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      “Don’t try to blame this shit on me. Just face it, Julia,” Trevor spat, “You’ll never be happy.”

      “Fuck you,” I spat as I slammed the door shut in Trevor’s face as the nasty words he’d uttered cut through me like a knife.

      Not because he was wrong, but because he was right.

      I couldn’t be happy—not with him or anyone. Not with my past looming over my shoulder. The truth was a guy like Trevor couldn’t handle the real Julia Banner.

      My phone started ringing from the other side of the room. With a  sigh, I picked it up and saw Heidi was calling.

      “So, did you do it?” she asked when I answered.

      I sighed. “Yeah. He hates me.”

      “Psh. Trevor from accounting couldn’t hate a fly. He’s hurt. He’ll get over it.”

      “I don’t know. We were together for a year. Our anniversary was this weekend. I can’t believe I just broke up with him. I’m kind of the worst.”

      Heidi snorted. “It was long overdue. You and I both know that.”

      Of course, she was right. Because Trevor had been this perfect, normal, nice guy. He was the guy who came over to your place to do your laundry while you were with your friends and filled up your gas tank when he noticed you were running low and called your mom to chat every Thursday. Or he would have done that last one…if he’d thought my parents were alive.

      And I was the opposite. It had been nice, but it hadn’t been right.

      “So,” Heidi muttered, “want to go get fucked up to feel better about it?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      Heidi laughed. “That’s my girl.”

      “Flips?” I asked.

      It was the local bar that we always went to. By anyone else’s standards, it was kind of a dump. But Heidi adored the place.

      “Actually…we’re all heading to Ransom Canyon for Memorial Day weekend. Lake, boats, barbeque—the trifecta. You in?”

      “And how exactly am I going to get laid from this plan?”

      “Well, there will be a lot of alcohol,” Heidi said.

      “And?”

      “And…a lot of hot, eligible men.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Like who?”

      “Landon and the Wrights all invited a bunch of people to come hang out. I know your…issues with Austin, so I didn’t mention it before. But I don’t think that should stop you now.”

      I groaned. “Austin Wright is the biggest alcoholic jackass on this side of the planet! You know how he treated me when we were together.”

      “True,” she added. “But…it was a year and a half ago when you were together. And, since you slapped the shit out of him last fall, he’s kind of avoided you like the plague, which means, you should be fine.”

      “Heidi!”

      “Just get your ass over here and bring a bathing suit. I want to see those tattoos you’re sporting. I won’t take no for an answer.”

      And then she unceremoniously hung up on me. I glanced down at it with a sigh. Maybe Heidi was right, and I just needed some girl time.

      I stripped out of my work attire and into a pair of cutoff jean shorts and a black Queen tank top. I piled my recently dyed dark red hair up into a messy bun on the top of my head and admired the shaved undercut. I filled up my travel tote with enough clothes for a week away from home. Now, I just needed my favorite olive-green bomber jacket. Not that May in Lubbock, Texas, was cold by any stretch of the imagination, but the dusty, windy, and flat place I had called home for almost two years now got cool on summer nights. But the jacket was nowhere to be found. I tore my apartment apart, looking for it. I swore I’d left it hanging in my closet, but nope, no luck. Must have left it at work or in the car or something.

      I finally added a black Beatles sweatshirt I’d picked up at a thrift store to the bag and headed over to Heidi’s place where she lived with Landon Wright. They’d gotten together last year, and they were totally crazy in love. They’d gotten engaged practically right away, and they now lived together in a brand-new house that they’d had built together.

      Landon was packing up his Jeep when I pulled up in my black Tahoe. He waved as I parked.

      “Hey, Julia. I’m glad to see that Heidi convinced you to come with us.”

      I hopped out of the car and moved my bag into the trunk. “Yeah. She’s persuasive all right. Told me to get my ass over here and hung up on me.”

      Landon laughed congenially. He had the goddamn Wright good looks—dark hair, penetrating dark eyes, perfect smile, and so tall that you could climb the fuckers.

      “That sounds like my fiancée.”

      “I swear you say it just because you like the sound of it.”

      He grinned, not at all sheepish. “Can’t blame me.”

      “Not in the least.”

      Heidi appeared then in tiny white cutoffs and her hot-pink bathing suit top. She had a huge floppy hat on her head, her long blonde hair falling to her waist, and sunglasses to cover her entire face. “I’m so fucking ready!”

      She clobbered me on sight, planting a kiss on my cheek.

      “You’re insane,” I told her.

      “And you are wearing too many clothes.”

      “Don’t say that around Emery. She might get jealous,” I said about Heidi’s long-time best friend.

