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 Her Challengers 
 
      
 
    I’m just a girl. That’s all anyone sees. Frail like a flower. 
 
    They want to crush me. Destroy my dreams. Trample who I am. 
 
    But they don’t see my strength. They don’t know the anger and pride bucking to get out. 
 
    When the three Jameson cousins come after me, they’re expecting an easy conquer. What they get will flip their world upside down. 
 
    I won’t accept a challenge sitting down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    The 1969 Chevy pickup rumbled down the dirt road, kicking up mud flecks as it hit puddles. Wipers squeaked across the old windshield in a vain attempt to keep the torrential rain from blocking the views. 
 
    I winced as the truck hit another bump. How many times had I taken potshots to my ribs in practice the last few days? The guys I trained with didn’t care that I was a girl or the coach’s daughter. All they cared about was getting their drills in and their time on the canvas. Dad didn’t know about my private time on the mats and I wasn’t about to tell him. I endured the bumps with my teeth clenched. Since we had moved, though, those would be coming to an end. 
 
    Wasn’t time in the ring what we all wanted? 
 
    “Listen. We can’t have you trying out for the team until I have a better lay of the land. I’ll know more about what they’re open to once I’ve gotten to know the team.” Alex, my hapless and not-so-commanding father, glanced at me from his spot at the wheel. 
 
    Of course, he’d waited until we were almost to the school to drop that bomb on me. He was hoping I wouldn’t want to cause a scene or be late, both of which were very strong possibilities. 
 
    Something Dad never took into account when he thought of me was the fact that I wasn’t the type of girl to sit around and wait for others to decide my life for me. If he wouldn’t get me a tryout for the team, I’d get my own. Even if I had to walk through the boys’ locker room naked. 
 
    That would be one way to get noticed. 
 
    I didn’t reply to his unspoken question. My mom had left a couple years ago and sometimes, I didn’t blame her. Other times, I couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid. Dad wasn’t a bad guy. He just lacked that masculine trait of taking control. He went along with whatever Mom wanted while she’d been around. He was what my older cousin called milk toast. 
 
    Milk toast. Where I came from, we called him whipped. I never wanted to feel that way about anyone. Not when you lost your ability to think for yourself. 
 
    “Promise you’ll try to fit in today? Please, Gray.” My dad’s tone turned pleading and I wanted to scream. 
 
    Instead, I ground my teeth together, taking a deep breath. “I don’t want to fit in.” Fitting in for me was hard. I wasn’t the type of girl who looked for a group to mold into. I wasn’t exactly girly or gossipy or whatever else you needed to be to fit in. I wasn’t even sure what I was supposed to do with a group of girls unless it involved walking together to the bathroom. That’s all those stupid females seemed to do together, that and giggling like idiots. 
 
    “You did well with Sara. I don’t know why you can’t do that here.” Dad sighed like his goal in life was to fog up the window beside him. He flipped on the blinker and braked as he paused at a stop sign. 
 
    He’d brought up one of the reasons I hadn’t wanted to leave Timbercreek. “Sara is… different.” She wasn’t one of the girls. She wasn’t out to screw me over. She had my back and how dare he compare her to other girls? 
 
    Staring out the window, I chewed on my inner cheek. North Idaho lacked nothing in beauty with so many shades of green everywhere. We’d moved from Timbercreek, just across the state line in Washington State, to Jameson in Idaho. Not more than forty-five minutes or so from our old place. 
 
    Little consolation when I didn’t want to be there. 
 
    Tall pines stretched into the sky on the edges of the roads, lining the path to the old brick buildings clumped together to make up the high school campus. A tall, broad brown sign proudly declared we’d arrived at the Jameson High School. 
 
    Yay. 
 
    My father parked the old truck in the still fairly empty parking lot. He shifted into park and rested his hands on the lower curve of the steering wheel as he stared at the building with its sharp angles and flat roof. “You don’t need to hate me, you know? It’s not my fault I was fired.” 
 
    Nothing was his fault. My mom left – not his fault. The power was turned off – not his fault. He had to sell all of our things to pay for food – not his fault. He lost his job – not his fault. He’d even taken my phone that morning – maybe that wasn’t his fault either. 
 
    I gripped the strap on my backpack and tugged it higher up my shoulder as I, too, stared at the new prison I would be forced to attend. At least at Timbercreek I was accepted on the team I’d been on – kind of. 
 
    “Gray, I… I’m sorry.” He lifted his hand as if to motion and speak in a lecture form.  
 
    I shook my head and blinked fast, unwilling to go anywhere near a drawn-out conversation with Dad. “Forget it. I need to get in there and get registered. I’ll meet you after practice.” Cracking the door open, I slid from the loose-spring seat. 
 
    A flashy red convertible parked on the far side of the lot. A convertible with rain? What an idiot. The inland northwest wasn’t known for sunny days. The owner of the car probably dropped the top once or twice a year. We had longer winters than anything else. 
 
    Two blonde girls bounced from the front doors of the car, flipping their long gold hair over their shoulders. From that distance, they looked identical, but it was a good enough distance, I could be wrong. 
 
    Sharp laughter reached me across the lot as I walked toward the front doors of the school. I could feel my muscles moving as I walked. I relished every step. 
 
    My black Converse with white soles splashed into an inch-deep puddle and I didn’t flinch. I didn’t care if I got wet. There was no shame in having wet jeans when a hole was torn out of the knees. 
 
    A screechy voice reached me through the pummeling rain. “You’re so fat, Chris. How did you get so fat? It’s disgusting.” 
 
    The words and tones drew my attention. I stopped my long stride toward the double front doors and glanced around. The twin blondes – I could clearly see they were identical from only twenty yards away – held a bright red umbrella over them as they stared at a kid about our age only a few feet in front of them. The girls prevented him from getting inside and out of the rain. 
 
    Glasses speckled with rain drops, the boy hiked his worn sweatpants up his hips and then pushed at the bridge of his nose to readjust his glasses. Bright pink spots in his cheeks gave away his humiliation. 
 
    Rage that always hovered just under my skin bubbled forward and I turned, blinking through the rain I hadn’t bothered protecting myself from. I hadn’t even worn a hoodie in a desperate attempt to give the finger to the weather. I was sick of rain and cold. 
 
    Heat flushed my skin and I no longer recognized the chill in the air. 
 
    I approached the trio standing on the pitted sidewalk along the perimeter around the yard. I was fully aware of my appearance. My long silky brown hair framed my pixie-like face and large blue eyes. I wasn’t tall and I weighed a buck-thirty on a bloated day. They would see my simple clothing and my calm movements and have no idea I was about to lose it. 
 
    “Hey, can you point me toward the office?” I blinked dumbly toward the girls as if I hadn’t just turned back from the building where I was clearly headed toward the main office. The closer I got to the twins, the more I realized just how identical they were. 
 
    Dark pink lip gloss made their lower lips appear fuller while black mascara gave their makeup a distinctly unnatural feel. They shifted their eyes my direction, giving Chris a brief reprieve. Something sparked in the twin with gold earrings. Interesting. She wore gold while the other wore silver. Could there be a dominance thing going on with them? 
 
    The second they realized I was a new girl was the second the target shifted from Chris to me. I indolently shifted my weight to rest on one hip while I cocked my head to the side, eyeing the girls as if they knew everything. 
 
    They looked at each other, snide smirks twisting their beautiful features into masks of ugliness. I suddenly wished I had my phone out of the backpack so I could take a picture and show them how ugly they looked. 
 
    “You new?” The obvious question didn’t make them seem smarter. The one with the gold earrings stepped toward me while the one with the silver earrings shuffled forward to hold the umbrella over her sister. 
 
    “Wow, they grow them smart over here, huh?” I wrinkled my nose like I was making a friendly joke. Tilting my head toward the still hanging around Chris, I winked at the sisters and motioned toward their umbrella. “Don’t let that slip. You know what happens when you get wet.” 
 
    The girls paused, narrowing their eyes. The one with the gold earrings pursed her lips. “If I were you, I’d be careful. We run this school. You’ll be shunned before you even get through the doors.” She glanced at her sister with a smug grin, folding her arms across her chest as she settled into position. 
 
    Curling my fingertips into my palms, I stepped closer to the blonde, keeping my breathing calm and collected. Once I was no more than eight inches from her, I stopped. Her eyes widened and the smirk smoothed from her overly glossed lips. To give her credit, she didn’t back up, but her knuckles whitened as she dug her fingers into her arms. 
 
    Keeping my voice low, I bit my words out with crisp intent. “Don’t threaten me again, Blondie. Stay out of my way or the next time we meet, you’ll be picking those pretty white teeth up off the floor.” I arched an eyebrow as if to ask if she understood, ignoring her sister’s gasp. 
 
    We were locked in some kind of challenge as we stared each other down. I wasn’t taller than her, but I could feel my muscles ticking and clenching as I stood there. She didn’t stand a chance with her skinny arms and loose-limbed stance. She’d never be a match. 
 
    I had balanced my weight evenly between my feet, spread as they needed to be in case of attack. Even though the stupid girls standing in front of me didn’t appear to be challenging, I had no doubt that the second I lowered my guard in over-confidence, I’d get dropped. That was one of the biggest lessons I’d learned training with my dad. 
 
    Never drop your guard. 
 
    Blondie’s gaze flickered and she glanced to my right, away from me and the boy she’d been picking on. Her eyes settled somewhere and the discomfort in her stance seemed to slide off her body. Her initial fear faded, to be replaced with even more disdain as she looked back to me, jutting out her chin. “Now you’re going to get it.” 
 
    Unfazed, I took the bait and glanced in the direction that had given her a complete confidence boost. I refused to react to what I saw. 
 
    Maybe it was the rain or the purity in the air, but I couldn’t help gasping, albeit minutely as I blinked at the sight off to the right of me. Three men, they had to be men with those muscles, strode with a swagger I’d never seen before from a large black 1957 Ford truck. The chrome alone reflected what little light there was and bounced it back to the lot. 
 
    The man in front held his hard jawline at an angle, his eyes narrowed beneath a black baseball cap. His shoulders stretched the material of his t-shirt and he hadn’t bothered with protecting himself from the weather either. Dark, almost black, hair hung across his forehead, the tips spiked down into silver eyes. He didn’t seem to care – about anything. 
 
    Another man to his right and slightly behind him strode forward in sync, his auburn hair a contrast to the dark strands of the man in front. Green eyes blazed as he took in the scene, his similarly strong jaw clenching. He walked with a loose swing to his arms, his swagger just as domineering as the front man’s but with a more languid pull. 
 
    The third stopped behind the other two as they came to a pause and took in the scene of me with the girls. His blond hair probably lighter when it wasn’t wet and his brown eyes taking in the details with bias. He had a lankier build than the other two, but no less definition in his neck and arm muscles that I could see. 
 
    That amount of muscles on three men had to mean steroids. There was no way they were worked that hard in the backwoods high school my dad was making me attend. There was even less of a chance that they went to high school. Maybe they were visiting from college or something. Muscles like that didn’t belong in the halls of anything elementary or ordinary like Jameson High. 
 
    I couldn’t help thinking, also, that muscles like that needed to be savored. I gritted my teeth at my faithless thoughts and shifted my eyes from studying the newcomers. If I expected Blaze and I to be able to make it, I had to do a better job of not looking at other guys. No matter how delicious or dangerous their frames appeared. 
 
    Honesty would have to come first at some point because I wasn’t even sure Blaze was who I wanted to be with anyway. 
 
    The three men had no idea what was going on, yet they stood there with judgment on their faces. I wasn’t going to be judged by anyone – at least not while I was doing something good. Sticking up for others wasn’t an option. It had to be done. 
 
    “Jasmine, what’s going on?” The one with auburn hair spoke, the cadence of his words brooking no argument. He shifted his gaze from assessing me to the blonde twin with the gold earrings. Jasmine, huh? She really was a princess. 
 
    I wasn’t a fan. 
 
    Victory in her eyes, Jasmine smiled pitifully at the trio and gave an almost whimper. “She just showed up while we were talking to Chris and then she threatened me.” She stepped toward the front man, careful to make sure her sister followed with the umbrella. Once she stood in front of him, she turned to look over her shoulder as she ran her fingertips up his chest and placed her palm on his chest. “I’m so glad you’re here, Stryker.” 
 
    Stryker, huh? His name was as hot as he was. Not that I was thinking about him like that. Or even thinking of him. 
 
    The possessive way she touched him left a tightening in my gut. I didn’t want to see that he was with the wench. She didn’t deserve anyone who looked like that with his brooding eyes and tight forearms. On the other hand, a guy that would go for a girl like her probably wasn’t what I needed to be interested in, anyway. He’d be after her for what was between her legs rather than company. Who could want to be with the witch for any other reason? 
 
    The blond guy shifted his gaze my way. “Is this true?” His eyes perused me with curiosity and none-too-little interest as he surveyed my form, his gaze pausing at my chest that was most assuredly featured in the rain and cold in a wet t-shirt contest kind of way. He lifted his gaze to my face, a knowing smile curving his lips with confidence. 
 
    I didn’t back down. I wouldn’t. Even with all of their muscles, they wouldn’t intimidate me. I wouldn’t allow it. Plus, they were probably basketball jocks or soccer. I had nothing to worry about. I could take them, even if they were bigger. It wasn’t your size that won a fight. It was the skill with which you delivered your punches. 
 
    Slowly, I allowed my gaze to travel the length of them, making sure they knew what I saw as I allowed disgust to knit my eyebrows. “What if it is?” It wasn’t. There’s no way I was going to defend myself. I didn’t care who they were or what they wanted, but I wouldn’t dare defend myself to anyone. I didn’t answer to them and they had no right expecting me to. The blond man shifted, an energy coming off him as he rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet. 
 
    For a brief moment I imagined reaching out and slamming an uppercut into the unnamed twin’s jaw, snapping her head back and knocking her to the ground. Or even more satisfying would be Jasmine’s head snapping to the side as I delivered a hook. I could see each move in my head and my stomach tightened as adrenaline coursed through me. 
 
    My gaze met Stryker’s and I inhaled sharply but quietly at the heat in his eyes as he studied me and ignored the blonde fondling his chest. 
 
    I had a boyfriend. I couldn’t like the way the trio studied me. I couldn’t care about what they thought. I didn’t want to care about what anyone thought. What type of a girl was I, that I had moved away from home no more than an hour away and already I was replacing Blaze in my mind’s eye? I wasn’t that kind of a girl. And I certainly didn’t owe these people an explanation. 
 
    Rather than wait for them to pass their final judgment, I turned away, glancing at Chris and tossing him a half-smile and rolling my eyes. As I passed him, I nodded. “Nice to meet you, Chris.” I ignored the five behind me as I reclaimed my path toward the building. 
 
    I could feel Stryker’s eyes on me. All of their eyes on me. What would they have done, if I’d thrown a punch at one of the girls, or better yet, at one of them? I was close. So close. They had no idea just what I could have done or will do if I see the bullying again. 
 
    Nothing I hated more than a bully.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    I shoved Jasmine’s hand from my chest. “I told you. We’re not together.” If she didn’t stop touching me, I’d toss her across the parking lot. The girl was into some kinky stuff, and while I had fun with her once a long time ago, so did half of Jameson High and probably some of Timbercreek. I wasn’t into sharing and I’d be hanged before I’d touch something that used. 
 
    She pulled back, slamming her hand on her hip as she narrowed her eyes at me. “Why don’t you want me anymore, Stryker? Jaeda and I could do things to you that would blow your mind.” Her voice had a soft whine and it only irritated me more. 
 
    I shook my head, and half-glanced at her sister who flinched at Jasmine’s suggestion. I wouldn’t touch Jaeda to save my life. I’d heard how Jasmine made Jaeda do one guy with Jasmine at the same time and Jaeda cried through the whole thing. I didn’t need that kind of drama. 
 
    Pushing past her, I glanced at Chris who stared after the new girl with adoration in his eyes. I almost growled at him to keep his eyes down. He didn’t have the right to stare at a woman like that with her petite frame pulsing with power. Power I hadn’t given her. 
 
    My boys fell into step alongside me. Brock moving with tension in his limbs. “Do you think she’s going to give us problems?” 
 
    Gunner scoffed. “She can give me problems. I can think of all kinds of ways I’d like to teach her a lesson or two.” His movements were looser, more relaxed as he joked about the girl. 
 
    I didn’t comment. I didn’t need or want to. As my cousins talked back and forth across me, I gritted my teeth together, trying to ignore the image in my head of the sassy girl’s butt as she walked away. She worked out. You couldn’t miss the control in her movements or the twitching of her muscles. 
 
    She wore a thin shirt and I’d noticed. All three of us had noticed the shape of her breasts and the tightening at the peaks from the cold. I wanted to slam Chris’s head into the ground for being in the same area she was. 
 
    There was no question what had happened and it made the newcomer even more of a curiosity. Jasmine had a habit of picking on Chris. She’d always done it, ever since we were all little. Chris rubbed her the wrong way and she took her frustrations out on him. 
 
    Overall, though, Jasmine was nothing. She tossed herself around and slept with whoever, whenever. She thought she fit in with us, but she wasn’t a Jameson. She was a Steffes. That name didn’t mean anything and she knew it. 
 
    She could never be a Jameson and we wouldn’t touch her. 
 
    No one else could be one of us. We didn’t allow that. 
 
    Maybe Jasmine’s position at the factory let her think she was Queen Bee, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. She could be replaced. They all could. 
 
    The front doors to the school opened as someone went inside. We strode through and I realized that if the new girl continued standing up to Jasmine, but did it in front of more people, we might have a problem with the balance of things. Jasmine and her little group kept the girls in line and out of our way. Recruiting wasn’t easy and Jasmine did it in such a way it wasn’t any effort for me or the boys. 
 
    We kept the rest of the school – and town – running like it should. Nothing worse than someone coming in and destroying all the order and creating chaos. 
 
    Judging by the startling blue in that girl’s eyes, she was nothing but chaos. I ignored the thrill in my bones at the thought of what she could do. I bet she didn’t even know her potential. 
 
    If I wanted to keep things in order, I had to make sure she never found out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gray 
 
      
 
    I thrummed my fingers on the surface of the counter in the office, waiting for the woman with the wild silver and brown curls to move a little faster. I held my polite smile on my face. I had to remember my father worked there. I couldn’t escape him so there was no reason to make things harder for all of us. 
 
    Plus, I had a tendency to people-please since Mom left. Before that… I cleared my throat. No point in letting my thoughts run down that trail. Mom wasn’t coming back and no amount of self-pity or self-blame would bring her back. I just had to accept the fact that my mother was a selfish whore and leave it at that. I would have to ignore the inkling thoughts that she’d left because of me. 
 
    “Okay, dear. You’re going to have a full schedule. It looks like Timbercreek kept you busy with all of the honor roll classes. You have the same options here, but you’re already ahead of the game, so just stick with your schedule and you’ll do well.” She smiled kindly at me and I worked to quash the anger that she would treat me like an idiot. 
 
    No. It wasn’t her fault. She thought I was just a frail girl. They all did. I hadn’t been there long enough to make an impact. Not yet. So far, I was just a girl to them. A newcomer that really was a nobody. 
 
    I almost didn’t mind being a nobody. Except once I started to make waves, I wouldn’t be able to hide who I was. I smiled tightly and grasped the paperwork she slid across the counter to me.  
 
    I glanced down at the paper. History was first. I hated history but whatever. The only classes I liked had to do with math and science. Oh, and gym. I glanced down the sheet and winced. “Yoga? What is yoga doing on here?” Yoga? Who in their right mind thought stretching was a healthy exercise? 
 
    “All the girls do yoga while the boys lift. It’s a great way to relax your mind.” She simpered at me and then turned toward more paperwork. “You’ll want to get going. The first bell is about to ring and Mr. Ellison makes a point of spotlighting anyone tardy to his class.” She didn’t glance up as I grabbed the paper and swung my backpack onto my shoulder. 
 
    Great. My first day would be full of embarrassment as it was as the student that didn’t fit in. I didn’t feel like adding to it. I also didn’t look too closely into the vice-principal’s office with its glass paned door. I knew Dad was in there and I didn’t want to see him. Not in school. 
 
    The bell was going to ring and I had to hurry to class. Irritation obviously was going to be my constant companion. Joy. 
 
    I pushed out of the front office, eyes down as I studied my schedule. History. Fine. Calculus followed by Physics and then lunch. My afternoon had English, Strategical Logic, and Yoga. I was fine with everything except Yoga. That was going to have to go. I didn’t stretch and I didn’t hang out with girls. 
 
    Wham. I slammed into a wall. Since when did walls grow in the middle of a hallway? 
 
    I glanced up, suddenly staring into those silver eyes but from a lot closer. Stryker stared down at me; his expressionless features hotter than the situation outside had let me see. 
 
    He probably expected me to back away, move on, but I didn’t move from where I’d run into him. My chest touched his and I was acutely aware of the heat pulsing off his skin. His pupils dilated, the only sign he knew I stood there. 
 
    I should be thinking about Blaze. I shouldn’t be aware of the other two men moving into place on either side of me, their warm bodies pushing in close as if the three of them were going to swallow me whole. 
 
    Those types of things didn’t intimidate me. I could handle being crowded. I could handle being surrounded by people. 
 
    Rather than back down, I lifted my chin, meeting each of their gazes with my own. I returned my eyes to Stryker’s and cocked my head to the side. “Is this supposed to scare me?” 
 
    He didn’t move as he continued staring at me. Then, as if pouring whiskey over lava rocks, his voice sent shivers down my spine. “Why, are you scared?” A smirk curved the edges of his perfectly shaped lips and I almost groaned. He was going to be one of those guys – silent, delicious, and full of himself. 
 
    Over-confidence did something to my insides, but I wouldn’t let it affect me. He was a jerk and I wasn’t going to let him get to me. None of them. Not one. 
 
    I released the strap of my pack with one hand, leaving the other hooked to hold it in place with my left hand. Mimicking the way Jasmine had caressed him, I slowly lifted my eyes up the broad expanse of Stryker’s chest with the trail of my finger. After a second, I smiled and met his gaze with mine. “Sweetheart, it’s going to take a lot more than that to intimidate me.” 
 
    In a fast swipe, Stryker’s fingers wrapped around my wrist, his touch scorching and tight. He pulled my hand back, something flickering in his eyes that I wanted to explore more fully. 
 
    The auburn-haired guy pressed in on my side, his own muscles apparent against my bicep. Keeping his voice low, he didn’t try to hide the contempt in his tone. “You’re new here, so we’ll give you a pass this time. Leave Jasmine alone. Attend your classes and go home. Don’t cause problems. You’re not wanted, Timbercreek.” 
 
    Not wanted. Timbercreek. How did they know I was from Timbercreek? And who did they think they were, making any demands on me? They didn’t know me. 
 
    They had no idea who I was or what I was doing there. 
 
