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			Praise for Bal Khabra

			“A blend of heart, heat, and high-stakes competition, Revolve is a must-read for sports romance lovers. It will make you believe in second chances, on and off the ice.”

			—Elle Kennedy, New York Times bestselling author of the Off-Campus series

			“Bal Khabra is a master of banter, swoon, and lovable characters. I dare you to try and read one of her novels in more than one sitting—they’re simply unputdownable.”

			—Hannah Bonam-Young, New York Times bestselling author of People Watching

			“Spiral is fake-dating goodness filled with delicious tension and overwhelming tenderness. These two had me kicking my feet.”

			—Lana Ferguson, USA Today bestselling author of Overruled

			“Charming and brilliant! Bal Khabra’s Collide, equal parts spicy and sweet, shines above the rest. Khabra seamlessly weaves her whip-smart banter, captivating cast of characters, and laugh-out-loud humor into an endearing, timeless love story. Readers will cheer for Aiden and Summer from the first page and think of them long after the end.”

			—Peyton Corinne, USA Today bestselling author of Unbound

			“Sexy and swoony, Aiden is a perfect book boyfriend.”

			—Avery Keelan, author of Offside, on Collide

			“[Eli and Sage] are constantly switching between selves—the confident professional, the traumatized child, the teasing friend—and the book’s emotional journey lies in finding where their real, solid truths lie.”

			—The New York Times on Spiral

			“Khabra’s skillful portrayal of her characters’ personal struggles and their growing bond makes for an engaging read that goes beyond the typical sports romance formula. Thanks to its well-paced narrative and ample steamy moments, readers will find themselves engrossed in this hockey-meets-ballet romance.”
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			Author’s Note

			
				Dear reader,

				Welcome back to Dalton University. We’ve got one last semester here, and although it feels bittersweet stepping into the final one, I couldn’t be more grateful that this is where we ended up.

				While writing Kian and Scarlett’s story, I made it a point to savor each step of the process, to add in tiny details and moments that so many of you have been here for since Collide. There’s a comfort in knowing you have found a safe space inside a world that I dreamed up.

				We all know Kian as the fun, chaotic one, so when I started writing his story, I thought I knew exactly what it would be. But beneath all that was a vulnerability, and like so many of us, he was yearning to be seen by the right person. This story still has the same banter, chemistry, and heat you’ve come to expect, but it also touches on themes that may be difficult for some readers. I encourage you to honor your boundaries and read with care.

				This is the final book in the series, but it will always be a home for you to come back to, with the door wide open.

				All my love,

				Bal
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			One

			Scarlett

			I’m going to prison.

			Not because I’ve done anything illegal, but because I finally found him.

			It has been exactly seven years and thirty-two days since I last saw Victor Hall, my biological father. I still remember the way his eyes lingered on me as the bailiff dragged him away in handcuffs after my testimony, a memory I’ve tried desperately to erase. And then, out of nowhere, I got the call.

			I play the voicemail for the third time since I woke up.

			“Hello, this is Risa calling from MCI-Norfolk. We received your request to visit an inmate at this facility. Due to high call and visitation volumes, our system is currently delayed. We are reviewing your request and will contact you as soon as your visit is scheduled. Thank you for your patience—”

			“How’s my Rosie girl today?” The voice sneaks up behind me, steady and familiar. Safe.

			I quickly slide my phone back into my jacket pocket. A dark, guilty pit twists in my stomach as my dad passes by, brushing a gentle kiss on the crown of my head. He’s wearing his royal blue windbreaker, Coach printed across the back.

			Shane Kilner is the best hockey coach Dalton University has ever seen, leading our school to the most Frozen Four and ECAC victories in the country.

			But more than that, he’s my dad. Well, stepdad, if we’re talking real titles.

			Seven years ago, my mom breathed her first sigh of relief after seeing her husband—my biological dad—behind bars. She spent the next year finding herself again. It helped that Shane had always been there for her. They’d known each other since high school and had reconnected, and it was on their wedding day five years ago that he asked if he could adopt me.

			He’s been Dad ever since. I’ve always been his Rosie.

			“Alive,” I mutter, still tired from staying up late to organize my dorm. I even set up my mini Christmas tree, complete with ornaments and a star tree topper.

			I’m rooming with my best friend and Dalton’s top figure skater, Sierra Romanova. Last year, she got injured during a competition, and her recovery was long and grueling. I took the year away from campus, doing my classes online so I could stay by her side in the hospital.

			Now we’re finally back, and not even the grimy communal showers of Iona House can stop us from making this year better than the last.

			The back door creaks open, and my mom walks in after her morning run. Dad’s already waiting with her coffee poured, like he somehow knows the exact second she’ll step through the door.

			He doesn’t waste a second pulling her into his arms. “I’m all sweaty, Shane!” she complains.

			“When have I ever cared?” he murmurs in her ear.

			The giggle that bubbles out of her makes a smile stretch on my face. My mom was never a morning person. When I was younger, our mornings were quiet and tense, a rush to get dressed and slip out before Victor woke up and another fight began.

			So even though it’s in front of me now, I didn’t grow up with this. I grew up with the hard truth that people who say they love you can also hurt you the most.

			“Excited for your first day as a senior, anak?” My mom makes her way over to me, pressing a kiss to my forehead and rubbing her thumbs over my ears before she sits on the stool beside me.