      “Can I watch?” Landon asked from where he was standing with his arms crossed, eyeing us.

      “You can join in,” Heidi said with a wink. Then, she smacked my ass and hopped into the front seat.

      I climbed into the back, and once Landon was in the driver’s seat, we were off and away.

      It was only a twenty-minute drive to Ransom Canyon, and Heidi kept me from brooding too much about my recent breakup. Not that I was actually upset about leaving Trevor. I was more upset that he was right. I liked uncomplicated fun. Preferably with a lot of mind-blowing sex.

      “So, who all did you say would be here?” I asked again.

      “Um…” Heidi trailed off.

      Landon shot her a look of frustration. “My family mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “Heidi and Emery and her sister, Kimber, and her husband, Noah, and their two kids will also be there.”

      “And?” I added.

      “And Patrick,” Landon said, adding Austin’s best friend as an afterthought.

      “What happened to all the hot, eligible bachelors, Heidi?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip, and her big blue eyes searched my face. “About that—”

      “Oh, you’re such a bitch.”

      Great. I was going to be the only single girl there who wasn’t related to the Wright family. And the two single guys there were totally off-limits. Just perfect.

      Heidi laughed and just shrugged. Clearly, this had all been part of her evil plan. The little witch.

      Landon parked his Jeep next to a giant truck, which I vaguely recalled belonging to the eldest Wright sibling, Jensen.

      Landon waved us off when we tried to help. “Go on and check out the lake. I’ve got this.”

      “Thanks, Landon,” I said.

      Heidi kissed his cheek, grabbed my hand, and dashed down the hill to the dock below. Ransom Canyon was a town of only about a thousand people, but the lake filled up all summer. And it was busiest on Fourth of July and Memorial Day. As in…today. Boats were everywhere with parties happening all up and down the lake. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a loss after all.

      We skipped to a stop when we got to the end of the dock, and Heidi laughed before peeling her shorts off.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Taking a swim. Come with me, lover.”

      “Uh, no. I do not have a swimsuit on.”

      “That’s no fun.” She handed me her floppy hat, tied up her blonde hair, and then cannonballed into the water, as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      I laughed as she splashed water up on me and took a step back. “You’re crazy!”

      “Oh my God, get in! The water is amazing!”

      “No chance in hell. I have to change first.”

      Heidi pouted as she treaded water. “You’re missing out. Emery would do it.”

      “Don’t care. You can’t goad me into this.”

      “Aw, I just want you to have some fun. Since you finally ditched Mr. Boring.”

      “He was not boring.”

      Heidi rolled her eyes and ducked underwater. “He was so boring,” she said when she came up for air. “My girl is fire and passion and tattoos and top-shelf whiskey.”

      “You must be thinking of someone else,” I teased.

      “Come on. Show me those tattoos!”

      “Later! When I have a freaking swimsuit on. Unless you are just dying to see my thong.”

      Heidi raised an eyebrow. “I bet everyone here would die to see your thong.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “Would you rather talk about Trevor?”

      I shook my head. “Let’s go back to my thong.”

      “Did someone say thong?” a voice called from behind me on the deck.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and then exhaled slowly. Exactly what I didn’t want to deal with. I turned and came face-to-face with Austin fucking Wright.

      He looked…fucking gorgeous. His almost-black hair was sharp on the sides but longer in the front. He had haunted dark eyes and a smile like a razor blade. His cheekbones were hollow and jawline chiseled out of marble. And he was fucking shirtless.

      His swim trunks rode low on his hips, revealing the carefully maintained six-pack and the sexy V. I didn’t know how he managed it with the amount of alcohol in his system, but he was cut as fuck. Bulging biceps and ripped pecs with a half-sleeve bleeding into his chest. Ink that I had touched every inch of.

      I shook myself out of my reverie. Fuck.

      “Shocking that you showed up right when we were talking about my underwear,” I muttered.

      “Good to see you, too, babe,” Austin said with a grin.

      “Wish I could say the same.”

      Patrick trailed behind him with a dopey smile on his face, carrying a six-pack of beer. They both looked loaded. But Austin always held his alcohol better than everyone else. Probably because his tolerance was through the roof, considering he drank all the time.

      “What’s up, Julia?” Patrick said.

      “Y’all coming in?” Heidi called from the water.

      “Hell yes!” Patrick dropped the beer at the edge of the dock, then ran and jumped into the water, next to Heidi.

      She giggled and splashed him back when he surfaced.

      “Austin, man, we need something to float our beer!”

      “Oh, you’re drunk already and still drinking,” I snarled. “How shocking!”

