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    Chapter One


    


    Lips covered hers, stifling any words of protest that might have tried to escape—hot lips, firm and pliant at the same time, that fit perfectly against her own. He let out a breath in her mouth, and she tasted alcohol and tobacco before losing herself in the kiss. His tongue didn’t waste any time with gentle probing before invading her mouth. His fingers tightened and loosened their hold on her hair.


    She sucked on his tongue and felt more than heard the moan that rose up in his throat. She wanted to touch his face, trace it with her fingertips, but her hands refused to do anything more than bunch his shirt in their grip, holding onto it as if onto life itself.


    She pulled back to catch her breath, and he let go, brushing his stubbled chin against her cheek for a moment. Blindly, she sought out his lips again, but they were nowhere to be found.


    The lights came back on, and everything was exactly as it had been before the blackout. She was sitting alone at her table, studiously trying to avoid catching the eye of her ex boyfriend and his friends at the next table while waiting for Alan to get back with their drinks.


    And she had no clue who’d just kissed her.


    ***


    She and Alan had been flirting for weeks before he’d finally asked her out. They’d been smiling as they passed each other in the hallways, and he’d winked at her once for letting him cut in front of her in the queue at the campus cafeteria. That was when he’d asked her name, too—which had led to hours of speculating and giggling with her roommate that evening. She, on the other hand, had made sure to never slouch when he was around and always have on fresh lip-gloss when she smiled at him.


    He was the quiet type, the one who seemed to always be ready to talk about poetry, but at the same time edgy enough to keep a girl on her toes. The fact that he had those big, dark eyes and pouty lips helped his case of course, but it was the air of mystery he exuded that made girls swoon in his wake. Nobody knew where he’d spent the first two years of his studies or where he’d lived before that. Eliza, sophomore in college and with only one relationship in her past, that hadn’t exactly left her with the best of memories, would not be the one to resist him. He’d asked her out. She’d said yes, and meant, yes please, with a cherry on top.


    Truth be told, she’d been hoping for dinner and a movie when he’d said he wanted to take her out, but The Zoo wasn’t all that bad. Not when she was with him. He’d picked her up at the dorm, told her she looked beautiful, and kept on treating her like a princess by getting the car door for her, holding her hand on the way into the club, and sending those mysterious smiles of his her way.


    Things started going screwy when they sat down at the table Alan chose. The club wasn’t packed yet, but Eliza knew it would be. A local band was performing that night, and people would soon be streaming in, so they were lucky to find a spot that close to the stage. Or so Eliza thought, until she saw her ex-boyfriend and his buddies sitting at the table to her right. She hadn’t noticed them when she’d first sat down, as Alan had been saying something incredibly profound. She really couldn’t remember what, but she recalled his eyes had been shining, his brow had been furrowed, and he’d seemed sad. When she did see the guys in the next table, it was too late to do anything but turn her chair sideways to keep them at her back, and focus all her attention on her date.


    Alan was talking about his last relationship. She could sense a lot of repressed feelings there, and felt honored she was the one he’d chosen to open up to about it. She smiled encouragingly, but he suddenly stopped talking and took hold of her hand in both of his. “Enough about me,” he said. “I want to know all about you.”


    She smiled, flattered by his interest. “Well, there’s not much to tell, really.” She lowered her eyes to the table, wondering where to start. “I’m a sophomore, as you kn—”


    “Actually…can you hold that thought?” He looked somewhere behind her and let go of her hand, smiling disarmingly. “I’ll get us something to drink.”


    “I’ll have a diet Coke.” She had to say it to his back; he was already leaving the table by the time it took her to decide whether to be offended or not by his apparent lack of interest. If he weren’t that cute, she’d have probably written him off. She knew she was being shallow, but a guy like Alan taking her out was enough to make her forego her better judgment.


    The moment he was out of her sight, an annoyingly familiar voice reached her ears. “Well, look at that, Greg. That guy dropped her faster than even you did.”


    Oh, yay. The jerks had seen her.


    To his credit, Greg said nothing, but Nate, best friend to the ass formerly known as her boyfriend, went on. “I mean, this one didn’t even get to sample the goods.”


    “Cut it out, Nate,” Greg said flatly in that voice that used to make her shiver with lust and now just left her cold.


    “Ah, come on. Let a man have some fun, will you?” Nate wasn’t the type to give up, and Eliza sadly knew it.


    She turned and glared at him. “What exactly is your problem?” She hoped she sounded disinterested enough. In all honesty, every time Nate decided to make fun of her, she wished the earth would open and swallow her whole, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of backing down.


    “Don’t have one.” He sounded as cool as she wanted to seem. “Don’t need one. I don’t like you.” Green eyes sparkling, he high-fived another guy—Ethan-something —who’d obviously found his come-back inspired.


    Nope, he sure didn’t like her…which was a pity. He was gorgeous, a real-life Adonis, with his green eyes, angelic face, and sculpted body. The eye-candy effect was ruined by the scorn he always directed towards her. He had disliked her ever since he’d first met her, when she and Greg had still been together.


    “Well, there you go then.” She waved a hand dismissively. “That’s your problem. Deal with it.” Inwardly, she prayed she’d heard the end of it.


    A guy chuckled, and she knew it was Bill, the most decent of the group. He had always been nice to her, pre- and post-breakup, and now she graced him with a thankful smile.


    He winked at her, then turned to Nate. “She and Greg don’t see a reason to be mean to each other. Leave it alone, already.”


    He was wrong, of course. Boy, did she see a reason to be mean toward Greg, but she’d chosen the high road, and he seemed to respect that. Greg hadn’t always been so magnanimous, of course. Not when he’d told the guys how useless she was in bed, after he’d taken her virginity.


    Not when Nate had mocked her for being easy for weeks afterward, while Greg just smirked.


    She’d never found out what had made Greg change his tune; he’d just appeared at her house one day and apologized for everything. She hadn’t believed him, but for the year and a half after that he’d been more than civil.


    Which was more than could be said for Nate, who was now leering at her. “Maybe I want her to be mean back. Nasty even.” He waggled his tongue at her. “Come on. I bet you’ve learned a few tricks since Care-Bear here popped your cherry.”


    She wanted to punch him. Hard. He had no right to rub her face in it or use her old pet name for Greg—stupid though it was. She was glad the lights were dim and hoped he couldn’t see her blush.


    The moment that thought crossed her mind, there was a loud puff and the lights went out. If Nate said anything else, it was lost in the protests of the crowd, who were afraid the musicians wouldn’t be able to perform without electricity.


    She was too grateful for the reprieve the blackout gave her to join in the protests. Alan wouldn’t be able to find their table easily until the lights were back on, and by the time they did, Nate would hopefully have found something else to keep him occupied.


    She felt a shift in the air around her, as though someone invaded her personal space. At first she thought it was just someone trying to make his or her way around her table, but then fingers brushed her naked arms on their way up to her neck. She was too stunned to react when they got tangled in her hair and warm breath caressed her cheek.


    And then he kissed her.


    That kiss…


    Now the lights were on again, and Alan was approaching their table, drinks in hand. There was no way he was the one who’d kissed her in the dark; he’d been too far away.


    She pouted. Her hands flew to her hair to tuck wayward locks randomly back into her ponytail. She was sure she looked the way she felt: flustered.


    ***


    Eliza tried to get the kiss out of her mind the rest of the evening. She really did.


    The band went on, and for a while she managed to just enjoy the music and the company. Alan had obviously sensed something had shifted in her view of him—maybe it was that she no longer hung on his every word—and tried his best to be his most charming self. He complimented her hair, her eyes, and her sense of fashion. He even told her he’d noticed her the very first day of classes, and that she’d looked gorgeous in that short pink dress she’d been wearing when he first saw her.


    Eliza hadn’t owned a short pink dress since she was eight years old, and hadn’t attended the first day of classes because of the flu. Still, she appreciated the effort. She nodded and smiled, all the time wondering how on earth she hadn’t noticed sooner that the man was full of crap. They’d never had an actual conversation before, but she should have realized that everything about him was rehearsed. His smile was just the right amount of sad and promising; he had the puppy-eyed look down to a T; and when he was supposedly paying attention to what she was saying, he was covertly scanning the crowd.


    Alan Mayfield, the guy she’d been pining over for a while now, was a player, and she never would have found out if it hadn’t been for her mysterious kisser.


    And that was how her mind went back to that kiss—the most perfect kiss she’d ever shared with someone outside her imagination. Having no clue who the guy she’d shared it with was made her want to scream.


    Alan was saying something about how her fingers were graceful, like a pianist’s, while caressing her wrist with his thumb. While he enjoyed the sound of his own voice, she considered the men at the tables around her. Only those close enough could have possibly had time to kiss her and get back to their table before the lights went on, and there were only three tables that fulfilled that condition.


    Alan offered to go for a second round of drinks, unwittingly giving her time to evaluate her options. She recognized the cute, well-built guys sitting at the table to her left. The one in the middle was a teaching assistant, and the other two were from his dorm. Their usual clean-cut, what-you-see-is-what-you-get faces tonight sported stubble, and Eliza remembered hearing the TA—Cam or Sal, if she wasn’t mistaken—earlier that week, whining about an assignment that wouldn’t let him get any rest. She smiled at them, and they all smiled back. Oh, well.


    She wouldn’t really mind if her mystery kisser was any of the three.


    It could have been either of the guys sitting right opposite her, too, though she truly hoped that wasn’t the case. One was dressed like a biker, the leather pants and Harley jacket clashing with the thin wire frame of his spectacles and the glass of white wine in front of him. The other was just too flashy for her tastes; she never went for guys wearing more color than she did, and his turquoise jacket could surely be considered more, even if she’d had the entire rainbow on her. The thought that she shouldn’t judge a book by its cover briefly flitted by her mind, but her thoughts were drawn to the third table of possible kissers.


    She’d have known if it had been Greg. His lips were drier, and he’d always made that sound when he’d kissed her. Some kind of combination between heavy breathing and a moan. It had once made her hot, but the thought of it now raised her hackles. There was no way it had been Ethan, either. Ethan would have stuck his hand up her skirt or grabbed her boobs if he’d kissed her, plus he was clean shaven. Nate was out of the question, too, so that left Bill, who was now giving her an adorably goofy grin.


    Nate noticed and smacked the back of the other man’s head, rolling his eyes dramatically. God, he never failed to get on her nerves. Worse, he obviously thoroughly enjoyed it.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Two


    


    Two Years Earlier


    


    Eliza was early at the coffee shop, but she didn’t mind. The fact that she still had about half an hour until Greg arrived meant that she had enough time to compose herself perfectly, so she’d look her best when he first laid eyes on her.


    She and Greg had been dating for nine weeks, but intimacy between them was still an issue. It wasn’t just the physical aspect that was lacking; Greg seemed to want to keep her at a safe distance, and she supposed that was part of his charm. He was the tall, dark, and handsome type—the guy who didn’t need to talk much, but whose words carried substance when he did. Public displays of affection were out of the question for him, and she was entirely fine with that. Being a few years her senior, he was over the teenage-drama love scene, he’d told her, and she could totally live without it, herself.


    They didn’t go out much; Greg found clubs to be outside his comfort zone. They didn’t see each other all that often, either. Eliza had at first found that weird, but he’d explained that a personality like his felt repressed when he had to adhere to societal norms such as seeing his girlfriend every day or having to talk with her over the phone, so she’d stopped pressuring him. She was proud of how much she’d grown and overcome her insecurities since she’d started going out with him.


    Being with Greg made her always strive to be the best she could.


    She straightened her skirt for the millionth time and brought her compact out of her purse to make sure her lip-gloss was still as shiny as before she’d taken a sip from her coke.


    It was in the mirror that she first saw the man who’d be the bane of her existence for a long time to come.


    He wore a white shirt and faded jeans, and his look screamed danger. It wasn’t his tussled hair, scuffed boots, or the Zippo he kept flicking, as much as his eyes. His gaze was intense, piercing, even under the poor lighting. A shiver ran down her spine when it found hers through the mirror. He smirked, and she held her breath, instinctively knowing that to smile back would be perilous.


    She put the compact back in her purse and concentrated on her drink. Well, tried to, at least. Her mind kept going to the guy, and she couldn’t even say why; it wasn’t like he was her type. He wasn’t tall or buff enough. Or handsome.


    Well, maybe he was handsome, if you went for the bad-boy type. Where Greg emanated calm power, this guy seemed to be a bundle of nerves, on edge—someone she could never feel safe around. Not that she’d want to be around him. Or think of him any longer. She’d only seen him for a split second, after all.


    Someone pulled out the seat opposite to hers, and she found herself looking at a white-clad chest. She raised her gaze to see what she knew she would: the smirk and green eyes that had unsettled her so.


    She gulped, then forced a smile. “That seat is taken.”


    “It is now. By me.” His voice was dreamy. Rough and velvety at the same time, it felt like a caress.


    She scoffed anyway. “No, by my boyfriend, who’ll be here any minute now.”


    “Well, sucks for him. I’m not going anywhere.” He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her challengingly.


    She shrugged. “It’s your ass on the line.”


    He tapped his fingers on the table. Eliza hated men who chewed their nails, but on him it seemed to add to the bad-boy look. “I don’t think my ass is in any danger,” he said, “but yours could be, if you asked me nicely.”


    She flinched, disturbed at how his voice and words made her body react. She felt her skin flush and her temperature rise… and not in an unpleasant way. It usually took a heavy kissing-session with Greg for that. She was extremely proud of herself for finally saying, “Not in this lifetime. Now leave me alone.”


    “Or what?” The words were uttered slowly, his tone turning the straightforward question into some kind of dirty suggestion.


    Despite his persistence, nothing about him made her feel physically threatened. Holding his gaze, she tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean, or what? I told you. My boyfriend will beat you senseless if you don’t stop harassing me.”


    His jaw clenched, relaxed, clenched again. “Not that I wouldn’t like to see him try, Eliza, but your precious Greg isn’t coming. He’ll call you.” It took a few moments for his words to sink in, but he was off his seat before she could ask how he knew her or Greg.


    She followed him and caught up with him at the bar. “How… Who are you?”


    “Nate.” He sounded bored. “Greg knew I’d be here and asked me to let you know he wouldn’t.” He turned away from her and threw a buxom blonde sitting to his left some cheesy line, but Eliza wouldn’t leave the matter alone.


    “And if he sent you, why were you such a jerk just now?”


    He looked at her over his shoulder, one hand planted higher up the other blonde’s thigh than propriety would allow. “I felt like it. Thought you needed it. I know the kind of girl your boyfriend goes for.” He ran his tongue over his teeth. “Personally, virgins aren’t my thing.”


    The bimbo next to Nate giggled and, covering his hand with hers, pulled it a bit higher still.


    Eliza blanched. “Did he—”


    “No, he didn’t tell me. He didn’t have to. I can smell it all over you.” He turned away. “You better get going. Now.”


    “You’re a pig.” Yes, that was a lame insult, but she was too shaken up to bother finding a better one.


    “And yet I’m your boyfriend’s best mate. Doesn’t that make you think?” He only caught her eye briefly before facing the other way again.


    Eliza turned on her heel and left, but not before seeing him stick his tongue down the other blonde’s throat.


    She’d never admit it out loud, but Nate had been the reason she’d slept with Greg a week later.

    ***


    Alan walked her to her dorm and thanked her for the lovely evening.