    My chest lifted as I took a deep breath, brushing the front of my tits against Stryker’s folded arms. I ignored the sharp pang of desire and grinned with a hungry slant to my lips. Reaching out, I patted the red-head, squeezing the muscles in his upper arm like I was appreciating the size. Stryker’s eyes darkened and his lips pressed together. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, big boy. I don’t need a babysitter and I don’t need you hulking around me. I suggest you step back before something happens.” I grinned sweetly, making sure all three of them understood where I was coming from. 
 
    The bell rang overhead and yet they didn’t move. Inwardly, I groaned. Late. On my first day. Lovely. 
 
    They still didn’t move. Why weren’t they moving? 
 
    I barely adjusted my head as I shifted my gaze between them. They weren’t moving and I had to go. Fine. 
 
    They thought they were going to scare me into complacency? They thought they could intimidate me? Bull. I didn’t take crap from anyone. I certainly wasn’t going to start now. 
 
    A few people rushed around the hall, some in more of a hurry than others. A few people paused to watch the three guys and myself. Just what I needed. An audience. My first day was turning into hell right before my very eyes. 
 
    “You’re not going to move.” I said it as a statement. I could tell by the way they stood that they weren’t going to move until I agreed or backed up. Well, I wasn’t giving into the tyrannical way they were treating me and I certainly didn’t back down from anything. 
 
    I took a long breath, imperceptible while I clenched my fists together. In one combined motion, I dropped my pack and ducked, elbowing the blond just below his diaphragm. I swung to the side, delivering a side punch to the red-head’s appendix area and then moving into an uppercut swing toward Stryker. 
 
    While I’d taken the other two by surprise, Stryker seemed ready for my attack. He blocked my swing with his forearm. The other two barely grunted as they moved in tighter, fury overtaking their calm features. 
 
    I wasn’t cornered yet. I was trained to use my fists, but that didn’t mean I didn’t know other ways to protect myself. Stomping forward, I ground the heel of my Converse into the top of Stryker’s foot. I got no reaction except for him reaching out and gripping my biceps in his hands as he moved me back an inch. 
 
    He actually picked me up and moved me back. 
 
    My jaw dropped as I stared at him. I wasn’t light. I lifted like a crazy person and my muscle mass made me solid. A fact Blaze constantly pointed out. 
 
    “Is everything okay out here?” A familiar woman’s voice made me close my eyes for a brief moment. 
 
    When I opened them, I found Stryker studying me with curiosity he’d do well to smother. I glared at him, more than ready to tell him where to shove his questions. 
 
    The blond stepped from my side. “No, Mrs. Perkins. We’re just welcoming the new girl.” 
 
    “Gunner, you boys are late. I’ll take care of the new girl.” The dark-haired woman stepped into my view and I took a steadying breath, avoiding Stryker’s gaze as I stared toward the top corner of where the wall and ceiling met. Mrs. Perkins continued talking. “I’m looking forward to the season, Brock. Let me know how things are going with your uncle. I haven’t heard from him in a while.” 
 
    The guys didn’t say anything as they turned, their image intact with the vice-principal but as I glanced around at the students still in the hall, I realized they were staring at me with weird expressions on their faces. Great. Had I painted a target on my back before I’d even made it to my first class? 
 
    The woman stepped into place, blocking my view of the backs of the three guys who had just tried scaring me into conforming. I didn’t conform. I wouldn’t conform. 
 
    “Gray, you can’t come here and cause problems. You need to fit in. You need to try at this school, honey.” Mrs. Perkins drew my attention to her face. She hadn’t changed a bit in the few years since I’d seen her last. Even her spite wasn’t hidden well as she studied me. 
 
    Family gatherings were few and far between in my family, especially with the sister of the mother who abandoned me. I’d forgotten how much Aunt Danielle resembled Mom. 
 
    “When did you start working here?” I clenched my teeth together. Dad had to know. He’d brought us there under the guise that he had gotten a job. I had no doubt that he had, but I thought it was under his own merits and not because he called in some form of nepotism. 
 
    “I’ve been here for a few years. Now, Gray, let’s talk about what you are and aren’t going to do.” The lines around her eyes tightened as she turned forward, reaching out and turning me to walk beside her. 
 
    Everything in me wanted to pull back and run as far away as I could, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. She reminded me too much of Mom. My dad needed the job. I knew that. I needed a chance to take on my dreams. As long as I played it her way, I might just be able to get what I wanted. I could swallow my pride for a few minutes. 
 
    I didn’t speak which was a silent way of announcing that I’d listen to what she had to demand. 
 
    “You’re going to attend your classes, do your homework, and fit in. You don’t need to stand out. You don’t need to cause problems. Have fun. Make some friends. That’s all you need to do. You’re not going to make waves. Do you understand me?” She stopped beside a door with another window, the glass holding the number 213. 
 
    My schedule had said 213. I didn’t say anything as I opened the door and swung it open. Aunt Danielle reached out and gripped my shoulder, her fingers biting into my muscle. “I’m serious, Gray. Don’t come here and cause problems.” 
 
    I shook her off as I strode into class, ignoring the teacher at the front of the room as I claimed a seat in the back without looking around. I slumped into the chair, more than aware of the image I was already assigning myself.  
 
    So far, I’d gotten into a standoff with the twin witches, tried punching my way out of a gang of hot jerks, and was being threatened by the vice-principal who I hoped no one knew was my aunt. Things were definitely not going the way I had envisioned. 
 
    I took a deep breath as the teacher returned to his topic and ignored my tardiness or even my presence as a new student. There was one mild win going for me. 
 
    As I sank back into my seat, I took a quick glance around, looking to my left last. I froze. 
 
    Brock studied me from the seat beside me, his elbow bent as he leaned on his hand and stared. Frank appreciation darkened his green eyes and I had the sudden impression that he could undress me with his gaze and not even move a muscle. 
 
    The last thing I needed was to start my mornings with a strong dose of those guys. Especially with one in my morning class. What I needed to do was ignore him. Move about my day. The novelty of the new girl would wear off. It always did. How many schools had I been in over the last three years in search of my goal? Timbercreek was the one I’d been at the longest, had even planned on it being my last. Plans changed. I had to go with that. 
 
    If this one didn’t do what I needed, I’d go to a different one. I had to. There was no other option. Even if I had to leave Dad behind. 
 
    I ignored the churning in my gut that there might not be any other option if Jameson High didn’t work out. Hadn’t Dad said we were at the end of our choices? At least as far as fighting was concerned. If I wanted to box, I had to stick with this school. I could do it. 
 
    I faced forward, ignoring the heat of Brock’s eyes on me. I could do this. I didn’t have any other choice.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I hid from everyone during lunch in the library. The dimmest, most unused corner did what I needed as I curled up with my brown bag of cucumber slices, tuna, crackers, and pickles. I had to keep my protein up, so I would eat some chicken breast and cheese sticks right after school. 
 
    Thoughts of my day so far weren’t enthusiastic and I had a feeling it didn’t matter what Dad said about that afternoon. If I wanted to survive Jameson High, I would have to have the tradeoff for the team or I’d never make it. 
 
    I forced myself to get through the rest of the day. Even the teachers lacked passion and it showed. They went through the motions and my last two classes before the dreaded yoga passed faster than I wanted and not because they were interesting. I just didn’t want to go to yoga. I hadn’t even brought gym clothes appropriate for yoga. I didn’t think so anyway. 
 
    I’d seen yoga classes before and the girls always wore tights and body suits. I definitely hadn’t come equipped for that. 
 
    Ringing, the bell marked the end of my last academic class and I gathered my things together. The only class with one of the disturbingly gorgeous guys was history in the morning. I could handle that. Brock was hot as sin, but I could focus and ignore his distractions. I could do that. I would have to do that. If it had been Stryker, I would have been screwed five ways from Sunday. 
 
    I followed the stream of people out into the hallway and wandered toward the gym. Signs were all over the building on where rooms were located. The school itself was less than half the size of Timbercreek. I wasn’t sure why signs were up. There weren’t that many rooms and it wasn’t confusing in the least. 
 
    Blue, orange, and white coloring covered everything. Blue lockers with one single orange stripe running from top to bottom on each locker door lined the walls. Pristine white paint covered the rest of the walls, marred only with orange and blue paw prints in random paths. 
 
    Timbercreek’s colors were green, black, and white while their mascot was a bear. Jameson had wrapped itself in brighter colors, the tiger a strong bearer of the orange and white coloring. I couldn’t say I hated it, but I wouldn’t say it out loud and certainly not to anyone who had taken on the role of pointedly ignoring me. 
 
    Not surprisingly, I hadn’t made one friend since my incidents that morning. Not that I cared. I wasn’t there to make buddies. I was there to do specific tasks; graduate, get into the competition, and move on. I wasn’t planning on staying anywhere after I graduated. I had plans on attending college or anywhere else that would let me continue doing what I loved. 
 
    Ducking into the locker rooms, I skirted around the cluster of girls chatting in the center of the benches and locker rows. They were changing and laughing, slamming the metal doors as they finished and walked out in pairs or threes. 
 
    I grabbed an empty locker and pulled my clothing from the bottom of my backpack. I’d brought clothes for boxing or real activity. Not whatever yoga was. 
 
    Changing pretty fast, I shoved my day clothes into the locker and shut it firmly, using a combination lock to secure everything shut. I had the code memorized and this way I wasn’t worried anything of mine would disappear while I had my back turned. 
 
    I left my wraps in the locker. No reason to push anything just yet. It was just yoga class. 
 
    Following the last two stragglers from the locker room, I searched the area we would be “working out” in. I used the term loosely because stretching wasn’t what I had in mind for a good solid sweat. I knew what yoga was being used for. They wanted to get the credits but the girls didn’t want to ruin their makeup or get sweaty. Fine. But I wasn’t there to keep my looks intact. 
 
    I was there to get a workout. 
 
    The large mirror-lined room served dual purposes. The girls collected in a group on one end with wrestling pads on the ground and the boys gathered at the other end that was fully furnished with free weights and machine weights. The room kept the class together but segregated. 
 
    Dad should be there somewhere. He’d been hired as a gym teacher and a coach because their other gym teacher had walked out after being discovered having an affair with the home economics instructor. Even Timbercreek had heard the rumors about the situation. 
 
    I took a steadying breath as I walked past the group of girls getting into position. I definitely didn’t fit in with them as they wore cheerleader style sweat pants without the elastic cuffs and cute t-shirts that had v-necks. My leggings had straps crisscrossing up the sides of my legs, revealing skin until just above my knees. I wore a black sports bra under an oversized but still fitted white wife beater. I’d sloppily French braided my long dark hair back out of my face and I didn’t wear any jewelry. 
 
    Jasmine and Jaeda caught my eye in the long mirrors as I passed by them. Jasmine turned to her sister and tittered, pointing my way. Did she think I was stupid? I knew she had a target on my back. The difference was, she thought I cared when I couldn’t care less what she thought. 
 
    When it was obvious I wasn’t stopping in the yoga section, the other girls stopped what they were doing and straightened, either standing or sitting, and turned to watch me walk through the yoga section over to the weights. 
 
    The crowd of boys paused in their own discussions and turned to face me, revealing the center of the group to be none other than Stryker, Brock, and Gunner. Their muscles stood out amongst the rest of the guys, making them all seem immature at best. 
 
    Stryker stood, watching as I approached the machines. I ignored them all, even the three who made my insides twist a little. I mean, why hadn’t they even reacted to my punches earlier? They had been unaffected and I couldn’t figure it out. I wasn’t a soft hit. I knew where my power was and I wasn’t considered a pansy by any measure. 
 
    Yet, the trio had made me feel inept and even a little weak. I couldn’t allow that mentality to take hold or even to have any merit. If I wanted to get rid of the doubt around my strengths and abilities, I had to take back the power they’d stolen earlier in the hallway and the control I’d given over at lunch when I’d hid from everyone, mainly them. 
 
    Surveying the equipment, I moved to the bench press station. No one was there and I could almost guarantee I wouldn’t be able to find a spotter as the group of guys continued staring at me. Even the girls hadn’t stopped watching. 
 
    Was it really that taboo for a girl to lift? Well, they hadn’t seen anything yet. 
 
    Chalk. Where was their chalk? As nervous as I was – no matter that I’d never admit to it – I wouldn’t be able to get a safe grip on the bars. My palms were too sweaty. A blue bucket with chalk pieces stood in the corner and I moved the few feet to its location. Grateful I didn’t have to go clear across the machine area to get to it, I bent and rubbed some of the white powder into the cracks of my hands. 
 
    I refused to look up. My body was acutely aware of where the guys were, who stared at me and who had turned away. Most everyone still watched me, but a few had decided I could do whatever I wanted without it affecting them. What I wouldn’t give to tell those individuals thanks. 
 
    Keeping my chin up, I weaved back through the machines and reclaimed my spot at the press machine, adjusting the weights to a hundred-and-thirty to start with. I’d only gotten up to one-eighty recently and that was after warming up and having a lot of support as the guys had been more than willing to spot me. 
 
    My weight choice must have caused concern because the guys started whispering, similar to the girls’ noises when I’d left them. I ignored them. I had to. Everything about me hung in the balance. 
 
    I couldn’t even wait for the teacher to show up. I couldn’t wait for a spotter. I had to lift now. I really just wanted to start punching things. I sat on the bench and stretched my arms, glancing around the room. I paused what I was doing when my gaze landed on a collection of boxing bags in the corner just past the yoga area. 
 
    If I wasn’t already pushing things by being in the lifting section, I’d ignore everything and pass the next hour relieving my stress on the bags. I didn’t see any evidence of any canvas, but just because I couldn’t see a ring, didn’t mean they didn’t have one. They’d hired Dad as the boxing coach. They had to have something for the team to practice on. 
 
    I dropped to my back, shifting myself up the padded bench a few inches until my eyes were almost in line with the bar above me. That’s when I felt them. 
 
    No, I didn’t have to see the three guys to recognize the heat from their bodies as they surrounded me in my vulnerable position there on the bench. I clenched my jaw but forced a smile as I reached up and clasped my fingers around the bar. I didn’t lift it, just let my hands rest there as I adjusted my gaze to each man in turn. 
 
    I paused longest on Stryker as if challenging him to stop me. “You guys can rotate in, if you want.” I wasn’t sure if the insult had been too subtle until Stryker’s eyes darkened and a muscle on the side of his jaw ticked. They couldn’t start at the weight I was using or risk being embarrassed in front of their group. I was a girl. Obviously, I couldn’t lift the same as them, but I wasn’t a light weight either. I knew my starting weight wasn’t high, but I also knew it wasn’t low in comparison, at the same time. 
 
    Gunner nudged my knee with his, his features tight. “That’s too much weight for you. You’re going to get hurt.” There was no concern for my actual welfare in his tone. He didn’t want to lose the privileges of a weight room. Which could happen, if someone got hurt using the equipment. His stubborn, silent style intrigued me and I wanted to see what I had to do to get him to react with more than a stoic line or two. 
 
    Brock leaned forward, bracing his hands on his knees as he made no attempts to hide his blatant perusal of my on-display form. “Why do you wear a sports bra? It’s not like there’s any bouncing going on with yoga.” He grinned, his smile almost enough to take my breath away. “Let’s do something else with you on that bench, Timbercreek. We could take turns.” His teasing tone didn’t scare me. I had a feeling they wouldn’t hurt me, no matter what they threatened or insinuated. 
 
    But Stryker, the most controlled of the three, folded his arms as he watched me with silver eyes that didn’t miss a beat. He didn’t say a word and the other two caught on and stood, taking their own stances and falling silent. 
 
    If ever I had to prove myself with my weight lifting, it was then. They didn’t think I could do the starting weight. I had to do it and more. I had to prove that I belonged somewhere, even if it wasn’t in the halls of that stupid high school. 
 
    Whispering from the girls surrounded me. I imagined I could see Jasmine and Jaeda leading a group of witches as they chanted some kind of spell. Instead of being intimidated, I let their pettiness spur me on. 
 
    Gripping the bar, I pressed it up, already decided on sets of eight reps. I pushed the bar up and down, up and down, surprised at how light the weights felt, probably because of the adrenaline coursing through my veins. 
 
    I blinked as I finished my set and replaced it on the bar. The three hadn’t moved and I sat up, placing my head at crotch level right in the center of the three. I let my eyes center on Stryker’s package and I paused, arching an eyebrow as I slowly let my eyes trace the lines of his body through his shirt. The way he’d cut out the arms on the top left zero doubt as to what type of muscles he’d hidden under cotton. 
 
    He stared down at me, fire in his eyes. The challenge wasn’t lost and I stood, pressing myself against him. If he wasn’t going to move, then I’d take control back. I didn’t care. That was my space and I wasn’t going to let them try to push me out. Plus, I liked the way his skin felt against mine, even if I already had a boyfriend. I pushed through the small opening between Stryker and Gunner’s arms. 
 
    Moving to add ten pounds to the bar, I didn’t look up when the doors to the weight room opened and closed. I knew it was Dad. It had to be. 
 
    The guys in the group – not the three hovering around my bench – turned as if one to face the new teacher. They whispered behind their hands while the yoga group matched them but huddled together. 
 
    I finally let myself glance toward my father. He stood in the center of the room, halfway between girls and boys, with his clipboard aloft. Motioning with his arms, Dad called for everyone to join him. 
 
    Doing what he asked wasn’t going to be possible if Stryker wouldn’t move. I recognized that fact since Stryker seemed to do whatever he wanted, regardless of the rules. 
 
    I stepped around the bench as if to move toward the center and Stryker stepped to the side, blocking my path and not even altering his expression. Staring up at him, I didn’t flinch as we stared into each other’s eyes. The moment dragged out. 
 
    Gunner whispered in a hushed tone. “Stryker, we need to get over there. He’s the new boxing coach.” At the mention of boxing, Stryker’s gaze flitted from mine to meet Gunner’s. Stryker gave a short nod and then turned his eyes back to me. He turned away, his arms still tight across his chest, his muscles bulging. 
 
    I didn’t like how affected he made me feel. I didn’t need him to be around me to feel his presence. That bothered me. I needed some time with my boyfriend to get thoughts of Stryker and his boys out of my head. 
 
    “I’m Alex Asher. I’m the new gym coach and boxing instructor. If you have any questions, let me know. I’m putting the attendance sheet over here. Mark yourself here so you get credit. I’m not going to babysit you, but if I have to check it for you, it’s not going to happen.” He grinned, avoiding looking directly at me. I recognized it for what it was. He didn’t want to appear to favor. 
 
    As he looked between the groups, his smile faded and that’s when he realized the split was by sex. He looked between the two and arched an eyebrow. “Do the girls not like to lift?” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s not that. This is just the way we’ve done things.” One of the other students raised his hand while he spoke. 
 
    My dad supported my protests against double-standards and he himself didn’t support them either. He set the clipboard on the table by the set of bleachers and turned to face both groups, speaking to them collectively. “Well, I’m not sure where that rule started, but I don’t hold to segregation of any kind. If the girls want to lift, they can. If the boys want to do yoga, they can. We will also be doing other activities that will be mandatory.” 
 
    Knowing my dad, those activities would be running, hiking, and doing other forms of cardio. His favorite to make me do daily was skipping rope. 
 
    As if he hadn’t spoken, the girls moved back to the yoga mats and the guys to the weights. 
 
    With the dismissal, I returned to my position on my back on the bench and did my next set of eight. One-forty wasn’t that much over one-thirty. I’d probably see about doing three more sets and then I’d move to flies. I wouldn’t work my legs until the next gym class. Dad already had me on a workout rotation that I wouldn’t be allowed to adjust. Two leg days in one week would make me sorer than normal. 
 
    Gunner, Brock, and Stryker moved to the side by the head of the machine. Brock’s deep voice, though lowered, was easy to make out. “Did you guys hear that? He’s Asher.” They paused, the silence more confirmatory than any set of words they could have stung together. They’d figured it out. 
 
    I could feel their eyes on me as I stared up at the dark silver bar. I was the coach’s daughter and they didn’t know the half of why that was a problem. 
 
    Not yet anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Gray had balls, I’d give her that. It hadn’t escaped my attention that the new girl and the new teacher had the same last name. I just wasn’t sure I cared when she obviously had no sense of boundaries. 
 
    Her dark brown hair had been restrained in some kind of braid that neither hid its thickness nor dulled its shine. Long dark lashes framed blue eyes that threatened to see right through me. I wanted to run away while also leaning in to learn more. Tits like hers should be on display but not for everyone to see. Just me. 
 
    In fact, maybe I should kill everyone in there for even daring to look at her and thinking the same things about her tight butt that I was. 
 
    Why wasn’t she with the other girls? Why was she lifting – and lifting a lot? The sight of her lean muscular legs in tights that both concealed and revealed her creamy flesh up the sides wasn’t just distracting me, it was causing problems with the rest of the guys in the weight area. 
 
    Which just made me want to beat the living daylights out of every single one of them. Who did they think they were, sneaking peeks at her form as she bench pressed, then squatted, and then deadlifted? Did they want to die? 
 
    I shifted around, constantly trying to keep myself in the line of sight to block her from the other boys. The only two I couldn’t keep her from were Brock and Gunner. Even them, I wanted to hurt for looking. Brock’s eyes widened every time the edge of the tank she wore rode up and revealed her flat stomach. 
 
    Would anyone care if I ripped my cousin’s eyes out of his head? My hands were beginning to feel sore with the constant opening and closing of my fingers to keep from turning and slamming all of their heads into the wall – including Brock’s. At least Brock hadn’t vocalized the horny thoughts I knew were running through his mind. Then, I might really have to kill him. 
 
    “Thanks, everyone, for coming. I’ll see you tomorrow.” The bell rang just as Coach Asher spoke. The man barely acknowledged the class members as the majority of them left for the locker rooms. 
 
    I sighed in relief. Class was over. I could escape the distraction of Gray and her shape that was probably going to stay with me through the night. That infuriated me more and I cocked my head to the side to hide my frustration as I folded my arms across my chest. 
 
    But she didn’t leave. She didn’t even act like she cared that the bell had rung as she pulled fifteen-pound weights up in a bicep curl. Girls weren’t supposed to be strong like that. They were supposed to lift twos and threes and be happy with yoga. 
 
    Coach clapped and pulled our attention back to the center of the room where he stood, staring expectantly at us. “Come on in, guys. Let’s get the introductions out of the way so we can discuss strategy and get some practice in.” 
 
    I glanced at the five other team members as we funneled closer to Coach. They all watched Asher with a mix of uncertainty and hope. I recognized the feelings as they welled inside me. My cousins and I didn’t have much going for us other than our last names. The boxing team was the only thing we had that kept us from killing the other kids in our school and in rival teams. We needed the club to keep our frustrations intact. The sport was almost sacred to us. 
 
    All of our responsibilities were exactly what they sounded like – work. This was… so much more than just fun. 
 
    The last coach let us down. We couldn’t afford the time lost between coaches like we’d had. Getting too close to this coach or trusting him too much could cost us more in the long run. Trust we weren’t sure we had. 
 