      Austin set his dark eyes on me, and he smiled wickedly. “Heard you broke up with that tool you were seeing.”

      “Not that it’s any of your fucking business.”

      “Just trying to figure out why you’re still acting like this.”

      “Like what?” I demanded even though I knew it was a bad idea.

      “Like you’ve got a stick up your ass.”

      I narrowed my eyes and clenched my hands into fists.

      “And not even the way that you like it either, babe.”

      He winked, and I flushed scarlet.

      “Why are you such a dick?”

      He held his arms wide. “Just your average Prince Charming.”

      I snorted. “There’s nothing about you that’s charming.”

      “Nothing about me that’s average either.”

      Then, he looked at me in a way that made my shorts and thong melt off. That seductive, eye-fucking, take-me-right-now, all-consuming look of desire that had set me on fire and pushed me into his bed the first time. The same smile that said he was bad, bad news, and I was happy to be on the front page.

      “Fuck off, Austin.” I turned to leave, smoke pouring out of my ears.

      But Austin latched on to my wrist as I tried to break away. “Come with me.”

      “What part of fuck off did you not understand?”

      “Swimming.”

      “What?” I asked, realizing a half-second too late what was about to happen.

      He tugged me toward the edge of the dock. I stumbled into him, completely losing my footing. Then, vertigo hit. I felt weightless, suspended in midair for a split second, with Austin’s chest pressed against mine. His smile was magnetic. His lips so fucking inviting. He looked…younger, happier, freer than I’d ever seen him.

      Then, we crashed into the water. I came up soaking wet in my fucking street clothes, sputtering for breath. Austin popped to the surface right after me. His hands slid down my sides and twirled me back around to face him. He yanked me tight against his body, and all cognitive thought fled my mind as I felt the press of every inch of him against me.

      My body went into hyperdrive, as I imagined all the ways he could touch and lick and caress and pleasure my body. All the ways that mouth could make me come. All the ways his dick could lay claim to my body. And I didn’t pull away.

      I leaned in, letting my body take over for once and entirely ignoring my mind. His lips were so close.

      So inviting.

      So easy to forget.

      “Fuck, I love getting you wet, Jules,” he breathed seductively.

      And then reality crashed back into place.
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      “You motherfucker!” Julia screamed.

      She shoved me in the chest, trying to get away from me as fast as she could in the lake. I released her with a laugh.

      She just glared at me. “Don’t fucking laugh at me.”

      Then, she punched me in the shoulder. Hard.

      “Shit, Jules!”

      The girl knew how to fucking punch. Jesus Christ! I hadn’t had the privilege of finding that out the last time we were together. No, the last time she’d just slapped the shit out of me. Two for two.

      “Austin, leave her alone,” Heidi said with exasperation in her voice.

      “It was just a joke,” I said with a shrug.

      Julia splashed water at me in a huff and began to swim back to the dock. I could hear her cursing my name under her breath.

      “Seriously, Jules, lighten up a bit,” I said, leaning backward in the water and grinning up at her.

      She climbed out of the water, and her eyes were fiery hatred when she whirled back to look at me. I could barely hold her gaze.

      Not because she was so angry. Seriously, she needed to chill the fuck out. It was Memorial Day weekend. We were supposed to be having a good time.

      But rather because she was dripping wet from head to toe. Her short jean shorts clung to her muscular legs, and the flimsy black tank stuck to her curves like a second skin. I could just envision the black lace bra she was wearing beneath the material, and suddenly, I wasn’t thinking with the right head any longer. Fuck.

      God-fucking-damn it, she was the most gorgeous woman I’d ever laid eyes on. There was something feral about her. Something dangerous and dark and predatory. A feeling that radiated from her that said she was a badass bitch, and everyone should beware. She had a fucking do-not-disturb sign plastered to her ample chest. And all of it had only intrigued me more and more every time my drunk ass landed in her office. I’d never admit I’d been doing stupid shit just to get sent to the head of HR.

      “You ruined my shoes,” Julia snarled at me before turning on her heel and stalking away from the water. Her feet squelched in her worn slip-on Vans.

      Heidi smacked me up the side of the head. “Why do you have to be such a dick?”

      “He really can’t help it,” Patrick insisted.

      “Thanks, bro.”

      I shot him a disdainful look, but he only grinned like a fool. He was eating this up, the shithead.

      Heidi hauled herself out of the lake and grabbed her discarded clothing. She was tall and thin and mouthy with eyes that looked straight through a guy. I’d always thought she was fun, and I was glad that she’d loosened Landon up. Even if she was staring down at me right now like she was going to roast me on a spit.