    Her keys kept evading her fingers as she plundered through her clutch bag. He obviously thought she was giving him some sort of signal, because the moment she found them and turned to say goodnight he leaned in for a kiss.


    No matter how much she’d hoped for that kiss at the beginning of the night, there was no way she’d accept it now. She turned her face to the side, offering him her cheek. Then she pushed the key into the lock and let herself into her room hoping Krista was still up.


    She’d need her best friend’s help if she was to find her mystery-man.


    ***


    Krista took the news as expected.


    She started bouncing and squealing, doing as good a cheerleader impersonation as possible. A nasty fall off the bed didn’t deter her; she got up and resumed her bouncing around the room.


    “Long-ass draught is finally over,” she said, time and again.


    Worried the next fall—or bumping her head into a shelf—might cause her friend irreparable damage, Eliza tried to calm her down. She made every effort to explain that for all she knew she did not have a secret admirer; someone was probably just acting out a dare.


    “Yes, you’re right.” Krista obviously tried to sound serious, but the humongous grin on her lips seemed about to split her freckled face in two. “Was your childhood traumatic, Ms. Green?” she asked in a pompous accent. “Lie down and tell me everything.” Nodding to herself, she mimicked taking notes on her open palm with an invisible pen. “So, you believe there was a dare for someone to kiss you whenever the two of you were in the same room and electricity happened to want some time off? I can see why that would make sense.”


    Eliza rolled her eyes. “No, Krista, but maybe cutting the lights out was part of the dare.”


    Krista nodded. “And maybe someone bought the club, so they could turn the lights on and off for people to kiss you. I mean, that’s more likely than someone secretly having the hots for you, right?” She brushed a red lock of hair off her face and tucked it behind her ear.


    Eliza tried to glare at her, but couldn’t keep a hopeful smile from blossoming on her own lips. “So you think I have an admirer?”


    “Yes!” She sounded exasperated. “And it’s so cool! We can—do you think we could get a saliva sample? My uncle Aaron could run tests, and—”


    Eliza just arched an eyebrow.


    “So, that’s a no?”


    “That’s a no.”


    Krista frowned, obviously mulling things over. Eliza had always loved her friend’s analytical nature, and especially the way her entire face lit up when she came up with solutions to problems. “Eureka!” Krista’s dark eyes sparkled.


    “I-what-a?”


    “Not you, ‘eu’—Never mind.” She waved her hand. “I have a plan.”


    Eliza scooched back on the bed until her ass hit the head board, and crossed her legs Yoga style. She placed her hands on her ankles, arched her back, and rolled her head. Then she cracked her knuckles. “Shoot.”


    “Okay. Here goes: we make a list of suspects, and you go out with all of them.”


    “Hmmm…as far as plans go, this one is rather simple,” Eliza said. “The list of suspects exists, but there are a couple of hitches to your plan.” Her friend’s face fell, and she hastened to correct herself. “Your otherwise brilliant plan.”


    Smiling again, Krista motioned with both hands for her to go on. Her excitement was palpable.


    “One, I can’t start asking men out, and two—” She made a face of distaste. “I’ll have to kiss them all to know who’s the one.”


    “You always have to kiss a guy before you know if he’s the one.”


    Eliza couldn’t really disagree with that. “Okay. So how do I go about it?”


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Three


    


    Bill closed his right eye and looked at Ms. Chase. She appeared to be next to her desk.


    He opened that eye and closed the other one. In front of the desk.


    He wondered when he’d gone from trying to guess her bra color to playing this stupid game so time could move just a little faster.


    Oh yeah, when he’d realized English Lit was as far from being his thing as being a sewer cleaner. A naked sewer cleaner. Without shoes.


    He wanted to kill Nate for urging him to take that class, and would do so right then and there, if Nate’s fervent note-taking wasn’t giving Bill ammo for endless hours of mocking.


    With the lecture hour finally over, Bill stood to leave. His way to salvation, however, was suddenly blocked by a certain redhead.


    “Hey.” She beamed a smile at him.


    “Hey, Kris.”


    “Have a minute?”


    The two had known each other since they were kids. He was a couple of years older, but Krista had always been smart beyond her years. They’d hung out all the time until he’d gone to college and they’d drifted apart. He’d seen her around campus, and they’d gone for coffee once or twice, but their friendship just couldn’t be what it used to. Maybe it was that it just wasn’t cool to hang with the freshmen—or that’s what Greg said.


    Then again, Krista wasn’t a freshman anymore.


    They walked outside silently, until she chose a bench and they both took a seat.


    “What’s up, Krissy?” He used the nickname only her nearest and dearest got away with. “Is something wrong?”


    She shook her head, then grinned. “Something is actually about to be really right for you, Mister!”


    “For me?” He grinned back. “Did you realize I’m the man of your dreams, after all these years?”


    “Get a grip, William. I know what you look like in diapers.”


    “I’m pretty sure it’s the other way around.” He tickled her side but retracted his hand awkwardly when he remembered the girl next to him wasn’t his best friend any longer and hadn’t been for a couple of years now.


    She blushed. “Never mind that. Remember Eliza?”


    Of course he remembered Eliza. He remembered her the most awkward of moments: when he was alone in the shower or trying to sleep. He’d had a crush on her for a while—a long while—when she’d first moved into town and Krista used to drag her everywhere with her. Greg had gotten to her first, however, and Bill was now over it.


    Still, she was hot.


    “The name kind of rings a bell,” he said.


    Krista stared him down. “It better, because you’re taking her out on Friday night.”


    ***


    Eliza knew what she was doing was wrong, but the end justified the means.


    She licked her lips and batted her eyelids innocently, seemingly completely focused on what the teaching assistant was saying about football. Or she guessed it was football. She hadn’t really been listening, her mind occupied with thoughts of how she could decipher which of the three men sitting at the same table as her could be into her.


    The way she saw things, Cal—that was the TA’s name, after all—Mike, and Leo were inseparable. They hung out together inside and outside of campus, studied together, and trained together. It made sense that, if one of them liked her, the others would know. All she had to do was make herself available. If she was right about one of them being her mystery man, she hoped her flirty-yet-not-aggressive routine would either get him to ask her out or get his friends to suggest they go out.


    It wasn’t working so far.


    She’d pretended she had some questions about class and asked if she could join them when she’d seen them seated at the campus cafeteria. Luckily for her, none of them had minded that she hadn’t said a word about class once seated but had instead been asking the guys questions about themselves.


    She’d winked at Leo and smiled seductively at Mike. And she might have overdone it a little when she ran her fingers along her collarbone and bit her lower lip once or twice while looking at Cal.


    None of them seemed to notice her efforts.


    In fact, they were talking to each other now, patting backs over their team’s victory—if the subject was still football—and ignoring her.


    “Wow, look at the time.” She glanced at her watch-free wrist. “I better get going.” To Cal, she said, “Don’t want to hog all your lunch break time. I’ll just ask you those questions in class.” She pushed her chair back, and he stood and helped her out of it.


    “We could—I mean, if you want, meet off-campus. For your questions,” he blurted as she turned away.


    “No, it’s all right. They’re not that important.” Positive that none of the men was interested in her, she didn’t get what he meant until he curled a hand around her upper arm and gently turned her to face him.


    “We don’t have to talk about the questions. We could talk about…class in general. Say, at The Zoo?”


    Even if she hadn’t caught on, the wolf whistles Mike and Leo gave out certainly clued her in. She smiled. “Say, Saturday?” Also, someone needed to build a new bar-slash-club in her town, stat.


    “I’ll pick you up at your dorm. Is eight all right?”


    “Sure. See you then.”


    He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Actually, you’re wrong.”


    “Huh?”


    “You’ll see me tomorrow in class.” By his goofy grin it appeared he was pretty darn proud of himself for making a funny. Eliza decided to call it boyish charm. After all, if he was her mystery kisser, a little goofiness could be forgiven.


    “Right. See you then.” She gave the guys a little finger-wave. “See ya.”


    She’d bet good money they were all staring at her ass as she swished it side to side on her way out of the cafeteria.


    ***


    “Well?” Krista didn’t even say hi when Eliza walked inside their room.


    “You first.” Eliza dropped her armful of books onto her desk, sat on her bed, and rested her right foot on her left knee to undo the laces of her sandal.


    Krista was face down on her own twin bed, head hanging over the foot of it. She carefully placed her book marker all the way to the spine of the book lying on the floor and closed it. “Me first, what?” She rolled to her side, slid a bit higher up the bed, and rested her cheek on her palm, obviously enjoying taking her time and playing dumb.


    Eliza let her sandal drop to the floor, reached behind her for her pillow, and threw it at her friend’s head. “You suck.”


    “Me suck, what?” They both dissolved in giggles.


    Eliza caught her breath first. “So, do I have a date for Friday?” she asked, fumbling with her second sandal.


    “Yess’m.” Krista gave her a mock salute. “Do you, um, have a date for Saturday?”


    “Uh huh.” She stood, grabbed a pair of tracksuit pants and a T-shirt from her closet, and walked to the bathroom.


    “Wait! With whom?” Krista ran after her, but Eliza slammed the bathroom door in her face. “With whom?” Krista banged her open palm on the wooden surface repeatedly.


    “I can’t hear you.” She totally could.


    “Are you gonna make me wait?”


    “Yup. And I want to shower, too.”


    “I’ll wait.” A thump came from the other side of the door. Could have been Krista’s head.


    “You better.”


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Four


    


    Nate felt like an idiot for sneaking out his window for a smoke at his age. His dad wouldn’t condone smoking under his roof, however, and Nate really needed his nicotine.


    And some sleep.


    He lit the cigarette, took a deep drag, and held the smoke in his lungs long enough to feel light headed.


    Exhaling slowly, he kept telling himself that he wasn’t screwed.


    His self didn’t agree.


    Nate still didn’t know why the hell he’d gone along with what Greg had asked him to do two years earlier. He didn’t even know why he talked to the big lug, let alone helped him do his dirty work. Except, that was the way it had always been, since the first year of junior high.


    Nate had still been Nathaniel then, a sniveling little boy with glasses and a lisp that denoted him as an outsider. Greg had beat up the bully who’d pressed Nathaniel’s face into the mud during lunch break, and Nathaniel had attached himself to the bigger boy’s posse, through the years winning his current place as Greg’s best friend.


    Only, at times like that evening two years ago, he wasn’t sure he wanted his hard-won position any longer.


    The petite blonde had been sitting with her back to him, but he knew it was her. He’d seen her enter while he’d been outside having a smoke. He’d noticed everything about her, from the arch of her eyebrow to the cute pink nail polish on her toes.


    He smiled, remembering her squirming. The way she’d obviously been trying to look perfect had been endearing. Then he remembered whom she’d been trying to look perfect for, and the smile froze on his lips.


    Greg had pointed her out to him once from afar, and Nate had been gob-smacked. She was far from the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen—he’d seen, touched, and had sex with a couple of women of much greater beauty—but she radiated something so pure, so real that he’d felt instantly drawn to her. Then Greg had told him she was the plat du jour, or rather of the month, and Nate had decided to forget he’d ever seen her.


    Until that evening. Greg had asked him to give Eliza a message, thus throwing him headfirst into the worst dilemma of his life.


    Nate had known how Greg treated girls and, to his shame, had never done anything to discourage it even though he never liked it. He’d tell himself that it served the chicks right if they fell for all the bullshit Greg fed them to get them into bed. Sometimes he’d even make sure his best friend’s overlapping dates weren’t discovered.


    That should have been the case that evening, too. Greg had asked him—not that there had been a question or a ‘please’ involved—to tell Eliza that he wouldn’t make it to their date, as the girl didn’t have a mobile phone. Nate had also been privy to the real reason why Greg would be a no-show. The jerk was meeting Suzie: petite, brunette, and expected to put out within the next couple of hours.


    Nate grimaced in disgust.


    Whether his disgust was for Easy-Suzie, who’d been so desperate to have her cherry popped that she’d told Greg she only wanted him for one night; for Greg, whose insecurities meant he only got his jollies by hurting others; or for himself for being stupidly loyal to him, it was what had helped him make his mind up.


    He wouldn’t have felt right betraying Greg by outright warning the girl. Still, he’d make her more wary of the next time she saw her boyfriend, and maybe that would save her the heartache he knew she was rapidly headed for.


    He’d been surprised when he’d caught himself briefly flirting with her. She hadn’t gone for that—not that he’d expected her to; he was sure she was the loyal kind. And it wasn’t like he’d ever flirt with her for real, he’d told himself later that night. Hitting on a friend’s girl, no matter how disposable that friend considered her, was unthinkable.


    Hearing Eliza talk about Greg as if he were the salt of the earth had enraged Nate. He’d wanted to grab her by the shoulders and yell that her boyfriend was an asshole who wouldn’t know a good thing if it hit him between the eyes. She was worth so much more than a serial user and abandoner. She deserved…him.


    Scare her away from Greg; that had been the plan. And what better way to do so than by showing her what a jerk her Greg hung out with?


    When Greg had called him at two in the morning a week later to tell him he’d gotten into her virginal panties, Nate had punched a wall so hard, he’d fractured two knuckles.


    The next time he’d seen her, she’d been fighting back tears at the way the man she loved had made fun of her for gifting him with something Nate would have held precious. His reaction seemed extremely stupid in retrospect, but at the time the only thing he’d felt he could do had been make her hate him more. In his warped reasoning, if he was the one insulting her, she’d focus on despising him instead of on the hurt Greg’s betrayal had caused her.


    It hadn’t worked quite as planned, so he’d eventually resorted to other…measures, but he secretly still reveled in the memory of the exact moment she got over Greg.


    That kick in the balls was a sight he’d never forget.


    ***


    Eliza took a long look in the mirror and wondered about the sanity of going on a date with someone who consorted with the devil’s minions—also known as Greg and Nate. To his defense, Bill seemed to have always liked her. She’d known him since high school, even before she and Greg had hooked up, and he appeared to have remained a genuinely nice guy. Krista vouched to that.


    Then again, neither she nor Krista had always been the best judges of character.


    


    Two Years earlier


    


    Eliza and Krista giggled all the way home from school. They had a secret—Eliza’s secret—and they were bursting with excitement. It was funny how, even though it was Eliza who should be jittery, her best friend was the one who kept saying that it would all be perfect.


    “And you have to tell me everything tomorrow. Well, not everything, but enough. And—and not tomorrow. Tonight. Call me tonight. When you get home.”Krista winked. “If you’re not too lightheaded by then.”


    “Kris!” Eliza did her best to sound indignant, but slapped her friend’s shoulder playfully. “It may not be that good.”


    “Oh, it will all be perfect. Greg is your Mr. Right.”


    It would all be perfect. That was the perfect time for her to give up her virginity and her Greg was the perfect guy to take it.


    Eliza had been thinking about that night for a week, planning every last little detail of how she wanted her seventeenth birthday to be celebrated. She and Greg would dine at her favorite restaurant then drive back to his place for a nightcap. She’d much prefer it if they could go to her house, but there was no way she’d convince her Mom about that—not that she’d try. When they’d get to Greg’s place, they’d put on some soft music and light candles and then…that was as far as she’d gotten.


    She’d made sure to drop hints about her birthday plans to her boyfriend but hadn’t mentioned the nightcap. She wanted that and what would follow to feel spontaneous.