    “Guys, I’m Derrick Asher. I’m new, but I hope you give me a chance. I’ve been boxing my entire life. My father was Louis Asher, the third. He helped coach legendary Sugar Ray Leonard.” Asher nodded to each of us as he took our measure. “I’d like you to introduce yourselves and tell me what your strengths are on the canvas.” He ignored the presence of his daughter standing about ten yards behind us, arms folded over her chest and her hip thrust to the side. 
 
    The guys on my team gathered in a group around the older man and waited their turn. I could feel Gray’s eyes on my back, like she wanted to touch me. I could never let her get that close. A woman like her would just destroy me. 
 
    “I’m John Tullane.” John raised his hand from his position directly on Coach’s left. “I’m southpaw and that seems to be a good strength.” He wiggled his eyebrows at the rest of us. Some of the guys groaned. Training with John was confusing and frustrating. He led with his right which threw off anyone who couldn’t adapt. 
 
    I was ambidextrous and shifted with him. I didn’t need to be limited to one side. I could shift and it threw off my opponents. I wouldn’t say that was a strength so much as a life saver in the ring. 
 
    Gray hadn’t moved. Every particle in my body had morphed into hyper awareness. I swear I could feel her breathing. 
 
    Coach nodded and looked to the next guy. 
 
    “I’m Seth. Um, Seth Macfarlane. My cardio is strong. I don’t get tired as fast as the other guys.” Seth rolled his shoulders and bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, never leaving the ground. He often ran more drills than anyone else on the team. His wiry shape left him extra energy that the rest of us didn’t have. 
 
    If I ran drills like he did, I’d probably be as good as him in the energy sector. 
 
    I flicked my gaze around the group, checking for any of the guys who might be checking out Gray. If they did, I might have to pummel them in a sparring match. I wouldn’t tolerate any of them looking her over. For some reason, that got to me. She wasn’t an option for the other guys. She wasn’t an option for me. 
 
    Regardless, she hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Nick Johnson. I can listen while I’m fighting.” He folded his arms, his forearms bigger than they’d been last season. Nick was a good guy. He did what we asked when we needed it done. You couldn’t ask for more loyalty than he had. He didn’t have a reason to help the Jamesons, he just did it. 
 
    Coach shifted his eyes to Brock and nodded. 
 
    Brock jerked his thumb over his shoulder and glared at Asher. “Is your daughter going to be in here for every practice? She’s distracting.” His blunt accusation was what the rest of us were thinking. 
 
    I took the opportunity to turn at the waist and glance at her. She lifted her chin as her gaze met mine as if she accepted the challenge Brock threw down. What was her problem and why was she there? 
 
    Winking her direction, I offered a slow taunting smile. Infuriating her would probably be the best way to get a rise out of her. If I could get her to lose her cool, she’d be out. She wouldn’t have the ego to keep going. So, what if her dad was the boxing coach and gym teacher? That had nothing to do with her. 
 
    Asher glanced at his daughter; his expression carefully neutral. “Gray?” Was he asking her to leave or inviting her to explain herself? 
 
    Gray stepped forward, joining the small gathering of guys as we stood in a loose circle. She insinuated herself between Brock and Gunner, her head coming to just above their shoulders. While she had muscles, she was also petite and a rise of protectiveness swelled inside me. Protecting her would contradict my goals and I couldn’t entertain that. 
 
    What was she doing there? I didn’t need the distraction or the pull toward her. I needed her gone, yet the very thought of her leaving made me sick. 
 
    “I’m Gray Asher. One of my many strengths is that my opponents usually underestimate me.” She lifted her chin, her blue eyes flashing. 
 
    Gunner shifted to the side, shoving his shoulder against mine. The other guys shuffled away from her, giving her room as if she were a pariah. 
 
    Brock, however, guffawed. “Your what? Sorry, did you say your opponents?” He reached out and clapped his hand on her shoulder and my gut twisted. He shook his head. “Sweetheart, girls don’t box.” 
 
    Was that what she was saying? She was a boxer? I narrowed my eyes. I wasn’t going to watch a girl struggle with the training as she took away our time to learn and practice. I raised my hand before I spoke. “We already have an even number on the team. You’d be odd man out.” I smirked when her eyes landed on mine. 
 
    Something like disappointment lurked in the depths of her gaze and I shifted on my feet as if I could escape it. I didn’t care. I couldn’t care. It wasn’t my problem if she didn’t like the truth. Her moves she’d used in the hallway didn’t matter. She’d been protecting herself. Anything a girl should learn in a self-defense class. 
 
    “Not to mention girls can’t fight.” Seth chortled and elbowed John in the ribs as he jerked his gaze back to Gray’s body. Seth was going to be a problem. 
 
    “Gray.” Coach Asher pinched the bridge of his nose. “Let’s address this a different time.” He didn’t say no and he didn’t say yes. What game was he playing at? He couldn’t seriously be considering letting a girl on the team, could he? 
 
    Ignoring her father, Gray didn’t even look at me as she met Seth’s hazel eyes with her own. She smiled sweetly, almost too sweetly. “Let’s end this right here, then, Seth. If you get a point on me, I’ll quit before I even start. But if I score three on you, you back off.” She lifted her delicious shoulder and smiled even wider. “If neither of us scores but I outlast you, then I stay.” She covered her bases as she threw the challenge onto the ground. 
 
    Seth glanced around at the group, straightening his back as if the entire boxing club relied on him to return the team to its balanced form. “Fine. I’ll take it easy on you.” He smirked as he followed her into the makeshift ring that had been outlined with blue tape on the floor of the weight room. 
 
    We used that room because the acoustics were better than the gym’s cavernous sounds which made it easier to listen to coach and other tips thrown around during practice. 
 
    I flicked my gaze toward Asher. Was he really going to let his daughter go against a guy with an easy twenty pounds on her? More like forty. Coach stood back; his arms crossed over his open windbreaker. He studied the situation in front of him, resignation heavy in the lines around his mouth and eyes. 
 
    How many times had he seen exactly this? How many times had his daughter failed? She wasn’t very big which more than likely meant she wasn’t very strong. I ignored the image of her lifting in my mind. Weight strength and punch strength were two different things. She could have one without the other. 
 
    Seth squared up to Gray, his eyebrows knit together. “Do you know the proper stance?” He was going to demean her while he beat her. 
 
    I almost spoke up, told him to shut it, but she asked for it. Gray had offered herself for the challenge. The least she could do was suck it up. Plus, she had to learn her place which wasn’t on the boxing team. She needed to be subdued. 
 
    If anyone could do it, it was Seth. He could go the distance. 
 
    I knew there were girls on other boxing teams. We competed against teams from all over the northwest since high school teams were few and far between. Our guys had never fought against any of the women boxers since it could destroy your potential career for hitting a girl. We had to forfeit the matches we were pitted against a girl and that always cost us points. 
 
    Coach stepped into the ring, holding his hands up like he was going to stop the fight before it began. Instead, he put a hand on both Gray and Seth’s shoulders. “I want a clean fight; do you hear me? Normal rules apply. Sparring conditions, not full on.” He eyed Gray as if the warning was more for her than Seth. 
 
    Interesting. She was getting a warning from her old man when she was about to go against a bigger guy. An opponent she chose. 
 
    I tucked my chin, watching her movements as she lifted her hands comfortably in a southpaw stance. She was southpaw? That didn’t make sense. When she’d dropped into a defensive stance in the hall against me and the boys, she’d been right. What game was she playing at? 
 
    Seth narrowed his eyes. He’d been the biggest groaner when John had announced his strength was southpaw. Had Gray picked up on that? Was she using that to her advantage? If she wasn’t good at it, she’d be hurting her chances before she even broke a sweat. 
 
    Brock and Gunner moved into position on either side of me as we watched. 
 
    Gunner murmured, soft enough no one else could hear but us. “What do we do if she wins?” 
 
    We glanced at each other, the gravity of the situation starting to pull into focus. If she won, she would have bested Seth. He’d have a hard time living that down, if word got out. If she got on the team, we’d have to be around her – constantly. That wasn’t an option. 
 
    The Jamesons – me, Brock, and Gunner – couldn’t afford to be distracted by a tight butt in our midst. We just wanted things to go back to the way they were. Without someone like Gray causing problems. If she caused problems there, where else would her interests follow? 
 
    Coach made them touch fists and then broke the connection, announcing the start of the fight. 
 
    Gray shifted forward, balancing on the balls of her feet as if she were part gazelle. Something tightened in her face and I suddenly saw anger that wasn’t normally there on her neutral expression. Pure, unadulterated fury sparked in her eyes and brought bright points of pink to her cheeks. 
 
    Seth reached across for a light jab, not connecting, but more to judge where she was going and what she was doing. Gray bounced backward, watching him, keeping her eyes on his face and flicking down to his waist, over and over and over. 
 
    Glancing my direction, Seth checked me for my instructions. I knew what he wanted. He wanted the go ahead to take care of it. I lifted one hand up and rested a finger along my jaw line, arching an eyebrow. Seth understood my directions – let’s get this over with so we can get back to practice. 
 
    If she got knocked down, then so be it. It never hurt anyone to have their pride knocked about a bit. 
 
    Nodding tightly, Seth leaned forward, hunching into his stance. He bounced, starting the circling act he did when he was ready to wear out his opponent. Seth wasn’t the strongest of the team, but once he started moving, if you didn’t keep up, he’d leave you in the dust, gasping for air. 
 
    All of us had fallen victim to his cardio. Even myself until I’d knocked him flat on his back with an uppercut. The team looked to me to lead them, even with a coach in existence, because coaches got fired or quit, they were fluid. I was constant. I wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    Gray’s anger didn’t dissipate as her controlled expression shifted into a smirk. She followed Seth’s movements without faltering, keeping pace as they traded jabs and hooks. Seth shot an alarmed glance my way as we all realized at the same time that Gray was in excellent shape. She wasn’t even breathing hard as Seth put her through his paces. 
 
    He’d have to outpower her, then. Not a big deal, just not optimal for a guy-on-girl fight. None of us agreed with hitting a girl. It went against everything we believed in as boxers. 
 
    I jerked my chin upward when Seth glanced at me again, worry in his eyes. He nodded jerkily, causing Gray to flick her gaze my direction. When she realized I was calling the shots, she narrowed her eyes further and shifted closer to Seth, breaking through the testing lines. 
 
    She didn’t wait for Seth to do what I instructed. Instead, she completely abandoned her careful pacing and defensive action and went into aggressive offense. Her jabs took on more control and power. 
 
    Jab. Jab. Haymaker?! 
 
    Gray pivoted her rear foot and swung her right fist in a wheelhouse punch that came down on Seth’s head from an upper direction. Out of nowhere. They weren’t common because haymakers used up a lot of energy and were only ideal when your opponent wasn’t expecting them. 
 
    “Keep it sparring, Gray. Next one will deduct a point and go to Seth.” Coach Asher’s warning hung in the air but the fighters didn’t seem to hear him. He still gave her a point, but begrudgingly. 
 
    Seth definitely hadn’t been expecting the hit from above by such a short girl. 
 
    Gray dropped back into her stance, but didn’t stop. She pushed forward on Seth, jabbing and poking as she maneuvered him into the corner of the ring. If he stepped out, she’d get a point. 
 
    Wild eyed, Seth didn’t know what to do. We could all see it in his eyes. He didn’t want to hit a girl, but he also didn’t want to lose. I gritted my teeth and nudged Gunner with my elbow. No girl was going to do this to my team. My guys didn’t need this stress. I wouldn’t even admit that she had moves. 
 
    “Get it done, Seth. Do what you need to do.” Gunner had no problem issuing orders. His voice was low and calm, almost comforting as he gave our approval to do what was necessary. Gray ignored his command as she moved forward, step by step, jab by jab. 
 
    And just when we expected another haymaker, she twisted again and came from below with an elegant uppercut that snapped Seth’s head back and his teeth to crack together. So much for sparring and keeping it clean, yet, she didn’t break any rules or come across as dirty. It was clearly a point in her favor. 
 
    I dropped my hands to my sides in shock as Seth stepped out of the ring borders, granting Gray another point. He bent at the waist, breathing deeply to catch his breath. 
 
    Coach’s whistle blew, the sharp piercing sound jarring each of us from the shock of the match.  
 
    Seth hadn’t gotten in any points. 
 
    A soft line of perspiration dotted Gray’s forehead, but her perky breasts weren’t moving up and down with panting or fast breathing. She barely seemed fazed as she stared with what could only be termed as boredom at Seth.  
 
    She was bored? How could she be bored after what she’d just done? I didn’t understand it and that frustrated me more. As far as I was concerned, she better revel in her small victory. I wasn’t going to allow it again. 
 
    Gray had won. Which meant I had to make sure that in the end, she lost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    My victory wasn’t filled with triumph and smugness. I stepped back from the team, glancing at Dad with a twist to my lips that lacked humor. He shook his head to the side that was more of a jerk in the direction of the locker rooms. 
 
    Got it. I’d just beat their cardio guy – the one they used to make a point on other teams. I had been easy on him because I recognized right off the bat that his form was sloppy and his balance off. What would they have done, if I’d unleashed like my anger wanted me to? 
 
    Not one of them would have stood there in dumbfounded silence. 
 
    I turned from their fault-finding gazes as they slowly shifted their eyes to focus on me. Shoulders back and head held high, I refused to be intimidated. I’d just taken down one of their own. I wouldn’t be accepted any time soon. At least, I’d proven my abilities – or the start of them. 
 
    No one, not even Dad, knew my real talents. Even Blaze and Sara hadn’t known what I could do. She’d watched a few of my random fights at The Pike, but she was usually more interested in the guys. 
 
    I winced at the thought of Sara as I pushed through the locker room doors and tightened my jaw. I didn’t want to go down that line of thought. I’d already had to face the fact that I was in a school that didn’t want me there. Did I really want to mull over my lack of friends by focusing on my now absent best-friend? Not really. 
 
    Dad had confiscated my phone before we left the house that morning for school, demanding some participation throughout the day in my new classes in order to get it back. My display at practice should count as participation. Maybe I could get my phone when we got home later that night. 
 
    Practice would go a while longer. While I waited for Dad to get done, I could work on my homework. Transferring schools in the middle of the semester left me a lot to do to catch up on the load. My classes at Timbercreek were more advanced than the ones at Jameson, but that didn’t mean that papers weren’t due and essays expected. 
 
    I leaned my shoulder on the lockers beside the one I’d chosen for my things. Hanging my head for a moment, I blinked back frustrated tears. I wasn’t weak.  
 
    They didn’t have to like me. They didn’t have to accept me. All I wanted to do was get on a team and achieve my goal. I had to fight eighteen matches to qualify for an application for a scholarship at a college on the coast. Not many colleges had boxing clubs. 
 
    Dad wasn’t the most reliable of employees. He would never make enough to get me into college and I would never accept loans. Debt wasn’t something I was willing to get into. 
 
    I had eight matches already, not for lack of trying, but eight matches in three years didn’t leave me with good statistics to completing my goals. My extracurricular activities would never count toward my scholarship goals since most of the events I fought at were illegal in more ways than one. 
 
    My adrenaline started to wane and I wiped at the moisture under my eyes. It wasn’t fair that my anger morphed into sadness and despair after I worked on expunging the rage from under my skin. It frustrated me to no end and I slammed my locker door open, the grating of metal on metal loud in the silence as it echoed off the tile walls and floor. I hadn’t broken a sweat, so I ignored the bank of shower heads in the middle of the shower space and changed back into my street clothes, tucking my workout clothes in the bottom of my backpack. 
 
    Shutting the door with a snap, I couldn’t help wondering what Stryker, Brock, and Gunner thought of my performance. It didn’t really matter – or so I kept telling myself – but I couldn’t help the curiosity. I hated that Stryker’s eyes captivated me, distracted me from my thoughts or that Brock’s blunt manner appealed to the truth-seeking side of me or even that Gunner’s soft voice left little doubt who the smooth talker was in the group as his charm and joking eased him into most situations. 
 
    I hadn’t gotten much information on them and I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to. Once I got my phone back, I’d do some research and see what information they had on social media. 
 
    Stryker had a way of looking at me that left me wondering if I had clothes on. Yet, at the same time, irritation created a small set of lines between his eyebrows as if he couldn’t quite place the blame on any one person. 
 
    Blame… I got it. 
 
    Lost in thought, I pushed open the outer door of the locker room and wandered into the hallway, coming to a stop when I found my way blocked.  
 
    Thankfully, all the tears had been wiped dry and I was back to feeling normal. No way in hell was I going to let Jasmine see my misery. 
 
    Because there she stood with her sister behind her and three other girls I recognized from gym class. I didn’t bother to look at them too closely as I arched an eyebrow at Jasmine. I wasn’t stupid. I knew a snake when I saw one. 
 
    Even blonde snakes with rosebud colored lipstick on. 
 
    “Just who I was hoping to see.” My sarcasm dripped thickly from my tone. I hated the twins and I didn’t even know them. But I knew bullies and they were the worst kind. They wouldn’t stop bugging people because they didn’t have a goal or a purpose, other than to inflict misery on others. 
 
    Jasmine folded her arms across her chest, tilting her head and smirking. “Girl, you need to start wishing I was your friend. Your life is about to get really difficult here.” She sidled closer to me – her second mistake. Her first was in thinking she could get away with threatening me at all. She lowered her voice as she moved to within three feet of me. “I haven’t even begun to have fun. You might consider telling your parents it’s time to move on.” 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes. She couldn’t know my mom had moved on already, leaving me behind as she left. She couldn’t know that Dad and I both were trying to recover still from being abandoned. I would probably never know why she’d left as I struggled to ignore even a small amount of the memory of finding her gone. Just a small bit. That’s all I wanted – to forget just a bit. 
 
    And here this little blonde whore had to bring it up, mention my parents like she knew anything about them or me while also dropping threats like candy in a parade. After the day I’d had and the fact that I’d already come down off a fight high as it was, I was already too close to an emotional burst again. The adrenaline simmered with my anger. I wasn’t completely calm and I knew it. 
 
    I also didn’t care. Before I could really think through my actions, I used a basic jab and slammed Jasmine in the center of her face. Everything moved in slow motion and I wished I had the punch on camera. 
 
    She screamed, reaching for her nose which started bleeding immediately. She stared at me in horror. The girls in her group gasped but didn’t move to help her as they backed up, putting distance between themselves and me.  
 
    The first real sign of intelligence. 
 
    I stepped forward, watching Jasmine’s eyes widen as she stepped back until her shoulders hit the wall behind her. I held my voice low as I pierced her gaze with mine. “Don’t threaten me again. Do you understand me? I won’t go easy on you next time.” She had no idea what slim hold I had on my anger. I was close to snapping and she was the closest irritant. 
 
    Hiking the strap of my bag higher on my shoulder, I turned, coming to a stop with my path blocked for a second time that day by broad chests and bulging muscles. Great. Now what. What would they do, if I reached out and felt those muscle ridges like I wanted to? 
 
    As usual, Stryker stood in the middle of the other two. His dark hair set off his features nicely, even with anger in the tic of a muscle along his jaw and the tightening of his lips in a straight line. He wasn’t looking at me, though. None of them were. He stared at Jasmine; his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    The other girls, excluding Jaeda, disappeared around the corner of the hall. I didn’t blame them. They’d been roped into something none of them had known would happen. They probably did what Jasmine said, followed her because Jasmine usually had easy wins. I got that. Easy wins made a person feel good. 
 
    But there was nothing easy about me. 
 
    Jasmine looked up at Stryker, her gaze shifted between me and him and suddenly, she was crying, wiping at the blood line coming from her nose. She rushed up to him, pushing past me and throwing herself into his arms. He hadn’t changed from his boxing attire yet and the sight of his bulging muscles wrapping around the blonde snake did something painful to my insides. 
 
    Hard expressions covered Gunner and Brock’s faces as they stared at me. Great. I wanted to be on their team and they hated me. Fine. Whatever. I didn’t care. 
 
    I watched as Jasmine sobbed into Stryker’s arms, rolling my eyes. I hated girls that acted like wimps. It was stupid and a horrible way to act if you were capable and strong. Maybe Jasmine was none of those things. I already knew she was a bully. 
 
    Stryker ignored me, pushing Jasmine away from him and toward the wall where she’d been a moment before. I stepped to the side to get out of his way and blinked when I realized they weren’t focused on me for the moment. He definitely wasn’t going in for a kiss or a moment of comfort like I expected. 
 
    Jasmine stopped, lifting her eyes to study Stryker and then taking in Gunner and Brock’s positions. “Do something, you guys. She just hurt me. Rushed me without any warning. I… She could have killed me.” Her whiny voice grated on my nerves. 
 
    I rolled my eyes again and smothered my sigh aching to be released. Was she joking? Because that was just ridiculous. Could have killed her with a jab? Was she an idiot? I shifted my feet. Was I supposed to wait there? I didn’t need to see the lovers make out against the wall, further shoving acid into my already raw emotions. 
 
    As if sensing my indecision, Stryker jerked his gaze over his shoulder and narrowed his eyes. He shook his head almost imperceptibly, telling me to stay. 
 
    Curiosity was the only reason I deigned to stay. I didn’t take orders from anyone. 
 
    “Why are you here, Jasmine?” Stryker’s silky tone didn’t hide the razor-sharp anger underneath. Anger. Why was he mad at her? I thought he had a thing for her or something? “Don’t you have a shift to manage?” 
 
    I stood off to the side of Stryker’s back, able to see Jasmine between Stryker’s shoulder and Gunner’s. She could see me as well. 
 
    Pointing her finger in my direction, Jasmine screeched. “She attacked me, Stryker. I was just hanging out with some friends, waiting for you. I was hoping I could catch a ride with you.” The last part turned into a coo with sugary sweet undertones. She batted her eyelashes at the three boys, missing her mark with the bright red of her blood streaked above her lip. She’d probably die when she saw how the blood had messed with her makeup. 
 
    Stryker stepped closer, stiffness in his back and shoulders apparent though he kept his tone in check as he spoke. “I told you before not to bother people here. Do your bullying on your own time. Not here at Jameson and not at the factory. Are we clear?” 
 
    The tap-tap-tap of sturdy heels coming down the hall reached us a split second before Mrs. Perkins did. She took in the scene with a steely-eyed appraisal, her gaze landing on me last. Pursing her lips, my aunt shook her head and lifted her chin. She shifted her attention to Stryker and Jasmine, narrowing her eyes as she took in the blood on Jasmine’s face. “Are you hitting my students now, Jameson? A girl as well?” She shook her head. “You must want to be expelled more than I thought.” 
 
    Something in her eyes said Stryker had reached the last rung in the ladder. I recognized that expression and she was offering no leniency to the guy. If he were expelled, he’d be off the team. I wanted on the team and I wanted to win. I wasn’t stupid. A losing team didn’t get attention. I hadn’t seen Stryker fight, but the other guys wouldn’t respect him the way they did, if he sucked – no matter what his name was. 
 