      “I brought her here to help her get over her breakup, not so that you could be an asshole to her, like usual.”

      I held my hands up and laughed. “You all take this way too seriously.”

      Heidi shook her head. “You don’t take anything seriously.”

      Then, she was trudging down the dock, following in Julia’s wet footprints.

      I turned to face Patrick and just shrugged. “Women.”

      Patrick laughed hysterically at me as soon as Heidi was out of earshot. “Man, you are so done for.”

      “Whatever, man.”

      “Oh, fuck off, Austin. You’re so going to fuck Julia this weekend.”

      I shrugged. “Nothing wrong with that.”

      Patrick splashed me as he swam back toward the dock and pulled himself up to sit on the edge. “She’s so fucking pissed at you.”

      I lay back, floating, and stared at the sun burning bright overhead. “She’ll get over it.”

      “I’d almost think that you weren’t totally into her.”

      “Whatever.”

      Patrick laughed again as he popped open a beer. “I can’t wait to watch this play out. I sure hope you keep acting like an idiot.”

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” a voice called from the end of the dock.

      I righted myself and saw my sister Morgan walking down the dock. She was four years younger than me but was second-in-command at Wright Construction. We had all been born and bred to work for the company, but Morgan was the only one who really relished in it. Only twenty-seven years old and one of the most powerful women in business. She’d landed on three Thirty Under Thirty lists this year. She would have made our parents proud…if either of them were still alive.

      “Morgan,” I said with a grin. “Here I thought, we’d never see you out of a business suit.”

      “Traded it in for something cuter. What do you think the board would say if I showed up in this suit instead?” she asked, twirling in place in her white bikini.

      Even though she addressed the comment to me, her eyes were fixed on Patrick. The idiot was the only person alive who didn’t realize that Morgan had been head over heels for him since they were kids. But I wasn’t touching that with a ten-foot pole. The thought of my best friend hooking up with my little sister made me want to stab something or vomit or both.

      “Probably start a riot,” I told her.

      “Indeed,” she said with a wicked grin, as if she were contemplating it. “Now, tell me what you idiots did to upset Julia already? We just got here!”

      Patrick raised his hands. “Don’t look at me.”

      “Oh, who’s surprised that Austin is the troublemaker?”

      “I just pulled her into the water with me.”

      “Fully clothed,” Patrick coughed.

      Morgan shot me an imperious look. “I have the power to relegate you to the couch. So, watch yourself.”

      “Oh no, not the couch!” I cried as I heaved myself onto the dock. “I’ll make it up to you, Mor. How about a hug?”

      “Don’t you dare,” she said, pointing her finger at me.

      I darted toward her, and she took a step backward, as if we were sword fighting and she were testing her opponent. I took another step, and Patrick howled with laughter.

      “I think she’ll make you sleep on the roof if you throw her into the water,” Patrick said.

      “It’s Jensen’s house. He’ll get a say.”

      “He always sides with me,” Morgan snapped. She had three older brothers. She knew how to fight dirty if need be. “And you won’t even get the roof when I’m done with you.”

      “Fine. Fine,” I said, holding my hands up in defeat. “You win.”

      “Don’t think I don’t know your tricks,” Morgan said.

      “I bow to thee, fair maiden.”

      I dipped down low, and when I straightened, I threw her over my shoulder. She screamed and beat my back.

      “If you throw me in that water, I will murder you!”

      I hauled her to the edge of the dock and pretended to release her. She screamed right before I caught her and then dropped her back onto her feet.

      But, when she looked up at me, she was laughing. Morgan might be Jensen’s mini me, but she and I always had the most fun.

      “Come on. Dinner is almost ready,” Morgan said, clapping me on the back and then falling into step with Patrick, back up the hill to the house.

      I grabbed the beer as I followed them, cracking one open as I went. Julia might have joked about me always drinking, but alcohol was just a part of my life. We had a special relationship. The constant buzz. The feeling of the pain disappearing.

      That was what alcohol was.

      Freedom.

      Pure, unadulterated bliss.

      If there was anything I could rely on, it was that a drink would silence everything always buzzing around in my head. It kept me numb and pleasant. I didn’t even remember my life before it. And, frankly, I didn’t want to.

      The lake house was in chaos when I entered. Luggage everywhere. People everywhere—cooking, talking, drinking. With all four of my siblings and their plus-ones and kids, we had eleven people at the house for the full weekend. Emery’s sister and her family would join us tomorrow. It made me want to get another drink already.

      I finally meandered out of the house and found Jensen at the grill. He nodded his head at me.

      “What’s up?” I said.