    ***


    Eliza and Greg had a wonderful time at the restaurant, even though he seemed to be trying to get through the four exquisite courses they were served as fast as possible. Once they were done with dessert, he looked at her with those soulful eyes and asked if she wanted to go somewhere for a drink. It was the perfect opening for her to suggest his place.


    The moment they came through the door, he asked what she’d like to drink. He got her the diet soda she asked for while she made herself comfortable on the couch. Their hands touched when he gave her the glass, and his fingertips lingered on her knuckles.


    Nervously, she took a sip from her drink before handing it back to him. “Not really thirsty.”


    He sat next to her, left the glass on the coffee-table, and smiled. In the next instant, his lips were covering hers, and he was shoving his tongue into her mouth. Eliza tried to respond to the kiss, but it seemed to hold no rhythm she could follow, so she just let her jaw go slack for him to kiss her as he felt like.


    He wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her onto his lap. Not withdrawing from the kiss, he began rubbing her breasts hungrily over her top. She could feel him harden beneath her bottom, and that somehow gave her the courage to do what she did next. She pulled back, looked him in the eye, and licked her lips as sultrily as she could. “I want you,” she said.


    “Are you sure?” Despite his question, his fingers were already busy unbuttoning her top. He looked so vulnerable that she couldn’t change her mind.


    She nodded.


    She expected him to touch her when she was finally completely naked in front of him—expected him to let her see him. However, he laid her on the bed and turned off the lights before losing his own clothes. Then he slipped in next to her and pulled the sheets over them.


    She’d never contemplated the act of sex before. She knew the basics, of course, and had even seen pictures in the magazine Krista had found under Bill’s mattress—she’d laughed heartily at how her friend’s nose had wrinkled more with every image. Still, Eliza had never thought of actually doing it. She just imagined it would be something like what she’d read about in her mother’s romance novels. A merging of souls and bodies, something that would let her reach unprecedented ecstasy.


    Reality wasn’t anything close to what she’d read about. The act itself wasn’t horrible, per se—not like she had any experience to compare it to—but it felt…weird. Greg didn’t pressure her into anything; she was a willing participant. Yet she felt like everything was mechanical, awkward.


    He kissed her and immediately covered her body with his, guiding his shaft between her legs. “This may hurt a bit,” he said, nuzzling her cheek.


    When she said, “I love you,” he pushed into her in one hard thrust.


    The pain wasn’t splitting but it was there, and she was afraid it would only get worse if he moved right then.


    He didn’t, instead peppering her face with kisses. “Did I hurt you?”


    She shook her head, and he apologized for not taking things slower, saying that was the best way to not prolong the pain.


    When he started pumping his hips, she realized the pain had lessened but, if there was any ecstasy to be reached, it obviously needed more than the three minutes it took for him to grunt, shudder, and come inside her.


    He rolled off her, and she heard the sound of a drawer being opened. A moment later, his palm touched her lips.


    “Here, take this.”


    She opened her mouth to ask what this was, and a tiny pill landed on her tongue.


    “It’s that ‘morning after’ thing,” he said. “Wouldn’t want you to get knocked up now, would we?”


    She gagged a bit, but managed to swallow it without water.


    “Did I do something wrong?” Her throat was dry and her eyes moist.


    “No.” He chuckled and got out of bed. “I mean, you didn’t do much, did you?” He turned on the light and she saw he had his pants on already. “Come on. Your mother will be worried if you’re late.”


    He dropped her off at her house with a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll call you.”


    ***


    He’d never called her.


    On the phone, that is.


    On the contrary, he’d called her lots of things whenever he and his friends had happened to see her over the course of the next few weeks. The main theme of the inspired insults aimed at her alternated between her being easy and being bad in bed.


    She’d managed to brave it all, but when she was alone at home, she’d cry and wrack her brain trying to figure out what she’d done to deserve that kind of treatment. For a long time she’d been convinced that she was somehow to blame for her Prince Charming turning into a frog, and that ate at her.


    Until Nate of all people had made a jibe at her expense that opened her eyes to the truth.


    ***


    Krista had tried so hard to convince her to go out and have fun, and Eliza could only resist her friend’s pleas for so long before giving in and following her to The Zoo.


    She was actually having a good time dancing and semi-flirting with a cute guy she met, when Greg approached her out of nowhere. The guy disappeared under Greg’s glare, and Eliza backed away from her ex-boyfriend. She frantically looked around for Krista, but she was nowhere to be seen.


    Greg cornered her, and she was sure whatever he said this time would be the one thing that would break her. She would collapse into a crying heap in front of him, and that was a humiliation she wouldn’t survive.


    Her back found the wall, and Greg planted his palms on either side of her head, trapping her between them. “You know, if you beg, I could let you have one more taste.” She assumed he thought his smile was seductive. It reminded her of the bad wolf in every fairytale—the one that couldn’t be swayed from getting its prey.


    She shook her head, wishing she could come up with some brilliant retort, that she could make that smug smile disappear with a few well chosen words. Nothing came to her.


    Nothing but Nate.


    Sure, he wasn’t there to help her. If anything, he meant to cheer his friend on. “Why bother?” he asked Greg in a bored tone, putting a hand on the taller man’s shoulder. “She’s not innocent enough for you anymore. Shouldn’t you be moving on to your next victim?”


    She thought he winked at her but couldn’t say for sure. His words were like a slap to her face that snapped her out of the fantasy that Greg would somehow magically revert to the man she loved. Her head swam with the realization she wasn’t the one in the wrong. Greg was a bastard and would remain one forever. She was just another notch in his belt.


    She kneed her one-time-lover in the groin.


    When he folded over, cupping his sore privates, she pushed him away and returned to the dance-floor.


    ***


    It amazed her how the memories no longer hurt. Instead, she tried to place her date for the evening into the events. He had always been in the background, giving her shy smiles or sympathetic looks. Bill had never been in on the mocking, and that made him one of the good guys in her books.


    Then again, he’d never exactly tried to save her from them, either, until Greg had stopped acting like an asshole. Only then had Bill started talking back at Nate when the latter had tried to humiliate her.


    She guessed it was easier for him to stand up to one of his friends than to two.


    She shrugged and reapplied her lip-gloss. A glance at her watch told her it was time to get going.


    Soon she’d know if she’d found her mystery man.


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Five


    


    Bill was right outside the dorm’s main entrance, fidgeting with the lapels of his shirt. He turned to face Eliza the moment she walked out the glass doors. His eyes widened when he took in the low cut spaghetti-strap top and the short flower-patterned skirt.


    She hoped his expression was in appreciation, which definitely wasn’t the reason her own eyes widened. She hadn’t had high expectations concerning his attire—she had seen him before, after all—but the flashy Hawaiian shirt he wore wasn’t exactly first date material, if you asked her.


    She gave him a little finger wave, which he possibly missed, considering his gaze kept shifting towards her legs.


    “Short—skirt short. Nice—” He coughed and gave it another try. “What I tried to say before I choked on my own shoelaces was, hello, Eliza.” He approached her, visibly trying to think of what to do next before settling for a half-hug, half-pat-on-the-back that could have crushed her shoulder blade had it been a teensy bit stronger.


    His greetings obviously weren’t any more his strong point than his fashion sense was, but he was kind of cute.


    ***


    Bill told her he wanted to take her somewhere nice but didn’t feel like doing the cliché dinner-and-a-movie thing, so they’d go for movie-and-surprise-late-dinner instead.


    “Do you mind walking?” he asked. “I tried to borrow my cousin’s car, but he had a hot date—Not that you’re not hot. You’re pretty and all. And the skirt—” He raised his face to the evening sky. “God, I need more practice at this.”


    She giggled at his antics and linked her arm through his. “Nothing to practice, Bill. Unless you need extra lessons in walking. Now put one foot in front of the other and lead the way.”


    Chatting with him was easy, relaxed, she discovered during their fifteen minute walk to the movies, where Bill gleefully told her they had a showing of Barbarella. He was shocked she’d never seen it. She was shocked he took her to a movie that was supposedly all about sex on their first date, but reluctantly agreed to give it the benefit of the doubt.


    By the time the movie was over, Eliza had to agree it was a classic and couldn’t stop laughing at Bill’s gushing over Jane Fonda—quote: at her best. On the way out of the theater, she casually held her hand out, but was too engrossed by the posters announcing soon-to-come flicks to see it.


    On their way to dinner, they started talking about superheroes and favorite childhood cartoons.


    It was when they reached their destination that Eliza got worried. The park at night? Maybe Bill had something in mind other than a romantic first date, and judging by his friends…


    He must have sensed her unease, because he patted her hand lightly before unlocking it from his arm. “It’s a picnic,” he said. “See?”


    She did see. There, by the root of a huge tree, lay a checkered blanket, a big wicker basket on its center. With a sigh of relief, she followed Bill to the spot he’d chosen for their date and offered to help set things up.


    “No need; I’m the man.” He thumped his chest for emphasis. “I can handle it.”


    It soon became obvious that he couldn’t.


    He brought two long red candles out of the basket, only to realize there was no way they’d stand on the blanket, even if he’d remembered to bring candleholders. Flustered, he started trying to inch them into the ground next to the blanket, but gave up after breaking one of them in two.


    Eliza could see his face fall with disappointment. “I’m sure the light coming from the street is enough for us to enjoy our meal and each other’s company,” she said.


    It was that last bit, each other’s company, that seemed to turn Bill’s frown upside down. He cast the useless candles aside and motioned towards the woolen throw on the ground. “After you, Milady.”


    The night chill had started creeping up her bare legs, and Eliza happily did as he bid. Two things became evident, though. Firstly, her strappy sandals were more for show than for walking; the heel of the right one gave way, sending her to land on her butt and taking away any possible shred of grace that could be involved in trying to sit on the ground while wearing a short skirt. Secondly, when one decided to go on a picnic, one had better made sure they did so somewhere dry.


    Sudden falls have the unpleasant side effect of sending a flowing skirt upwards, and Eliza’s naked ass came in contact with the soggy cover with a wet smack.


    Bill winced. He’d just managed to sit down cross-legged without spilling a drop from either of the two glasses of wine he’d stupidly filled before trying to take a seat, and he had no free hand to help her with. Instead he squirmed, opening and closing his mouth, obviously searching for something to say.


    “My side is dry,” he finally blurted.


    “I bet it is.”


    Eliza assessed the damage to her shoe—the heel wasn’t broken, luckily, just not very steady—while at the same time trying to bring her knees under her and move off the yuckiness without flashing him. The desire to glare at him was squashed by how helpless he looked.


    She could tell her date was suddenly struck by an idea, as if by lightning. His spine went ramrod straight, and his right arm spasmed, as if he started raising it to smack his forehead before remembering it held a glass of wine.


    “Here.” He passed both glasses to her. “We’ll move the whole thing toward the road. It’s bound to be less humid and better lit there.” He winked.


    She reached out but miscalculated the distance, or maybe Bill moved, and watched in horror as liquid splashed the front of his jeans, all the way down to mid-thigh.


    “Incredibly, I feel less of an ass now.” He chuckled.


    His good mood was contagious, and when he found his footing and helped her up, Eliza realized she was grinning.


    The next place they decided on turned out to be extremely close to an anthill.


    Eliza started jumping around, swatting at her hair—despite Bill’s reassurances that there was no way the creepy crawlies could have gotten into it since she caught on to them when they’d barely passed her toes on their way up.


    “I don’t care. I can feel them everywhere!” She saw Bill’s gaze zero in on her cleavage. “So not the right time.” She was getting pissed at him, when he started pointing too.


    She looked down and had to cross her eyes before she picked out the moving black spot on her top. It seemed to be racing toward her skin. “Get it off,” she shrieked, but panic kept her from holding still while Bill made every valiant effort to remove the threat without groping her.


    She shrieked again when the fifth-of-an-inch monster set foot on the swell of her breast.


    Bill was pulling on the material at the front of her top, when a handbag knocked him on the head.


    The old lady attached to its handle started landing blows on all parts of his anatomy and calling him a pervert. He tried hard to fend off the blows without harming the woman, while Eliza kept telling her there was a misunderstanding.


    When Eliza’s words finally sunk in, the woman turned to her, called her a slut who puts out in parks, and left with one more swing at Bill’s back.


    Still, the date might have survived even that, if it hadn’t started raining right then.


    It was by no means a storm—just enough of a drizzle to ruin any chance of a picnic. Returning Bill’s defeated look, Eliza asked what he’d prepared for dinner. When he said it was hotdogs, she suggested they ate them while walking back to the dorm.


    They did just that, walking side by side, chewing in companionable silence that was only interrupted by Bill showing off how he could down half a hot-dog in one bite…and choking on it.


    All in all, the evening was fun. Not the sort of fun a girl would like to have with the one, but Eliza kept reminding herself that the sooner he took her to the dorm, the sooner she’d find out if he really was that one. And if he was, well, they’d get plenty of chances to have the perfect moonlit dinner in the park.


    She tried hard to not pay any mind to the small voice in the back of her head that insisted she’d have felt some attraction to him if he was her kisser-in-the-dark. Besides, it was not like she’d ever felt any attraction towards any of the guys who’d been close to her that night at The Zoo.


    Again she ignored the little voice calling her a liar.


    Finally outside her dorm, she turned to face Bill, who was wiping mustard off his upper lip. “Thank you,” she said. “It was fun.”


    “Yeah, that’s me. Billy-boy is all about the fun.” He sounded sad, and she knew then that she’d kiss him anyway, just to make him smile.


    “Goodnight.” She stepped on the top of three stairs and leaned into him, waiting for him to close the distance. He reflexively pulled back, however, making her stumble and fall forward. To steady her, he closed his arms around her waist in an awkward grasp. Their faces were half an inch apart.


    He wasn’t going to kiss her; she could tell he was too shy. So she kissed him, seeking in the touch of his lips even a glimpse of the soul-shaking sensations the stranger’s lips had evoked in her a few nights earlier.


    All she felt was a hint of pork and mustard.


    ***


    Krista ambushed Eliza the moment she came in through the door.


    “How was it? Is it him?” She threw a quick glance at her watch and went on, not giving Eliza time to reply. “Uh-oh, you’re back early. Why are you back early?” She started pacing, inadvertently blocking Eliza from getting to her own bed and taking her sandals off.


    “Krissy—” She tried sidestepping her best friend, but to no avail. For a tiny girl, Krista sure took up too much space.


    “Unless you’re back early, and he’s on his way up, but you came first to tell me to get out of here so you two could have some private time to—”


    Eliza held up a hand. “Finish that sentence and die.”


    “That bad?”


    “Pork and mustard.” Eliza held her hands up in the air, like that explained everything.


    Apparently it did. Deflated, Krista dropped onto her bed. “Hotdogs? On the first date?”


    “With wine, but yeah…” Finally rid of the sandals, Eliza began massaging her feet and grimaced. “Oh, yuck! Mud.”


    “In the hotdogs?”


    “On my feet.” She looked at her hand in disgust. Mud had gotten under her nails.


    “But the hotdogs were good?” It was just like Krista to completely ignore the gagging sounds her roommate made, and focus on the important stuff.


    “The hotdogs were good.”


    “And the date?”


    “The date wasn’t.”


    “Eh.” Krista punched her defenseless pillow.


    “Eh is right, my friend, but I will not give up!”


    “On Bill?”


    Eliza rolled her eyes. “On the mystery guy. If nothing else, I had fun tonight. There was just total lack of sparks, you know?”