    His shoulders stiffened and he turned to face the vice-principal full on. Stryker didn’t say anything as his jaw tightened further and I worried it would break. He wasn’t getting out of the problem on his own. Gunner and Brock wouldn’t be able to do anything either. And let’s face it, Jasmine was worthless. She just wanted to make things worse for anyone as long as it made her look better. 
 
    There was no one left. Rather than let someone else take the blame for my actions, I stepped around Stryker and the other two men, shaking my head. “No, Mrs. Perkins. That was my fault. Jasmine and I were coming out of the locker room and I stumbled, throwing my hands out. I didn’t mean to crash into her. Stryker was checking to make sure I wasn’t lying.” 
 
    My aunt studied me, glancing around at the boys and the twins as if they would somehow corroborate or deny my story. Jasmine stared at the ground while Gunner, Stryker, and Brock stared calmly back at the VP. Jaeda glanced at me and then back at Mrs. Perkins, as if unsure what to do or what to say. 
 
    Shaking her head, Mrs. Perkins thrust her hands on her hips and stared at each of us in turn. She pointed her finger into the mix of the group and growled, “You’re all on thin ice. Keep it up and see what happens.” 
 
    She turned, stomping from the scene as if she had missed out on winning the lottery. I suddenly wished with all my might that our relationship didn’t come out. I didn’t want to be known as the vice principal’s niece and add that to my already burgeoning reputation. 
 
    Glancing toward the other students who clearly didn’t want me there, I ignored the weird expressions I couldn’t identify on Gunner, Brock, and Stryker’s faces. They didn’t know me. I wasn’t going to sit idly by while Jasmine got away with anything or while anyone took the blame for something they didn’t do. They didn’t have to know me and I hadn’t done anything wrong. 
 
    Spinning on my heel, I strode from the hall. I didn’t care what they were going to do with each other. I didn’t care about anything. I just wanted to get away from the heat in Stryker’s eyes, the curiosity in Gunner’s and the desire in Brock’s. 
 
    No. After my first day at a new school, I needed to focus on my boyfriend and maybe plan a time I could see him. Maybe I could even see Sara. We didn’t live that far away. I could talk Dad into letting me borrow his truck over the weekend. At that point, I’d take whatever I could get. 
 
    Normalcy. Just a brief glimpse of my normal life Dad had yanked me from. I craved it. I needed it. Because there was nothing normal about the way I felt around those boys or in that school. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I sat under the trees by the parking lot, ignoring the drizzling rain still coming down albeit much less lighter under the canopy of the pine needles. There was nothing worse than a rain storm that sort of petered out but never really quit. I shifted my back against the rough trunk and drew my knees up. 
 
    Sighing, I leaned forward, resting my chin on my arms. Without my phone and no watch, I had no idea what time it was or how much longer Dad would be inside. I thought for sure he’d be out soon since I’d seen half the boxing team in the hallway. 
 
    I tried not to focus on the image of Stryker’s muscles in my mind. He was delicious and he had to know it. Of course, he knew. Girls fawned all over him. I’d been watching it all day. Even the guys kind of walked around like they were willing to do whatever Stryker, Gunner, or Brock wanted.  
 
    The hero worship creeped me out and also intrigued me. What had they done to get that kind of respect?  As far as I could see, they weren’t really heroes nor were they neutral. They ignored Jasmine for the most part and then told her to stop doing what she was doing. I was more confused than anything. 
 
    And they mentioned her position and a factory. What in the world were they talking about? 
 
    I hated being confused. 
 
    Glancing down at my Converse, I chewed on my lower lip. My thick hair hung heavy against my neck and back. Would the boxing team accept me? I just wanted on a team. I didn’t need a family or anyone to hang out with. I just wanted to fight. That’s all I wanted. But it couldn’t be just any fighting. I wanted to be in the ring where you got recognition. 
 
    Part of me… Part of me felt like if I could become somebody then maybe my mom would want me. More likely not. I mean, I was a nobody. I would always be a nobody. I wasn’t stupid. Why else would she leave? She had no reason to stay when her husband wasn’t going anywhere and her daughter was nothing extraordinary. 
 
    “Pssst.” A voice whispered from behind a tall bull pine. 
 
    I swiveled, turning at the hips and leaning my hand behind me to brace myself on the wet grass. Peering into the woods, I tried to make out whoever could be calling to me. Part of me hoped it was Stryker. I could handle a tryst in the woods. Another part of me told the first part of me to shut up since Stryker didn’t know subtle and he would never hide anywhere. 
 
    It didn’t stop a girl from hoping though. 
 
    Searching the dim interior of the woods that spread out from the clearing around the school like a dress, I finally caught the glimpse of light reflecting on eyeglasses. Chris’s features came into focus and he shyly waved his fingers at me. 
 
    Oh, boy. I sensed a crush coming at me. I wasn’t interested and yet, I wasn’t rude either. I just didn’t have it in me. Plus, I wasn’t any better than he was. He just didn’t know how to stick up for himself. 
 
    I stood, brushing off the back of my jeans with my hands and lifting my backpack onto my shoulder. I half-waved, smiling warmly. “Hey, Chris. You survived the day, good for you.” I glanced back at my dad’s truck. I didn’t want to get too far out of eyeline. It would be my luck to have Chris turn out to be some kind of psycho killer that just wanted to punish me for getting between him and his long-lost love Jasmine. 
 
    He stepped from the shadows, wearing a dark green slicker and pants. He must be a hunter or something because that was the only logical reason anyone would wear something like that. He smiled at me, studying my face for something but I wasn’t sure what. “Hey, Gray.” 
 
    “Are you out hunting or something? I’ve never seen that type of a rain suit before.” At least I wasn’t alone with him standing there. My loneliness was going to smother me and I was grateful for the chance to talk to someone without having to watch my every word and tone. I could lower my chin without worrying that someone would think I looked weak. 
 
    I could never look weak. Never. 
 
    He looked down at his outfit and then back up at me grinning. “No, I used to fish with my dad. I watch the weather and the meteorologist said we’re expecting rain for the next few weeks so I pulled it out. Pretty cool, huh?” He moved closer to me, leaning on the tree and glancing past my shoulder. His smile faded and then he turned his gaze to me. “You’re not going to fit in here.” 
 
    Jerking my head back, I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Well, that was fatalistic.” But I knew what he was saying and I couldn’t agree more. I avoided looking at him as I stared into the dark woods. Finally, I couldn’t bear the silence any longer and I nodded, sighing. “Yeah, I know. I don’t want to fit in, though.” 
 
    “Good, because the only way you’re going to make it at Jameson is if you stand out even more than you do already. There are only two levels here – master or servant. If you don’t fit into those, then you fit in limbo and that’s the worst place to be.” He nodded his head toward the school, his eyes darkening behind his lenses. “At least as servants, you’re included in the events, invited to parties, and whatever. If you’re in limbo? You’re nothing.” He said it with such fear, I actually tasted a desire to belong. 
 
    But I shoved the want away. “No. I don’t do what others say and I certainly am no master. I’ll take my chances with limbo.” I smiled at him to take the sting out of my words. “Does Jasmine talk like that to you often?” 
 
    A flash of something crossed his face and I suddenly realized he would let her do whatever she wanted, if she just gave him attention. A wave of relief washed over me. He wasn’t crushing on me. He shrugged. “No. She rarely acknowledges me at all. You just caught me on a good day.” 
 
    A good day. The things she was saying to the poor kid made me want to throw up and yet, he’d considered it a good day. The guy was in desperate need of friendship and I was in a position to offer it. Not to mention I hated the lonely feeling trying to drown me as well. 
 
    “Look, Chris. Let’s hang out. I know I’m a girl and you’re a guy and all the relationship crap that will come up, but I really don’t want to be at Jameson walking around by myself, you know?” I really didn’t care, but maybe if he and I pretended to be friends at least, I could continue acting like I didn’t care what other people thought of me. I needed to keep my pride intact – no matter what. 
 
    Chris brightened. “Hey, what do you think about hanging out at lunch?” He kicked the ground with his worn boot and then looked at the ground. He shook his head. “Never mind. I mean… why would you want to hang out with me?” He scoffed at himself. 
 
    “Okay, stop.” A bully was one thing, someone who bullied themselves was just too much. “You’re never going to get the life you deserve, if you don’t treat yourself like you think you deserve it. Stop acting like you deserve to be treated like crap and start walking tall.” I glanced over my shoulder and hiked my pack higher at the sight of my dad crossing the parking lot, puddles splattering around his white tennis shoes. 
 
    “I gotta go, but I’ll see you tomorrow.” I flashed a smile at Chris and turned to stride toward my dad. 
 
    As I emerged from the protection of the trees, I got an itchy sensation racing up my neck and down my spine like I was being watched. No, not just watched, but… craved. I glanced around, noticing the 1957 Ford truck with the limo tinted windows still sitting in the lot. 
 
    Was it possible that Stryker sat in there, watching me? With the sting of awareness running along my nerves, was it possible that it wasn’t him? 
 
    I kept my chin up, even with the rain soaking my face and running in rivulets down my cheeks. I ignored the cold. No way was I going to show weakness in front of anyone who may be watching – Stryker or not. 
 
    Approaching Dad’s truck, I shot my gaze around the parking lot in case I missed the mark. There weren’t a lot of vehicles in the lot, but the ones that were there could have people in them. I couldn’t be sure. Plus, who knew who was watching from the building. 
 
    Yanking the door open, I climbed in, certain I didn’t care who watched me, but also sure I wouldn’t mind if it was Stryker or Gunner or Brock. Chris staring after me would never give me the tingles I’d experienced walking toward the truck. 
 
    Dad didn’t say anything as he started the engine. We rumbled out of the parking lot and a good five miles down the road before he finally said anything. “I told you not to try out today. I specifically said to wait until a different day.” 
 
    I huffed, hugging my bag tight to my chest and staring out the window. “If I didn’t try out today, I wouldn’t have any credibility. The season has already started. The first match is in two weeks. You would seriously deny me the chance to get more fights on my card?” Didn’t he realize just how important this was to me? 
 
    No. He didn’t. Because it didn’t matter how good at fighting I was, Dad only ever saw me as a girl. I was just a girl. I was limited. 
 
    That fueled so much of my anger with the injustice of the double standards. I was good at what I did. I was aggressive. I had balance. I didn’t have to fight guys. There were plenty of other girls out there who thought they could fight. 
 
    Why did my worth have to be related to my sex? 
 
    Before Dad could harp on me more about trying out for the team, I brought up my own question that was burning in my brain since I’d seen my aunt in the hallway. “Why didn’t you tell me Danielle worked here? Of course, you knew.” He would try to lie about it, claim he didn’t know. I cut him off at the pass. 
 
    He clamped his lips shut, the pale skin around his lips testifying to the tightness he held his mouth closed. His knuckles turned the same pale color and he stared straight ahead.  
 
    I wouldn’t get an answer out of him. At the same time, I wouldn’t have any more problems about trying out that afternoon. 
 
    We pulled into the driveway of our rental and I climbed out of the truck, still upset and not sure if it was justified or not. We walked inside the chilly house and Dad slid my phone across the kitchen counter. We didn’t talk and I didn’t want to waste time sitting there hashing anything out. I wasn’t backing off the team and he wasn’t going to tell me about Danielle. 
 
    I ran to my room, tossing my backpack on the twin-sized bed and slumping to the chair. Plugging my phone in the charger, I leaned to the side and rested on my elbows as I swiped through the screens on the phone. 
 
    No missed text messages. No missed calls. All day and no one had checked in with me? That didn’t make sense. I pulled up Blaze’s number and texted him.  
 
      
 
    Hey, Blaze, how was school? 
 
      
 
    What else did I say? I wasn’t sure. Suddenly, I felt all kinds of insecurities about Blaze, me, and the move. His promises might not stick, if I wasn’t around to remind him why he wanted to be with me. 
 
    And Sara. She hadn’t messaged me either. Maybe they were busy in school still or something. Boxing practice would be over for Blaze by that time and Sara didn’t do after-school activities that time of year. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I had to hope that they would get ahold of me soon. 
 
    Whatever my dad was hiding would come out. I fell asleep waiting for a text back from Blaze or something from Sara. 
 
    Anything that would make me feel like myself again. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    We dumped our bags on the counter of the spacious kitchen in our grandmother’s home. I guess it was actually our uncle’s place now since Nana died last year. Whatever. I didn’t care. I couldn’t focus on the crap in my life when worse problems had cropped up. 
 
    Bracing my arms on the counter, I hung my head forward. I closed my eyes and inhaled sharply. I’d almost been kicked out of Jameson High. There was no where I could go. I had to stay at the high school founded by my family. It didn’t make sense for me to go anywhere else. Plus, I’d been threatened with military school by our uncle, Dominick, if anything happened to my position in the community. 
 
    With what happened to our dads, military wasn’t an option. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    I would have been kicked out, too. One thing I refused to do was explain my actions. I hadn’t told Mrs. Perkins what was happening because it was none of her business. She left Jasmine to run unchecked through the school, so I stepped up and took care of the mess with my cousins. The fact that I got called out on the issues, only left me bitter and more enraged which silenced me further. 
 
    Gray had stepped in. She’d lied, true, but she didn’t do it to throw me under the bus. She hadn’t even thrown Jasmine into the spotlight and made her accountable for what she’d done. All Gray did was take the blame off me and my cousins. She kept me at the school. 
 
    Which meant I owed her. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Brock turned and leaned his butt against the edge of the counter. “You don’t owe her anything, man. She did the right thing. No one gets compensated for that.” He shook his head, his expression dark. Not one of us believed in justice or fair. We knew what you got when you stood up for the underdog. We knew more than anyone else the loss you suffered when you did what was right. 
 
    I sighed, standing up straight and turning to mimic his stance. The edge of the granite counter cut into my lower back and I welcomed the pinch. I glanced to the side when Gunner matched us, leaning against the counter opposite us by the stove in my grandmother’s home. Even though our uncle inherited the place along with us, it was still our Nana’s house. 
 
    “You guys realize we can’t let her settle in, right? She can’t fight with us. She can’t gain a foothold at Jameson.” I didn’t want to be the one to suggest it, but we chanced losing the balance we’d established when we started attending Jameson. 
 
    “That’s going to be hard to do. You heard Seth when she left. I don’t want to explain to the rest of the team why we’re blocking out someone who wasn’t even breathing hard during a spar.” Gunner hated being seen as serious or logical, but sometimes we needed his level-headed responses. 
 
    “I know. But if we let her on the team, the rest of the school will see her as one of us.” We couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    “So, what do we do? She stepped up and took the focus off you, Stryker. Is it right that we’re digging in against her?” Brock quirked his eyebrows as he studied me, his arms folded. His attraction to Gray was noticeable. 
 
    The fact that he wanted her only irritated me more than the situation warranted. I didn’t want to fight my own cousin, my brother for all intents and purposes. But I would. 
 
    Because as much as he might have a thing for her, he didn’t have a tie to her like I did. I could feel the connection tugging at my insides. I couldn’t be weak for anyone. Lust was as far as I could go and even I wasn’t willing to taste Gray like that. 
 
    If I did, I had a feeling I’d never be able to quit her. 
 
    “Spread the word. The new girl isn’t welcome at Jameson.” I held up my hand as I pushed off the counter. My muscles were tight and I still had another two hours of lifting ahead of me. “I don’t care if she deserves it or not. Things aren’t safe bringing a girl onto the team and they certainly aren’t safe having Gray Asher comfortable here. We need to get rid of her and now.” 
 
    They didn’t argue, my boys who always had my back. We couldn’t bring attention to the team or to the school. Not the kind that she would bring with her. We needed control and we needed to keep the reputation of the school and ourselves as clean as we could. 
 
    If something happened to our records, we’d never be able to follow in our fathers’ footsteps. If something messed with our plans in our town, more than just three lives would be ruined. 
 
    And that wasn’t acceptable. Not now. Not ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Was it wrong that I let my guard slip a little bit? I didn’t expect a change overnight, but I thought for sure that fixing things with the VP the night before would help me get some… I don’t know, courtesy in the hallways of Jameson. 
 
    Instead, when I walked in the building early Friday morning, I could have sworn I walked into hell – with a capital H. 
 
    We got to the building late because Dad slept in. One more slip up in a long line of slip ups. I wasn’t in any rush to get to school, so I let him, staring at my phone and wondering why I hadn’t heard from Sara or Blaze yet. 
 
    Maybe my phone wasn’t working. I couldn’t figure it out. My emotional exhaustion had derailed my plans to look up Stryker and his cousins on social media. Maybe I’d check on them over the weekend. Maybe not. 
 
    By the time my dad got us to the building, the final bell had already rung which only pissed me off. I had Ellison first thing and I might have gotten a pass the day before, but I doubted that would be a recurring event. 
 
    I hiked my bag onto my shoulder and darted across the lot toward the front doors. I wasn’t even going to stop at my locker. There was no point. I had to get into class or just not show up at all. 
 
    Surprisingly, when I burst through the doors quite a few people hung out in the halls. Not like five or ten, but more like tens and tens. Multiple groups lounged here and there like a free period had been declared. I knew that wasn’t the case, so I looked around for the reason. 
 
    Truth is… I was the reason. 
 
    The group of guys nearest me, wearing basketball jerseys under their letterman jackets, straightened, turning their gazes my way. Their eyes narrowed as they turned from laughing and engaged to cold and unwelcoming in a matter of seconds. 
 
    One of the guys who must have been the leader, jerked his chin at me and then turned and whispered to his friend, careful to keep his eyes on me. I paused just inside the doors, taking the measure of the group before turning to look at the next group. 
 
    They all shifted into some kind of pissed off mob. What had happened in the twelve hours since I’d last been at that school? A tingle of fear jumpstarted my anger and I took a deep breath, clenching my fists at my sides. Was this the limbo Chris had warned me about? Where was he? We were supposed to be friends or something. 
 
    If that wasn’t going to happen, then I needed someone to step up and start something with me so I could regain a foothold. 
 
    Please, start something. Please… not that any of them would be so blatant, but one – no, I – could hope. 
 
    I turned down the hall that led to Ellison’s class, brushing past a group of football players, easy to identify with their overly broad shoulders and thick necks. 
 
    “Hey, you trying to start something, Timbercreek?” One of the guys in the group called me out. He was big with tight facial expressions that declared I was dirt and he was lord of everything. 
 
    My favorite kind of bully. 
 
    I stopped my headlong flight to my class, grateful to have a direction to turn my anger, worry, and frustration. This idiot, whose letterman jacket identified him as Johnson, had no idea that I was on the edge of losing my control. 
 
    I still hadn’t heard from Sara or Blaze. There was no good reason why they had gone radio silent. I’d been at Timbercreek just that last Tuesday. Almost no time had passed since I’d seen them last and yet it felt like years. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I spun back on the ball of my foot. My Converse – blue today – didn’t squeak on the linoleum like I wished it would. I curved my lips in a tight smile and walked the few feet back to the group. I eyed each of them in turn without blinking. I wasn’t going to be intimidated. Not by idiots who thought that bashing their bodies into each other over a ball was a sport. 
 
    His last name was embroidered in a cursive script on the breast of his letter jacket. “What do you need, Johnson? You must need something since you made the effort to call me back.” I ignored the presence of the other groups crowding around. Their hostility came off them in waves and I had no doubt that I was their target. The why was the confusing part, yet I refused to ask for clarification. 
 
    “The only thing I need, Timbercreek, is something I hear you can’t give up.” He curved his lips in a side smirk. He glanced around at the people around us and raised his voice so all could hear. “She’s frigid. A prude. Won’t give it up to anyone, even her longtime boyfriend.” He lowered his voice and stepped close, reaching his hand out and wrapping his fingers around the top part of my left bicep. “Isn’t that right, Timbercreek? You’re the ice queen, teasing to get what you want, then blue balling the poor schmuck.” 
 
    I would have rather been called a whore. To be known as a prude put a target on your back for all the players to come out in droves. Not to mention the fact that now I would be stupid to attend any parties or any other gatherings because the rapists would watch for an opening. They all would want to conquer someone they believed to be a virgin or chaste. No matter what that meant to the female they targeted. 
 
    Johnson squeezed my arm in his cruelly strong fingers. I refused to react. I stared up into his eyes, determined to keep my expression full of disgust and lazy insolence. “You trying to make me hot for you, Johnson? Here? In the hallway? Trust me, this isn’t how you turn anyone on.” I laughed. “But I think you know that. Trying to hide your performance issues by turning people off?” 
 
    His face darkened and his fingers squeezed tighter as he lifted his other hand to tighten around my other arm and then shake me. 
 
    I clenched my teeth before they rattled around and took away my ability to think straight. I’d pushed him and now I had to stick up for myself. I held my breath and jerked myself forward, bashing my forehead into his nose and stomping onto the top of his sneakered foot. I earned my release and stumbled back a few feet. 
 
    My head rang after the headbutt. I blinked hard, staring at the scene in front of me and trying to focus through the pain in my head. Johnson held his nose, blood coming from between his fingers. I forgot what a headbutt cost physically. Thankfully, it was illegal in both competition fighting and in the illegal fights I tossed around in some weekends. 
 
    Johnson’s rage spilled out of him in a yell and he lunged toward me, dropping his hand and revealing the bright red of his blood streaking across his upper lip and down the side of his mouth. 
 
    Stryker stepped in front of me, blocking Johnson as he searched my face for half a second before turning back to Johnson, holding his hand waist level and giving a slight shake of his head. Dressed in a black t-shirt, Stryker’s muscles flexed and moved in a hypnotic way. A glimpse of black ink peeking from under the collar of his shirt whet my curiosity and I bit down on my lower lip. 
 
    He’d heard Johnson’s comments. He thought I was frigid, too. That kind of stigma wasn’t one you could escape in high school. For some reason, Stryker, Gunner, or Brock thinking that about me bugged me more than the rest of the school thinking it. I didn’t care what most people thought, but for some reason, I didn’t want the trio with that mindset about me. 
 
    That bothered me more than I wanted to admit. 
 
    “I was only doing what you told me to do.” Johnson’s whisper reached me and I inhaled sharply. 
 
    What Stryker had told him to do? Why would he tell anyone to do anything like that to me? I’d stepped in. I’d helped him. Why would he set me up like that? 
 
    I swayed on my feet. The expectations and disappointments crashing around me and combining with the dizzying effects of the headbutt left me reeling. I might have tipped to the side. Gunner stepped up beside me, letting me lean on him until I gathered myself together and shook my head. 
 
    Pushing away from Gunner’s arm while snapping my gaze to his face, I swallowed. I folded my arms across my chest and narrowed my eyes. He tilted his head my way but stepped back into the perimeter of the group as if he stood with them and not with me. 
 
    And why should he stand with me? I didn’t blame him. I didn’t blame any of them. That didn’t mean I had to like them. 
 
    In fact, I couldn’t help the hatred bursting through me as I stared at the back of Stryker’s neck. 
 