      “Heard you threw Julia into the lake.”

      “I didn’t throw her.”

      “Semantics,” Jensen said. “I don’t care what you do, Austin. Just trying to make this as much of a drama-free weekend as possible. I know that’s nearly impossible when we get the whole Wright family together, but don’t start shit, okay?”

      Jensen, the fixer, the CEO of Wright Construction, and my older brother. No one would ever guess we were only three years apart, considering Jensen treated us more like he was a father than our brother at times. Not that we’d had a good example of a father figure.

      “Yeah. Sure. I’ll do that.”

      Jensen reached into a bag on the ground and brought out a bottle of top-shelf whiskey. He grinned as he passed it to me. A peace offering.

      I opened the bottle and poured the pair of us a drink. It was smooth and hot as it went down. Perfection in one little bottle.

      When the food was ready, we all made up plates and took a seat around the fire pit Heidi had put together. She had schooled Landon in her fire-building skills, and he looked the worse for wear with her torment.

      “Girl Scouts,” she insisted with a shrug.

      I got my food last, feeling more than a buzz for the first time in a while. It took a lot to get me drunk. A lot. But this shit that Jensen had bought was incredible, and we had been downing it like water.

      My eyes roamed the seating at the fire pit, and against my better judgment, I decided to do something stupid.

      “Hey,” I said, nodding at the seat next to Julia. “This seat taken?”

      Julia warily looked up at me. She’d changed out of her wet clothes, and she was in cotton shorts and an Ohio State T-shirt. “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “If you’re done being a dick.”

      I shrugged and sank into the seat. “Probably not.”

      She laughed, short and stilted. “Of course not.”

      “So, you haven’t gotten over me pulling you into the lake then?”

      “Is this your idea of an apology?”

      “No.”

      “You’re really insufferable, you know that, right?” Her chest heaved, and she glanced away from me.

      “Maybe you should have a drink.” I offered her the bottle of liquor.

      “That’s your answer to everything. Have a drink. Drinking doesn’t solve problems, Austin. It creates them.”

      “Your choice.”

      I set the bottle back down and dug into my cheeseburger. I was starving, so anything would have tasted good, but Jensen really knew what he was doing on the grill. Julia had fallen silent and was picking at her food. She was the only one here who wasn’t part of the family. Emery and Heidi, unofficially. Patrick had been around since we were kids, so he hardly counted. But Julia had only moved here two years ago.

      My family was overbearing at the best of times. Had to be completely overwhelming otherwise.

      “Hey, you want to see something cool?” I asked.

      “I’ve already seen your dick. It’s not that interesting.”

      “That’s a lie, and we both know it.”

      She arched an eyebrow.

      “Look, I’d be happy to give you another look if you don’t remember,” I said, standing and reaching for my swim trunks.

      “Austin!” she said, jumping to her feet. “Cut it out.”

      “Come on. Let me show you something.”

      “I really do not want to go anywhere with you.” She pulled back her arm as I reached for it.

      “Christ, just trust me, Jules.”

      “I don’t.”

      She strode back into the lake house, and I followed her at a close clip.

      “Jules…”

      She whirled around. “Stop calling me that. You know I don’t like it. It’s Julia. You can call me Julia, like everyone else.”

      “Fine. Julia.” I stepped up to her, as if I were approaching a wild animal. And, with her unruly red hair down, tangling around her shoulders, she gave a pretty good impression of being one. “I thought you’d like to see this.”

      She stumbled forward a step, as if drawn by an invisible cord that linked us together. As drawn to me as I was to her. Or maybe I was drunk and imagining things because her eyes shuttered, and that spark was gone.

      “Why do you think I’d like it?”

      “You’ll know it when you see it.”

      Her curiosity must have piqued enough because she finally gave me a stiff nod. “All right. Where to?”

      I grabbed her wrist, and she only glared at me.

      “Follow me. It’s almost time.”
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      Going anywhere with Austin Wright was a bad idea.

      I’d had my fair share of bad breakups. And whatever the fuck had happened with Austin ranked up there. I was going to put it in the number two spot. The number one spot would always be taken.

      Maybe I was actually following him because of my most recent breakup though. No one would blame me if I slept with Austin to forget the last year of stupidity I’d let myself go through. To let myself believe for so long that I could do nice and normal.

      Except me. Would I forgive myself?

      Austin had gotten under my skin.

      Like a virus, and I was so fucking sick.

      Austin grabbed keys off of a hook by the kitchen and then veered toward the exit. I glanced over my shoulder once and realized that no one else had even seen us leave. I’d been friends with Heidi and Emery for almost two years now, but the whole Wright family thing was a bit over my head. Strangely, it felt like Austin was the only one who noticed that. Or maybe he didn’t, and he just wanted to get in my pants. I rarely could get a good read on him.