			Marielle Dionio-Kilner is a cool mom. She was the prodigal art student at every school she attended, from the Philippines to America, getting interest from magazines and art studios as early as age twelve. Then, at twenty, she met Victor Hall, the wide receiver for their college football team.

			That’s the year their lives unraveled. My mom got pregnant with me, Victor ruptured his Achilles tendon just days before the NFL scouting combine. They were dealt pretty shitty cards, but I never felt it, not until she couldn’t hide it from me anymore.

			My mom takes a sip of her coffee and, like clockwork, slides her half-eaten pandesal toward me. I’m already reaching for the plate, anticipating her movements the way I always have.

			“Yup. I already started my readings, and I have two major assignments due this month before I can put in more hours at the shelter.” I’m officially a senior, which means this is my last chance. No more switching majors last-minute. No more hiding in hospital rooms to avoid coming back to campus and face the mess I’ve made.

			My mom’s expression twists with concern. “You should have fun, too, Scarlett.”

			“Your mom’s right. You’ll miss your college days,” my dad adds, sipping his coffee from the mug I got him one Christmas. It reads Best Dad Ever. No DNA Required.

			When I slip off my stool to wash my bowl in the sink, they’re both watching me. “I can have fun after I graduate. I’ll get to explore somewhere that isn’t Connecticut.” Even as the words leave my mouth, I hesitate.

			My parents weren’t exactly thrilled when I told them I wanted to leave after graduation. To them, it sounded like running away. To me, it felt like freedom, like finally giving myself an end date to everything here that hurts. Maybe that’s why I went a little wild those first two years of college, chasing distraction wherever I could find it. I don’t regret it, not all of it anyway. But Hartford holds too many ghosts. Every crosswalk, every streetlight has a memory carved into it. Even a trip to Costco feels like walking through the wreckage of what used to be.

			It’s not the memory of Victor getting frustrated with my mom and leaving us stranded in the middle of the store, forcing us to take a taxi home. It’s the good ones that hurt the most. The time I sat on his lap while he let me steer his truck around the empty parking lot. The afternoon I got a nosebleed, he spent the rest of the day with his cool hand pressed to my forehead.

			That little girl, who saw that version of Victor and believes he’s still capable of being that man, she’s the one who wants to see him again.

			“It’s not like you enjoy your first day back to coaching, Dad. I heard you complaining about the team last night.” I shoot him a knowing look.

			“That’s because I have to deal with a bunch of boys who have thought only of women and beer all summer.”

			I walk over to him, patting his arm. “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad. You still manage to get them to the Frozen Four.”

			“Except now my star seniors are gone, so I’m left with the rookies and two overgrown pieces of work who are full of surprises.”

			I’ve partied with most of his players, and not one of them knows I’m the coach’s daughter. It’s easy to keep that secret when no one can look at me and see him in my face, or when I go by my middle name instead of Kilner. No one asks questions, and I’ve never offered answers.

			I’ve built my own world at Dalton, and now I’m desperate to burn it down.

			Mom rubs a hand over Dad’s back. “You’re getting all worked up.”

			Coach Kilner—because when he’s like this, he’s all Division I NCAA hockey coach and less of my sweet, softhearted dad—takes a deep breath that looks more painful than relaxing. “I’m fine, mahal. Just one more semester,” he mutters, taking his keys from the bowl on the counter. “You want a ride to study group, Rosie?”

			My hand tightens around my phone, itching to call the prison back, but it’ll have to wait. I give my dad a stiff nod that makes him study me a moment longer, that familiar Coach Kilner scrutiny written all over his face. He doesn’t ask a single question, not even when I tell him to drop me at Porter’s.

			I’ve been coming here since I was sixteen, when my dad would stop by to celebrate with his team. I’d read in the staff room or take pictures in the photo booth. Now it’s become tradition.

			Inside Porter’s is the familiar hum of the neon sign flickering overhead and the low murmur of the barback stacking bottles behind the counter. Scott, the owner, waves when he spots me.

			“Another memory?” he asks.

			“First day of senior year,” I tell him. This photo booth is like my personal memory box—first day of high school, prom, last day of high school, first date, the list goes on.

			I slide onto the narrow bench and pull the curtain shut. After popping in a few coins, the three-second countdown blinks across the screen, and four flashes go off. The thing is old as hell, so it takes forever to print the pictures. As I wait, I scroll through my social media, seeing the pictures of move-in day for the new sorority sisters. I have so many memories in the Beta Phi house that I almost miss it. Almost.

			The picture falls out of the dispenser, and that’s when I notice the time on my phone.

			“Shit!” I shove the strip into my bag and bolt out the front door.

			I’m already ten minutes late for my study group. I hate being late. There’s so much that could go wrong when one thing is thrown off, and I really, really don’t like surprises.

		

	
		
			Two

			Kian

			I jump out of the bushes before she’s even had the chance to exit her car.

			The door to the gray Altima slams shut, and she steps out with folders upon folders, a laptop bag, and a mug of coffee. She has her phone wedged between her ear and shoulder as she talks.

			After our early hockey practice, I only had one goal in mind: to make sure my courses were still confirmed. A five-credit course isn’t handed to someone with my GPA. Getting it approved was a fluke. Athletes aren’t a priority, and those spots usually go to prospective grad students.

			“Ms. Lai!” I jump in front of my guidance counselor before I’ve thought this through.