    Stryker didn’t bother whispering as if he didn’t care if I heard or not. “I didn’t tell you to touch her. Hands off, Johnson.” He swept his gaze around the group of students staring at him as if he were some kind of god. “I don’t care what you do to her or what you say. You don’t touch her. If you do, you’ll deal with me.” He flexed the muscles in his arms and his shirt pulled tight across his back. 
 
    “Hey!” I jumped forward, shoving on his brick-like back. I wasn’t small. I wasn’t thin. I was athletic and solid. I was stronger than most kids in most high schools and still he didn’t move. 
 
    He didn’t budge with my anger, but he turned around as if a fly buzzed around him and he wanted to swat it down. Cocking his head to the side, he curved his lips with an icy acknowledgement I’d rather not face. “What’s the problem, Timbercreek?” His tone and expression so different than the curious wonder he’d had on his face the night before. 
 
    Every fiber of my body revolted against the patronizing way he spoke to me. The way the entire collection of students in that hallway felt like they had the right to stand there and watch me lose to a man like Stryker or a group of bullies like Johnson and his crew. 
 
    “I don’t need you to stick up for me. I can handle this. I don’t need anything from you. Unless, of course, you’re protecting Johnson and his little…” I held up my pinky finger and glanced at it. “Well, I’m sure the other girls here know about the size of the situation.” I gazed pointedly at Johnson’s crotch. A few girls in the group giggled which was cut off by a sharp glance from Johnson at the group. 
 
    Stryker’s eyes darkened when I looked at Johnson’s body. He didn’t like that, but why? He didn’t care. Right? He’d started this mess. He could deal with the consequences. 
 
    I stepped closer, furrowing my brow as I spoke low. “Why would you tell them to do this? I don’t…” I clamped my mouth shut. I didn’t understand. What was he doing? Why was he treating me like this? 
 
    “You don’t belong here. You’re just a girl that doesn’t know her place. We’re going to help you find it.” His jaw ticked and I hated that my insides responded to the raw magnetism coming off him. I hated that I was drawn to him. I hated that I wanted to understand, that I cared. 
 
    I huffed, shaking my head and blinking back moisture. I wasn’t a crier and I wasn’t weak. My anger was going to overwhelm me and if I didn’t kick someone’s ass in the next two minutes, I would lose my crap and cry all over the place. “Got it. You’re king of the assholes. Don’t worry. It’s loud and clear.” I took in the tight resolute expressions on Gunner and Brock’s faces. They were a part of this. They were in the same tight triangle as Stryker. 
 
    If Stryker issued a command, then it came from the other two as well. 
 
    Not only did Stryker not flinch at my accusations, he turned his back on me in front of the whole school.  
 
    He didn’t want me to fit in. He didn’t want me there. If he thought it was the first time I’d ever been unwanted, he had zero brain cells. 
 
    I turned calmly, controlled. I refused to let them see my worry or my frustration. As far as everyone there was concerned, I didn’t give a damn about anything that was happening. I could very easily be getting my nails done. 
 
    Sauntering off through the throng of people who slightly moved out of the way, I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I tasted copper as blood burst across my tongue. 
 
    I ditched the hallway, heading straight for the gym. I didn’t care what my schedule looked like or where I was supposed to be. I needed to work some bags and I needed it now. 
 
    Yanking my workout clothes from the bottom of my pack, I pulled them on in the girls’ locker room. No one was in there. Maybe they didn’t start the school day with PE. I didn’t know. I grabbed my wraps from the side pocket of my bag. I held the two rolls in my hands while I rushed into the gym. 
 
    Sitting on the set of bleachers off to the side of the large room, I rolled my wraps on, snug but not too tight. I’d been wearing wraps for years and the repetitive motion of putting them on helped focus my anger. If I wasn’t so worried about the fury boiling inside me, I’d unleash on the bags as it was. I didn’t care what anyone said about not being able to beat a bag – there was a high possibility I could cut through a cement wall with my anger in that instant. 
 
    I’d been disrespected and betrayed. Who knew just what I could do when I lost control? 
 
    Shaking my head to relieve the pressure of my thoughts, I stood and approached the first body bag hanging about my height with a stalking determination. Falling into stance, I started out slow, easing into the rhythm of my anger and the pummeling of my fists on the vinyl bag. 
 
    Sara hadn’t answered my phone. She hadn’t replied to my text. Blaze had ignored me. Had they both worked together to destroy my already worthless reputation at Jameson? Everything pointed that direction. 
 
    I slammed a cross, a hook, more jabs, fighting with the thoughts and doubts crowding through my mind. Sara wouldn’t betray me. Why would that even be a possibility? Blaze… I didn’t know what to think about him.  
 
    All I knew was that Stryker had declared war on me and his army was the rest of the school. They weren’t allowed to touch me. As if that would save me. Or like it was absolve him of guilt. 
 
    But it might. It just might make it so I could do more damage. If he wanted me protected, then he severely underestimated what I could do. Stryker, with all of his intensity and desirous looks, was going to get the exact opposite of what he didn’t want. 
 
    He wanted me gone? I was going to make my mark on his little school. He thought he could intimidate me out? I was going to do the intimidating. No one bullied me and got away with it. 
 
    I thought for sure they’d learned that I was stronger than I looked. Maybe I just needed to work harder at being more in their faces. 
 
    Or maybe I needed to embrace my hatred for them and make a point that I didn’t scare easily. 
 
    None of that mattered. As soon as I was finished with my workout, I was going to the nurse’s office to get excused for the rest of the day. 
 
    If I couldn’t get Sara and Blaze to answer my texts, then I would reach them where they were every Friday night – The Pike. 
 
    While it wasn’t my night to fight, I could still get in – even underaged as I was. The bouncers liked me and I kept the fighting to a minimum outside the cage. Not many people messed around when I was there. 
 
    I paused in my angry tirade against the bags, leaning against the hanging vinyl and taking a shuddering breath. 
 
    If Stryker wanted me gone, why was he also protecting me? Why not just command the school to turn on me, physical hazing and all? Why protect me from the stuff that was easy to handle? Anyone worth their salt in the ring could take a beating, that was nothing. 
 
    It was the emotional damage we couldn’t protect ourselves against. I pulled inside myself because honestly speaking, I didn’t know how much more heartache I could handle. 
 
    The fact that I was going after Blaze and Sara said I cared more than I should. More about Sara than Blaze. Someone had to tell Johnson I was still a virgin and the only person who knew, besides Sara, was Blaze. He’d been begging me for a lay since we started dating. 
 
    I’d turned him down because as much as I cared about him, it never felt right. Plus, his constant negative comments about my weight, my looks, my fighting, anything had made it hard to feel like I could be naked around him. 
 
    No one wanted to do something like that when they felt so fat and ugly. Blaze only made me feel good when other people were around, part of the reason I liked him at parties or games. Privately, he wasn’t my dream guy. 
 
    I was fast learning that there might not be a dream guy I could hope for. 
 
    Not when the ones I would consider screwing only wanted me to hate them. Stryker had pushed me into hate and I wasn’t the hating kind. 
 
    His silver eyes sparked passion and unfortunately for him, it wasn’t going to be the good kind. Maybe that night I could direct some of my anger onto Blaze and Sara, get some answers before I had to face my new school on Monday.  
 
    As for right then, I just wanted to go home.  
 
    I skipped the nurse’s station and, with my backpack over my workout clothes, ditched the school and walked the eight miles to my house. Two hours left me with a lot of time to think and plan. 
 
    All I could think when I finally walked inside the house was that revenge was going to feel so good. Even better than Stryker’s hands on me – and that was saying something. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Dad knocked on my bedroom door just after six when he got home. He must have still gone to boxing practice. I should have been there, but honestly, I didn’t want to deal with the idiots of the team or the school. 
 
    I just couldn’t focus on them anymore for the day. I needed a break and some time to get my plan together. 
 
    “Gray? You in there?” He didn’t sound worried about me at all. He needed to be kicked and I was in the mood to do exactly that. 
 
    “Yep.” I tossed on my side, facing away from the door. I didn’t want to talk to him. He wouldn’t go away until he’d spoken with me, probably lectured me for skipping classes, or whatever. I knew how it would go. He’d check on me, do his fatherly duty, and then disappear for the rest of the night. I could go as well. I already ordered an Uber to pick me up down the street in just under two hours. Surprisingly, I could get one that far out in the boonies. It would cost me, but I had money. 
 
    The door creaked as he opened it. Dad never came further into my room than a foot or two through the opening. I didn’t roll over to look at him. I knew what he looked like. He’d be scowling at the way I had my room – untidy, but not messy enough to be considered unkempt. He couldn’t yell at me to clean it because the floor was still passable. Plus, he knew what battles to pick and which ones to leave alone. 
 
    Since Mom left, Dad and I were on some kind of awkward balancing act that neither of us was brave enough to upset. I could handle the discomfort that came when real talks happened, but I had a feeling he couldn’t handle much of anything. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me you were coming home.” He said home like it really was our home and I clenched my jaw tight against the declaration. He’d lost our home. Or had he forgotten? 
 
    I spoke through my gritted teeth, careful not to sound angry. “I didn’t feel well.” I closed my eyes, holding my arms tight against my stomach. He didn’t need to know why and I wasn’t lying. 
 
    The thought of what I was going to have to go through at my new school and the lack of communication from my old friends left me nauseous. I had to get things figured out. I had to understand or I would go insane. 
 
    Dad shifted his feet. I could hear the movement on the rustle of the cheap carpet pil. He cleared his throat. “Okay, well. I’m going out. I won’t be back until late. If you need anything… Um, there’s a twenty on the fridge. Maybe you could call out for pizza or have Sara come stay or something.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut tighter. He didn’t understand. He wasn’t even asking if I felt any better. Nothing. He didn’t ask about Sara or how she was doing or how Blaze was doing. Nothing. At least he was leaving me some cash. That would help with what I was spending to get out of there. 
 
    I didn’t answer, choosing instead to listen to the soft in and out of my breathing while I waited for him to leave. 
 
    He didn’t say another word, at least having the decency to shut the door behind him. His footsteps faded down the hall. 
 
    I flopped to my back and sighed, staring up at the empty ceiling. The room was empty except for a couple boxes shoved in the corner. Even the walls seemed cold with the barren expanses spreading around the room with small pinholes here and there attesting to someone else having lived there before us. 
 
    The front door shut with a snap I could hear clear back in my room. 
 
    I closed my eyes. Just a small nap to get through the next hour or so, then I could get ready to go. I had a night ahead of me and I had to look spot on. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
    The Uber guy watched me in the mirror, flicking his eyes from the road to the mirror constantly during the hour ride. I couldn’t wait to get out of the car when we arrived at The Pike. If I wasn’t so sure I could take the idiot, I wouldn’t have gotten in the car. Plus, I had my phone ready to call 911, if he did anything out of the ordinary besides staring at me. 
 
    “Do you want my numb-″ His words were cut off by the slamming of the door. 
 
    I’d already forgotten about him by the time I hit the front door line-up. “Hey, Bruce. How’s the card tonight?” I reached up and fist bumped the bouncer who watched the doors. I wasn’t supposed to be in there, but The Pike was good about watching who they served alcohol to and who they just let in to dance. 
 
    The customers were the ones who shared what was at their tables. 
 
    “Gray, girl. You’re not on tonight. Boss says he makes more money when you’re on.” He winked, the gauging in his ears big enough I could slip my thumb through, if I wanted. A green and red snake tattoo crawled up his arm and curled around his wrist and forearm. The man was rough with a goatee and hair swiped back from his face. “I know I make more when you’re on.” 
 
    I laughed, not in the mood to joke around, but also aware that my fighting there was allowed by both the owner and the bouncers. Keeping relations good was in my best interest. Not only did I relish the fighting, I needed it. I needed the release of anger, the adrenaline rush, and the attention from the crowds when I won. 
 
    Bruce pulled the cord back, letting me through and turning his glare back to the group of college-aged men trying to pay him to get in. Bruce didn’t need the money; he’d want to see some cleavage from a girl or something. 
 
    The music pulsed down the hallway, past the bathrooms, to wrap around me as I walked through the doorway. A different local band played every night in between the card lineup. I wasn’t sure who was on, but I didn’t mind checking to see if any local talent had shown up. I needed a girl that was worth fighting to get any attention in the arenas. 
 
    Red arrows painted onto the black concrete flooring led the way down to the dance area. The ring would be lowered from the ceiling when it was time. The Pike was named for the local fish that was both ferocious looking and delicious to eat. 
 
    Blaze and Sara would be down by the bar. Sara’s favorite game centered around trying to get the hot bartender to either flirt back with her or give her a drink to make her go away. 
 
    I nodded to a few people who recognized me from the fighting and pushed my way through half-drunk groups standing in clumps by the walls. The music thumped around me and the lights flashed in a seizure-inducing pattern, leaving a dark ambience in its wake. 
 
    Large speakers marked the front of the room and a huge collection of dancers bobbed and weaved on the floor. Bleachers lined the huge arena-style room where people were making out or sitting in groups drinking. 
 
    Sara and Blaze were nowhere near the bar. In fact, I came to a slight stop as I saw them swaying in each other’s arms to a slow song! Were they kidding me? Anger burned inside me. I wasn’t even gone a week and already they were both betraying me. I could have seen that coming, if I hadn’t been so wrapped up in missing them so much and hating the school I was at. 
 
    I couldn’t just watch as they swayed side to side, her in his arms. 
 
    I stormed toward them, reaching out and ripping them apart by their shoulders. My anger fueled my power. “What are you doing?” I didn’t even give Blaze too much of my attention. But my friend… How could she do this? We were supposed to have each other’s backs. I’d been to a lot of schools over the last few years but Timbercreek had felt like home because Sara and I had connected so easily so fast. Maybe that hadn’t been real. Could I handle if our friendship had only been one-sided? 
 
    Sara’s face was already streaked in tears and she blinked at me in confusion. Glancing at Blaze and then back at me, Sara widened her eyes. She covered her mouth with her hand, shaking her head. Without trying to explain, Sara turned and shoved through the crowd, her sobs lingering with the bass of the song. 
 
    I whirled back to Blaze, folding my arms across my chest. “Start explaining, Jackass.” He wouldn’t get any leniency from me. Betrayal was one of the worst things you could do and he knew it. They all knew it. It was a teenage code or something. 
 
    “Jackass? Wow. Not gone more than a few days and you’ve already turned on me? What is wrong with you?” Blaze clenched his jaw, the side angle ticking as he stared at me. I recognized the expression as his pre-fighting face, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t afraid of him and he knew it. Maybe that made him feel threatened? I don’t know. 
 
    A niggling in the back of my mind had me questioning why Sara looked like she’d been crying for a while before I’d shown up. 
 
    “I haven’t turned on you. You guys have been ignoring me since Tuesday. I’m not that far away and you’ve already moved on.” I heard the plaintive tone in my voice and I despised myself for it. They didn’t need to know that I needed them. They didn’t need to know anything. 
 
    A tingling in my flesh alerted me that I was being watched. Someone watched me with an intensity that I could feel without having to see. 
 
    I glanced to the side, folding my arms, and froze as my gaze landed on Stryker, Gunner, and Brock standing off to the side of the dance floor. Their eyes studied me and the guy I was with. Why was I so aware of them? 
 
    In the space of the second that I saw them, a girl walked up to Gunner and started grinding on him. He didn’t even acknowledge her but at the same time he didn’t turn her away. She just danced on him like he was a frozen statue she couldn’t get enough of. 
 
    Stryker stared at me with something in his eyes I couldn’t label. It took everything in me to turn away from the pull in his gaze. A small memory of the last time I’d looked into his eyes reminded me that he was the reason I was having such a hard time at Jameson. Him and his boys. 
 
    I turned back to Blaze and yelled above the music. “Why was Sara crying? What happened?” Even my anger about being ignored wasn’t enough to keep me from being worried about Sara. She was everything to me. If she wouldn’t talk to me, then someone had to. 
 
    A mosh started in the center of the dance floor, the movement contagious as the jumping and body slamming spread. I stepped back from the center of it, moving toward the side of the room. 
 
    Blaze reached out and grabbed my arm, dragging me toward the bleachers. “We need to talk.” He pulled me unceremoniously, as if I weighed less than nothing. I jerked from his hold and stopped the frantic momentum away from the dance floor. 
 
    Shaking my head at him, I thrust my hands on my hips. “Who do you think you are?” 
 
    He stepped in front of me and jutted his chin out. “Last I checked, I was your boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah, my boyfriend who betrayed me. You’re an ass, Blaze. You told the guys at my school I wouldn’t put out for you? Do you know what that’s done to me?” I studied his face for some kind of denial, some kind of explanation. Would he even try to explain it to me? 
 
    “So what? You won’t. It’s not a lie. I was more than happy to give a heads up to the new school. Maybe if they know you’re a prude, you’ll be forced to give it up and learn to loosen up a bit.” Pure hatred twisted his normally good looks. His blond hair had been spiked and his blue eyes flashed in the lighting. 
 
    “Forced to give it up? You want me raped or something?” I swallowed back the bile his comment brought up. He wanted someone to force me? Why would he want that? Then it hit me. He’d never cared about me. I’d spent so much time thinking we were meant to be together and he’d never cared about me. He just wanted a piece. 
 
    He shrugged. “Whatever, Gray. None of it matters. If I can’t get it, someone else might as well.” He smirked at me. 
 
    I shook my head, blinking back tears. Wow, the terrible day didn’t want to end. 
 
    A guy shoved into me from behind and I fell to the side. I closed my eyes, expecting to hit the ground and get trampled by the moshing group. Instead I was caught in muscular arms that tightened around me as they lifted me back to standing. 
 
    Glancing up, I swallowed. Stryker didn’t look at me as he yelled at the guy who had pushed me over. “Hey, you owe her an apology.” 
 
    The guy laughed without looking at Stryker, a nose ring in his right nostril moving with the sound. “I don’t owe her shit, man. She got in the way. That’s her fault.” He shook his head, eyeing me with a strange hunger, and jumped off, like he didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    Stryker turned back to me, his dark eyes flashing as he looked me over. “Are you okay?” His jaw ticked but a tenderness in his eyes unnerved me. Why did he care? He wanted my life to be hell at school, but at The Pike he was going to protect me? It didn’t make sense. I couldn’t figure it out. What game was he playing? 
 
    “What? Why?” Between Blaze’s revelation and Stryker’s confusing actions, I needed a drink or something to get me some clarity. 
 
    He jerked his gaze from my face, his hands still on my body, burning his hold into my flesh. Why did my body react to his nearness like that? I hated it. I hated that I could feel him from across the room. 
 
    Gunner’s dancing girl was gone and he stood beside Stryker with his arms at his sides. Brock stood to the other side of Stryker, his arms folded across his massive pecs while he watched me and Blaze. His eyes were narrowed and his lips pressed together. 
 
    Stryker glanced over his shoulder, first at Brock and then at Gunner, jerking his head forward as if to tell them to follow the guy who ran into me. 
 
    I furrowed my brow, Blaze all but forgotten. “Hey.” I snapped my fingers in front of Stryker’s face. “No. You don’t get to tell the school to bother me and then try to stick up for me here.” I wasn’t sure what they were playing at, but I couldn’t figure them out and that infuriated me. 
 
    Blaze shoved close to Stryker, his eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here, Jameson? This is Timbercreek territory.” He was a good two inches shorter than Stryker and the difference in the muscle mass was noticeable. Blaze didn’t even care that Stryker held me. In fact, he didn’t give me the time of day as he locked himself into a pissing contest with Stryker. 
 
    Brock and Gunner disappeared in the direction of the guy who had bumped and I had a sickening feeling that I needed to check on Sara. Maybe Blaze was making her feel the same way he was trying to make me feel. Why else would she cry at The Pike? 
 
    Stryker flexed his muscles and stepped around me, closer to Blaze. Narrowing his eyes, he growled, “Stay out of my way, Timbercreek.” Was he talking to me or Blaze? I stepped out of the way as he continued. “You might whimper like a little-″ A crash loud enough to carry over the music came from the direction of the bar, grabbing both their attention. 
 
    Pushing past them, I went in search of Sara or Gunner and Brock. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but it certainly wasn’t what I’d planned. I didn’t have any answers around Sara, but at least I knew what Blaze was really like. 
 
    The look in Stryker’s eyes concerned me. I wasn’t interested in the burning want his expression sent through me and I certainly didn’t appreciate his confusing double standards – did he want to protect me or did he want to hurt me? 
 
    Nothing made sense. I wasn’t going to stand around and wait for him to make up his mind or to attempt to explain it. I didn’t have the energy for either. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Blaze Divers needed his face bashed in, but I wouldn’t have another chance to get revenge on the guy who dared put Gray in danger. I had to go right then and join Gunner and Brock. Shoving past the idiot who upset Gray, I thundered through the moshing crowd, making a beeline for where my cousins had followed the guy. 
 
    The dancers parted for me without conscious thought and I didn’t think twice about it. The fury brewing inside me had tumbled onto my face and into my muscles. I wasn’t taking anything tonight. 
 
    How dare Gray go into Timbercreek territory when she was now a Jameson student? I couldn’t figure out what she was thinking. She’d disappeared the rest of the day at school. Gunner and Brock had both reported her absent and no one had seen her since the little display during first period. We saw her leave her place when we rode by to check on her. Following her took little discussion. We all wanted to make sure she was safe – regardless of the crap we’d sent her way. 
 
    She had to learn. We had to teach her. The only way she was going to stay safe, was if she fell in line. The only ones to get her there were us. Before I could deal with Gray, I had to deal with the little shit who’d run her over. 
 
    All of that meant, I needed to teach him a lesson. It might not be Jameson territory, but that didn’t mean we were going to allow disrespect. 
 
    I reached the Employees Only sign and pushed through the swinging doors. I wasn’t an employee but I also didn’t care what any sign said. 
 
    Fluorescent light bulbs glared onto the shiny concrete flooring of the narrow hall. Brick walls painted an obscene yellow bounced back Gunner and Brock’s furious tones and the other guy’s nonchalance. I wasn’t stupid. He was scared. 
 
    But he was thinking he could take two of them or maybe he thought they didn’t look that mad. Or even more obvious, he didn’t recognize them with their hats on. 
 
    He hadn’t seen me. When I came into eyeshot, his fear would kick in and survival would be the main thing on his mind. I strode toward him, taking my time with a determined pace. With a half-smile that had no humor in the curves, I jerked my chin in greeting to my cousins. 
 
    Then I turned my gaze to the idiot who thought he could get away with pushing Gray down. 
 
    Stringy hair hanging in his pale eyes, the man shook his head back and met my gaze with insolence… until he recognized me. “Um, Stryker. I… That was you out there? I didn’t think it really would be you here. I…” He stuttered like he knew just what he’d done and hoped to get out of it. 
 
    I reached out and clapped my hand on his shoulder like we were the best of friends and squeezed. And squeezed. 
 