    Krista nodded. “Oh well, here’s to next time.” She raised an imaginary glass, and Eliza mirrored her gesture before tiptoeing to the bathroom wincing at the squishy sounds her feet made on the carpet.


    ***


    Eliza wasn’t the only one to get drilled that night.


    Bill had just turned the corner when he heard the familiar flicker of a Zippo. “Won’t you ever quit the cancer sticks, Nate?” He didn’t even bother to turn toward the sound.


    He heard scuffling footsteps, and the next moment his friend was right next to him.


    “Not any time soon, no. One of the few pleasures I’ve got.” He pulled in a long puff and then blew the smoke in Bill’s face.


    Bill waved the cloud away. “The others being poetry and stalking people?”


    “I’m not stalking anyone. Just wanted to see how your big date went.”


    Bill wished he’d never told him he was going out with Eliza. Not that he could have avoided it; Nate had seen Krista talk to him and hadn’t missed the goofy grin on Bill’s face after the girl had left. He’d pestered him relentlessly, until Bill had finally fessed up. Nate had been easily convinced not to mention anything to Greg, but Bill knew Nate would never get off his case if he found out about the mess that had been the date.


    “It was fine.” He quickened his step, hoping against hope that Nate would change the subject.


    “Fine?” Nate grabbed him by the shoulder, making him turn and face him. “It was…fine?” He threw his arms up, sending ash flying all over Bill’s shirt. “Could you be any less informative?”


    Bill squinted at him in the dark. He didn’t know if it was his imagination, but Nate’s voice sounded slurred. “Are you drunk?”


    “Are you my girlfriend? No, I’m not drunk. I had a drink or two.” He smacked the back of Bill’s head playfully. “You had your fun, and so did I.”


    Bill rubbed his head. “There wasn’t much fun to be had,” he mumbled.


    “What was that?”


    “There wasn’t much fun to be had. Not that I blame her.” Nate was giving him his full attention, and Bill thought maybe—just maybe—he could tell him the truth and not pretend he’d had a first class date. “It was the date from hell, man. Wrong place, no chemistry, ant-attack, no chemistry…”


    “So she didn’t thank you…properly?” Despite the naughty meaning behind his words, Nate seemed serious.


    Bill was incredulous. “I wouldn’t have, if I were her, and I’m easy.” He shuffled his feet. “I did get a goodnight kiss, though.”


    Nate grabbed both of Bill’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Tongue?”


    “Minimal, as was duration. I somehow doubt I’ll be seeing her again. Possibly ever. Not even by accident.”


    Bill decided telling Nate the truth hadn’t been a good idea after all, judging by the howl of laughter that followed his last statement. He knew he should have stuck with the typical macho bullshit; he should have fed Nate a made-up story about an awesome date that ended with oral sex—him in the receiving end. That would have gotten the jackass off his case.


    “Don’t sweat it, man. Happens to the best of us. You two just weren’t meant to be.” Nate wrapped an arm around his shoulder, turned him toward the direction he was originally going.


    Bill sighed with relief and was about to thank him, when Nate let go and swatted Bill’s ass. “Now go play with yourself thinking of might-have-beens.”


    “You’re such an ass.” Bill didn’t waste a second to put some distance between them.


    ***


    “That’s my girl,” Nate whispered. He tossed away his forgotten cigarette and lit a new one. “One for the road,” he muttered to himself, forcing his feet to lead him the opposite direction than the one tugging at his entire being.


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Six


    


    Despite having told Krista she wouldn’t give up, Eliza woke up feeling quite down.


    The date with Bill had provided laughing material for a lifetime, and she’d genuinely liked the guy—as a person—but somehow the evening had brought home the very real possibility that she’d never find out who’d kissed her.


    Days had gone by, and she was sure that the mystery man would have shown up by then, if he was really into her. Unless maybe he was deformed. It could be a Phantom of The Opera kind of thing.


    She shook her head at her silliness, rolled over, and buried her face into her pillow.


    It could still be Cal, she thought, though she somehow doubted it. The way he carried himself showed he had confidence in his manhood, but he lacked the finesse of whoever had changed her world with a kiss in the dark.


    “Shouldn’t judge a book by its cover,” she muttered to herself, the sound muffled against the pillow.


    Plus, if it wasn’t him, it could be either of the last two guys. That she’d failed to spot them around town since that night didn’t mean she never would. There was still hope.


    Only, she didn’t feel all that hopeful.


    ***


    Cal was militarily punctual.


    He knocked on Eliza’s door at precisely eight in the evening. When Eliza said there was no reason for him to come upstairs to get her, he said that was what a gentleman did.


    He also brought her a red rose, which really tipped the scale toward him, and he was dressed appropriately: dress slacks and a button down shirt that did not have colorful patterns on it.


    Maybe she’d been wrong in her assessment of him.


    She filled a coffee mug with cold water, put the flower in it, took his proffered arm, and bid Krista goodnight.


    Cal told her he’d made reservations for them in a fine restaurant—not too posh, but certainly not a casual diner—and commented on how her dress matched her eyes.


    All in all, that date started off in the most promising of ways.


    Until the waitress came to take their order.


    “I’ll have the pepper steak, medium-rare, and the lady will have the Carpaccio and mozzarella salad,” Cal said. Then he turned to Eliza and winked. “I know how you gals are always on a low calorie diet.”


    She decided not to kick him in the shin just then. He had been extremely polite up to that point, after all. If ordering for her without asking first and making one politically incorrect remark was all he had going against him, she’d get over it—even if she was drooling at the thought of his steak, and had never been worried about her diet.


    It appeared that wasn’t all.


    Cal Finn was as dull as a doorknob. An unpolished one.


    All he talked about was the class, the lecturer, and the team. Early on, Eliza had to prop her elbow on the table and lay her cheek on her palm, to avoiding falling asleep in her salad.


    He wasn’t a bad guy, she told herself. Just not Mr. Right. Or Mr. Right-Now.


    To be absolutely honest, he was Mr. Right-Now-I’d-Rather-Be-Anywhere-Else.


    Oh, great. He changed the subject.


    “I go to the gym every day.” The way he needed to flex his biceps to serve her some wine gave Eliza a vivid imagery of a male peacock stretching its tail feathers.


    “That’s nice. I do kick-boxing three times a week.”


    He chuckled. “Gives you the illusion you can defend yourself?”


    Eliza decided that even if he was the kisser there was no future for the two of them. She’d throttle him in his sleep if they ever were a couple. “I don’t need an illusion.” She drove a leaf of lettuce across her plate with her fork. “I can actually land any would-be-attacker on his ass.”


    He smiled and patted her arm. “With this here?”


    She returned his smile. “I’m pretty good with kneeing groins.” And pretty close to doing just that.


    The brute retracted his hand and turned his focus to his humongous steak. The mashed potatoes on the side made Eliza’s mouth water. “There is no need to get testy, Eliza. All I wanted to say was that every girl needs a man by her side, if she’s to feel safe.”


    He actually believed that. Eliza rolled her eyes so hard, she almost saw the inside of her head.


    Amazingly, Cal remained oblivious. “Besides, that is the purpose of a woman: to find someone to settle down with.” He shrugged.


    “And the purpose of a man?” Keeping the irritation out of her voice was exceedingly difficult.


    “He has to be able to provide for the woman at his side.” He seemed shocked she didn’t already know that. “Has to have a solid job, so he can bring the bread home while she raises his children.”


    She’d heard more than enough. “I’m sorry; I have a horrible headache. I think I’d better go.”


    He wiped some pepper sauce off his lip and pushed back his chair. “I’ll drive you. We came together, and it’s my responsibility to make sure you get to your room safely.”


    But she wanted to get a burger on the way home. Damn her politeness! “You really don’t need to, Cal.” Emphasis on the really.


    He wouldn’t take no for an answer. He insisted until she relented and let him pay and drive her back. At least he remained silent and kept his hands to himself until they reached her dorm.


    “I’ll walk you to your room.”


    “We’re not allowed to have guests after nine.” The lie came out with surprising ease.


    “Then I’ll have to say goodnight here.” Without warning, he wrapped his arms around her and shoved his tongue into her mouth.


    Not only wasn’t he the kisser, he was bad at it. Extremely bad. His tongue was slimy with too much saliva, and he’d stuck it halfway down Eliza’s throat, not allowing her any movement. And he opened his mouth way too much, like he was trying to eat her face.


    She pulled away, but he must have thought her shock was lust-induced because he winked. “That’s all for tonight. There’s a party at the frat house tomorrow. I’ll be waiting for you.”


    Oh, goodie! She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Cal, fun though tonight was, I don’t think—” There was simply no way she’d see him again. Or make an appearance at a party where most attendees would be his friends and thus more or less share his way of thinking.


    There was no sign he’d heard her. “Come at ten; it should be at full blast by then.” It was possible that women didn’t have voices in his little world.


    She sighed. “Thank you for dinner, but I’m not coming. Goodnight.” She opened the door and walked inside before he could say another phallocratic word.


    She waited until Cal was sure to have left, and was out that door again, determined to get something to eat this time. Something meaty and chock full of cholesterol. With a side of fries.


    She knew the perfect place. Bobbie’s, just outside campus, combined greasy and tasty to perfection.


    ***


    Three bites into a juicy cheeseburger with bacon and extra mayo, she was interrupted by a voice she wouldn’t mind never hearing again in her life.


    “What, the Hulk didn’t feed you?”


    She looked up, and there was Nate, grinning like he’d just won the lotto.


    She apparently wasn’t meant to go to bed on a full stomach. She made a show out of chewing her mouthful, swallowing, and licking her lips. “Not your business. Now crawl back to whatever hole you crawled out of.”


    “And miss the opportunity to rub in the fact you date losers?” He scoffed. “Try again, Sunshine.”


    Why was she so unlucky? Why did he have to run into her—and know about her date? She doubted he knew about her going out with Bill the previous night. There was no way he’d bypass an opportunity to make fun of her, and going out on two disaster dates in two consecutive nights was nothing if not such an opportunity.


    “What do you want? How did you even know I was out with Cal?”


    “Ah-ha!” He pulled out the chair opposite hers, planted his ass on it, and helped himself to some of her fries. “How did you know ‘the Hulk’ meant him?”


    “Well, he’s not like that.” The whiny way she said it didn’t even convince herself. She tried again. “He’s fun—”


    “Boring.” He drew the word out and reached for more fries.


    She slapped his hand away, hard. “And sweet—”


    “Then why are you here with me and not with him, getting cozy?” The look of triumph he gave her could have been because he’d not only managed to get a fried potato, but also dipped it in her mayo.


    He kept cutting her off, damn him, and touching her food! “I’m not with you. You…you appeared—”


    “You ditched Mr. Fun-and-Sweet for a burger? What kind of a person are you?” He gave her a mock-horrified look, then proceeded to lick mayonnaise off his fingers. Slowly.


    She barely kept her gaze from lingering inappropriately on his tongue. “I didn’t—”


    “Or maybe he wasn’t fun. Or sweet… Oh, I know! He was nothing but an overgrown boy-scout with the sense of humor of a decorative plant, and you just don’t want to admit that you went for the wrong guy once again.”


    She hated it so much when he was right. She gave him the kick in the shin she’d itched to deal Cal, and stood.


    “Ouch!” He leaned down to rub his leg.


    “You’re so wrong, it’s not even funny. I’m seeing Cal again—not that it’s any of your business.”


    “Liar!”


    “Am not. I’m going to his party at the Lowell House tomorrow. You can finish this off. I’m not hungry anymore.” She pushed her plate his way and walked away from what could have been a perfectly good dinner.


    She ended up fully dressed on her bed, eating crackers and wondering why on earth Nate wouldn’t just leave her alone. And why on earth she let him get to her so much.


    Oh, and how the fuck she’d survive a party with not one but several Cal-minded people.


    ***


    Nate threw an arm over his eyes, thinking for the millionth time that he should get thicker curtains for his bedroom.


    The light seeping in reminded him of Eliza’s hair that night.


    Could things stop reminding him of her, he wondered.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Seven


    


    “Who on earth thinks Sunday is a good day for a party?” Eliza had gone through her list of points-to-whine-about concerning both Cal and Nate, and was now focusing on the wrongness that was that night’s party.


    Krista had her maths book on her lap and was turning pages with a bored expression on her face. “We’re not in high-school anymore,” she said, as if that explained everything.


    Eliza tilted her head to the side.


    “I mean, there’s no school nights and stuff. We can stay out late whenever we want. And have parties on Sundays and” —she took a deep breath— “and fall in love despite floral patterns.”


    Eliza’s left eyebrow shot toward her hairline. “Explain?”


    “I think I’ll spend the night at Bill’s.” Krista crossed her arms and looked at Eliza as if challenging her to protest.


    “How come?” Krista hung her head, but not before Eliza saw her blush. “Oh. Oh! Um…well, that's great. You know, I mean, I think Bill's a really great guy, Kris.”


    “He is. And I’m sorry that he’s—that you went out with him first, but it wasn't something I was looking for. It's just—” she let out a dramatic sigh “—powerful.”


    “Honey, there was nothing ever between me and him. And I couldn’t be happier for you. Unless…” Eliza looked at her fingernails, frowning.


    “Unless what?”


    “Unless you and Bill could come to the party with me. Please? I could totally be happier then.” She used the potent combo of puppy eyes and a pout.


    Krista shook her head. “You can forget about it. You don’t even have to go. Just because you told Nate—”


    “Yes, just because I told him. I don’t want him to think he was right.”


    “But, Eliza, he was!” Krista put her book aside, stood, and approached her. “We’re not in high-school any more. You should be doing things for you now. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone.”


    Eliza nodded. “You’re right. I know you are.” Still, she ironed her favorite backless top. She’d go and she’d look stunning. And she’d do that for herself.


    ***


    The party didn’t disappoint; it was exactly as horrible as Eliza had expected it to be.


    Cal had grabbed her arm the moment she’d walked through the door, and wouldn’t let go until he’d introduced her to pretty much every single one of his friends.


    “This is Eliza,” he’d say with a wink.


    Every wink made her want to elbow him in the gut.


    She’d already been there for an hour, and Nate hadn’t shown up—not that she was constantly looking at the front door, or anything. It made her feel like a complete idiot for going. Once more she wondered why she bothered with what he thought. The little voice inside, the one she usually ignored, knew the answer: Nate was an ass, but his infuriating remarks had never been wrong. If only he’d approached things differently—in a non-hating-her kind of way—he’d have saved her loads of heartache.


    And maybe she’d like him then.


    Well, he didn’t care about her liking him, and saving her heartache certainly wasn’t among his priorities.


    She sighed and turned her focus on Cal, who had finally let go of her arm.


    “The guys have set up a little bet.” He winked again. “So I’ll leave you without the pleasure of my company for a while.”


    “A bet?” How long had she zoned out for?


    “A drinking contest. Beer.” He smirked, and she was extremely annoyed that the first thought on her mind was how smirks looked much better on Nate.


    Bad, bad way of thinking. Nothing looked good on Nate, because Nate wasn’t good-looking. She’d have to keep reminding herself that. She assured Cal she’d manage to have some fun without him and walked towards the far end of the living room.


    There, among a circle of people playing Spin-the-Bottle, sat the two guys who’d been at The Gridlock on the night of the kiss—the ones she’d nicknamed Flashy and Biker Wannabe. Eliza flicked her gaze upward, silently thanking Whoever Held the Strings for one last chance to spot her mystery kisser. If he was one of those two, she would finally find out which. If not, she’d probably grow old nagging at her friends about losing what could have been true love.