			Dorris Lai shrieks so loud I cover my ears.

			Her coffee mug goes flying from her grip, the file folders she was juggling flutter to the wet ground, and her laptop bag slips from her shoulder and hits the concrete.

			I cringe at the irreparable sound that comes from the bag.

			She’s breathing hard, staring at the coffee splatters on her gray pants and fuzzy black sweater. “Mr. Ishida,” she says my name through clenched teeth. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

			Sometimes I wonder why she’s so averse to my presence, but then I recall freshman year. I was covered in shaving foam for a rush week challenge and I bumped into her while I was bolting down the sidewalk.

			I scratch the back of my neck, finally meeting her sharp glare.

			“I need to talk to you about my transcript.” I try to help her gather her stuff.

			“Don’t.” She takes a deep, deep breath. “Don’t touch anything.” Then she collects her papers and tosses the ones covered in rainwater and coffee into a nearby trash can. Then I follow her into her office.

			“I’ll take those to the dry cleaner for you,” I offer. “Or wash them by hand. I’m great at laundry. Ask Coach.”

			She sits at her desk, then gestures for me to take a seat. “That won’t be necessary. Are you here about your missing credits? I received all eight of your frantic emails from last week. I would have gotten back to you.”

			I slide onto her desk, but the look she gives me forces me to the plastic seat. “But I need to make sure I’ve secured my spot in Advanced Stats. I got an email that even if it was approved during course selections, it’s subject to change for priority students.”

			She raises a brow, typing on her computer. “That’s because it’s an advanced, senior-level course. It’s not an elective. There’s a reason it’s five credits.”

			“Exactly. Paired with my electives, it’s the exact amount I need to graduate.”

			“Mr. Ishida, you don’t need Advanced Stats. Your GPA is the minimum needed for hockey, and you’ve got a career ahead of you. There are many athletes who come through my office knowing they’re only here until they get called up.”

			I’m trying to understand why my academic adviser is advising against academics. It probably doesn’t help that my super-senior status doesn’t inspire confidence.

			Even at practice this morning, Coach Kilner ran us into the ground until we were nothing but sludge. I’m sure the man was hoping he’d be done with us last semester. But we had to rotate leadership, which means new captaincy and updating lines. Dylan Donovan, my best friend, got the majority vote, and he was not happy. He was even more pissed when he found out I voted for him. It was supposed to be a harmless joke.

			Dylan prefers to live by his own rules without having anyone follow. Now everyone is looking to him for leadership.

			Dorris stares back at me with an irritated look, but it’s nothing I haven’t seen before. “So you’re telling me I should just leave my degree incomplete, Dorris?”

			“You have that option, yes.”

			It might be the three classes I flunked in sophomore year, or the electives courses I never bothered to attend, but I was hoping for a little encouragement from the woman today.

			“I can’t do that. I need to finish my classes.” I need to graduate.

			I thought I was on track to do it, until we got our final transcripts last semester. The plan was that either Dylan and I got called up early to the NHL or we’d finish school before heading to the big show. But we only just got drafted to New York this summer, which means we still have until January to finish school. It hit me like a bag of bricks that I’d get to live my lifelong dream of playing professional hockey…only to lose my dad’s by not graduating before leaving Dalton.

			“You can still walk the stage, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she offers.

			That’s not what I’m worried about.

			Four years ago, I got the worst phone call of my life. My dad died, and I had to get on the next flight to Japan for the funeral. He’d been diagnosed with stage four lung cancer six months earlier, and no one told me.

			That whole year is a blur to me, and I’d rather it stay that way because I wasn’t myself. My friends noticed, but to everyone else I was coping excellently. Coping. What a joke.

			“It’s not about that.” Not like there’s anyone to see me achieve that milestone anyway. “I want to graduate with my degree.”

			She huffs before turning back to her computer. “Are you sure you want to take a five-credit course in your final semester? For psychology? That’s a lot to leave on the line.”

			“Trust me, I’ve got it handled. My study group starts in an hour, and the girl who leads it is like a mega genius. Once I get her to tutor me, I’m clear. And I’ve cut down on partying. I got home at, like, two last night—or this morning—anyway I’m practically living like an honor student.”

			She’s not impressed. “Have you heard of Dr. Dunn?”

			My eyes nearly bulge out of my skull. Dr. Dunn was supposed to retire, like, ten years ago. The man is every psychology student’s worst nightmare. Last year, he took a leave of absence, and the entire cohort cheered. His replacement is the reason I wasn’t worried about the course. But if he’s back, I’m screwed.

			“From your facial expression, I’m assuming you’ve heard about him. So I’m asking you again, Kian. Are you sure about this?”

			I don’t need to think it over. It was my dad’s one wish when he sent me here. “Yes.”

			She sighs. “Based on your academic history, I’d normally discourage such sudden optimism when taking a highly intensive course, but who am I to turn you away from education?”

			I straighten. “So I can keep this schedule and still meet all my requirements?”

			“Yes, if—”

			“When.”

			“—you complete this course with a C average.”

			I take the freshly printed course schedule. “I’ll make you proud, Dor.”

			

			•••

			Bunny Patrol

			Cole: *Sent an image* Shirt or no shirt for tonight?

			Dylan: Since when do you have nipple piercings?

			Sebastian: And where can we get some?

			Aiden: I think we’ve been assaulted by enough needles in this house.