    He squeaked and tried dropping his shoulder out of my grip. I spoke soft and slow so he didn’t miss anything. “You touched Gray Asher and you didn’t apologize. That was your first mistake. I’ll let it go that you were disrespectful to me.” I got it, it was crowded and dark. He didn’t recognize me. 
 
    But he knew he pushed her over. He knew what he’d done and he didn’t care. He had to pay for that. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can apologize to her right now. Where is she? I’ll do it.” He nodded his head, his Adam’s apple bobbing with his gulping. 
 
    “Don’t bother.” Gray’s voice pulled my attention from the pissant in my grip. I whipped my eyes in an arc to watch her approaching from the door we’d gone through. 
 
    The guy’s eyes widened, watching her come down the hallway. He snapped his gaze to me and then took in Gunner and Brock with their arms splayed at their sides and pure anger hardening the angles of their faces. 
 
    We didn’t make a great welcoming committee and this guy had no idea what was going on. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be down here.” I ground out through clenched teeth. I didn’t want her in any more danger than she’d already put herself. 
 
    She snapped her amazing eyes my direction and narrowed her long-lashed lids. “Don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    The guy in front of me seemed to sense a shift in the dichotomy. He slid out from the focal point of my threesome and sidled toward Gray, simpering with his shoulders slouched forward. “Hey, girl. I didn’t mean to push you down.” He moved closer, wrapping his arm around Gray’s back. 
 
    I stiffened, stepping forward to bash his face in. How dare he touch Gray in any way? I’d specifically told the school and the neighboring schools that no one was to touch Gray, no matter what. Before I could take the guy’s head off, Gunner reached out and grabbed my elbow. I shot a glance his direction and paused at the slight shake of his head. 
 
    He steadied me and usually kept me from doing things that I would later regret. How could pummeling this guy be something I would regret? 
 
    But I held back. Not because I did what Gunner told me, but because he was usually right. 
 
    From my left, a rumble in Brock’s chest told me he wasn’t happy waiting either. At least I knew the boys had my back and I could trust them. 
 
    Keeping us in his peripheral vision, the idiot turned to Gray and leaned in, his lips perilously close to her smooth cheek. 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes and she snapped. In two quick slams she pelted his sternum with the point of her elbow and jammed her foot on his instep. I almost winced. She knew how to use that foot; I’d witnessed that first hand. 
 
    The guy groaned, tightening his hold around her and dragging her down on top of him as he fell to the ground. “You stupid ho!” 
 
    The last syllable burst out of him on another moan when Gray lifted her head and slammed the back of it into the guy’s face. Before I could do anything to help her, she flipped over and kneed the guy in the lower ribs. He curled onto his side in the fetal position, his face red as he struggled to breathe. 
 
    Smoothing her hair as she pushed to her feet, Gray stared down at the guy who attempted to escape a beating but had ended up getting more than he probably would have gotten from us. Her shoulders barely moved and I couldn’t help being impressed. She’d beaten the boxing team’s best cardio fighter and she hadn’t been breathing heavy then, either. 
 
    A moment of silence spread between us while the downed guy tried catching his breath. Gray waited for him to stand and he avoided her eyes as he ran off down the hall. His footsteps pattered like a coward. 
 
    When the doors closed, she turned and eyed us each with suspicion and no little amount of disgust. Good. If she hated me, things would be so much easier. She could use that hate to keep herself away from me and all of the bad that surrounded me. She wouldn’t be broken or lost or feel sadness. 
 
    The strength in her shoulders was on display with the halter-style top. I hated that anyone could see her skin. Grinding my teeth together, I ignored my need to offer her a coat or a shirt, something, anything to cover up. How dare anyone look at her. I wanted to rip the eyes out of anyone who did. 
 
    Would Gunner let me do that much at least? Who was I kidding? If I really wanted to do it, no one could stop me – cousin or not. 
 
    Gray folded her arms, tightening the material of her shirt across her chest, anchoring my attention on her form. If I was seeing her tight nipples, then I had no doubt my cousins could see. That bothered me, when I’d never felt like that before about them and a girl. I didn’t get jealous. 
 
    I couldn’t explain why jealousy coursed through me then and never before. 
 
    We stared at each other. How would I tell Gunner and Brock to look away from her chest? It was hard when she commanded our attention. I narrowed my eyes, ready to ream her for coming there in the first place. 
 
    She beat me to it. “What are you doing? This isn’t a game. I’ve been at your stupid school less than a week and you think you can scare me out? It doesn’t work that way.” She stepped closer, pressing her finger into the center of my chest. The contact was intense, ripping through me with a fire I wanted to do something about – even there in that hall with my boys watching me. She glanced to the side, taking in Brock, then to the other side and studying Gunner. 
 
    Lowering her voice, she shook her head. “I didn’t do anything to you. Nothing. And you set the school on me? Fine. Do your worst. I’ll take what you’re dishing out, but don’t expect me to sit back and do nothing in return.” She raised her hand, running her finger up my chest in a tantalizing scrawl that scorched my skin through the t-shirt I wore. She looked at me with her eyelids half-mast and her lower lip glistening with dampness. 
 
    I’d never admit the chill that spread over me, clenching me in its fist. She had no idea the power she had over me. I refused to give it any credence. Even when she leaned forward, running her finger further up my neck and around until she tracked her nail through my hair and down to my earlobe. Her breathing had picked up and she held my gaze with hers. 
 
    She was more affected than she wanted to be. Brushing her chest against me, Gray widened her eyes when she moved against my lap. 
 
    Cocking an eyebrow, I tilted my head to the side and murmured, “Don’t start something you’re not going to finish, little bear.” The Timbercreek mascot was a bear and it seemed more appropriate for the moment. 
 
    A flash of anger lit her eyes tempered with something I couldn’t put my finger on, but I had a feeling it was an echo of my own cravings. She stared at me, courageously staying where she was and not backing up. She had no idea what her nearness was doing to me and I had to make sure she never found out. 
 
    After a second, her whisper carried to me across the short distance between us. “Why are you messing with me, Stryker?” The sound was broken and unsure, like she had more to lose than a couple friends and a homecoming queen nomination. 
 
    She didn’t know what we stood to lose, if she came into the school with her unfettered lack of fear. If she came onto the boxing team and was allowed to compete. She had no idea what we could lose, what she could lose. We weren’t playing games, but she seemed to think we were messing around. 
 
    Brock and Gunner pulled in tight around her, their chests almost hitting her bare arms. She glanced at them and I hated that her eyes were anywhere but on me. After a moment, she looked back at me, pain in her expression that hid behind the shutters of her eyes. “Why do you care?” 
 
    I couldn’t care. Her question forced a bark of cruel laughter from my lips and I snarled. “What makes you think I care, little girl? You’re nothing but an irritant. Stay out of our way and do what’s expected and everything will be fine.” We turned to leave her in that hallway, but I spun back and snapped my fingers. “The Pike is a Timbercreek hangout. You go to Jameson now. You can hang out at Curly’s. That’s what is acceptable. We won’t catch you here again.” 
 
    She better understand I meant what I said. Her crossover into Timbercreek territory wouldn’t be tolerated. The fact that we’d even shown up like we had was sure to cause waves, but Blaze and his friends wouldn’t be stupid enough to start anything. We were all underage and as much as the bouncers looked the other way, cops wouldn’t. No one wanted to get caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    We all had to work together to keep the peace. No matter how much we wanted to bash each other’s faces in. 
 
    Gray watched us walk off. I could feel her gaze searing a hole in my back and prodding the hard ache in my lap. She couldn’t control me. She wouldn’t. I had to get in her head worse than she was in mine, but how? 
 
    The guys and I pushed out the doors, back into the dancing area. The music that pounded just outside the doors surrounded us. Gray would come out that way and she’d see me. I had to make sure she saw how replaceable she really was. I had to convince myself I wasn’t distracted by the sassy brunette who didn’t know what was good for her. 
 
    We pushed our way through the crowd who had shifted their dance style from moshing to grinding with the change in the tempo of the song. Women danced with women, men with men, and everything in between. 
 
    I didn’t care. I wasn’t interested. Gunner and Brock moved off to the sides, each claiming a woman with curves and a desperate aura around their moves. The females would ignore their ages because they didn’t want to be alone and they’d get taken in by the way the guys looked and there would be a definite cougar thing going on. 
 
    We always took advantage at Curly’s. The women were tougher in Idaho, stronger, like they had no doubt they were in charge and they knew it. 
 
    I had a feeling Gray was from Idaho and didn’t know it. 
 
    Pressing my shoulder blades against a wall jutting out by the bleachers, I turned and folded my arms across my chest. I wanted to see her join the melee, see how she interacted with the other people in the dance area. 
 
    A red head with curves for days approached me, her eyes sultry and deep. She hooked her finger toward me and kept coming my way, not waiting for me to accept or decline. 
 
    The doors opened, spilling the fluorescent lighting into the dance area and silhouetting Gray’s tiny waist and firm hips. She was a package of surprise. 
 
    She scanned the crowd, letting the doors close behind her. 
 
    Our eyes connected and I didn’t look away as the red head danced against me, rubbing herself all over me and turning around to do it all over again. 
 
    Gray lifted her chin as she took in the scene. Her eyes flicked to Gunner and Brock and something told me I’d finally gotten to her. She would see that I didn’t need her to satisfy my hungers. That I actually wanted more than just her. 
 
    If I could get her to believe that, then I was a better liar than even I thought I could be. 
 
    Disappointment shaded the challenge in her eyes and I let myself feel the excitement of the moment as we continued staring each other down from across the dance floor. I put my hand on the red head’s shoulder and eased her down in a twisting dance and then let her back up, controlling the moment as Gray watched me. 
 
    I knew what I was doing. I wasn’t only controlling the dancing woman; I was controlling Gray as well. 
 
    Confident in my role, I let the red head continue to grind on me. My arousal had nothing to do with her and everything to do with the watchful gaze of Gray and her enigmatic blue eyes focused on me. I didn’t even drop my arms from my chest. What would Gray do next? I’d stumped her. I knew it. There was nothing for her to do, except accept my win. 
 
    Then she stepped onto the floor, lifting her arms above her head and shaking her hips to the beat of the music as she slid into the vicinity of a group of girls wearing the colors of Timbercreek. They knew her and didn’t turn her away. Gray fit in, she was in her element, and she knew it. Why would she leave her school where she obviously had a spot to come to Jameson where everything was rough? 
 
    She couldn’t go back now. Not with both schools aware that she’d traded sides. There was something in her story I had to find out. It wouldn’t take long, but I suddenly didn’t want to wait. 
 
    Her hips gyrated with the music, the beat taking over and her eyelids drifted shut as the tempo took over. Brock grumbled something I couldn’t make out, but did I need to? He watched her, as I did, and for the first time in a long time, I wanted to reach out and pop his jaw with my fist. 
 
    I didn’t want to share and with Gray, I couldn’t even claim her as mine. 
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I danced with whoever was closest and I danced with myself. Running my hands up and down my body, gyrating with the rhythm of the music, I almost forgot the game Stryker and I played. Almost. 
 
    The red head dancing on him could have been a shadow for all her worth. I could see in his eyes he wanted me, or something to do with me. 
 
    Brock and Gunner held the hips of other women who danced against them, as if they controlled their movements. I was aware of all three, but most acutely aware of Stryker and the way his eyes narrowed, following my hands as I ran my fingers through my hair. 
 
    Twisting to the side, I looked away from the cousins. I couldn’t breathe with the intensity in Stryker’s eyes, as if he could devour me in one bite. 
 
    A girl bumped up next to me, hitting my hip with hers as she lifted her arms. Her long blonde hair had blue tips that brushed her waist. While dancing around me, she called above the music, “You’ve got the Jamesons watching you. I don’t know what you did, but I don’t envy you.” She glanced subtly over her shoulder then looked back at me with an arched eyebrow. “Or maybe I do.” She bopped her head to the side and then back to me. 
 
    I matched her movements, dancing in a semi-circle as we rounded out the other. “You’re in my statistics class. Aren’t you going to get in trouble being on Timbercreek territory?” Why wasn’t Stryker yelling at the girl in front of me? He seemed to save all his anger for me. 
 
    She laughed, throwing back her head and grabbing my shoulder. “No, girl. I’m not on their radar, thank you very much. That seems to be your place.” She fell into a side-to-side step and held out her hand. “I’m Jenny Davies. I’m also in your yoga class.” She smirked and shook her head. “Not that you want to be in yoga and not that I blame you. Jameson High is nothing if not sexist, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Why is that?” As much as Timbercreek had seemed lost in the Middle Ages, Jameson had them beat hands down. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. The Jameson Boys run everything. What they aren’t over, their uncle controls. Take it with a grain of salt when they show any interest toward you. Gunner is known to be a bit of a playboy.” Anger flashed in her eyes and I couldn’t help the twinge of jealousy coursing through me. I couldn’t claim all of them, let alone one. 
 
    I almost laughed at the direction of my thoughts. I peeked at Stryker with his arms still folded, ignoring the girl dancing on him. His eyes hadn’t strayed from me and his lips were firmly pressed together. I held his gaze while talking toward Jenny. “Do you think he would notice if I took all my clothes off?” 
 
    Her sharp laughter grabbed Gunner’s attention and his gaze tripped toward her, narrowing when he found her and then me. Something in his eyes told me he didn’t like us talking. 
 
    That made Jenny more appealing in my eyes. 
 
    I twirled to the side, hidden from the Jameson eyes by a group of dancers. Jenny followed. “They notice everything you do, Gray. I wouldn’t be surprised if they killed anyone who looked at you naked.” She smirked and bumped against a random guy dancing with two other girls. 
 
    “Noted. I’m going to see if I can escape.” I cocked my head to the side and wiggled my fingers her direction. I’d see her at school Monday or I wouldn’t. After being burned by Sara so recently, I wasn’t going to get tied to any new friends. I wasn’t sure who I could trust. 
 
    I continued dancing but edged my way around the perimeter of the dance floor, sticking to the shadows until I hit the hallway. Breaking into an easy stride, I swung my arms and passed Bruce with a pat on his rear. “Thanks, man.” I winked and ignored the line of hopeful partiers. 
 
    “Anytime, Asher.” Bruce called out after me and I knew he meant it, but using my last name, he’d tried to get attention to the fact that one of his fighters had just left. Tossing my name around was just another ploy for more PR. 
 
    I shook my head, pausing by the corner of the building and taking a deep breath. 
 
    Cool late-night air sent goosebumps down my arms. I hadn’t dressed warm enough to be outside at that time of year. Especially for the inland northwest. 
 
    I reached up, brushing my hand through my long hair. Someone grabbed my wrist, wrenching it to the side. I glanced over, falling into my base stance which gave me more balance and was also my fighting stance. Yanking my arm free, I glared at Blaze who stood in front of me. “What do you want?” 
 
    A normal girl wouldn’t have been outside a dance club by herself in the middle of the night or standing in the shadows of the building. A normal girl would be inside with a group of other girls, safety in numbers, or at least sticking to the lit areas as she waited with friends. 
 
    Thankfully, I wasn’t a normal girl. I wasn’t afraid of almost anything. Nothing could hurt me. Not more than my own mom abandoning me. Not more than losing a fight. 
 
    I could feel the adrenaline rush at the thought that maybe Blaze was going to challenge me, there in the parking lot. After the way he’d treated me and turned his back on me, after he’d labeled me frigid with Jameson High, I wanted nothing more than to pound the living daylights out of him. 
 
    I curled my fingers into my palms, ready to unleash on him with all of the frustration coursing through my muscle fibers. 
 
    Blaze held up his hands, his eyes searching my face. “Hey, I need to talk to you. You can kick my ass later.” As if he sensed that wasn’t enough to persuade me to stop, he continued, lowering his voice and forcing concern to cover his features. “I’m sorry for what I said. I just… you jumped down my throat for no reason. Look, it’s about Sara. We really need to talk.” 
 
    Sara. Part of me wanted to ignore anything he could say about her. She’d abandoned me when I needed her. What could he possibly say to me that I would care about? Another part of me would bet anything that he and Sara were screwing behind my back. For how long? I couldn’t see straight with the fury that raked over me at the thought of her betraying me like that. 
 
    I locked my jaw and spoke through clenched teeth. “What could you possibly say that I would care about?” 
 
    Blaze sighed, running his hand down his face. “Sara’s uncle is back.” He didn’t mince words, probably sensing that I wasn’t waiting long before throwing a punch. 
 
    But I stopped. The tension in my muscles shifting from primed to act to spasming in a holding pattern. Her uncle? He was supposed to be in prison. What did that mean? What could she possibly be thinking? What was she going through? She must be terrified. 
 
    I didn’t want to ask Blaze the details. I couldn’t. There was no more trust there, but what if that’s all that was wrong? What if Blaze and Sara weren’t calling me or texting me back because they were both trying to deal with the uncle problem? If that was the case, my guilt would be all-consuming. 
 
    My hands shook and I tucked them at my sides as I stared at Blaze. His features softened as he studied me. 
 
    He lowered his voice and relaxed his stance. “I didn’t think you’d care after that display in there. She was so upset. She hasn’t stopped crying.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she tell me? Why couldn’t she call me and let me know? I could… I don’t know.” How could I have helped her? I had no idea what I was doing or what was going on, and I’d never felt more helpless. 
 
    Blaze folded his arms, his defenses down as he gave me a once over. “Really? What could you do? You’ve been dealing with your own drama, Gray. You’re trying to fit into a school that doesn’t want you.” He stepped closer, thrusting a finger toward the ground, anger suddenly twisting his lips. “You want to know why I told them that? I want you back at Timbercreek.” He flailed his hand in the direction of Idaho from where he stood. “They don’t deserve you over there. They can’t appreciate you.” 
 
    I couldn’t figure out if he was telling me the truth or not. I couldn’t discern sincerity through the worry over Sara flooding my senses. Rather than add more to my guilt, I gave him the benefit of the doubt. Folding my arms across my chest, I swallowed. “You know I can’t stay at Timbercreek.” 
 
    Blaze’s breath wafted across the edge of my chilly neck. “You need to remember that Timbercreek is the best boxing team in the nation. Don’t forget that, Gray.” His eyes scanned my face and he ducked back to whisper in my ear. “You’ve left us and we’re going to get Letesha on the team somehow. I don’t have to tell you; she’s gunning for you.” 
 
    Letesha LaCroiz. Great. Timbercreek wasn’t the most diverse school in Washington, but it was just diverse enough the students with ethnic backgrounds cornered the market on exotic. She had curves, wide brown eyes, and she smelled like cinnamon. Sometimes I hated her. 
 
    All that, and yet, Letesha was a badass. She knew what she was doing with her fists and I’d always liked her. We’d gotten along just fine in Biology and in practice, but she wasn’t on the team because there wasn’t enough room for more than one girl. 
 
    A shiver coursed over me at the thought that I was no longer on the team and I’d be pitted against someone I’d considered a friend. “But the boxing funds were out for the girls to be on the team. That’s why we had to move.” That and the fact that my dad lost his job. That’s what Dad had said. 
 
    Blaze scoffed. “Yeah, you keep saying that, sweetheart, but my dad is on the board. There was nothing mentioned about getting rid of girls on the team. There was even mention about expanding. Someone is lying and my dad wouldn’t benefit from being dishonest about that. He’d have no reason to know why I’m interested, so why hold anything back?” 
 
    I shook my head, the chilly night air wiggling its way under the strands of hair grazing my shoulders. “You never told him.” Blaze had never told his dad about me. He was supposed to and there I just found out he hadn’t. That was one way to find out I didn’t matter much. 
 
    “It hasn’t been the right time.” He reached up, something like sorrow in his eyes. “Don’t worry about it. You keep me informed on what the Jameson team is doing, their strategies, their practices, and I’ll make sure Letesha caves in the ring.” His whispered suggestion made my blood run like ice through my veins. 
 
    He would cheat, if I let him know what the team was doing at Jameson? I waited for him to say he was kidding, but his tone told me it wasn’t coming. 
 
    What exactly was I supposed to do? How did I tell him to go screw himself when I was so emotionally conflicted about everything? 
 
    He reached out and I flinched before his knuckles could graze my cheek. I didn’t want him to touch me. I didn’t want him to do anything to me. The confusion around Blaze was something I didn’t want to deal with. It wasn’t fair. I’d already written him off the last few days and that he thought he could treat me the way he had and then turn around and act like I was still his? 
 
    Blaze tilted his head toward me. “Baby, don’t you miss me?” He touched me and I realized I hadn’t missed him as much as I thought. His touch didn’t set my nerves on fire. In fact, the way I felt after he touched me compared to the way Stryker made me feel was anti-climactic. Not something I wanted to chase after. 
 
    Certainly, not a caress that inspired me to suddenly screw him like he wanted. I shrugged, but I didn’t say anything that would burn bridges. Blaze was in high demand and I’d been the one to snag him over the last year or so. I certainly didn’t need to give him up right then. 
 
    I turned my face away, murmuring, “I’m worried about Sara is all.” 
 
    He nodded tightly, lowering his hand and stepping into my space. He ducked his head to see my face and leaned forward, kissing my forehead. After a second, he wrapped his arms around my back and pulled me close. I rolled my eyes over his shoulder and loosely placed my hands on his waist. I wasn’t interested in what he offered. 
 
    Yet, as I looked past him into the parking lot, I caught sight of Stryker standing beside the 1957 Ford truck. He wore his t-shirt, no coat, and his arm muscles sent a shiver through my body. I held his gaze with mine, something passing between us that I couldn’t define. 
 
    Thinking my reaction was to his touch, Blaze squeezed me closer and muttered, “Soon, Gray, you and I can be together like we should be.” He pulled back from me and bent his head further to press his lips to mine. 
 
    And nothing. Where there used to be a slight thrill and pride that he’d chosen me there was a decided lack of… anything. Like my lips were numb, asleep. I didn’t even close my eyes. 
 
    He pulled back, pure satisfaction curving his lips into a smug grin I wanted to slap off his face. Maybe I would one day. Instead of chasing more time with Blaze, I just wanted to see what Stryker was doing and check up on Sara. Those were my priorities and I had no problem admitting to myself that Blaze was nowhere in my level of concern. 
 
    Blaze ran his hand down the smooth lines of my hair and then patted my back. “Soon, Gray.” He turned and left me standing there in the dark, alone. He didn’t ask me if I was okay or if he could help check on Sara. Instead, he returned to The Pike, disappearing past Bruce and the line like he owned the place. I didn’t move from where I stood, holding my arms at my sides where they’d fallen, staring after him.  
 
    What was I doing? I wasn’t even interested anymore. I could tell by the way the flutterings in my stomach faded when I looked at Blaze, but went insane when I looked at Stryker – or even thought of him. 
 
    Speaking of, I peeked in the direction I’d seen him. His dark hair and deep eyes burned on my mind’s eye. 
 