    Oh, well, if she tried hard enough, she might someday convince herself that she’d dreamed up that perfect kiss.


    With her best flirty grin, she approached the circle. “Can I play?” Nobody seemed to mind—there were in fact some wolf whistles, which she attributed to her lucky, tiny top—so she strategically placed herself opposite to where the two men sat side by side. If she spun the bottle just right, she might be able to get either one of them.


    “New girl spins,” a geeky looking guy suggested.


    Eliza smiled and did just that.


    The bottle stopped in front of Biker Wannabe, who blushed profusely. He wasn’t wearing his leather jacket this time, but perspiration shone on his forehead as he got on his hands and knees. Internally patting herself on the back, Eliza crawled forward and met him half way for her kiss.


    Simply put, it turned out to be nothing to write home about. No more than a friendly peck that caused no tingles whatsoever. Eh, it was probably the other guy. Typical of her luck that Mr. Right would turn out to be the last man she’d ever go for. She shuddered at the memory of the turquoise suit. Maybe he would tone down the flashiness for the right girl.


    “This wasn’t a proper kiss! Spin it once more!” The geeky guy who’d said it was her turn to play licked his lips. “Maybe you’ll get lucky this time.”


    He was sitting at Flashy’s right, and Eliza really didn’t feel like kissing him, so she decided to not try and rig the spin again. Instead, she placed her hand at the middle of the bottle and turned it with all the strength she could muster.


    The bottle turned two, three, four times…and ended up pointing at a pair of boots that had just stomped their way into the circle.


    “Well, look at that,” said the owner of the boots. “I guess you did get lucky.”


    Eliza would honestly rather not look. She’d pluck her own eyes out rather than see the man she was supposed to kiss. Could her night get any worse? “You’re not playing, Nate.”


    “Says who? I want to play. You’ll like it.” He wagged his tongue in that extremely annoying way that never failed to make heat rise up Eliza’s cheeks.


    “I’m not kissing you!” She knew she sounded like a spoiled brat, but couldn’t have cared less.


    “Oh, come on, Sunshine. I’ve brushed and flossed!”


    People around them whistled and wooted, urging her to not break the rules of the game, and she thought maybe that was a good thing. She could possibly bite his tongue off, and rid herself of his maddening commentary on her life.


    With a sigh, she rose and took a step towards him. Strangely, her legs felt like jell-o.


    Nate gently placed a hand on her hip. “You’ll survive.” He leaned closer, and despite herself Eliza closed her eyes and let her lips part.


    The kiss never came.


    Cold liquid splashed the side of her face and poured down her front, making her jump and open her eyes.


    “You slut!” Cal’s eyes blazed with fury. He’d showered her with his beer.


    “Hey! No need for that.” Nate held up a hand. “It’s just a game.”


    “You stay out of this, asshole.” Cal grabbed Eliza’s upper arm and shook her harshly. “You’re a cock-tease, Eliza.” His voice was loud enough that she knew everyone around heard him.


    “Let go of me!” She pushed him back, but he wouldn’t let go.


    “No! You came here for me, and instead I find you kissing every man you see. What’s next?” His eyes were red, bulging. “Rubbing against them? Taking them to bed? Whore!” He raised his palm, as if to slap her.


    She’d heard enough. Balling her hand into a fist, she aimed for his solar plexus. She wasn’t fast enough.


    Nate punched Cal in the face.


    Then, when Cal released Eliza to pinch his bleeding nose, Nate swiped Cal’s legs out from under him, sending him to land on his ass. “She said let go, you fucker.”


    Eliza turned stunned eyes to her unexpected savior, just in time to see Mike and Leo double-team him. Mike sucker punched him from the side, the fraternity ring on his finger tearing a gash on Nate’s cheekbone. Nate swung at him, but Mike dodged it and then trapped Nate’s arms so Leo could punch him in the gut.


    Nate doubled over in pain, and the two bent down to help Cal, ignoring the gathering crowd yelling for more.


    Eliza was still shocked and trying to make sense of what had just happened, when Nate raised his bloodied face, and asked, “Are you all right?”


    What the hell was wrong with this guy? His eyebrow was torn, he was holding his gut and wincing in pain, and yet he was asking if she was all right? Had he forgotten he hated her?


    “I’m fine.” She pulled out of reach when he made to grab her shoulder. There was blood covering his eye. She sighed and looped her arm around his waist to help him straighten up. “What were you thinking? I—”


    “I wasn’t,” he whispered.


    “What?”


    “I wasn’t thinking. I heard him talk to you like that, saw him grab you, and thought I’d save you.”


    “For yourself? I didn’t need saving. I’ve handled worse.” She turned to Cal who leaned dazedly against the wall. “Don’t call me. Ever!” Mike and Leo held their arms up when she glared at them.


    “He started it,” Leo said, pointing at Nate.


    Eliza just narrowed her eyes and they moved aside for her to lead Nate out of there. The whole party seemed to have stopped, everyone watching the odd couple make their way to the exit.


    Once outside, she turned him to face her. “I think that’s gonna need stitches.” She pointed at his eyebrow, but he withdrew from her finger. It made her feel bad.


    “Not necessary. I heal easy.” He dabbed at the blood with the hem of his shirt.


    “I still think we should take you to the hospital.”


    He shoved a hand into the back pocket of his jeans and came up with a crumpled packet of Marlboros and a Zippo.


    “You smoke?” She’d never known that about him. Or much of anything, really. They hadn’t done much socializing together, what with his insulting her and one of them leaving every time they’d happened to meet.


    “Yes. I’m bad. Want to spank me and show me the error of my ways?” He leered, but the blood trickling down his face killed the effect.


    She hit the cigarette out of his hand as he was raising it to his lips. “Not really. I want to punch you, as always. I just don’t think I need to.”


    He didn’t try for a second cigarette. “Nice way of thanking me.”


    His resigned sigh bothered her, as had his behavior minutes earlier. “Why did you do that, Nate? Why stand up for me?” She still didn’t get it, and really wanted to. His reaction to Cal’s putting her down had been shocking, to say the least.


    He shrugged. “I don’t really know. It felt like I had to.”


    A breeze made Eliza’s skin erupt in little goose bumps. She rubbed her arms, all too aware of the chilly night air.


    “You should be going. You’ll catch your death in that skimpy excuse for a top. And your hair is wet.”


    She shook his words off. “I’ll walk you to your car. You drove here, right? Are you okay to be driving home?” Why did she care? She owed him, she reasoned with herself.


    “I’m not going home. Don’t want my dad seeing me like this.” Blood dripped on his T-shirt when he looked down.


    “Come.” She took a couple of steps before she realized he wasn’t following. “Well? You coming?”


    “Where?”


    “My room. You got all messed up defending my honor.” She grabbed a fist-full of his short sleeve and pulled him after her. “I’m not sending you home until you’re cleaned up and in a fresh tee.”


    He said nothing, letting her drag him along.


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eight


    


    Eliza opened her dorm room door just a sliver and stuck her head in. “Krista? You here?”


    There was no answer, not even after the third time she called out, and Eliza smiled to herself. Krista must have decided to spend the night with Bill. “All’s clear.” She threw the door open the rest of the way and went straight for her closet. “You go wash your face, while I find a shirt for you to wear. There’s alcohol under the sink—”


    “A drink would be—”


    She turned to face him, hands firmly planted on her hips. “Not that kind of alcohol. The putting on wounds type.”


    “I’m not dabbing alcohol on my eye.” Still, when she tapped her foot and arched an eyebrow, he peeled his shirt off and bunched it up. After a moment’s hesitation, he threw it on the floor, before disappearing into the bathroom and closing the door behind him.


    He came back as Eliza was taking off her own top. Her back was strategically turned toward the bathroom door, so he wouldn’t see anything. “No funny business, or I’ll have to kill you. New shirt’s on the back of my desk chair.”


    “I’m not dry yet. And I’m not looking. Although one has to wonder why you couldn’t wait until I was gone to do that, if you were so worried about your virtue.”


    “If one hadn’t sprayed blood on my favorite shirt, one wouldn’t have to wonder that.” She leaned to the side to get her pajama top that was all stretched out on her bed. “Besides, we’re mutually-hating adults. Not like I have something to fear.” She was such a liar. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she felt all kinds of stupid for not having waited until he left—mostly because hearing his voice made her nipples hard. She shouldn’t have such reactions around the jerk, no matter that he’d behaved like a human being earlier.


    “I don’t get why you sell yourself short the way you do. Why you go out with men like Greg, like Mr. Muscle. I don’t even get why you put up with me—why I’m here right now. You’re above all this, Eliza.” His voice was even, if slightly choked.


    Eliza froze; no way he’d just said what she’d heard. She tried hard not to turn and look at him, not daring to break whatever spell made him sound like he didn’t hate her. She needed to hear what came next.


    “I—you’re just too good to be wasting yourself, is all I’m saying.”


    She didn’t know where his words had come from, any more than why all she could think at the moment was that she owed him a kiss. If not for butting in to save her from the verbal abuse Cal was subjecting her to, then because they’d never gotten their turn during the game of Spin-the-Bottle.


    She turned on her heel, pajama top held firmly in front of her breasts. He sat there, on her floor, shirtless; arms straight, holding his body up; legs spread in front of him. His body was even more perfect than what the glimpse of him going to the bathroom had allowed her to see, but it wasn’t his body she focused on. He kept his head down, as if it weighed him to be nice to her, and it only made it mean more somehow that he chose to be nice despite it.


    She knelt between his legs, sought his gaze, and—when he looked at her questioningly—touched her lips to his.


    She’d meant it to be nothing more than a peck, but the moment his tongue slipped between her lips, a familiar scent flooded her senses.


    Her top slid to the floor, and Eliza gave in to the kiss the way she had that first time, mindlessly surrendering to sensation as Nate seemed to devour almost all logic.


    Almost.


    If Nate was her mystery kisser, he had to have an agenda. He’d hated her for too long to have just kissed her when the opportunity arose. She pushed him away and wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “It was you! Why—”


    Before she could finish asking what the hell he’d been thinking—what twisted game he was playing—he sprang to his feet, grabbed his shirt, and stormed out.


    ***


    It took Eliza a few long moments to get over the shock of discovering Nate was the man she’d built up so much in her fantasies, and then she was on her feet, dashing towards the door. She already had her hand on the doorknob when she realized she was about to enter the dorm’s main corridor topless.


    By the time she was fully dressed and out of her room, Nate was nowhere to be seen.


    She contemplated calling Bill and asking for Nate’s address, his phone number—anything that would help her get hold of him and demand some explanations—but decided against it. She’d have to think first. What would she ask Nate? Why he’d kissed her in the dark? If he’d been willing to answer that, he wouldn’t have run out of there as if hell was after him.


    Sleep on it was the way to go, she decided.


    It would have been a good plan too, if only she’d managed to actually get any sleep instead of tossing and turning for hours. Her mind kept ignoring her better judgment and scanning through all her meetings with Nate—as if on a loop—trying to make sense of his kissing her.


    He’d seemed to despise her from day one, and yet his lips had been so infinitely gentle against hers. He kept insulting her but had jumped to her defense and gotten a torn cheekbone for his trouble. He’d mocked her mercilessly for two years then told her she was worth so much more than what she wasted herself on.


    And then he’d kissed her and run.


    There was only one explanation that made sense to her at three in the morning: he wanted to drive her crazy! He was sending her so many mixed signals that there was no way to take him seriously and avoid going cuckoo.


    It was disturbing that she took him seriously.


    Another couple of failed attempts to fall asleep later, Eliza sat up in bed, reached to the nightstand, and picked up the phone receiver. She dialed a number she hated still knowing by heart and waited for the person on the other end to pick up.


    It took seven rings for Greg’s groggy voice to say, “Hello?”


    “What’s wrong with you and your friend Nate? Better yet, don’t tell me. Whatever fucked up plan you have, you better quit it. Now.” The last word came out as a bark.


    “What? Huh? Who is this?”


    She’d have found his confusion adorable when they were still dating. Now it just bugged her. Rolling her eyes, she told him her name and waited for his reaction.


    “Eliza?” He sounded incredulous. “Are you crazy? What time is it?”


    “I don’t know and I don’t care.” She huffed. “And I’m definitely not crazy.”


    “No. No, you’re not. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.” He suddenly sounded awake, panic evident in his voice.


    “Whatever.” His panic was not her business. She didn’t care. “Will you and Nate cut the crap?”


    “I don’t know what—”


    “You know perfectly well what. Nate’s acting all civil and gallant toward me lately.” She didn’t know why she didn’t mention the kiss. The kisses. “I don’t know what you’re playing at, but stop it. This is my last warning.”


    “Nothing. We’re playing at nothing, Eliza. Please believe me! I’ve got no clue what you’re talking about.” He sounded near tears. “Have you talked to anyone about your… suspicions?”


    “No.” Eliza frowned. Was she missing something? She knew she’d hurt him when her knee had connected to his groin all that time ago, but really didn’t think he’d be intimidated by her.


    “Please don’t tell anyone. Please.”


    “Um, okay. But you owe me.” She was definitely missing something but decided to let it slide, since it seemed to be working in her favor.


    “Sure.” His eagerness would have been heartwarming if she didn’t despise him like the worm that he was.


    She hung up without saying goodbye. Great, now there was another mystery floating around her head. Why had Greg acted so weird? He’d sounded afraid of something—so much so, that he’d convinced her he wasn’t in on whatever Nate was doing.


    She flipped onto her stomach, wondering if all the males she knew had been taken over by aliens.


    ***


    Krista tiptoed into the bedroom a bit after five in the morning, only to let out a yelp when the light was switched on.


    “Have a good night?” Eliza was grinning, arms crossed over her chest.


    Krista nodded vigorously. “Uh huh.”


    “Glad it was good for one of us!”


    Krista rolled her eyes. Her best friend’s exaggerated sighs showed that she itched to talk about whatever had transpired. She felt a pang of guilt for thinking maybe she should have stayed at Bill’s. The point had been to get some extra hours of rest in, which she couldn’t do when she shared a bed with her boyfriend. Knowing Eliza, there would be no sleeping for either of them in the near future.


    She let her shoulder bag drop to the floor, kicked off her sandals, and sat on Eliza’s bed. “How was the party?”


    She didn’t need to ask a second time. Eliza started talking, and Krista could feel her eyes widen with every new bit of info.


    “You called Greg?” she asked when Eliza was done. She propped one elbow on Eliza’s bent knee and laid her cheek in her open palm. “And he sounded scared, instead of yelling at you and calling you names?”


    “I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m lost, Krissy, help me out.”


    “I’m trying.” She was also trying to stay awake. She folded her legs under her. “That thing with Greg…it’s really weird. Why would he be worried about you telling people?”


    Eliza shrugged. “I know you love puzzles, but can we stay with the Nate-shaped one for the time being?”


    Krista took a moment to decide how to ask for the piece of information that was missing, if she were to help her friend. She chewed on the inside of her lip. “Eliza, now that you know it was Nate…do you want to kiss him again?”