			Eli: I second that.

			Kian: I haven’t.

			Dylan: Your body is so inked up, I can barely see skin.

			Kian: You’ve been checking out my body, Dill?

			Dylan: You wish, Ishida.

			I’m snickering at my phone when it chimes with the reminder for my study group.

			The librarian eyes me when I push past the turnstiles, her gaze running down my tattooed arms.

			“Can I help you?” she asks, her tone clipped.

			“I hope so.” I lean against her desk, letting my fingers walk over to the book she was reading. “But I’d hate to take away from your reading time. That’s a great book.”

			Her head rears back. “You’ve read this?”

			“Twice. Chapter nineteen is my favorite.”

			A blush creeps onto the librarian’s face. Alice, I read on her name tag.

			“What has you stopping by the library, Mr. Ishida?”

			Of course she already knows who I am. In the past four years at Dalton, I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been in this library.

			“Call me Kian.” I toss her a smile. “It’s my first day at study group. Wish me luck, Al.”

			It’s at a far table, with a sign that reads Senior study group in loopy handwriting. There’s a tiny heart cutout glued to the corner, and I don’t miss the glitter. I’m taking the attention to detail as a good sign because if there’s anyone who can help me ace this course, it’s going to be the smart-asses who find their purpose in helping the less academically inclined.

			They’re all staring at me as I sit down, and then one guy jolts with recognition. “Ishida? What the hell are you still doing here? I thought you and Donovan got called up.”

			“January start date. We’re finishing our degrees.”

			“Man, I’d be outta here before the ink on the contract dried.”

			Everyone’s always confused why I chose to stay and finish my degree, especially with the amount I’m getting in my NHL contract. But they won’t get it, and I don’t bother explaining.

			I glance around—eleven faces. Exactly what I’d counted on the sign-up sheet. I scan for the rumored genius and spot her instantly: Post-its, textbook, and laptop all lined up and already scribbling notes. Bingo.

			“So, should we get started?” I ask. There’s a guy beside her—probably her boyfriend, judging by the way he watches her—but I’m already planning to wedge my chair between them when breathless apologies drift toward the table, then a girl stumbles up beside me. Her red hair spills over her shoulders, flyaways lit by the sunlight slanting through the library windows, like a pink halo. Brown eyes dart nervously around the table as binders and textbooks slide from her arms and land with a loud thud.

			When she pushes her thick, clear-framed glasses into place, her brows pull together in faint frustration, like she forgot she had them on. A wave of citrus scent, and cherry-colored locks engulf my vision. It’s hard not to stare as she sweeps her hair into a clip, a few pieces falling loose and framing her face in wavy outlines. I swear I almost see a flash of ink on her hands before she pulls her sweater over them.

			“I’m so sorry I’m late! I promise it’s not a habit,” she says.

			Eleven heads nod back at her. “No apology needed. We’ve known you long enough to know you’re never late,” one of them says.

			It hits me that I was wrong about the other girl being the genius. It’s her. She’s the academic weapon.

			I stand abruptly, knocking my knee into the table. “Hi, I’m Kian. You must be the woman of the hour.” I smile, trying to balance the fact that I’m towering over her. She’s gotta be five two or three max.

			Her gaze jolts to mine, first wide with surprise, then shifting into something closer to quiet horror.

			Now, that’s a reaction I’ve never had from a woman. Excitement, laughter, teasing, sure. But horror? No way.

			“Scarlett,” she says softly, not shaking my hand and instead turning away to study the sign-up sheet.

			I lean in and tap the bottom margin where I penned my name last week. “Right there.”

			“I—I must’ve missed you. I didn’t bring enough printouts of our schedule.”

			I nudge her arm lightly. “That’s okay. I’ll just peek at yours.”

			She stiffens, and I instantly regret the touch. I forget that everyone’s not wired like I am. I had my mom and my older sister, which made it feel like I had two mothers, and my dad. He was the most affectionate man on the planet.

			Scarlett sits, and I follow suit. She’s close enough that I have to be careful my knee doesn’t touch hers. Her sweet citrus scent fills the air around her.

			She passes out the papers to the group. “Most of you already know me from our online study group last semester, but I’m Scarlett. I’m in my senior year, finishing my social work degree, but I took a lot of biology and math courses when I was doing premed.”

			Scarlett glances at me again. “This group is meant to keep us on track and be a collaborative support while we work hard through the semester. It’s not tutoring—”

			“It’s not?” I blurt in disbelief.

			“No,” she says, without facing me. “If any of you require a tutor, you can go to the student aid center. Anyway, we will meet here every Thursday and go over your assignments.”

			“But the sign-up sheet said this is for seniors with an intense course load. I thought it would be more than once a week,” I say.

			She turns toward me. “It’s once a week in person. We’ll still have asynchronous sessions throughout the week.”

			“Will you be there?”

			Scarlett stiffens. “Most of them, yes. But we’ll work together as a collaborative group and help anyone who is struggling with their course material.”

			“You seriously don’t tutor?”

			“I used to, but not anymore.”

			This can’t be happening. “Why not? Aren’t you, like, the best?”

			I was hoping she’d blush, maybe be so charmed by me that she’d agree. But this girl doesn’t budge. “I don’t have time,” she says.

			“I can pay you,” I offer.