    He still stood there, his shoulders pressed against the side of his truck, watching me as if he wasn’t going anywhere until he knew I was safe. How could he have double standards like that? He’d ordered bullying on me, but they couldn’t touch me? Did he have any idea what game he was playing? 
 
    I couldn’t handle him staring at me like he knew what was under my clothes – scant as they were – and like he couldn’t wait to get his hands on me. Just the thought of that connection scared me. 
 
    Sara. If I could focus on Sara, maybe I could get the troublesome Jameson out of my head. 
 
    Doubtful, but I could try anyway. 
 
    He wasn’t going to walk away. His cousins joined him and leaned against the truck, watching me like I was on their next platter for a meal. How could I go back to the blandness of the relationship with Blaze when just the hatred of the Jamesons did more to my insides then being with him? 
 
    I didn’t move, staring back at the cousins like we could speak volumes with our eyes across a parking lot in the middle of the night. I wasn’t sure what they expected from me, but I was rebellious at heart and I wasn’t going to stick around and wait for them to tell me what to do. 
 
    After a minute, still holding their gazes, I returned to the inside of The Pike, adding a little swagger to my stride. I wasn’t going to look weak to anyone. 
 
    They didn’t need to know that I was going to slip out the back to get to Sara’s. She only lived a few blocks over and I didn’t need the Jamesons following me. I had no doubt they’d followed me to The Pike that night. There was no doubt in my mind after seeing how they stared at me, that they’d do whatever they wanted. 
 
    No matter what. 
 
    I didn’t need that kind of pressure when I was just trying to figure out what was going on. 
 
    I just had to also figure out a way to avoid Blaze inside before I ducked out back. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think I could control the anger welling inside me as I watched Divers with his hands all over Gray. I held back, though. Gray had to get rid of her past before she could move on with the rest of her life. Things at Jameson were different than they were at Timbercreek. She had to believe that, understand that. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t fair that I had to teach her, but at the same time, we could do it. She wasn’t the first one to try to step out of bounds set by the Jameson family. She couldn’t know that our uncle ran the town and nearby cities as well. What he said went. What he ordered, we made sure happened. We didn’t cross the lines set by him – at least that he was aware of. We still had to maintain our position in society because there was only so much interference the government would allow. 
 
    But when we did what we had to do; people stepped aside. They got out of our way because they knew we had things to keep in line. 
 
    Why was Gray fighting this? Why was I? There was something between us. Maybe I needed to screw her out of my system. Maybe I needed to be harder on her, meaner, get her out of my head. 
 
    Getting free from the mind scramble she had me in was the only way I could get back to who I was, what I knew. I didn’t like looking at my cousins like they were after something of mine. As far as I was concerned, they had a right to anything of mine. 
 
    Except Gray. 
 
    For some reason, she was off-limits. Or maybe that was just until I figured out just what I wanted from her. 
 
    She disappeared into The Pike and we waited. The chilly breeze barely noticeable as I tried to expunge the steam my anger and desire had left inside me, burning through my flesh. 
 
    Thirty minutes passed. Brock grunted, shifting where he rested on the truck. “Do you think she went inside to spend more time with the douche?” 
 
    I scowled at the building. “I hope not. I’m not in the mood to get arrested tonight.” That’s exactly what would happen, if I found her with Blaze Divers again. I couldn’t allow it to happen. He was everything wrong for her. Everyone was. 
 
    “Speak of the devil.” Gunner breathed, staring in the direction of the entrance. Blaze strode from the building, heading toward a silver Nissan standard cab truck. Most noticeably, he was alone. 
 
    Gunner and Brock pushed off from the truck, moving closer to my sides as we watched Blaze climb in his truck, start the motor, flip on the headlights, and then drive off. He didn’t wait for anyone or drive somewhere else on the property to meet someone – like Gray. 
 
    We shifted our gaze back to the building, suspicion curdling in our stomachs. 
 
    “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I have a feeling we need to check for her.” I dropped my arms from their folded position at my chest and started toward the building. I’d check outside while the other two checked inside. We wouldn’t miss anything if we did a normal reconnaissance, a mission that was second nature to us after all the time we’d spent together over our lives. 
 
    They peeled off from where we stood and disappeared inside. I had a feeling she wasn’t there. I don’t know how I knew, but she wasn’t.  
 
    When Gunner and Brock re-emerged a few moments later, shaking their heads, I turned from the building and scanned the tree line. She was gone but where? 
 
    How could I keep an eye on what she was up to, if she deliberately skipped out from under my protection? 
 
    She still hadn’t learned. How much would she make me do to train her? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Sara’s house was always our top pick to treat as home base because of its location. Central to The Pike, the Valley Mall, multiple restaurants, and the river. 
 
    The weather wanted to take on a crisper feel that late at night and I shivered in my halter top. I obviously hadn’t been thinking when I got dressed. 
 
    I checked my phone for the time. Just after one in the morning. If my dad made it home, he wouldn’t even check on me. I had until morning before I needed to start stressing out. 
 
    Tucking the phone in my pocket, I rubbed my arms briskly and picked up my pace. I wasn’t quite running, but I was close as I stuck to the shadows of the trees and houses lining the streets heading toward Sara’s neighborhood. 
 
    She wasn’t in a good part of town or even a crappy part. She was just… in a neighborhood that had peeling paint and chipped driveways on single family homes whose yards were smaller than lunchboxes but the back yards opened up to some vacant property so any kids were usually found running around on the land. 
 
    I skipped over the curbing with chunks of cement missing, relaxing into my pace when my feet fell on the wet grassy ground. 
 
    Glancing up at the sky, I breathed in deep. I hadn’t even noticed that the clouds covered most of the stars and parts of the moon. Maybe it had rained while I was in The Pike. I couldn’t help wondering what else I was missing while chasing the distractions that went by the name of Jameson. 
 
    Goosebumps rose on my flesh and I hit the last yard before Sara’s with caution. The neighbors on either side of Sara had Trump signs in their yard and I knew for a fact they both harbored guns. They’d shoot me on sight and ask questions later, if they didn’t bury my body in their backyards first. 
 
    I all but held my breath as I avoided the spots where the motion lights on their back yards would pick up my movements. Once I hit Sara’s yard, I exhaled. Her parents didn’t bother with that kind of security. They simply expected the neighbors to protect them. It wasn’t something I understood, but I exploited it every chance I had. 
 
    At least I used to. When I thought we were so close. 
 
    Why hadn’t she told me her uncle was back? The bastard was nothing if not predatory. He probably went straight to Sara’s house to see what opportunity he had to take advantage of his nieces. Maybe he didn’t know that Sara’s older sister Stephanie had already moved out. Maybe he didn’t know that I had no problem beating the ever-loving crap out of him. No problem whatsoever. 
 
    Sara’s one-story home had a cement foundation that hid a basement complete with a creepy wooden set of stairs. 
 
    Sara’s room hid in the back of the house. Her window stood mere feet from the ground. Her light was still on as I rounded the corner and crept up to the unopened pane. The slow steady thump of music pulsed through the glass but something wasn’t right. I wasn’t entirely sure she was in there. The music was rap with a rough beat and Sara hated rap. Her music interests rested mostly in classic rock like Pink Floyd, Metallic, Queen, and even some scant Madonna.  
 
    I stood on tiptoe to see through the crack in her hot pink curtains. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the sight of her Uncle standing in her room with nothing on. He rubbed a pair of her panties along the length of him. I had to double check it was her uncle. The man I’d met before had been wiry – not thick like this guy with a belly hanging where his waist should be. 
 
    I searched as much of the room as I could see with the bare glimpse that the part in the material gave me. I couldn’t see Sara. I had no idea where she’d gone to or whether she was in there or not. 
 
    Suddenly, a pair of hands grabbed my shoulder from behind, spinning me around and slapping a free hand across my mouth. “Sh.” Sara’s wide gray eyes stared at me. I nodded to indicate I’d heard and she motioned me back to the vacant lot. 
 
    Releasing my mouth, she dropped both hands and turned, leading me away from her house and the yard. We stepped carefully in the shadows, as if the uncle would look out the window and see us escaping Sara’s personal nightmare. A nightmare I had no doubt I would be welcomed into by her perverted relative. 
 
    The thought gave me chills. I followed behind Sara as she ducked under cover of a leaning fence. 
 
    We crouched there together, hanging our hands between our knees as we searched the dark of the woods and between the cracks for any sign of danger. 
 
    Our breathing was ragged and I glanced at Sara more than once, unsure how to start a conversation with her and even more unsure how much longer I would be able to stay out there in my scant outfit. I glanced enviously at Sara’s jeans, raggedy hoodie, over her long sleeve tee. She finally looked directly at me and I paused. 
 
    When had she taken off her makeup? Her eyes were bloodshot and shadowed. A split and swollen lip gave away the truth. 
 
    I leaned forward, pulling her into my arms. “What happened to ride or die?” We weren’t really like that but we also didn’t mess around when we’d promised to be there for each other no matter what. I felt like she’d doubted me the minute she needed me. 
 
    Her sniffle warned me true tears were coming, if not already there. “Mom and Dad didn’t even warn me. They’re gone for the week and he’s supposed to be there to watch the place and me. I have no idea what to do. Any time I go in there, he’s on me.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw, letting her pull back from my tight embrace. I nodded. “You’re not going back in there. You can come stay with me.” It didn’t matter that I lived almost an hour away. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t spoken in a few days. Nothing but keeping her safe mattered and it didn’t need to be defined between us. 
 
    She nodded, wiping at her cheeks. “I don’t have my clothes or anything.” 
 
    I shrugged and left the protection of the overhang. “Come on. Let’s order an Uber and get to my place. You fit my clothes, just wear those until we figure this out.” 
 
    If I had my choice, she wasn’t going back to the mess of her house. We didn’t have long before we were old enough to leave our homes. 
 
    Maybe Sara and I would actually do what we’d always dreamed – get studio apartment together while we worked as waitresses and saved up for a backpacking trip across Europe. Anything was possible if we could get rid of the baggage our parents had become. 
 
    “We’re just leaving? You don’t have a car, Gray.” Sara, queen of the obvious. 
 
    “Nope, still no car. We’ll just Uber it. Dad left some cash before he left for wherever he goes and I had some cash left over from the fights at The Pike.” I didn’t look back at her place or the neighborhood. We had to get out of there and looking back wasn’t going to do us any favors. 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” Sara stopped walking, her shadow from the moon disappearing from my view. 
 
    I stopped, facing away from her before I turned. I nodded. “I was, but that’s what happens when you don’t text me or call me back. It’s only been a couple days but they’ve been hell – for both of us. Don’t you think it would have been easier, if we’d talked everything through?” I shook my head and waved my hand in the air. “Forget it. I’m not mad anymore. I just didn’t understand. Let’s get to my place and get some sleep.” 
 
    She searched my face and I did the same. She had no idea what I’d been through the last few days, but then again, I had no idea what she’d been up against. 
 
    “Can we just go back to The Pike and have someone give us a ride?” She furrowed her brow and frowned, always trying to make things easier for me. 
 
    I gave a tight shake to my head. I wasn’t ready to talk about the Jameson boys or the fact that the three of them together made me feel intimidated and empowered all at once. 
 
    She’d never let me live it down that each one left me sexually confused and more than a little bothered in their own way – Stryker the most. In fact, if there was a barometric scale attached to my nerves, each would have their own score while Stryker would be off the charts. 
 
    Her question hung in the air between us and I was taking too long to answer. “No. It’s a territory thing. I’m Jameson now.” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. That phrase hurt me more than I wanted to admit. I liked being a Timbercreek Bear. Yet, there were things in motion that I couldn’t undo. I had to fight. I had to get into that college. Plus, I couldn’t “unmeet” the Jameson cousins. A girl didn’t forget a connection like that. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and connected to the Uber app. I just had to get one to come pick us up at a random place on a street. It didn’t have to be The Pike. What if the Jamesons were watching for me? I was suddenly nervous. What if they were still at The Pike, waiting for me to come out? I had no idea what was possible with Stryker. 
 
    “You’re going to spill whatever has you spooked.” Sara nudged my shoulder with hers. I nodded but blinked back tears. 
 
    She had no idea what I’d missed or what I’d been through. I didn’t want to dump on her with her danger still fresh back at her house. 
 
    She saw something in my face though and she shook her head, reaching out and pulling me into her arms. “Gray, what’s going on?” 
 
    I took a deep shuddering breath. “I don’t know. This school is… hell. I can’t fit in.” Can’t was putting it mildly. 
 
    “Can’t? You? I don’t believe that. Everyone loves you at Timbercreek.” She brushed my hair back from my face, her blonde hair straying from her ponytail. 
 
    How was I supposed to convince her that these three cousins had the entire school in their pocket? I’d never seen anything like it. Even though it was clearly wrong, the entire school did what the Jamesons said. How was I supposed to explain that? 
 
    A car pulled up, its headlights bright in the late-night darkness. The description in the app for the Uber matched the Subaru Outback in front of us and I nodded at Sara. “Our ride is here.” 
 
    She didn’t say much as we rode back to my place. The entire ride was full of sniffing and sighing and staring out the window at the more and more frequent dark groupings of trees which stated quite clearly that we were leaving the more urban areas of Timbercreek and heading into the woods of north Idaho. 
 
    “You guys really did move to the backwoods. Jeesh, it’s like Deliverance out here.” Sara leaned forward as she stared outside for a better view. 
 
    I yawned. “Yeah, don’t get too excited. It’s a podunk town with even smaller-minded people.” That was as much as I could say at that point. 
 
    We pulled up in front of my new house and I paid the driver before we climbed out. 
 
    Nothing looked different from before I left. The lights on the porch hadn’t been shut off. More lights glowed from the living room. 
 
    The Uber drove off and I held my breath as we walked closer to the house. At the top of the cement steps, I peeked over the edge of the fence to the modest backyard. My dad’s truck was nowhere in sight. I exhaled and turned to Sara. “He’s not home yet. We can go in and get some sleep.” 
 
    Sara nodded, following me inside. She followed me into the bedroom and flopped onto my bed. I moved to stand at the window, staring out into the night. I blinked and pulled back behind the curtain at the sight of a slow-moving black truck moving down the street. 
 
    The Jamesons were watching me, but why? Couldn’t they leave their bullying at school? Couldn’t they leave me alone? A wave of desperation coursed through me. 
 
    If I couldn’t get away from them at my house, maybe I would never get away. 
 
    I forced a smile to my lips before turning back to Sara. She was scared enough as it was. She didn’t need to add my worries to her list. 
 
    “Want something to eat?” I walked around the side of the bed. We’d both crash in there. That’s what we did. 
 
    “No. I’m just tired.” She tucked her hand under her cheek, shadows under her eyes attesting to more than just her fatigue but also her worry and fear. 
 
    “Well, get some sleep. We can catch up in the morning.” I needed something to eat and I needed a chance to calm down. Seeing the Jamesons had spurred on my conflicting emotions and I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    How was I going to fight back, when they did things to my insides I couldn’t control? 
 
    I moved into the kitchen, watching the blacktop as the truck disappeared around the corner. Okay. They were gone. Maybe I could relax. 
 
    The truck lapped my block and the headlights came right back. What were they doing? What the hell was going on? 
 
    Anger surged through me. I couldn’t breathe fast enough as I stormed out of the backdoor and across the small cement patio. I was already running by the time I got through the gate and out onto the road. I cut them off, standing in front of the approaching truck with my arms crossed over my chest. If there was some way to get my anger and hate across to them, I hoped my heated glared did some of it. 
 
    The truck stopped inches from hitting me, but I didn’t flinch. I didn’t move. I stared at Stryker in passenger seat while Brock drove. Gunner sat in the middle. All of their enigmatic eyes watched me. 
 
    I reached out, feeling wild, and slapped my flattened palm on the hood of the truck. “Stop following me!” My yell yanked from my chest with all of my anger. They had no right trying to hurt me. No right turning the school on me. No right telling me what to do. No right. None. 
 
    At the loud bang, Stryker jumped from the passenger seat and stormed around the hood to face me. “What is your problem?” 
 
    I wasn’t holding back. I slammed my hands into his unflinching chest, over and over. “I want you to leave me alone. I need you to go away. Just leave. Do you understand?” 
 
    I ignored my training and lost control. I slammed my hands on his chest and gasped for air as I hit him over and over. After thirty seconds of the barrage of emotion, he reached out and grabbed both of my biceps and pulled me into his embrace. He held me tight against the solid strength of his torso and I hated that a modicum of calm filled my insides even as chaos roared in my gut. 
 
    His voice came ragged and tight as if he struggled against everything in him not to speak, but he couldn’t help it. “I can’t leave you alone. But you’re not safe here. Don’t you understand? We can’t leave you alone.” He gave me a brief squeeze and then pushed me away. Something like accusation filled his eyes and he shook his head. “I won’t be lenient anymore, Gray. Fall in line.” 
 
    The unspoken or else lingered on the air long after the taillights faded into the night. 
 
    I was starting to feel like I didn’t belong anywhere and didn’t have a friend in the world. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t sleep. Where had Dad gone? Why wasn’t he home? Why did I have parents who had no interest in me? At least Dad had stuck around. Sort of. 
 
    Morning came like a sneaky thief and my eyes itched and burned from lack of rest. Sara slept soundly. I had to get details out of her, but I had a feeling it had been a few nights since she’d actually had any real sleep. 
 
    I padded from my bedroom to the small living room, looking for any sign of my father’s return. But everything remained unchanged. 
 
    “What’s going on? Why are you up so early?” Sara leaned on the doorjamb to my room. She yawned, her hair sticking up in spots. 
 
    “Is it early?” I shook my head, stealing a peek at the wall clock by the slider. Eight. I guess it was kind of early considering we’d been out most of the night. I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I didn’t sleep.” 
 
    “Where’s your dad?” She rubbed at her eyes and squinted at me as she passed, heading toward the kitchen and the coffee maker. Sara had a caffeine problem. I had no doubt she’d curse at my dad’s cheap gross coffee all while she drank three pots. 
 
    “I have no idea.” I followed her and claimed a seat at the counter. She’d make herself comfortable in the kitchen and cook for us, if she wanted, or she wouldn’t. I didn’t care, either way. I cocked my head to the side. “You know, the weird thing is, Aunt Danielle works at Jameson. She’s the vice-principal.” 
 
    Sara paused as she reached for cups in the cupboard. She turned, eyeing me like I’d been withholding classified information. “She works at the high school that hired your dad?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” I pursed my lips, gripping the counter as I shifted on the seat. “What does that matter? I asked him if he knew and he said…” I couldn’t remember what he’d said, probably because I didn’t believe him. 
 
    Shaking her head, Sara grabbed down the mugs and shut the door on the cupboard. “Look, it’s not a big deal. When your mom left… I saw your aunt and dad leaving the house together. It looked…” She scrunched up her nose. “I mean, it isn’t like I know what was going on, it just didn’t look right. Something about it was off, you know?” 
 
    Initially I wanted to balk at what she suggested, bury my head in the already present shame of my mother leaving me. But as I let the possibility climb under my skin, I had to admit that my mom leaving because of something my dad did was easier to accept than continually blaming myself. 
 
    I stared at the counter, contemplating the possibilities. Was my dad the type to cheat? I didn’t know how that was possible. It took some kind of audacity to do something you weren’t supposed to. Dad didn’t have a real strength of character in any way – either strong enough to cheat or strong enough to stay faithful. I had accepted a long time ago that he was a weak man. He knew his boxing, could coach like nobody’s business, but he fell short when it came to competing himself. 
 
    No follow through. Just like a true coward. 
 
    But could anyone really have a thing for Aunt Danielle? She was prudish and pinched and seemingly cold-hearted in so many ways. Trying to see what a man could like about her wasn’t easy, considering I wasn’t a guy. 
 
    “I can’t prove it, one way or the other.” I muttered, finally looking up to meet Sara’s eyes. 
 
    She watched me, like she expected something like that, but hadn’t wanted to push. “Yeah, I get it. What will you do?” 
 
    What could I do? Sometimes I felt the irrationally disabling position of being a teenager. I had power in some things and none in others. The plight of every kid my age. Old enough to drive, but not to smoke the things that would take the stress away. 
 
    I cleared my suddenly tight throat. “What can I do? I can’t ask him. If I ask him, it will open a whole box of crap I don’t want to deal with. We barely have Mom’s leaving out of the way… we don’t need more stuff stirring it up.” What were we doing? I was an emotional shit storm mixed up with Sara and her hurting hurricane. As far as I was concerned, we should probably go back to bed and not get up for a few years. 
 
    The coffee maker gurgled and Sara’s eyes widened like she was the one perking. “Oh, I’m so excited. I feel like I haven’t had any coffee in years.” She did a little dance in the kitchen, her socked-feet shuffling and whispering on the linoleum. 
 
    I offered a rare grin. “Well, that’s something we never lack here.” I stood and rounded the counter, getting the powdered cream out and sugar. Sara liked hers black, but I needed mine doctored. The best was hot cocoa mixed in, but we didn’t have any. 
 
    Glancing in the fridge, I realized we didn’t have much of anything. I couldn’t go get food either, since Dad had the only car. I wasn’t about to Uber my way to the local grocery store. 
 
    I sighed. “Looks like we have eggs and toast, if you’re hungry.” 
 
    Sara shook her head. “Nah, I’m fine for now.” She tapped the top of the coffeemaker and when it stopped bubbling, she grabbed the handle to the glass pot like it was a lifeline. She poured herself some and then some into mine, leaving a liberal inch at the top of my mug for me to add my flavorings. 
 
    She clutched her cup in both her hands and moved to stand beside the window at the front of the house. 
 
    “Sit in the loveseat, Sara. It’s clean. We haven’t lived here long enough for it not to be.” I side-grinned her way as I finished adding enough cream and sugar to make my black coffee take on an almost creamy hue. 
 
    At my last house, my dad stayed on the couch we had, eating on it and leaving more than enough crumbs in the cracks to feed a small family for a year. Ridiculous but Sara and I had never sat on the furniture there. 
 
    Plus, we could have had mice problems. I had no idea. 
 
    She glanced at the couch cushions, arching an eyebrow my direction like she doubted me, but gingerly claimed a seat on the edge. “If you don’t sit here, too, I’ll know you’re lying.” She looked out the window again, sipping her cup while I stirred mine with a spoon. 
 
    I claimed a seat beside her and sipped my mug then rested my head back against the cushions. I closed my eyes, reveling in the silence and the ability to pretend like I wasn’t nervous for school, like I didn’t have an entire school on a mission to make my life a living hell. Just the peace of being with my closest friend in the silence of the living room. 
 
    We sat like that for a long time. I couldn’t put a time on it, but when I was almost asleep, Sara spoke, jarring me awake. 
 
    “What kind of trouble are you in?” She didn’t say it accusingly. She just spoke matter-of-factly, like she had a solution for whatever I might cough up. 
 
    I swallowed, sitting up and glancing around. What had she seen? 
 
    She pointed toward the street, keeping her eyes on me. “An old body-style black truck has driven by more than ten times in the little bit we’ve been sitting here. They slow down when they get in front of your house and then turn around at the end of the block.” 
 