    *


    “No. Definitely not.” Eliza shook her head seriously. “Yes.” She looked at her hands. “Maybe?” With a grunt, she pulled the pillow from under her head and covered her face with it. “I don’t know. I think I’m in for a world of pain if I say yes, but—I don’t know.” She honestly didn’t. She felt completely stupid for not being able to think straight. She felt even more stupid for seeing him in a positive light because he’d been nice to her once. Once. “After almost two years of constantly being on my case, he smiled, said a couple of nice things, and kissed me—okay, and he took a couple of punches for me—and I suddenly possibly like him?”


    Maybe she’d been taken over by aliens, too.


    Then again, she’d always found him attractive in that obnoxious way of his. He knew how to walk in a crowd; that was for sure. His swagger made women’s gazes lock on him with appreciation. And he had a hot body. Sculpted, lean, with his wide shoulders and narrow hips forming that V-shape that was the epitome of the male physique. His eyes were pretty too, especially the way they lit up when he smiled. And his lips…


    She pressed the pillow harder against her face.


    Krista pried the pillow from her hands. “Let’s go over every time you two have talked. Maybe we’ll decrypt Mr. Mixed Messages.” She emphasized her promise with a yawn.


    “You sure you can stay awake?”


    “I’ll manage.”


    “Okay, where do we start?”


    “I have a theory.” Always the one to see the best in people, Krista offered her optimistic point of view. What if it wasn’t a game to Nate? Maybe he liked Eliza but couldn’t move in on a friend’s ex. Surely there was something they hadn’t considered, something fitting that theory, that could explain why he’d been an ass to her since the first time he saw her. They just had to find out what that was.


    That would mean the kisses Eliza and Nate had shared hadn’t been meaningless.


    Eliza was extremely upset with herself for liking that scenario. Sadly, past experience indicated there was also the possibility that maybe Nate was just trying to sleep with her, like his buddy had done.


    Her mind was reeling.


    “Could Bill be in on it too? He sort of tried first.” Conspiracy theories were extremely easy to come up with after a sleepless night.


    “Sweetie—” Krista shook her head. “I asked Bill out for you. He never made a move before that.” She smiled dreamily. “And he’s too nice for something like that. He’s kind and considerate—”


    “Maybe that was his evil plan: playing Mr. Nice-guy.” Eliza grimaced. “Okay, so I’m being silly. Scratch Bill out. He’s your man, and he’s cool in my books.” Seeing her friend barely keep her eyes open made her realize she too was finally getting drowsy. “We better get some sleep. Think about it some more tomorrow.”


    Krista didn’t need to be told twice. She crawled into her bed, not bothering to change into her pajamas. “Best thing you’ve said all night.”


    “I think I may try to talk to Nate tomorrow. I doubt he’ll be forthcoming with the answers, but this has to be talked about.”


    “Good idea,” Krista mumbled sleepily.


    “So, how good was your night, exactly?”


    The only reply Eliza got was her best friend’s snore.


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Nine


    


    Waking up for class was extremely hard. So hard in fact, that Eliza decided to skip Psychology at eleven and go straight to her English class at two in the afternoon.


    She took longer than usual to get ready, all the time trying to convince herself it had nothing to do with the possibility of seeing Nate at the cafeteria after class.


    Mondays had always been a source of anxiety, since she and Krista had a break between courses at the same time Greg and his buddies did. Eliza refused to let them drive her off, so they’d all inevitably meet at the cafeteria, where she’d have to put up with whatever idiotic behavior Nate would decide to direct her way.


    That specific Monday she couldn’t wait to see him, even though she wouldn’t admit that out loud.


    She just wanted to check his reactions when he saw her, she reasoned. Maybe there would be something to let her know what on earth was on his mind. If his friends started nudging him and laughing at her… Well, she’d probably wish the earth would open up and swallow her whole, but she’d also know that it had all been some kind of game and stop agonizing over it.


    She put on some mascara and finished her light make up with a generous amount of lip gloss, watching her reflection in the mirror. Her hair seemed a bit too wild. Did she have time to wash it and redo it? Nah. Unless she could skip English, too. She shook her head. She’d stop freaking and just go.


    “Kris, I’m out of here. Want me to set the alarm clock for you?” she asked her friend’s still sleeping form. A negative sounding groan indicated Krista had no wish to wake up.


    “Ok, call me if when you’re up. I can bring us a late lunch after class, and you can fill me in on Bill.”


    Krista turned on her back and smiled sweetly at the sound of her boyfriend’s name. The happiness on her face was enough to make Eliza smile as well, all the way to and through class.


    ***


    The smile disappeared from her lips about fifteen minutes into her break. Greg was at his usual table with Bill and Ethan, but Nate was nowhere to be seen. Eliza had at first thought Nate might have been held up in class, but her agitation grew as the minutes ticked by.


    When Greg broke away from his pack and walked toward the door, she quickly jumped out of her seat and rushed after him.


    She caught up with him right outside the men’s room. “Hey!”


    The look on his face when he twirled around to face her was that of a cornered animal. “Eliza?”


    “Where’s your friend?” She had no time for small talk.


    “Who? Nate? Don’t know. He didn’t show up.” He sidestepped her, but Eliza blocked his way into the restroom the moment he did so.


    “So he’s home then?” She gave him a toothy grin, knowing full well she didn’t appear half as cool as she tried to be.


    Greg’s eyes were flicking from her to his surroundings, and he kept shifting his weight from one leg to the other. “I guess,” he mumbled.


    She looked at him expectantly. “Well, where is home?” And what had she ever seen in him? The way he was avoiding her gaze somehow disgusted her more than all the remarks he’d made at her expense.


    “Listen, Eliza—” He’d taken that tone of voice he’d used on her so often when they’d been together. The one that said, “Listen to your superiors, little girl.”


    That tone irked her to no end. “No, you listen. I want to talk to Nate, and I want to do so now. I don’t know what he’s up to, but I swear to God, if I find out you’re in on it—”


    She hadn’t realized she had raised her voice until he took a step back and flinched.


    “Okay, what the hell is wrong with you?” She closed the distance between them to poke his shoulder with one finger. “I’m not gonna knee you in the…there again.” She indicated his groin with a vague gesture.


    “That’s not—I’m not afraid of you.” He squared his shoulders and looked down at her, making their height difference all the more noticeable.


    “That’s not the feeling I get.” Remembering their talk the previous night, she added, “Maybe I should start telling people how you and Nate—”


    “No.” He grabbed both her shoulders, but let go almost immediately and looked around once again.


    “What’s going on with you?” His behavior was so weird it wasn’t even funny. Well, maybe a little funny. She wanted to yell boo and see if he tried to run.


    “Eliza, I’ve been nice to you, right?” Her face must have betrayed how incredulous she felt, because he went on. “I mean lately. I’ve been nice lately. Haven’t been teasing you. Even apologized.”


    She narrowed her eyes, trying to understand what he was getting at. “If you don’t explain, I can guarantee I’ll make it hurt. For you.”


    His whole body sagged. “I got a note.”


    “Not much sense is being made here.”


    “An anonymous note. Saying if I ever treated you wrong again, they’d know.”


    “Who would…? Oh, right. Anonymous.” She rolled her eyes. “So?”


    “They knew something about me. Something I want to be kept secret.” He gave her his best puppy-eyed look. “If I hurt you again, my life is ruined.”


    Eliza let a few long moments go by, taking a perverse pleasure in his obvious discomfort. “Well, tell me where Nate lives and you won’t have to worry about that,” she finally said.


    ***


    Nate took a long drag from his cigarette and, for the millionth time, told himself he wasn’t a coward for running out on her. More, that he wasn’t an idiot for doing so while she was topless.


    He never should have kissed her at The Zoo. He should have let sleeping dogs lie. Still, he couldn’t regret those perfect few moments when she’d returned his passion that night, or how she’d responded to him just a few short hours ago.


    He sure as hell felt like shit for the look she’d given him when she’d realized he’d been the one to kiss her in the dark. The look of confusion and pain that had replaced the one of desire in her eyes would stay with him forever, he knew. It was that look he’d hoped to escape by fleeing.


    He wished he could just run back to her dorm room, sweep her off her feet, and admit everything. If he could just tell her how he’d tried to spare her Greg’s plans, if he could tell her he’d fallen for her before they’d ever spoken…


    She wouldn’t listen—not that he could blame her.


    Greg wouldn’t mind if Nate made a move for her now, but Nate could never be with Eliza if Greg was in his life, acting as a constant reminder of how she’d been played. Nate couldn’t possibly expect her to have to see her ex-boyfriend, when the two of them went out as a couple.


    He let out a bitter laugh. When they went out as a couple. Eliza would never give him the time of day; he’d made sure of that through a string of idiotic stunts.


    Still, maybe there was a chance…


    He shook his head, threw the cigarette butt off the roof, and climbed back inside his room. There was no chance for them, but there was still a chance for him. He would stop pretending to be someone he wasn’t.


    Even if that left him completely alone.


    He was a coward. Not just for leaving her the previous night, but for not daring to show up at campus. What was he afraid of?


    He rubbed his eyes. Staying awake all night was taking its toll on him. He needed a cup of coffee.


    The kitchen was downstairs. He made it there without tripping, though his feet felt made of lead.


    When the coffee was ready, he poured two cups and took one of them to his dad.


    “Making me coffee, Nathaniel?” The man looked up from his newspaper. “Something must be seriously wrong with you.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Keep making fun of me. See if I ever do something nice for you again.” Nate’s answer lacked conviction with his mind preoccupied as it was.


    Jonathan put the paper aside and looked at his son with his unique mixture of parental love and shrewd observance. “Is there something you want to talk about?”


    Yes. He wanted to talk about how he’d decided to break away from the only people he’d called friends for as long as he could remember, and was afraid to face them. He needed to talk about that girl he was head over heels for, who hated his guts because he’d been a complete jackass to her, and the idea of seeing that written all over her face again scared the hell out of him. “No. Nothing. I’ll be in my room.”


    A little time alone should help him figure out what to do. He couldn’t avoid everyone forever. Of course, Eliza wouldn’t mind never seeing him again. He punched the doorframe of his bedroom. If he lingered on that thought too long, he might crumble, so he wouldn’t think about Eliza until he was all right with himself.


    ***


    Jonathan had an ah-huh moment when, an hour later, he opened the door to a pretty young lady asking for his son by that horrible nickname the boy had given himself. Jonathan asked if she’d like something to drink while he called Nathaniel downstairs.


    The girl’s face fell. “Umm, I’m not sure he’ll come down if you say I’m here…”


    “Then perhaps it shouldn’t be up to him. His room is upstairs, last door on your right.”


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Ten


    


    She was standing outside Nate’s bedroom. Nathaniel’s bedroom, his father had told her.


    Funny how she’d never wondered what Nate’s real name was. Even funnier that she could never have guessed he had a father like the man who told her to call him Briggs. She hadn’t given Nate’s place much thought, but never in a million years could she have imagined it’d be full of light, with frilly curtains and coasters on tables. Or crystal vases with flowers on them dispersed throughout the house.


    She reached Nate’s door and took a deep breath, pondering on whether she should knock or not.


    Maybe she should just barge in, with a jolly hello there.


    She knocked timidly.


    “Come in, Dad. I’m decent.”


    She would have snorted if her legs weren’t a bit unsteady. “Er…guess again.” She opened the door and…walked into an alternate dimension.


    Nate was wearing glasses. And reading. She looked at the cover of the book he was holding. It was poetry.


    She wouldn’t be surprised to hear Welcome to the Twilight Zone any minute now.


    “I—I—I…” Eloquent. So very eloquent.


    Nate jumped off his bed, tossing the book aside. “Eliza? What are you doing here?”


    He sounded different, too.


    Not knowing what to make of all the information clouding her mind, she went for her favorite course of action: attack. “You kissed me. Why did you kiss me? Twice!”


     *


    He had fallen asleep while reading. There was no other explanation.


    Eliza was there, in his room, because it was all a dream. Damn, he still had his glasses on. His dad had warned him on more than one occasion that sleeping with his glasses on was like begging for a scratched eye. He took off the spectacles and placed them carefully on his desk. The same desk the woman of his dreams leaned against, arms crossed and eyebrow arched.


    If she wasn’t something his mind had conjured, he was in quite a bind. And he had to stop thinking like a wimp. In quite a bind. He snorted.


    “Well?” she asked.


    She was real. Really real and really there, and unless he found something smart to say he could lose his only chance to make her see…


    “I just felt like it.” He couldn’t make her see anything. She was only there because she felt he owed her an explanation. After he satisfied her curiosity, she’d probably warn him to never bother her again and walk out of his life for good.


    *


    She never should have gone to him.


    It was a mistake—she could see that now. First he’d completely ignored her, and now he was as cold as a popsicle. He just felt like it. She felt like doing many things, but had he ever seen her moon the Contemporary Lit Professor? Had he ever caught her rolling on the grass or throwing the cafeteria meatballs on the linoleum, to see if they bounced? No. She never did things just because she felt like it.


    “You just felt like creeping up to me in the dark and kissing me, like…” Like he was starving for her lips, like he needed her breath to survive, like he craved her. “And then, in my room. You kissed me again.”


    “You kissed me that time.”


    Did it matter? He’d returned her kiss. He’d deepened it. She searched his eyes for the passion he’d shown her just the previous night, but saw nothing. “You ran.”


    *


    There was no accusation in her voice; she was just stating a fact, but it hurt him to be reminded of what a coward he’d been.


    He still was one.


    She was so close, he could smell her shampoo. He could just reach out, tangle his fingers in that shining mane of golden locks and seal her questioning lips with another kiss.


    He knew he wouldn’t. He couldn’t risk seeing that look of disappointment in her eyes again, so he would just do what he’d been doing from the start; scare her away.


    “I ran.” He nodded. “And so should you. Run along now.”


    *


    This Nate she saw before her was the one she was used to. He was the Nate who insulted, who made fun, who hurt her every chance he got. She knew how to deal with him much better than with the sensitive Nathaniel she’d been allowed a glimpse of.


    Too bad that something inside her told her the Nate she was seeing now was nothing more than a front. Even as he’d told her to leave, his body had led him closer to her. She could see a muscle on his jaw tick and she wanted to run her thumb over it. She wanted to place her fingers on the line formed between his brows and smooth it, banish it from the perfect features it was marring.


    She shook her head lightly, to clear it of the rogue thoughts, and pinned him with her gaze. “I will go.” She didn’t move. She’d only go if he did nothing to keep her.


    *


    He prayed she’d leave, because his self-restraint was wavering; if she stayed a bit more, he’d lose all semblance of control. And this time he wouldn’t stop at a kiss.


    Her skin seemed so smooth. The swell of her breasts, as her arms pressed them upwards, was begging to be touched. His fingers tingled with the need to trace her collarbone, feather over every part of her, before his touches became bolder. If she didn’t go, he’d make her his.


    He forced himself to move away and opened the door for her.


    Arms still crossed, she walked out of his bedroom. Just past the doorway, she turned and looked at him over her shoulder. “I guess I’ll go do what I feel like, then.”


    It sounded like a threat.


    ***


    She was glad she hadn’t run into his father on her way out. There was no way she’d have managed to hide her frustration longer than it had taken her to leave the Briggs residence.


    She hadn’t had something in mind when she’d said she’d do what she felt like. Truth be told, all she felt like was crawling into bed and sleeping for a week, but she’d promised Krista a late lunch, and it was almost time for an early dinner.


    She took her cell phone out of her back pocket and punched in her best friend’s number. “Chinese or burgers?” she asked the moment Krista picked up.


    “Hey, Eliza. Where are you?”