			She blinks several times, clearly taken aback. Or maybe considering it? “Your hockey money won’t just magically make time in my schedule.” As soon as the words are out, she slaps a palm over her mouth, her face turning almost as red as her hair. Okay, so not considering. “Sorry—I didn’t mean to say it like that. I don’t need your money. I don’t tutor anymore.”

			Hockey money? I didn’t expect this girl to know much about hockey—hell, I didn’t think she recognized me.

			“Are you a hockey fan? I can get you rinkside seats. Maybe a little meet and greet with the players?”

			She looks at me like I’ve slapped her, and the blush I was hoping for earlier only grazes her face in a deeper color of…embarrassment? I’m blowing this.

			“I don’t need bribes. I’m not available.”

			Reel it in, asshole. “I wasn’t— Shit, I’m sorry. I just really need to do well.”

			She softens. “Do you need me to find you a tutor, Kian? Because I’m not sure if this is the right group for you.”

			It’s so polite I barely register the rejection. One day, and I’ve managed to get kicked out of a study group. That’s a new record for me.

			“No, no. This is fine. Once a week is perfect.” I don’t mention that I’ve been banned from the student aid center since freshman year.

			You streak naked across campus one time, and people treat you like a criminal. Though it didn’t help that I invited the tutors to our party and they got so hammered that all the tutoring sessions the next day had to be canceled.

			Scarlett goes over midterm dates and holidays. “And we have a group chat going, so—”

			“I’m not in it.”

			Her brows crease at my accusatory tone. “I’ll add you in later.”

			“Why not right now?” I point to her phone on the table. I’m not the biggest fan of group chats, namely the ones the guys make without me.

			She sighs, handing it to me to put my number in, and my phone pings. My shoulders relax.

			“Today we’ll study for a few hours, and if anyone has questions, just ask.”

			“How many hours exactly? I promised a friend I’d meet him later…”

			She glares at me. Barely. I don’t even think she could muster a glare with those soft brown eyes.

			“Kidding! I’m good. This is good.” I turn away, shooting a text to Dylan.

			He and I promised each other we were done with parties. But then I got the text from the Beta Phi sorority, and he was upset about the whole captaincy thing, so it was only right that we go.

			What harm could one party do?

		

	
		
			Three

			Kian

			I’m on my best behavior. Kind of.

			Should I be at a neon party when I’m officially doomed for stats? Probably not. But it’s been all of four minutes since I walked into Beta Phi, and I’m splattered with glowing paint and soaked in alcohol. It doesn’t get much better than this.

			Dylan glares at me under the neon lights, shirtless, like me, and covered in handprints, jeans hanging low.

			“Having fun?” I ask.

			He gives me the finger and heads down the hall. Usually, he’s not such a downer, but the whole captain thing really upset him. I don’t understand why because he’s fully capable of leading the team. He should be happy.

			I don’t get to follow him because Crystal Yang, a sorority girl, pulls me into another room. When the rest of the girls see me, they cheer, sliding friendship bracelets on my wrist. I’ve had a great relationship with the Beta Phi sisters since I helped them at a car wash and raised enough money to fund their fall formal.

			“Keg?” Crystal asks me, dragging me to the living room. She tells me we’re going to play Jenga later, pointing to the guys carrying the giant wooden blocks to the porch. But I’m staring at the girl doing the keg stand. Cassidy Carter. Blond hair, blue eyes, and the twin sister of my teammate, Cole.

			A few semesters ago, Cassie and I spent a lot of time together. I would categorize it as dating, but she made it pretty clear that wasn’t the case. Not long into our situationship, we attended a tailgate together, where Julia Romero, an ice-skater, walked into the picture. Cassie excitedly introduced me to her as her friend, then proceeded to kiss Julia right in front of me. It was only then, like a complete idiot, I realized Cassie wasn’t in this as much as I was.

			We didn’t have sex, though my friends seemed to think we did because of how down I was about us fizzling. I was mostly upset over the fact that I missed all the signs.

			But a spark of jealousy ignites inside my bones when Julia comes up behind Cassie now. It travels almost imperceptibly, then all at once.

			I don’t get jealous. Jealousy is green, angry, and resentful, but none of those thoughts come forward. It’s deeper than that. Something far removed from the girl. Like yet again it’s not me, and it never has been.

			“Ishida! Beer?” Cassie asks, handing me her cup and tossing another one to Julia to fill. Cassie doesn’t seem to have any problem beaming at me. We had a good time. I know we did, and she told me so multiple times. But I can’t seem to forget that whatever we had wasn’t enough for her. We didn’t have sex. I can’t do that unless I’m all in.

			Growing up, I saw the way my parents were, and that’s what I want. My friends are in relationships that are fulfilling. It makes it harder to justify a relationship that’s rushed, messy, or built on convenience.

			I lift my cup, letting her pour the beer. “How’ve you been? Good summer break?” My voice doesn’t sound like mine. I’m always completely myself around everyone else, but with her, I’m disjointed and stunted.

			“So fun! Julia and I stayed at her family’s house out in Calabasas.” Her gaze flickers again to Julia, who watches her with a soft smile.

			Why am I here?

			“I’m glad you had fun,” I say, stepping aside.

			I’d gotten my feelings for Cassie so twisted up, so wrong, that I don’t understand what I want anymore. This whole year, I’ve been watching my life fall into a doomed countdown. Aiden and Eli have already left, and Dylan and I are graduating soon. Everyone is moving on, yet I feel like I’m trying to stop the hands on a ticking clock.

