cross between anger and worry. “Don’t know what she’s trying to prove.”


  Dammit. “How about you ask somebody else?”


  “Don’t be such a jackass. You’re the one she asked for.” Jesse thumps my back and turns to go.


  “She asked for me? You serious?”


  “Just take her home, make sure she’s all right, yeah?” Jesse harrumphs as he dumps a coat and a small purse on my lap and then tugs Amber away. “And keep your fucking hands to yourself.”


  “Go to hell, J.” I watch them go, then I grab the coat and purse, hop off my stool and stride toward the dance floor and Kayla, every last trace of the buzz I had going vanishing. “Me? I’m already there. Been there for years. Lemme tell you, it sucks.”


  And yeah, I know muttering to myself isn’t a good sign, not with my family history. Then again, who the fuck cares?


  Nobody, that’s who. Nobody ever has, and nobody ever will, and that’s both the blessing and the curse of my mad world.


  ***


  My dark mood doesn’t improve as I wade through the dancing crowd, looking for Kayla. The more I think about it, the more it sounds like a joke. Jesse must have seen me staring at her earlier. Should have known better than to let myself react to her presence, let anything show. Problem is, my control is not so good these days.


  And I still don’t know why my body reacts to her like that, shattering my control.


  It’s a passing thing, I decide as I push off a brunette who has started dancing with me even though I’m still searching for Kayla. Has to be. I just need to blow off steam. A good fuck and I’ll be good as new. I won’t get hard every time she’s around.


  In fact, after this prank, I’m pretty fucking sure I’m cured of the strange affliction. Screw you, J. Screw this shit.


  Dammit, where is that chick? And where is everyone else? Did everyone run back home to fuck like bunnies, leaving me to babysit Kayla?


  And shouldn’t I be more pissed off about it?


  I stop to dislodge a girl who’s plastered herself to my side—right against my bruised ribs, goddammit.


  It strikes me, then, how ironic this is. This is what I came for, to grab a chick and have some fun. Instead, I’m pushing chicks off me to take Kayla home so she can sleep off her intoxication.


  Yet for some reason my mouth twitches.


  Man, I’m obviously drunker than I thought. And an idiot—because why didn’t I grab Jesse and yell in his face that I’m not doing this? Or go look for Seth or Shane or the other girls to tell them I’m outta here?


  Shaking my head, I scan the dancers until the strobing lights hit a glittering green top and huge earrings.


  The almost smile that’s been tugging at my lips spreads. Why the fuck am I grinning as I push through sweaty bodies to reach her?


  I stop.


  She’s dancing alone—and with everyone. Her dark hair is flying around her face, the white-blond highlights catching the light as she lifts her arms and twirls. With her eyes closed, her cheeks flushed, she’s…


  Jeez. I rub a hand over my face and tell my body to stop acting like a dog with a bone. Boner. Ugh.


  Time to drive her home, tuck her into bed and return to my own apartment, have some quality time with my right hand under the shower.


  It’s getting way too common lately. Way too lonely.


  Yeah, it’s really time to go.
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