    “Hey. Chinese or burgers? We’ll talk when I’m there.” The pause on the other end was long.


    “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie.” Krista didn’t sound very sorry. “Bill came by, and we’re going out to eat.”


    Great. Now she could hide under her covers and sleep for hours—or for a week.


    “Don’t worry about it. Have fun.” She hung up and started walking back to campus.


    She picked up her pace when the first drop of rain fell on her nose, but it soon became apparent she wouldn’t outrun the oncoming storm. She ducked into the first fast food place she happened upon, ordered some fries, and decided to wait the rain out.


    *


    Jonathan had managed not to run into his son’s bedroom the moment he’d heard the front door slide shut. More than half an hour passed without Nate showing any signs of leaving his room, however, and Jonathan was no longer able to hold back.


    “Care to tell me about the young lady?” He walked into his son’s room with a grin, both hands cupping the mug Nate had offered him earlier.


    Nate was sitting on the floor, back against the wall, gaze unfocused and vacant.


    Seeing him like that wiped the grin right out of Jonathan’s face. “Nate? What’s wrong?”


    “I’m wrong, Dad. Have been for a while.” The boy’s voice was as empty as his eyes.


    Jonathan sat with his son and listened to the entire story: how Nate had mingled with the wrong crowd early on; how he’d found the girl of his dreams but hadn’t been able to do something about it; how he’d driven that same girl away.


    Jonathan’s heart was breaking at his only son’s sorrow. He remembered a time when he was young and in love and so completely convinced that he was beneath the woman he loved. Bless Anne’s soul for not believing that same thing and giving him nineteen beautiful years. He knew Nate deserved more than he believed he did. What was more, he was convinced Eliza knew that too.


    “Nate, she came for you,” he said slowly. “She wouldn’t have come if there weren’t something there. Between you and her.”


    As if he hadn’t heard him, Nate muttered, “I don’t know what to do.”


    “Well, you can start by getting off your butt and running to her, dumbass.” Tough love was necessary some times. Jonathan held out his mug to Nate.


    “I’ve fucked up. I can’t—” Nate’s eyes widened in surprise when he took a sip from the proffered drink. “This coffee is spiked, Dad.”


    “You’re very observant today, huh?”


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eleven


    


    Eliza reached her dorm an hour or so later, just in time to see Cal exiting the front door. She should have braved the rain, she thought. Getting soaked would have been the lesser of two evils.


    “Eliza.” Cal nodded. “I was just getting these from a friend.” He indicated the armful of books he carried.


    She’d expected him to apologize when he saw her next, but he was obviously going to pretend the whole thing at the party never happened. She was too exhausted to confront a third man in less than twelve hours. So when he said he’d see her around, she smiled tiredly and went straight to her room counting the seconds until she could be in bed.


    She was pushing her key into the keyhole, when a large hand grabbed hold of her left shoulder.


    Her first thought was that Cal had followed her up the stairs, and the invasion of her private space was too much after the day she’d had. Years of martial arts called forth the primal instinct to defend herself against whoever dared touch her. Without looking at his face, she cut her gaze to the floor and spotted his left foot. She was about to stomp on it and spin around to thrust an elbow into the guy’s ribs, when she realized she was looking at a familiar combat boot.


    “Was the overgrown boy scout what you felt like doing?” Nate whispered against her ear.


    His breath smelled like tobacco and alcohol, a scent she’d associated with the promise of a fairy tale before she’d realized it was his scent.


    She wanted to kiss him again.


    Instead, she went ahead and stomped on his booted foot with her heel, despite knowing he’d feel nothing through the tough leather. When he withdrew slightly, she raised her bent arm, ready to strike.


    He jumped back awkwardly, regaining his balance at the same moment she turned to face him. He was leering at her, and she couldn’t help herself. Her fist flew towards his face, but he was faster.


    He grabbed her wrist and used his entire body to pin her against the door. “I kissed you because I wanted to,” he said. “Wanted you, since I first saw you.”


    She might have asked him why he’d been such an asshole to her for all that time—might have tried to push him away—but his lips found hers, and she forgot how to think.


    *


    He’d done what his father had said he should, and went to find Eliza, meaning to talk to her and work things out. When he’d seen her talking to the man who’d treated her like dirt the night before, however, he’d seen red. All thoughts of a talk had vanished from his mind, and he’d run after her, driven by sheer panic.


    He was kissing her now—that same panic making the kiss more urgent, more demanding than before—and she was kissing him back, this time fully aware of who he was.


    He let go of her wrists, giving her a chance to push him back, and was afraid she’d do just that when she placed her palms on his shoulders. She bunched her fingers in his shirt, however, and only pulled him closer.


    *


    He was pressing against her, his body hard and firm. She needed more of his body. Closer. Needed to feel his skin on hers. She didn’t care if the following morning he’d call Greg to say he’d nailed her. All she cared about was being naked with him. She withdrew from the kiss. “You’re a jerk.”


    “I know.” He searched for her lips again, but she turned her face from him. “I’m sorry. I’ve wanted you for so long, but you were his, and then you were hurting.” He found the column of her neck and placed open-mouthed kisses along its curve, his hands roaming the sides of her body. “Wanted to piss you off. Pissed off is better than hurt.”


    Once again, she had before her the Nate she’d seen in his bedroom. If what he was saying was true, if he’d gone through so much trouble to make her hate him just so she wouldn’t hurt anymore… His words brought tears to her eyes. He’d sounded pleading, yet she felt her ire rise at the memory of all that had happened between them.


    How did he dare choose for her? How did he dare try and make her despise him, when she might have—they might have—been so much different if he’d shown her this side of him, with the hopeful eyes that looked at her as if she were more than just a girl? “So you’ve been an asshole for two years for my sake?”


    He nodded against her shoulder, his hand playing with a lock of her hair. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


    “So I’d hate you and get over Greg?” He mumbled something she couldn’t hear. “Huh?”


    “That was the plan.” He’d stopped moving completely.


    “You suck at plans.” She pushed him away, but the hurt in his eyes softened her. “Let’s hope you didn’t plan this.” She turned back toward the door and unlocked it. “Are you coming?”


    She didn’t have to ask him twice; he followed her in and kicked the door closed behind him.


    She pushed aside all fear and turned to face him when she reached the middle of the room. Her gaze locked on his, she started unbuttoning her top.


    He froze in place. “Eliza.” Her name was a gruff whisper, coming from deep inside him.


    She had no doubt he wanted her; no man had ever looked at her with so much naked lust evident in his gaze. She took in the flaring of his nostrils, and her fingers slipped over the smooth surface of the third button. He acted as if he needed her, his body tense with the obvious effort to stay still. Her decision to say to hell with consequences was reaffirmed. Whatever the outcome, for just one night she’d know passion the likes of which she’d never felt before.


    *


    The damned button was frustrating. Watching her fumble with it, it was all he could do not to go to her and rip her shirt open. He was about to snap, when it finally gave way, revealing the pale pink bra that encased her breasts. Nate’s hand rose of its own accord, fingers splayed, aching to release her curves from their confines. He was hard for her.


    The part of him that insisted he’d sustained head trauma and was suffering from delusions had control of his mouth. “Eliza, what are you doing?”


    She looked stunned by his question. Having just finished undoing her top, she clutched its sides together. “What do you mean? I thought you said you wanted me.” Her face betrayed such insecurity, that Nate’s heart ached for the wrongs done to her in the past.


    He sagged down on the nearest bed. “I do. So fucking much. But what do you want?” He didn’t know what he expected as an answer.


    She scrunched her nose and took a moment to reply. “I want something real, I guess.”


    She hadn’t said she wanted him or had feelings for him, but it was good enough. With a nod, he stood and went to her. “This is real,” he said. He framed her face with his hands and laid a gentle kiss on the tip of her adorably upturned nose. He slid his palms down her cheeks, along the lines of her neck and the curve of her shoulders, until he finally drove her sleeveless shirt down her arms.


    Then he took a step back to admire her, as she stood there in her bra and skirt. Despite her diminutive stature, she reminded him of an Amazon—shoulders squared, chin slightly lifted, chest heaving.


    “You are beautiful.” He could tell she needed to hear it, but wouldn’t have said it if it weren’t the absolute truth. This was real.


    A red tint, visible even in the grey afternoon light that filtered in through the curtains, colored her cheeks.


    “Liar.” She smiled.


    He shook his head. “You’re beautiful. Only a blind man wouldn’t see that.”


    She reached behind her back with one hand and undid her bra. Her other arm snaked around her breasts, and her smile widened when his gaze zeroed in on what that arm covered. “Your turn,” she said.


    Losing his T-shirt without tearing his eyes from her was hard, but he managed.


    Her tongue flickered over her lips when his upper body was exposed, and his cock hardened more—to the point of pain.


    Without a word, she let her arms fall to her sides, and the bra glided down their length and fell to the floor.


    He was just as silent when he closed the distance between them and fell to his knees. Not bothering to take her shoes off, he unzipped her skirt, peeled it off her hips, and let it pool on the carpet. He caressed his way up her calves, tickled the back of her knees, and massaged her thighs, before finally cupping her buttocks. He leaned forward to lay a kiss right above her hipbone and reveled at the goose bumps that appeared on her flesh.


    “Get up here, mister.” She let out a barely audible gasp when he grazed the same tender spot with his teeth.


    He rose and stood before her, not touching her. “What do you want, Eliza?”

    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Twelve


    


    Teeth worrying her lip, she tugged at the waistband of his jeans.


    Nate shook his head and grinned, pulling her flush against him. “You’ll have to elaborate on that.”


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and lifted herself up.


    He guessed that could count as an answer.


    Holding her the way he did now, her legs folded around his hips, was something he’d often dreamed of. In fact, he was still not entirely sure he was fully awake as he carried her to the bed she pointed him towards.


    He tried to be gentle, laying her on top of the covers, but she wouldn’t let go of him. The end result was for them to topple over in a tangle. A couple of planks gave way under their combined weight, and the mattress drooped in a weird angle.


    Eliza’s eyes widened at the loud crack, and Nate expected her to come out of whatever haze had made her treat him like he mattered. Instead, she just started laughing. It was the first time she’d laughed like that in his presence—the first time she was so carefree with him—and that meant more than the fact she was willing to let him into her body. Wanting to make the glorious sound continue, he climbed down her body and blew a raspberry against her stomach.


    She looked into his eyes, no longer laughing. “I want you,” she mouthed.


    He couldn’t lose his boots and jeans fast enough. He tried just getting rid of the latter, but one of the pant legs got snagged on his combats, and he stumbled, almost falling. Eliza giggled again, and he swore to himself he’d give her slap-stick comedy in the morning.


    After.


    *


    Eliza couldn’t help the weird sound between a growl and a moan that rose to her lips at the first glimpse of his naked body. He was magnificent. She’d taken a course or two in Art and thought the Greek statues depicted the perfect male body. Nate could have put any sculpture to shame.


    And his cock…


    For a second she wondered if it would fit; she hadn’t exactly been working out that specific part of her anatomy.


    He climbed back on the bed with a leer, and Eliza promised herself she’d make it fit.


    He lay next to her, propped up on one elbow, and let his fingers roam the length of her body.


    Her breath caught in her throat when he ran his knuckles along the side of one breast, and she arched into his hand when he ghosted the heel of his hand over one nipple, making it pebble. His touch burned her skin, but his gaze burned her soul.


    “Beautiful,” he whispered, before bowing his head to kiss the valley between her breasts. “God, I want you.”


    His lips found her nipple at the same time his nimble fingers reached and pushed aside her soaked panties.


    She felt the urge to apologize for not having worn something sexier, but the way he said her name when he realized how wet she was for him drove it away. All she felt, all she was, was need.


    Nate gently slid a finger inside her, and her hips bucked. She grabbed his hair and smashed her mouth to his. His thumb was barely touching her clit, and yet she was almost there.


    *


    Nate felt like a teenager making out with a girl for the first time. He was about to burst and wanted to be inside her when that happened, but he needed to make it last for her. Ignoring his cock took a lot of effort, since most of his blood felt pumping in his groin at that moment. Still, he managed to keep his exploration of her pussy unhurried and channel all his lust into his kiss.


    He bit her lower lip lightly, then ran his tongue along the curve of her mouth until she parted her lips for him.


    He broke the kiss and watched her face as he pushed a second finger inside her. Her eyes were hooded, her mouth a muted ‘O’. He pumped both fingers inside her slowly, then brought them to his lips and made a show of licking them clean.


    She pouted, though her gaze followed his tongue. “I was so close.”


    “I don’t want you to come like that.” He shrugged.


    “Then how?”


    “You tell me.”


    She just looked at him, silent for what felt like an eternity. Just when Nate was sure she wouldn’t answer, she spoke. “Make love to me.” It wasn’t a demand but a plea, and she prayed he wouldn’t refuse her.


    He stood, found his jeans, and got a condom from his wallet in the back pocket.


    “Well, well. Weren’t we prepared?” Her tone was light, but her insecurities were resurfacing. Maybe it was all a plot.


    He rolled the condom on and smiled. “I was a boy scout.”


    He must have realized it wasn’t enough of an explanation by the way her body seemed to close up. She crossed her arms over her breasts and avoided his eyes until he leaned over her.


    “Eliza, this wasn’t there for you.”


    “Yeah, ’cause that makes things so much better.”


    “It wasn’t there for anyone. My dad—” He flicked his gaze briefly to the ceiling before looking back at her. “Ever since he gave me the ‘birds and bees’ talk, he’s insisted I carry protection. It’s always there.”


    She held up her arms at him with a smile. “Sounds like a wise man.”


    “Oh, he is!” He draped his body over hers and gave her another kiss. “Now, where were we?”


    “Right here.” She wrapped her legs around his hips and opened herself to him.


    He entered her slowly, gently, both to make it good for her and because any sudden movement could have made him lose control. She held on to him, kissing his neck, pushing her hips upwards while he sank inside her inch by agonizingly slow inch.


    When he was finally fully sheathed inside her, he let out a sigh. This was the most fulfilling and yet the hardest thing he’d ever done. He’d longed to be with her for so long, he’d convinced himself it was impossible. Now that he had her, he was afraid of doing anything that would make her go away. Slowly, almost reluctantly, he began moving, pulling moans from her lips with every downward thrust.


    *


    The way he was looking at her felt like he could see right through her. There was some expectation in that look, some hope that matched hers.


    Something real.


    Nate found a spot inside her she’d never really believed existed, and her body felt like it’d been hit with a jolt of lightning. She began pumping her hips off the mattress faster, clawing at his back, her nails leaving red trails behind as she tried to hang on to her control.


    It appeared he was determined to make her lose that control.


    He held her to him and rolled them over so she was on top. “Show me what you like. Show me how you like it.”


    Eliza had no clue how she liked it, because she hadn’t actually liked it with someone before. Her legs were folded, framing his. Maybe she should lift them so she was balancing her weight on her feet? Should she be moving up and down or back and forth? What if she messed up the rhythm and ruined it for him? She realized she’d stopped moving when he took hold of her hips and began gently guiding her up and down.


    When she took over, he moved his hands to her breasts, caressing them until the tips were fully erect. Bunching those wonderful abs of his, he raised his upper body enough so he could encircle a nipple with his lips and flick his tongue over it.


    She was riding him now, her mind off the trivial stuff, her body enjoying the pleasure he gave her. She loved how he said her name every time she changed her rhythm, loved how his eyes darkened as he looked into her eyes and then down her body to the place where they were joined.