			When I make my way to the kitchen, I spot Dylan, who gestures that he’s leaving.

			“Nooooo,” I say. “Don’t leave. We’re going to play drunk Jenga.” The buzz in my system is obvious now that he’s staring at me with sober eyes, pointing to the exit.

			Just as he leaves, I’m caught up in the middle of a makeshift mosh pit in the kitchen when “Mr. Brightside” blares from the speakers. I’m not sure what happens in those ten minutes when we shout for the song to replay, but by the end of it I’m sweaty and my head’s up in the clouds.

			I push my way through to the sink but stop dead in my tracks.

			Red hair. A darkish, kind of cherry and maroon mixture of color. My tutor.

			Not your tutor.

			She’s standing by the sink, rubbing something together in her hands, filling the metal basin with white soapy bubbles.

			I snap out of hyper-fixating on her hair when a guy cups her elbow, his fingers digging into her tattoo-covered skin. At the library she was wearing a sweater, buttoned all the way up and no clear signs of ink, save for the hint I thought I saw. But now, I find my gaze tracing each and every one. A bird, a red snake, and a white lotus—

			“No.”

			The word draws my attention to her lips. It wasn’t loud—she nearly whispered the word—but any idiot could tell from her body language alone that she’s not into whatever the guy just whispered in her ear.

			Immediately, something mixes with the acid in my stomach. Something tight and unwilling to unfurl until it pulls me straight to where my eyes are burning holes into the dumbass touching a girl telling him no.

		

	
		
			Four

			Scarlett

			This has to be a bad omen. It’s the first party of the semester, and I’m covered in beer.

			After some guy bumped into me, spilling my beer onto my top, I considered calling it quits and pretending this semester doesn’t exist. I had a solid run. Maybe it’s time to retire from college parties altogether.

			But then I saw Sierra beside me, her eyes darting and fists tight. I’m the reason she’s here. I’m the one who swore that people had moved on. Except now, I can’t tell who the eyes in the room are focusing on, her or me. Sierra, with the near-fatal fall that benched her for a year and the partner who bailed right after. Or me, with the shiny reputation of having slept with half the guys in this house.

			Two very different scandals. One very captivated audience.

			That would all be fine, if I hadn’t lost Sierra. When I headed inside to get rid of the sticky beer covering my torso, and making my shirt see-through, I hadn’t realized she wasn’t following me. The guy who bumped into me and caused the mess didn’t bother looking back, he just barreled toward the backyard.

			So now I’m standing at the kitchen sink, holding my shirt away from my chest, when a girl from the sorority notices my predicament and finds me a spare shirt. She even brought me a vodka cran.

			But with things going so well, it was only a matter of time before some douchebag showed up to ruin my peace. I try ignoring him, giving him one-word answers, but the closer he gets, the more I tense. He grabs my arm so hard I’m sure it’s going to bruise, and all I can think about is kneeing him in the crotch.

			Still, the urge to do what I want stays buried under the need to appear polite. It’s like being trapped in an endless improv, forced to repeat “Yes, and” into eternity.

			“Been a while,” he says, and my heart plummets into the acid in my stomach.

			I don’t recognize the voice, but I know the insinuation it holds. What I’ve avoided all night is now so close, with his sweaty skin pressed against my arm.

			I swallow. “Has it?”

			He chuckles. “Maybe if you look at me, you’d know who I am. I bet it’s hard for you to keep track.”

			Don’t react.

			I glance at him, my hands still under the warm water streaming from the faucet. He’s watching me with hooded gray eyes, a drunk smile lifting his lips.

			He leans in, and I let him. Because apparently my brain loses any coherent thought when I’m faced with any type of confrontation, especially to do with my past.

			“I texted you. I never text first.”

			Get this man an award.

			His other hand snakes into my space, fingers curling around a strand of my hair, twisting it slowly. Possessively. My stomach is in knots.

			I’ve changed my hair color a lot. But since I got to Dalton, I’ve stuck to one that felt the most like me. The tattoos, the hair, the piercings, they all feel the most like me. I always followed the rules growing up, so when I turned eighteen, I wanted to break them.

			But a lot happened last year, namely my best friend’s accident.

			After that, the thrill of the hookups wore off. The distraction faded. I could hardly go home and face my dad. He’d been steady and loving for my mom, yet even the thought of someone being that for me made me sick. So I let it all go and stopped answering these guys—though that wasn’t hard when I dropped out of my sorority and took classes online.

			I don’t want to be remembered for any of that. I want to be remembered for me. For the things I care about. Not my body.

			“You’re doing that thing again,” he says. “Overthinking.”

			He says it like he knows me, and I hate it.

			I still can’t remember his name, and somehow, that hits harder than I expected. This whole year, I convinced myself it wasn’t that bad. But reality sinks in, breaking through me like a cinder block.

			“You just gonna stand there?” His voice drips with irritation. “You weren’t this quiet when my dick was in your mouth.”

			My cheeks burn, heat rushing under my skin like shame blooming in full color. I curse myself for not choosing better men to have sex with. But this way, I never lingered, never found out what it felt like to be held for a little while after.

			I glance around and a few people look our way, watching this drunk asshole put my business out there. More than it already is. It’s not even about the sex or the obsession with body count anymore; it’s that they think I owe them something because I offered it once. Like I’ve given them some sort of blanket consent.