      “Where are we going again?” I asked.

      “I didn’t say.”

      He shot me that panty-melting grin, and my frown deepened.

      Warning alarms were going off in my head. I should stop this. I should go back to the party and enjoy my time with friends. I didn’t have to do this with Austin to have a good time.

      But I walked out the door anyway.

      He jangled the keys in his hand, absentmindedly flipping them around and around on the key ring. I didn’t see his shiny red Alfa Romeo. A fucking beautiful car that I had fallen in love with on sight. Not its owner, but definitely the damn car.

      Austin swung me toward Jensen’s giant truck.

      “Um…what are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Going for a drive.”

      “You are not fucking driving! You’re drunk.”

      His face split into a smile. “I’m not driving. You are.”

      He threw the keys to me, and I caught them, one-handed.

      “You want me to drive this huge truck? Does Jensen even know we’re borrowing it?”

      “Eh, don’t worry about him. He won’t care.” He popped open the driver’s side. “Need a boost?”

      “I don’t want to steal his car, Austin. Grand theft auto isn’t in my repertoire.”

      “You want me to drive then?” he asked, reaching for the keys.

      I held them back, out of his reach. “Definitely no.”

      “Then, get your ass in the truck.”

      Austin didn’t give me a chance to argue; he hoisted me up and set me down in the driver’s seat. I didn’t even know how he’d managed it. I wasn’t a small person. Short, yes. Thin, no. I’d never in a million years been Heidi’s size. Not that I gave two fucks. This was who I was, and I liked it. But, damn, Austin had to have biceps for days to lift me like that.

      “Austin,” I said softly. My voice was a knifepoint.

      “Hmm?”

      “If you ever touch me again without permission, I’ll gut you like a fish.”

      He laughed and trailed a finger down my exposed leg. “Sure thing, Jules.”

      I clenched my hand into a fist to keep from slapping his endearingly handsome face. “Why am I doing this?”

      “Because you’re intrigued. Now, let’s go.”

      Austin jogged around to the other side of the truck and jumped into the passenger seat. I couldn’t believe myself, but I turned the truck on and slammed the door shut.

      All I kept asking myself was, Why? Because, seriously, why?

      “Don’t make me regret this,” I told him.

      I put Jensen’s truck into reverse and backed out of the lake house. I was glad that I drove a giant Tahoe, or I wasn’t sure how I would have managed. The roads at Ransom Canyon were narrow. Luckily, most people were inside or on the lake, and we were the only idiots driving back up the canyon wall.

      The winding road cut into the mountain face made me nervous as hell. It was bad enough when Landon had driven down it. This was a whole new level of unease. We certainly didn’t have canyons like this in Ohio. Truly, we didn’t have much in Ohio. Not where I was from.

      Austin guided me around the face of the canyon, and I was so busy concentrating on not falling off of a cliff that I hadn’t noticed that we had come to some empty gravel parking lot.

      “Right here,” he said. “Now, turn it around and back up to the edge of the cliff side.”

      “Uh…how close?”

      “I’ll tell you when to stop.”

      He didn’t do that until I thought I was going to drive straight over the edge.

      “It’s fine. There’s a chain,” he said when I refused to move another inch.

      “A chain isn’t going to stop this truck.”

      “Ah, come on, babe.”

      He hopped out of the car, and I counted slowly to ten before following after him. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. Why am I at an abandoned parking lot on the top of a canyon with Austin Wright?

      “This is what you wanted to show me?” I asked incredulously.

      He’d pulled down the latch on the back of the truck and dropped a blanket over the bed. He sat down and patted the seat next to him. “Over here.”

      I bit back a snarl and took his offered seat. “What are we doing?”

      He put his finger to his lips and then pointed out in front of him. I resisted the urge to bolt. He wasn’t being a total shit even though he was clearly drunk. I didn’t forgive him for pulling me into the lake or all the other stuff that had happened, but I had agreed to come up here. I could at least give him the benefit of the doubt before he fucked everything up and drove me mad.

      With a sigh, I turned to face forward, conscious of his leg pressed up against my thigh and our shoulders almost touching. An electric current seemed to radiate between us as I tried to focus on everything but his body next to mine.