    She was so close to something she’d never shared with a man before.


    *


    He couldn’t hold back any longer. His last ounce of self control was lost when she involuntarily grazed his nipple as the first throes of her orgasm bowed her spine. He palmed the apex of her thighs and pressed his thumb against her clit, at the same time driving inside her faster, harder.


    She bowed and arched above him; moaned and mewled; pumped her hips and whipped her head from side to side in such wanton abandon that Nate didn’t care about his own pleasure. Watching her give herself to him so willingly, so completely was enough.


    Her whole body trembled and tensed. Her back arched. Her heels dug into his thighs. Her nails raised welts into his shoulders and upper arms.


    When she clenched around him, he came harder than ever before, his vision blurred by the intensity of what he was feeling.


    She collapsed on top of him. “My nose is numb.”


    He chuckled and laid a kiss on her temple, ran his fingers through her hair. “Then I did my job well.”


    Her breathing gradually slowed, as she drifted off. After a couple of efforts to move to the side without disturbing her, Nate decided to ignore that his left leg was going stiff under her, and just be content with having her in his arms.


    They’d talk in the morning, but there was something he needed to say to her right then. Something he was afraid she wasn’t ready to hear. When he was sure she was asleep, he whispered, “I love you.”


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Thirteen


    


    The morning light hit her straight in the face, and Eliza tried to turn on her stomach, only to find a solid obstacle in her way. Still not fully awake, she tried rolling the opposite way, but something apparently made of steel was wrapped around her waist, not allowing for much movement.


    She opened one eye just a smidgeon and looked. Nate lay on his side in her bed, his hair tussled, the sheet only covering his feet and exposing his naked body to her. His half hard cock was pressed against her thigh, though his posture wasn’t sexual. He looked innocent.


    He looked happy.


    This time she managed to turn her body toward him and press her face against his chest. She inhaled his scent, mingled with that of sex. He was there. He was still there, holding on to her like he was afraid of losing her.


    The previous night had been unlike anything she’d experienced before. After a short nap, he’d woken her and made love to her again in a way she’d been sure only existed in romance novels. He’d worshiped her body, made her feel wanted—special. Then he’d tucked her against his side and bid her goodnight, showing no sign of wanting to leave.


    She hadn’t expected him to still be there in the morning.


    She’d thought the night before had been a gift to her and a way for him to get her out of his system. The memory of it would tide her over for months, and in the end would be stored in the same file cabinet in her mind as everything else that didn’t work out in her life. Waking up in his arms had changed that, and she wasn’t sure how to deal with it.


    Should she get out of bed, get them some breakfast, and act all girlfriend-y? She doubted she could do that. There were too many explanations still pending between them. No future could be based on a single night.


    Yet, every relationship had to begin somewhere. Was this a beginning, or a random occurrence? What did she want it to be? She’d known she was attracted to him for a while, and the side of him she saw in the last twenty four hours was one she could fall for. The problem was she had no clue whether or not she could trust him.


    Nate’s arm tightened around her almost imperceptibly, and he laid a gentle peck on her hair. “You up?”


    She nodded, looking up at him. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”


    “Don’t be silly. Nothing better than waking up beside you.” He leaned in, but she averted her face.


    “Not until I’ve brushed my teeth.” She wiggled, trying to get out of the bed, but he wrapped his legs around her and held her still.


    “Kiss, then bathroom. Non-negotiable.”


    She touched her lips to his lightly. “Bathroom, then breakfast.”


    He let go with a sigh, but there was a smile hiding at the corners of his eyes.


    ***


    He was still in bed when she came out of the bathroom, but it was like something had shifted between them. Gone was the playful mood. He stood with the sheet wrapped around his waist and got dressed in a hurry.


    The two people who went to breakfast seemed like strangers.


    Eliza knew it was her fault as well as his. She’d seen his smile when she’d exited the bathroom and noticed how his face had fallen when her eyes wouldn’t meet his, but couldn’t help herself. Once she’d left the bed they’d shared, the real world—the one in which he’d been on her case forever—had swarmed in, driving them more apart by the second.


    She wished he’d say something to break the awkward silence that had settled in since they’d agreed to have breakfast outside campus.


    “Is Cup o’ Cappuccino all right with you?”


    “Yeah. Fine.” And the awkward silence was back. They walked side by side but stayed out of each other’s personal space.


    His arms swung on his sides, and she longed to lace her fingers with his.


    She didn’t.


    Luckily, patience wasn’t one of Nate’s virtues. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Despite his harsh phrasing, there was hurt in his voice.


    Eliza flinched. “Nothing. I’m fine.” She crossed her arms and began walking faster. “Just hungry.”


    A big palm curled over her upper arm, forcing her to stop and face him. “That’s how it’s gonna be? Or are you blaming the pissy act on low blood sugar?”


    Irrational anger made her raise her voice. “Going to be? This is how it always has been, Nate. We fight. We hate each other. How can that change now?” It had already changed; she no longer hated him, and she was sure he no longer hated her. The more she urged him to agree with her, to see there could be nothing between them, the more she hoped he’d prove her wrong. If she wasn’t so busy trying to hold back tears of frustration, she’d be rolling her eyes at herself.


    He kissed her. It was becoming a trend with him, sealing her lips with his when talking might not get them anywhere. She liked that trend. She liked how he cupped her cheek; how he clutched her shoulder; how he breathed against her lips. She forced herself to pull back. “What is this, Nate? What do you want from me?”


    *


    He opened his mouth to reply, but she went on.


    “I mean, it’s okay if this is just what happened yesterday. It was great, and it was the first time that I—Well, it was great.” She’d lowered her eyes and was now talking to his chest. “But if that was all, I’m okay with it. Not that I want more. Or that I don’t want it.” Her cheeks got more flushed by the second.


    He chuckled, and she narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you dare laugh. I just want someone to be honest with me, for once. I want them—you—to tell me, Eliza, it’s been fun, but I don’t feel that wa—” Her eyes widened when he tangled his fingers in her hair and pulled her to him. “Don’t you dare kiss—”


    He silenced her protests, smashing their mouths together, pressing her body to his until she stopped trying to withdraw.


    By the time he let go, her gaze looked dazed. “I told you, I want you. Weren’t you listening? I want you for good. I want a relationship. Holding hands on our way to breakfast and secret words that make only the two of us crack up.” To demonstrate what he was talking about, he took her hands in his. “You said you wanted something real. You and I can be real. Can you handle that?”


    *


    Could she? Could she take him on his word and be with him after he’d ridiculed her so many times? “What about Greg?”


    “Not really my type.” She arched an eyebrow, and it was his turn to avert his eyes. “I’m not hanging with him anymore. Should have stopped sooner. I’m sorry, Eliza, I really thought I was doing what was best. When I got him to leave you alone, I thought that was it. I’d piss you off a while longer and then get off your case.”


    “You got him to leave me alone?” She narrowed her eyes.


    “I sent him an unsigned note, saying I knew he’d been doped in one of the games and would tell if he didn’t start treating you well. It was the game that got him his athletic scholarship. He’d lose it all, if anyone found out.”


    It was too much for her to digest. She’d accepted that, by being a jerk, Nate had meant to get her mind off her grief over her relationship with Greg. That he’d been her protector just seemed too much. It made her reevaluate everything she’d considered a given in her life. “You—All this time!” She shook her head.


    “Me. All this time. Can you handle it?”


    She cupped his chin and lifted it so he’d face her. “Can we take it slow?” She didn’t mean the sex; there was no taking that slow, after the revelation the previous night had been. It would just be hard for her to open up to him after everything.


    He nodded, and she knew he understood.


    “Hmmm…”


    “Ah, come on.” He squeezed her hand gently. “I’m dying here!”


    “I can handle it.”


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Fourteen


    


    Eliza looked at her watch.


    Nine twenty three.


    If her boyfriend didn’t get his cute little ass to her dorm soon, they’d lose their reservation. Didn’t he know you’re not supposed to stand up your girl when you’ve promised a classy night out?


    She grinned. One month together. Who’d have thought it possible? Certainly not Greg. Her grin widened at the memory of the jerk’s reaction when Nate had walked her to class for the first time. His eyes had almost bulged out of their sockets. He’d tried to cover it up—had approached them, smirked at Nate, and said, “Nice work.” He’d even raised his hand for a high five. Nate had ignored him completely.


    Bill had walked up to them during the first break that same day. “Tall, dark and broody said a miracle happened—only he used different wording.” His smile was genuine when he patted Nate’s back. “Make sure you don’t mess this up, dumbass.” Eliza had been exhilarated; she’d have hated for Nate to lose all his friends because of her.


    With the exception of Krista, her own friends had been shocked but supportive. If she was sure about her decision to be with Nate, they were happy for her, and that was all she needed to really be happy. With her boyfriend.


    The knock made her jump. She grabbed her purse and rushed to the door. They’d make it to dinner, after all.


    Or not.


    Nate stood at her door wearing dress pants and a tight black T-shirt that made him look absolutely edible. The yummy smell that reached Eliza’s nostrils wasn’t coming from him though, but from the bags he held, that were filled with Chinese food.


    Eliza did a double take, unsure whether to be happy they wouldn’t have to stay away from bed for longer than necessary, or upset he hadn’t asked her if she wanted to eat in.


    He grinned. “We can go out. After.”


    She bet he didn’t mean after they ate.


    Yup, she was happy.


    She took the bags from him and all but threw them and her purse on Krista’s bed, which was closer to the door, before jumping in his arms.


    God, she loved his lips. Whenever he’d start kissing her, she’d forget everything else—even forget to take things further, sometimes, enjoying how he brushed his lower lip over hers, ran his upper one along the seam of her mouth. And his breath… It was weird that she, anti-smoker to the bone, loved smelling the scent of cigarettes on him, loved tasting it when he slipped his tongue inside her mouth.


    She loved his hands, too. Loved how big the palms were, how long the fingers. It made it all the better when he kneaded her buttocks, like he was doing now, and lifted her to carry her to the nearest available surface or pin her to the wall. And boy, could he pin her. He could hold both her wrists in one hand or hold her thighs in place around his hips.


    He stepped closer to her bed, kissing her neck.


    “I thought we were eating.” Her protest was nowhere near sincere.


    She loved his legs. Lean and muscular, with just a sprinkle of golden hairs she loved rubbing her foot over as she came down from ecstasy.


    Suddenly she needed to see those legs. And his feet. And the magnificent curve of his ass, that she always bit when she got out of bed first.


    He placed her on the bed and lay next to her. With one more kiss, she ran her fingers down his sternum and hooked her index and middle finger in his waistband. “Are we? Eating?”


    He bit his lower lip almost bashfully, and she couldn’t believe she’d forgotten how much she loved his teeth. Especially the right canine, which was a bit quirky. It made his smile unique. She smiled back.


    “I’m hungry for you,” he said. He tried to climb down her body, but she stopped him.


    “Take your shirt off.” She wanted to see his breastbone. Lick it, maybe. And his pecs. And his abs. “Actually…” She couldn’t wait. She rolled him on his back and tugged the hem of his shirt out of his pants. She had to have him naked under her. Now!


    “What about the food?” He sat up, so she could peel the Tee off his shoulders. “It’ll go cold.” His hand sneaked under her short dress and cupped her bum to pull her closer.


    “Chinese can be eaten cold.” She flattened her palm to his sternum and straddled him. “You ruined my appetite for food now.”


    Licking breastbone: Check.


    He moaned and grabbed her hips. Pressed her against his erection. “Good.” A finger found the right strap of her dress and lowered it, so he could kiss his way from her neck to her shoulder.


    Eliza trailed her fingernails down his front, gaining herself another moan. She loved to hear him moan. Loved the bunching of his abs, the little goose bumps that broke on his silken skin under her touch. She did it again.


    His hips bucked under her, and he pulled down her other strap, freeing her breasts. She loved how his eyes glazed over every time he saw them, how he seemed unable to resist the view of her nipples. He pulled her down to close his lips around one of them, ghosting his fingers on the underside of her breast. The next moan was hers.


    She gyrated her hips, rubbing against his length. His hands flew to her thighs and under her dress. “You’re not wearing any panties!”


    She loved the delighted shock on his face. “Nope.”


    He found her clit with his thumb. “God, you’re wet.”


    “From the moment you walked in.” She pulled away from his touch and moved down the length of his body.


    “Where are you going?”


    Instead of answering, she undid his belt. Then his fly. He tried to sit up and help, but she shook her head and went on to take off his shoes. Once his feet were naked, she tugged on his trousers, and he assisted by lifting his ass off the mattress.


    Eliza wasn’t the only one going commando.


    Her tongue was about to loll, so she ordered it to wet her lower lip instead. She always had that reaction to his cock. Sometimes there was a little drooling involved, too. She loved looking at his shaft, wrapping her fingers around his length, stroking it, tasting it, having it inside her.


    She couldn’t decide which of those things to do now.


    He helped her make up her mind.


    He wrapped his long fingers around his length and started stroking himself, and she felt powerless to do anything but watch his fist move up and down slowly.


    “Take off your dress.”


    She did.


    “Do you like watching?”


    She nodded mutely, absentmindedly caressing her stomach.


    “I like watching, too.” He tilted his head to the side and pinned her with those green eyes of his. God, she loved his eyes and the myriads of looks they were capable of. She could see his soul through those eyes.


    She cupped her breasts, pushed them together, pinched the nipples.


    He shook his head. “Sit on me, and do that.”


    His knees were apart, keeping her own legs spread when she straddled his thighs, her ass on the sheets. She felt so vulnerable. Then again, she always felt vulnerable with him; he had the power to break her. She loved how he only used that power to make her happy.


    Holding his gaze, she began caressing her pussy. Her movements were languid, like those of his hand.


    “Show me how wet you are.”


    She pushed two fingers inside her and brought them up for him to see. He grabbed her wrist, brought her fingers to his mouth to lick them clean. “Good girl. Now show me how you bring yourself off.”


    One arm behind her to keep herself propped up, she started circling her clit.


    “That’s not how you do it.” He pumped himself faster. “That’s just teasing.”


    She began to protest, but he lifted her, and then the head of his cock was at her entrance. “Maybe you need some help,” he said with a leer.


    Nodding again—what was wrong with her vocal cords?—she lowered herself around him, loving how he slowly filled her. Yes, that was what she loved the most about his cock: it was made for her. It was a perfect fit, stretching her just right.


    They sighed in unison when he was completely seated inside her.


    “Now, show me.” His hands were around her waist, directing her rhythm.


    And she did.


    She planted her feet on the bed and rode him for all she was worth.


    He kept talking to her, telling her how he loved seeing her so wanton, how he craved nothing more than being inside her, how hot it made him to see her play with herself while he pounded into her.


    She loved how he loved her.


    And maybe tonight, after they were sated and cuddling under the covers, she wouldn’t pretend to be asleep when he said he loved her—like he had every night before.


    Maybe tonight she’d say it back.


    His fingers digging inside the flesh of her hips, he took her harder. Faster. His eyes never left hers, his teeth worrying his lower lip. She was close. She knew he was, too.


    Her name on his lips sounded like a prayer.


    Yes, maybe tonight was the night.


    

    The End


    


    

  


  


  


  
    To know what I’m up to, check out my blog at http://justsotia.blogspot.com/


    or


    follow me on twitter (https://twitter.com/justsotia).
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