			“Look, I’m sorry about not texting, but I just want to focus on school right now.” I can’t make eye contact with him, and that makes me even angrier with myself.

			He scoffs. “Since when did you become such a prude? Look at me.”

			And stupidly, I do.

			“So obedient,” he murmurs, and the words slide under my skin like oil. “Let’s go upstairs.”

			There’s a roar of laughter from the living room as a couple of frat guys charge in, spraying alcohol into open mouths with water guns. That’s when I see him.

			Kian Ishida, cracking open another can, head tipped back as he chugs it. Without thinking, I feel my own lips twitch at the edges.

			Then there’s a touch skimming down my arm, slow and seductive. “Do you have a thing for him or something? He can join.”

			My body locks up. Our study group interaction has been at the forefront of my mind for hours. If I had seen his name on that sign-up sheet I would’ve canceled the whole thing.

			Kian Ishida isn’t your typical college guy. He’s not just a hockey player or even a party animal. He’s kind and polite with a squeaky-clean reputation. Always listening intently when anyone speaks. He’s got tattoos on his body that I’ve wanted to replicate, if it wouldn’t make me a total creep. His music taste is unreal. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen him reading all kinds of books. Romance included. The guy is eclectic, and I’ve witnessed the way people flock to him. I’ve wanted to flock to him.

			My stupid crush started four years ago at a freshman kegger. We had a short conversation—something about the band T-shirt he had on—before he was pulled away by his friends. But I’ve never felt that way before, like for that entire ten minutes, I was the most important person in the room to him. Because that’s what Kian does: He sheds his light on everyone he meets.

			I shake my head. “N-no. I don’t want that.”

			“Don’t act like you didn’t love it last time.”

			That’s when I remember who he is.

			Mac McCormack. Football tight end. The only thing the reminder of that night does is make me laugh at how pathetic this all is. I’m such an idiot.

			I thought I could come back to campus and be whoever I wanted to be. But she’s there, that earlier version, staring at me, a smug little grin on her face as she clings to me like a stain.

			Tears blur my vision before I can stop them, and the second Mac sees them, his expression darkens, twisting into something crueler. I remember that about him too.

			“How is it that someone so confident in the bedroom is so shy out here?” he asks.

			I stand a little straighter. “I’m not shy. I just prefer to keep my personal life private.”

			He snorts. “You blew that the minute you got with the football team.”

			“That—” I stop. I didn’t actually do that. It was a rumor the linebacker started when I turned him down. But when you’re a girl like me, the details don’t matter.

			There’s so much I should do right now. Tell him off. Turn around. Find Sierra. Anything but just stand here.

			I can only force back my tears with slow blinks.

			“Don’t fucking cry and make me look like the asshole. You’re the slut—”

			“McCormack.” A deep voice rattles the space between us.

			My heart pounds in my ears. Then I see all six foot two inches of Dalton’s star right-winger towering over us.

			Kian Ishida is shirtless, a lei around his neck, tattoos on display, paint covering most of his torso, and jeans hanging so low I can see the waistband of his boxers. Even with clothes on, he’s unavoidable. In study group, not one second went by without me thinking about the fact that he was right there.

			Mac lets out an irritated sigh. “What do you want, Ishida?”

			“Can you get me a beer?” Kian asks.

			He frowns. “Why?”

			Kian shrugs. “Because I asked you to.”

			McCormack laughs. “Are you fucking with me? Get your own beer.”

			“I want you to get it,” he insists. “Or get out.”

			He looks thoroughly confused, but so am I. “What?”

			“If you’re going to call a girl a slut, you better not do it in front of me,” Kian says. “Now get the fuck out of this house.”

			“Ishida, you good?” a frat guy calls, watching the interaction with a curious look. He’s got a sorority girl on his arm—the president of Beta Phi, I realize.

			Mac drops my arm and steps back. He shoots Kian a scathing glare and mutters something under his breath as he walks away.

			“Hey, you okay?” Kian asks. It’s so soft, that it forces me to hold back another swell of tears. “That guy was a dick.”

			I nod, because if I spoke, my voice would crack. He must realize that because he smiles.

			“By the way, I’m sorry about study group. I didn’t mean to disrupt your flow.”

			“You’re new to group, so I get it. I’m sorry if I came off bitchy.”

			He watches me for a minute before speaking again.

			“Do you want a drink?” he asks, then scratches the back of his neck. “I don’t really know what the move is here. It’s my first time partying with my tutor.”

			“Well, then, it’s a good thing I’m not your tutor.”

			“Right.” He nods to himself, and I’m barely fighting a smile. “And you’re sure about that?”

			I twist off the faucet, giving up on the beer stain. “Yes, Kian. I’m sure.”

			“Is there something you need? I can help. I’ll help you with whatever. I scratch my back, you scratch yours.”

			“You mean you scratch my back, and I scratch yours,” I correct automatically.

			His grin spreads fast. “Sick! So you’re in?”

			“What? No—I was just…” I stop. “I don’t need your help with anything. Well, unless you count scaring off douchebags.”

			“I can do that,” he says.

			I blink. “Do what?”

			“Scare off douchebags. I’m good at it. You saw me just now.” He blinks innocently.

			“That’d be a full-time job. I don’t exactly have the best reputation around here. I’m sure you know that.”

			Kian leans in, but still far enough that he’s careful to not invade my space. “What reputation?”