      But what I saw was a perfect, unimpeded view of the canyon below. A crystal-clear blue lake was dotted with boats, Jet Skis, and a few tubes. From this height, we couldn’t hear the screams of excitement and adrenaline, but I could sense it. Houses dotted the lakeshore, gliding evenly up the canyon walls. Some were as large as the crazy mansion on the hill, as obtrusive as the steel house that had taken decades to build, and others were as small as a tiny one-bedroom, completely hidden and tucked away in the trees.

      “Wow,” I whispered. “It’s a great view.”

      “See? I thought you’d like it.” His hand trailed over mine, leaving little circle eights behind in its wake. “It’ll only get better.”

      “Why are you like this?” I asked, my voice hoarse. I couldn’t look at him, but I didn’t move away. I’d always loved the things that were bad for me.

      “Like what?”

      “Decent when I want nothing to do with you.”

      “Hate and love are easy emotions to feel. They’re powerful. It’s indifference you have to fight for,” he said, gripping my chin and turning me to face him. “Not caring about someone would mean forgetting them, and we both know that neither of us are forgettable.”

      For just a moment, my fingers ached to thread up through his hair. My mind replayed past memories. Simpler times. My body remembered those lost hours. But my heart snagged on the rips he’d added to the shredded mess. It was a mystery how it still beat with all the damage it had sustained.

      “I wish I could forget you,” I told him, not caring how harsh I sounded.

      But, like usual, he just laughed and faced forward once more. He didn’t take my anger seriously. I never knew if it was the buzz or if he truly didn’t care.

      “No, you don’t.”

      I didn’t contradict him. I just huffed as I faced the horizon and watched the sun set on my first day newly single. There was nothing like a Lubbock sunset. Streaks of pink and orange and gold painted the sky like a watercolor, bleeding into the sky. The scene reminded me of a postcard—fake and full of hope.

      And, for the first time in weeks, my fingers itched for my charcoals. I’d thought, when I was younger, that I would be this incredible painter, full of life and color. Then, I’d grown up. I’d realized bright colors were for other people, and shades of gray were more my speed. It wasn’t often I was inspired to pick them up anymore. They brought back too many memories.

      “You have that look about you,” Austin said.

      I’d been so focused on what the scene below me would look like on paper that I hadn’t even realized he’d been staring at me.

      “What look?”

      “Like you’re going to draw me like one of your French girls.”

      “Ugh! I regret the day I showed you my drawings.”

      “Why? You’re an artist.”

      “I am not an artist,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s reserved for people who, one, have any talent and, two, are professionals. I sometimes draw on the side when the mood strikes.”

      “Like right now?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I knew it,” he said with triumph. “I thought the sunset would do it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How did you know that?”

      “You like beautiful things,” he said, gesturing to himself.

      I snorted. What an arrogant jackass!

      “Whatever, Austin.”

      I turned back to face the sunset. He was kind of right. I did love beautiful things. Colorful sunsets and raw emotions and crashing waves and crinkled eyes from laughter and big heaving clouds. I spent so much of my life away from all those things that, when I could soak them up, I became a sponge.

      Like right now.

      I bathed in the twilight and reveled in the richness of the moment.

      Even if it was with Austin.

      We sat there in silence for a few minutes, just watching the colors kaleidoscope the sky. It was companionable. I’d forgotten how easy it was to be with him. We were better when we weren’t yelling at each other. It just didn’t happen often.

      Austin’s arm swept across my shoulders and gently pulled me into him. I wanted to bite his head off for touching me after just telling him not to, but I didn’t. Sometimes, it was easier. I’d just gone through a breakup. A little comfort, even from someone who drove me up the wall, wasn’t the worst thing.

      I guess. Right?

      “Jules?”

      I gritted my teeth and sighed in frustration. “I said—”

      “Right. Fuck. Habits, babe.”

      “Why the fuck am I even here you with you?” I asked, straightening again.

      His hand snaked up my neck before threading through my long red hair. “You know why.”

      “Honestly, no.”

      He laughed, as if I were joking. But I wasn’t. Not entirely. My brain was telling me a whole other reason for being here than my body. My body wanted another taste. My brain knew it was a bad idea. Curiosity had won out, but still, this wasn’t smart.

      Our eyes met across the small distance, and my brain suddenly stilled. Fuck, that face and those eyes and that mouth. Possessive and commanding. Even when both of those qualities drove me mad, they filled me with desire.

      A breath passed between us before he pressed forward and slanted his mouth against mine.

      When we spoke, we mixed about as well as oil and water, but our bodies were another story. We were the ocean waves, destined to crash together.
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      But, God, I hate myself.

      “Stop,” I said, pushing away from Austin.

      I jumped to my feet and walked to the cliff’s edge. Fuck, what is wrong with me? Sure, I’d said that I want to have sex, but Austin? Could I look more desperate? After what we’d gone through, giving in to his advances would be so stupid. I was setting myself up to be hurt.