			I think he’s being dense, or purposefully cruel, but neither seems like him.

			“Oh come on, Campus Mattress?” The memory of that name crawls up my spine, forcing a shiver.

			We were sophomores when Sierra saw it on the Dalton gossip page. It wasn’t up for long. I think Sierra threatened someone to get it taken down. Which was a blessing, because if my dad ever got an inkling, I would have never left my room.

			“That’s messed up,” he says, and I almost think he’s talking about my past. “Who the hell would say something like that?”

			Oh. “It’s…whatever. That was the hot topic for like five minutes.”

			“Still. These assholes have no right talking about you like that.”

			He’s so earnest it almost startles me. No one’s ever said that to me—other than Sierra. It was like screaming into a void while the same frat gods became campus legends for sleeping with girls. I knew the rules were uneven, but some naive part of me still believed they wouldn’t apply here.

			Kian offers me a beer, and I shake my head. He doesn’t take one either. Leaning against the counter, he eventually perches on top, effortless and carefree. And so damn big. He fills the space without trying.

			I glance around the party and I realize I’m keeping him here. “Your friends are playing Jenga.”

			He doesn’t even glance in their direction. His attention startles me, and before I can make an excuse to leave, he says, “By the way, I would.”

			“Would what?”

			“Tell off any asshole who comes near you. You don’t deserve that.”

			You don’t deserve that.

			My heart knocks against my rib cage. “H-how do you know what I deserve?”

			My words hang there, but he doesn’t answer, just looks at me like that’s my answer.

			He slips off the countertop and suddenly it feels wrong to let him leave.

			“So…what?” I blurt. “I help you graduate, and you help me shed my crappy reputation? Just being near Kian Ishida keeps the creeps away?”

			His head snaps to me. “Exactly.”

			“You can’t be serious.” There is no way he wants to help me.

			“I’m so fucking serious,” he says. “Think about it. Meet me at the library tomorrow and we can talk.” That’s when I hear him slur the tail end of his sentence. And that tiny, tiny glimmer of hope that came alive extinguishes completely. He’s drunk.

			What am I doing?

			As desperate as I am to erase that girl, the solution isn’t going to be in the form of a charming, tattooed, six-foot-two hockey player. Let alone one on my dad’s team.

			Before I can answer him, Kian’s pulled into the hallway by his friends. That’s when I spot Sierra searching for me in the crowd.

			“Si!” I wave her over.

			“Where’d you get laundry detergent and a new shirt?” she asks, eyeing my new tank top when she approaches.

			“I used to be a Beta Phi sister, remember? Where’d you go? I thought you were behind me when I came inside.”

			Sierra’s got a plastic smile on her face that doesn’t fool me. I know she found and confronted the guy who spilled my beer all over me.

			“Oh, um. I was…”

			“You yelled at the guy who bumped into me, didn’t you?” The girl has a serious problem with fighting my battles. She’s always done it for me, and I’m so grateful that I have her as a best friend, but not standing up for myself is the exact reason I’m in this position.

			She concedes and tells me about some IOU she extracted from the guy. I laugh and stuff my damp shirt in my purse. I’ll have to take it to my parents’ house on laundry day.

			I don’t let Mac ruin my mood. I promised my best friend a good time, and I want to make that happen.

			Sierra’s still in her head. So I drag her to the beer pong table, where she opts to watch me absolutely bomb and get more drunk than I planned. But that all feels unimportant when we’re on the dance floor, singing our favorite song to each other.

			It isn’t until a few songs in, when she’s starting to enjoy the party, that I notice her freeze.

			“Hey, what’s wrong—oh.” That’s when I see him. The world’s biggest asshole and Sierra’s ex-partner, Justin Petrov. “Want me to throw my drink in his face?”

			That’s the least of what I’d do to him. For the past year, I’ve had dreams of tripping him on the ice and watching him cry.

			“Not before I throw my fist,” Sierra mutters.

			When Justin comes up to talk to her, I just want to get Sierra as far away from him as possible.

			As a kid, I never wanted to see the people I loved hurt. But then I grew up with my mom crying over Victor, and nothing made sense anymore. Why would someone hurt the person they love?

			So when Justin dropped Sierra on the ice and left her there like it was nothing, I could barely handle it. The guy has stood there and let me curse him out more times than Sierra will ever know. I’ve even written him angry letters that I hope made him cry.

			“Wait. Si, we should talk,” Justin says, gripping Sierra’s arm.

			“No, you shouldn’t,” I bite back.

			“But—”

			“I don’t have anything to say to you.” Sierra’s voice shakes, but I hope I’m the only one who hears it. With that I pull her away, and for the next few minutes I try to get her mind off him. We talk to a few of my sorority sisters, but I keep glancing at her to make sure she’s okay.

			They chatter about our time together, but all it does is make me relive who I was back then. A girl I can barely stomach now. The feeling makes it harder to breathe, and that’s when I turn to find Sierra already saying something.

			“I’m the worst, and I’m sorry, but—”

			“Let’s go. The music sucks and the drinks aren’t even good,” I cut in.

			I can see the guilt on her face, but I pull her along. Outside the house, we sit on the curb, arm in arm, waiting for our Uber. I don’t let Sierra thank me again, I’d choose sitting here with my best friend over anything else. But for some reason, my mind drifts to Kian’s offer.
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