      Austin grumbled behind me before jumping off the bed of the truck and following me. “What the hell?”

      “Is this the only reason you brought me up here?” I demanded.

      Fuck sensible.

      I wanted an argument. At least Austin would give me that. Because Trevor sure hadn’t. Now, I was picking a fight with Austin, knowing he’d provide the ammunition.

      “So, what if it was?” he snapped. “You seemed plenty willing.”

      “Yeah, plenty willing. Even though I told you not to fucking touch me.”

      “Right. As if you were serious.”

      “Fuck, I was!”

      “Then, why the hell did you come here with me in the first place?”

      “I’m asking myself the same fucking question.”

      “Sometimes, you really make no sense,” Austin said. His eyebrows were scrunched together, as if I was a giant mystery that he had yet to solve.

      “It’s not hard to respect boundaries.”

      “Boundaries?” he asked with a look of affront. “You have been eye-fucking me since you got here.”

      “You’re mistaking my scowl for sexual attraction.”

      His lips quirked up. “Am I?”

      “Yes.” I kept my voice strong and my eyes hard.

      “You’re right. Why the fuck would I think to bring you up to Make-Out Point?”

      “What?” I snapped.

      “Where did you think we were? An abandoned parking lot?” he asked with a crisp, tight laugh, as if I were an idiot for not seeing it for what it was. “After the sun has set, this place will be crawling with teens.”

      I was about to boil over. He hadn’t brought me here for the fucking sunset. He hadn’t wanted to make me happy or convince me to draw the beautiful scenery. He’d wanted to fuck me. Plain and simple.

      “You really are disgusting. You know that, right?”

      “And here I thought, I was doing you a favor,” Austin said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I thought you wanted a rebound.”

      “I want nothing to do with you, but thank you for reminding me of that fact,” I spat in his face.

      Then, I turned on my heel and stormed back to the truck. My hands were shaking as I reached for the door. I yanked it open and was halfway inside when Austin’s hands were on my hips.

      “Don’t storm out of here,” he said.

      “Fuck off, Austin.” I slapped his hands off of me and whirled to face him. “I might want a rebound. Something fun and light and easy. Something to take my mind off of things. But you’re an idiot if you think that I want that from you.”

      “Who do you want it from then?” he asked, as if it were a challenge.

      I clenched my jaw before spitting out the first name that came to mind. “Patrick.”

      Austin’s eyes went flat and deadly. Patrick might not be his brother, but he was closer to his best friend than his own blood. I’d committed treason with one word. And it felt fucking good.

      “Patrick,” he repeated.

      “Yeah. Have something to say about that?”

      I could see all the words he wanted to say clear as day on his face. Pretty much all of them were four letters, and the rest were more colorful versions of the favorites. But I waited and held my ground, daring him to say something.

      “Good luck with that.”

      “I’m getting out of here. You drive me crazy.”

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      I wanted to scream. Oil and water. Christ!

      I jumped into the front seat of the truck and slammed the door in Austin’s face. Everything about my interactions with him left me feeling irritated and vulnerable. How is he able to press my buttons so easily? And not even all the good ones.

      I didn’t wait for Austin to get into the truck. He just thought I was pissed and needed some space from him. But I was so done with his ass.

      Without a backward glance, I peeled out of the parking lot. Through the rearview mirror, I saw him holding his hands up and cursing my name, but I didn’t turn around, and I didn’t stop. Served him right for bringing me up here, expecting that, just because I was newly single, I’d fuck him. Sex was never our problem. It was everything else that I had issues with.

      All we did was argue and fuck. I couldn’t have the second, and I was tired of the first. He made my blood boil—in the best and worst ways. And, right now, it was only in the worst way.

      Yet I couldn’t stop myself from giving it as good as I got it.

      I didn’t know what it was about him that brought this out in me. I wasn’t this argumentative with my friends. Heidi, Emery, and I could go a whole night without a single argument. But, man, when I saw Austin, a switch flipped in my brain.

      And I knew that when I’d followed him outside, when I’d driven the truck up the cliff side, when I’d parked overlooking the canyon to watch the sunset. I’d inherently known all of those things were a bad idea and, in some ways, romantic, yet I couldn’t stop myself from stepping into the stupid situation with him.

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    




















































  



OEBPS/images/thewrightmistake.jpg
WRI%HT

MISTAKE

I'wo Wrongs don't make a Wright
-f bb
’ ‘ S
* o
A 4 >
y )
" “ =4

USA Today bestselling author