    The Jamesons. Didn’t they sleep? I held my breath for a minute. Maybe I hadn’t made my point the night before. I wasn’t joking when I said I wanted to be left alone. They seemed to ignore me the more I spoke. 
 
    What would it take to get them to leave? 
 
    “Gray. I’m serious. What is going on?” Sara tilted her head, waiting for the truth I didn’t want to admit. “You left at the last second and I had no idea where you were going. Next thing I know Blaze is telling me you’ve flipped and go to Jameson now. My phone broke and Blaze offered to get me a new one. I still don’t have it, by the way, that’s why I haven’t called you.” She took a deep breath. “Then you show up at The Pike last night and accuse me of… what? We need to talk about this.” 
 
    I hated talking about things. I chose fighting over that other girly crap. Why talk about things I can’t change? Why talk at all? 
 
    “Gray, seriously. What is going on?” Her whisper jarred me from my trance. 
 
    I wiped at the soft skin under my eyes and sighed. “Well, it’s nothing I can’t handle, you know?” It was the first time in a while I’d lied to Sara so blatantly. She knew it, too. Something else occurred to me. I furrowed my brow. “Why would Blaze take your phone?” 
 
    A flicker of fear sparked something in her eyes and she shook her head, sipping her coffee and avoiding my gaze all of a sudden. “It’s not a big deal. He was just helping me out.” 
 
    I had the distinct feeling that she wasn’t being honest with me either, but it wasn’t something we could face right there. 
 
    “What are we going to do about your uncle?” I cupped my mug with both hands, fingers wrapped tight around the ceramic. I avoided her eyes for a minute because honestly? Who wanted to look at someone when they bring up a huge family shame? 
 
    “What are we going to do about your black truck?” They were hardly the same thing and yet, Sara’s question knocked me on my butt. 
 
    What was I going to do about the Jamesons? I had to do something. Because the girl I was, wasn’t the type to sit around and do nothing. I had to do something. I had to push back. 
 
    “Tell you what, you stay with me this next week while your parents are gone and we’ll figure something out – for both of us.” I didn’t want to admit that I couldn’t stand the idea of her being away from me without a phone while I had to face Jameson alone. 
 
    The high school would be worse. Why wouldn’t they know about me being at The Pike? I’d be coined a traitor and I hadn’t even had a chance to choose loyalties. 
 
    Mix that with the fact that I was also seen as a prude and we had a problem. A real problem. 
 
    “What do you want to do today?” Agreeing with me by not saying anything concerning the issues, Sara got up from the couch and returned to the kitchen, pouring more coffee in her mug and coming back. 
 
    I glanced toward the kitchen. “I need to get groceries, but I’m not sure how.” 
 
    Sara laughed. “Let’s call your friendly neighborhood black truck. They keep going around and around. Let’s put that gas to good use.” 
 
    I grinned at her offhanded remark, but I couldn’t tell her I was terrified to see them again. I couldn’t admit to anyone that I was scared. If I did, they’d know that I had a weakness, and that wasn’t something I could allow to get out. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    Driving by Gray’s place all weekend was the only way I could keep myself calm. Something wasn’t right and I could feel it in my bones. Not something I had to explain to Brock or Gunner. We all sensed something was off with Gray. Her freak out on the road in front of her house the night before was something we couldn’t explain. 
 
    Why wasn’t she falling into line like the other students? Why did I care so much? 
 
    I didn’t. I had to convince myself of that. I had to not care. 
 
    My cell rang and I pulled it from the pocket of my pants while we took one last lap around Gray’s block for the day on Saturday. Or until I wanted to go again. 
 
    I glanced at the screen and then shot a glance at Brock and Gunner. “It’s Dominick.” My throat tightened and I knew I had to answer his call. I couldn’t get out of it anymore. I was out of time. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I swiped the screen. “Uncle Dominick.” That’s all I would say. The man didn’t like us and we weren’t huge fans, but we did what he said. There was an order to things. If we stuck to our training, we would replace him someday, just like our Nana would have wanted. Just like our dads would have wanted. 
 
    I stared out the window at the cloudy sky and wished for something different. Wished for my dad to be there. Wished for my family to be whole instead of tiny fragments at my feet. 
 
    I held the phone to my ear. 
 
    “Stryker, you’ll have a new student at Jameson this next week.” Dominick’s voice irritated me while it filled me with awe. He was a powerful man and yet he spoke softly, succinctly, and didn’t mince his words. 
 
    “We have a new student, a female.” I muttered, careful to keep my tongue respectful. 
 
    His pause filled the line. After a moment, he came back on, calmer than ever. “That’s who I want to talk to you about. Get to know her, but don’t get too close. I need to get more information before we take any steps.” 
 
    “Okay.” I glanced at my cousins, careful not to see the loneliness I felt inside my soul. “What else do you have going on?” I’d heard some things from the mine workers, but they were ordered to stick to their side of the mountain. 
 
    “The mines are going through a hiring thaw. We’ll have to drum up some employees, if we want to meet demand.” In other words, he expected us to find people to fill the positions in the mines that were hard to fill and hard to keep in. High turnover as they called them. They were extremely dangerous and the company had “accidents” more frequently than they published or admitted to. 
 
    “We just did a drive, sir. You need another one?” I rolled my eyes at Brock and Gunner. Gunner sighed, leaning his head back to stare at the roof of the truck. 
 
    We only had a few months to go until I was old enough to call the shots myself. I’d be eighteen and then I could do what I wanted – I wouldn’t be beholden to Dominick. Nothing could be better. Especially when we had our things in the works. If everything stayed on track, we’d be in the position for substantial growth when I moved into Dominick’s position. 
 
    “I expect you to manage things on that end, Stryker. It’s part of the deal.” He taunted me with his unspoken demands. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, suddenly trying not to crush my phone in my fingers. “Right.” If he only knew what I was doing with my spare time. He’d never left me live to see the next day. 
 
    “Talk to you later.” Dominick hung up and I continued staring out the window at the unassuming sky. 
 
    He hadn’t been clear about Gray, but if we wanted to keep her safe, we were going to need to up our game. For whatever reason, Dominick was interested in Gray. That wasn’t good for her or for me. 
 
    I glanced at Brock and Gunner. “He wants to know more about Gray. It’s time to bring it full force, boys.” 
 
    Their eyes hardened and they nodded as we drove back to the house. One way or the other, we couldn’t fail. We wouldn’t. 
 
    If we did that, we’d lose more than just a student, we could lose the entire town. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    The sound of glass settling on the countertop woke me late Sunday morning. I stared to my right, confused how I was seeing Sara sleeping on my bed but there was someone in my kitchen. I blinked, then widened my eyes. 
 
    Dad must be home. 
 
    I slid from bed, quiet as possible. Sara and I had stayed up late the night before just hanging out and dancing around the small living room until well into the next morning. 
 
    Shutting the door behind me, I turned to face Dad who didn’t acknowledge my presence as I stood there. 
 
    He poured coffee from the pot into a chipped mug and then finally lifted his gaze to mine as he greedily drank like he hadn’t had anything all weekend. 
 
    I blinked at the sudden anger washing through me. His bloodshot eyes didn’t offer an apology for being gone so long. He didn’t even seem to care what happened to me. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I didn’t even try to rein it in. My frustration with my life often overflowed to my father. I knew it wasn’t his fault that my mom left, but that didn’t mean I wanted to bear the burden myself. 
 
    “Out.” His voice was rough and scratchy like he’d been at a football game for twenty-four hours screaming his head off. 
 
    The only thing was Dad hated football. No, if my dad was going to a sporting event and screaming his head off it would be a boxing tournament. Or the races. 
 
    Judging by the way he avoided answering me directly, he was most likely at illegal fights and gambling at the reservation. 
 
    I closed my eyes and pressed my fingers to my forehead. After a minute, I dropped my hand and pierced him with my gaze. “Are you starting this again? Mom isn’t here to make sure you don’t lose everything, Dad. I can’t control your accounts or anything else.” I clamped my teeth together before I yelled more at him. Sara was sleeping, we didn’t need to drag her into the rest of my sorry life. She knew what she needed to know. I couldn’t bare everything to everyone. 
 
    Dad squinted, not helping his already haggard appearance. He sipped his coffee again, swallowing with painfully loud sounds. He jerked his chin toward the table set up in the dining area. “I did make some bets and I won that. If you don’t want it, I can see what I can get for it online.” 
 
    I stared at him, incredulous that he’d just admitted to gambling – again – and the fact that he had actually won something. Besides boxing matches in high school and college, I swear the only thing my dad ever took place in was getting to the egg as a sperm. 
 
    I glanced at the table, seeing nothing but a set of keys. I folded my arms and eyed him with suspicion. “What is this? A joke?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shrugged. “But if you don’t want it, I’ll do something else with it. I couldn’t believe I won it in the first place. It’s more of a collector’s item, but whatever. I didn’t have to pay for it.” He drank more coffee, ignoring my incredulity as it rose higher and higher to smother my anger.  
 
    Keys. What was he talking about? Keys? I slowly walked to the table, picking up the pair of keys on a keyring that was just the loop. Glaring, I jutted my chin to the side. “I don’t get it.” I hated admitting that, but what was he talking about? 
 
    Dad rolled his eyes and pointed toward the front. “It’s yours. You’ve been suffering in silence for long enough. As far as I know it runs fine. It was delivered a few minutes after I got here.” 
 
    Unsure I believed him, I moved cautiously toward the front windows, the same ones Sara and I had watched the black truck drive by over and over the day before. I stopped, staring out the spotted glass. 
 
    A little sky-blue Chevy LUV truck with a white canopy claimed a spot at the curb. It didn’t look brand new but it didn’t look beat to hell either. It wouldn’t make anyone quake in wonder at its size, but it would get me from point A to point B. That is… 
 
    I turned to my dad, still suspicious there was a catch. “Are you sure it runs?” 
 
    “Works fine. You can start driving it right away. I’ll get it on the insurance, but we get a grace period.” He had moved to stand beside the window, staring out at the truck from my left. 
 
    He’d gambled for the truck after he’d promised he’d never bet again after Mom left. He’d promised. Then what? He’d gone out and gambled on my first weekend at a new high school. 
 
    A change I hadn’t done anything to make happen. 
 
    He gambled, broke a promise, and he’d won a truck that he gave me. I didn’t know how to feel about it. Was I supposed to be grateful? I couldn’t figure out how to reconcile my gratitude with the fact that he’d betrayed me. 
 
    It might be minor and only one weekend, but we’d agreed on never again. 
 
    Never hadn’t happened yet. 
 
    Dad reached out while I stared out the window at the truck I wanted but was conflicted to claim. “I’m sorry. I know we promised I wouldn’t gamble anymore. I won’t. I just… I had a break, okay? It was a rough week and I’m still not sure how I feel about it. I just needed to let off some steam. At least I didn’t lose anything and I got a truck, right?” 
 
    I peeked at him from the side, willing to forgive his contrition simply because he’d apologized. I only had the one parent left. I couldn’t afford to be mad at him for long. 
 
    Nodding, I sighed. “Thank you for the truck. Get back on the wagon. No more gambling. I’m serious.” I wouldn’t care that he gambled, if he didn’t binge and lose everything every time. 
 
    Every. Time. 
 
    My bedroom door opened and Sara yawned, padding to the kitchen. 
 
    Dad glanced behind him, his eyes barely widening, “I should have known you’d be here, Sara. I’m surprised it took you so long. How are the parents?” 
 
    Sara shot me a questioning glance. My dad rarely asked about her parents or even spoke to her. She cleared her throat while pouring some of the coffee into a mug. “Um, they’re fine, they went out of town for a bit. I was staying with Gray, if that’s okay?” She bit her bottom lip, giving away how important this was to her. I couldn’t add my own need for her to stay. I had no idea what Dad would say. 
 
    He inclined his head, lowering his mug to waist level. “Let me guess, your uncle is in town.” 
 
    I inhaled sharply, pinning Sara with my gaze. She didn’t look up as she continued drinking the coffee she’d poured. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Why wasn’t she reacting? Why didn’t she seem to understand what my dad just asked? 
 
    The moment drew out until finally, Sara lowered her own cup and she set her jaw. I had never noticed how delicate her features were until I’d seen them hardened in determined pride. 
 
    “You know about him?” Sara stepped around the counter, thrusting her finger toward the ground. She blinked rapidly, fighting off the tears in her eyes. “Alex, did you know what he was doing and you did nothing?” 
 
    My dad set his coffee down, stepping backward, his hands slowly rising in the air to chest level. “It’s not like that. I just found out he was out of prison. I wrote a letter when I heard he was going to the parole board telling them not to let him out.” He shook his head, running a hand through his thinning salt and pepper hair. 
 
    Why did I feel like he was lying? Why did it feel like he knew more than he was letting on? 
 
    I didn’t pursue it. I stepped in front of him, facing my dad. “Can I take the truck out with Sara?” If I could change the direction of the conversation, maybe he wouldn’t care if she stayed at our house. Maybe he wouldn’t care if I dropped her off at school. 
 
    He glanced down at the floor and didn’t say anything else. 
 
    I clenched the keys in my hand and looked over my shoulder, begging Sara to follow me out of the house with my eyes. 
 
    She put her coffee down, pasting a carefree smile on her face as if she knew what I was trying to get her to do without words. 
 
    We skipped showers or anything else that might us keep us in that house a moment longer than necessary. My dad was hiding something and I couldn’t pinpoint what exactly it was. 
 
    How did you explain to your friend that you worried her house might be safer than yours? 
 
    Something wasn’t right and I didn’t know what it was. 
 
    For once in my life, I just wanted to run from discovering the truth. Nothing else in my life made sense – not the insatiable need to fight, not the way the new school hated me, not the way Sara’s parents didn’t see the abuse, not why my mom left, not why my dad seemed so off, and certainly not the way my body thought about Stryker even when my mind wasn’t focused on him – which wasn’t often. 
 
    Yeah, I was in trouble but all I wanted to do was drive. 
 
    The LUV was a stick. I grinned at Sara as she climbed in. “Let’s just drive.” 
 
    She nodded. Her need to escape was just as strong. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about Gray. 
 
    We drove by mid-Sunday morning and I growled back to Gunner. “We have trespassers.” A blue vintage truck with a white canopy sat at the curb to Gray’s house. 
 
    Coach Asher’s truck occupied the driveway. I wasn’t sure if the truck was there for him or for Gray, but I had an angry pull inside me that confirmed it had to do with the brunette I couldn’t get out of my head. 
 
    We pulled to the side of the road and watched the house. 
 
    Gunner’s phone buzzed and I knit my eyebrows. “We don’t take orders on Sunday.” 
 
    He shrugged and pulled out his phone. “Man, if you don’t want people to demand your stuff at all hours, don’t make it so good.” He smirked at me, knowing full well I had nothing to do with how the product was made. 
 
    I turned to Brock who was actually our resident professional. “How about it? You know why we’re getting orders on Sunday?” 
 
    He grinned. “Because my formula is spot on. That’s why?” 
 
    “It’s not an order.” Gunner’s face paled and he passed me his phone. The flat screen made it easy for all of us to read the message from Dominick. 
 
      
 
    In town. Meet me at four. Old Mill. 
 
      
 
    We wouldn’t have any choice. But why had he only texted Gunner? I pulled my phone out, which I had muted the night before and clenched my jaw. He’d messaged me eight times and called two. 
 
    I had some serious explaining to do. 
 
    “The old mill? That’s kind of close to the mines.” Brock didn’t wait for me to tell him to pull away from Gray’s neighborhood. We had to get ready for the meeting and make sure some things were in place to protect our investments. 
 
    I glanced back at Gray’s house. I wasn’t sure who was there, but I was sure I would have to beat the ever-loving life out of them to get a good night’s sleep. 
 
    Why did I even care? Besides the obvious orders from my uncle, besides the obvious need to make sure everyone in town fell into line? What was the point of craving someone like Gray Asher?  
 
    Because she was definitely something else with the slight curl in her long brown hair, the defiance in her bright blue eyes, the definite awareness in the curves of her body. I couldn’t get her out of my head and I hated the situation for that. That made me madder and I wanted her to be reminded that she’d moved into our town, she attended our school. This place wasn’t up for grabs. Her worth was directly related to what we thought and what we said. That was all there was to it. 
 
    “I’ll message Paul and let him know the factory needs to be covered today. Do you think we should close it tomorrow?” Gunner took his phone back from me and started texting like crazy. 
 
    Monday was one of our biggest days in the factory. The people who weren’t allowed to order Sunday would double their orders and the people in the factory would be on double time. We couldn’t afford to close Monday. 
 
    If Dominick found out what we had going on, though, he’d shut us down. We couldn’t afford that even more. Too many people in that small and sleepy town relied on us for their livelihoods. I couldn’t get distracted. I couldn’t let my guard down. Everything was in place for a reason. We had a house of order for a reason. 
 
    I just had to remember that as I headed toward the meeting with Dominick. People relied on me. I just had to keep things in check until I was eighteen and could make my rightful claim on the mines and the town. Once that was in place, Dominick couldn’t demand anything from me. I’d be ahead of the pack and far and away out from under his thumb. 
 
    We could do whatever we wanted and there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gray 
 
      
 
    As Sara and I drove around Jameson, I couldn’t help watching for the ’57 Ford. Knowing they drove by my place constantly over the weekend had been enough to keep me in the house, but had also given me a small sense of security. It didn’t matter that they’d set the school on me. It didn’t matter that they’d made ridiculous claims and told me what I could and couldn’t do with my own body. When it came right down to it, they’d been there for me and I craved Stryker. I seemed to have a need for all three of them, something I didn’t understand or want to understand. 
 
    “What kind of guys are in this school you’re going to?” Sara had never been interested in the Jameson High guys. Neither of us had been because they’d always been rivals. Our interest had always been in the college guys on the north side of Timbercreek or Seattle. I’d been with Blaze because of a position thing, but I’m not sure that was something to brag about. Not knowing the things about him that I did. 
 
    I shrugged, driving the little truck with more enthusiasm than I’d thought possible. “It’s a normal high school.” Lie. There was nothing normal about Jameson. “I guess the guys there are pretty standard.” Except for the Jameson boys themselves. I couldn’t say that, though. It would give away my attraction to Stryker and the fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about him. 
 
    The last thing I needed Sara or anyone thinking was that I was whipped by some guys. I couldn’t be and I wouldn’t be. So, attracted or not, I couldn’t let them under my skin. 
 
    “We need to figure out how we’re going to do the school thing tomorrow. I need to make an appearance so I can count my practice toward the upcoming matches. I’ll be going to class. What do you want to do?” Sara knew what I was saying. She could do whatever she wanted and I would back her. No questions asked, but I did need attendance for the match. If you didn’t attend ten practices prior to the competition, you weren’t eligible to compete – this was for any sport. 
 
    Dad and I hadn’t talked about it, but I was going to fight. I had to. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to get my numbers in. That had to be more important than my pride at a stupid school. It had to be more important than how some stupid guys made me feel – good or bad. 
 
    I didn’t want to admit it, but it also had to be more important than if Sara went to class or not. 
 
    “I need to go to school. Maybe you could drop me off and pick me up?” She twisted her lips in a hopeful expression and I reached out, squeezing her shoulders. “You bet. Whatever you need, you got. Let’s get you a phone Blaze can’t take, though.” I drove to the cell store close to the state line. 
 
    As mad as I was that Dad had gambled, I couldn’t help my gratitude that I’d gotten the truck. I suddenly had more freedom and that meant more to me than if he’d stayed home all weekend. 
 
    “You don’t need to buy me one, Gray.” Sara looked out her window, her cheeks pink with embarrassment. 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, I know, but you’re kind of stuck right now, right? I mean, you can’t get your money or your stuff. Let me cover it. I’m fine.” I didn’t mind helping Sara with the cost of her phone or with anything else, I was serious when I said she was my person. 
 
    My cash hoard was dwindling, though. I needed another fight. The only place I could tangle and get cash was The Pike. I’d been warned away from there by the Jamesons, but I was starting to think that what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them – or me. 
 
    As I parked in the store parking lot and climbed out of the truck, I couldn’t help thinking I knew better than to believe that they didn’t know everything that was going on. 
 
    And yes, it would come back to bite me in the butt. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    The old mill was less of a mill any more and more of an empty building that was owned by the Jameson trust. 
 
    Located on the east side of town at the base of Cougar Gulch, the mill represented everything that had gone wrong with Jameson. The founders of the town – my great-great-something or others – had used everything they’d gotten in the mines to try to exploit every resource in the area. They’d tried logging every tree, mining every mountain and hill, building every house, and over-working every person who dared come to town. If you came to Jameson with a dream, chances were it would become entangled with the goal of the Jameson family – to have more, be more, and take more. 
 
    Nana had told Gunner, Brock, and me once that our fathers had a different goal, a different plan for the town they’d grown to love. It would change the role of the Jameson family in the town and the county. The families that lived there would have a chance at their own dreams. We’d always liked how that sounded and we’d decided to work toward that goal with everything we had in us. 
 
    Nana had helped us figure out the steps to take – illegal or not – and we’d slowly begun building the community’s economy. All without the watchful eyes of Dominick knowing. Things were hard with him in control, but not impossible. 
 
    Brock parked the truck and I thrummed my fingers on the armrest of the door. “Let me do all the talking. If he asks you anything directly, keep it one-worded and vague and turn it back to me. There’s no reason he needs to know more than we want to tell him.” Which wasn’t much. 
 
    “Can you get us approved for security instead of the meeting?” Gunner’s idea wasn’t a bad one. No one would come out to the old mill, but it might not hurt anything to have them watching out for us. I had no idea who Dominick had brought and who he was expecting, but keeping ourselves aware was going to be the better step. I inclined my head and Gunner returned the motion. 
 
    Our nerves clanged as we climbed from the truck. I was on edge and I wished I’d grabbed my dad’s Taurus Slim. The small pistol was easy to conceal and something that would help calm my nerves. Uncle or not, I had no qualms shooting to protect myself or my cousins. Just like I had no doubt that Dominick wouldn’t hesitate to put a bullet in us should it prove to be more profitable. 
 
    I strode toward the brick building with its vacant windows and metal roofing. 
 
    Fall weather wasn’t something I welcomed with open arms. I preferred the heat of summer, but with a mild cloud cover and slight breeze, the day wasn’t turning out too bad. I could handle the temperature without needing a coat, much like my cousins. Winter was definitely an inconvenience. I didn’t like the lack of control a bulky coat added. 
 
    I motioned toward the sides of the building as I got closer to the doors. We were there first, but that didn’t mean Dominick hadn’t sent people ahead to secure the area. 
 
    As decrepit as the building appeared, there were still some high-end security items in place, installed by Dominick when he’d taken over Jameson after the loss of his three older brothers. 
 
    I punched in the code and opened the door, glancing back as Gunner disappeared around the side of the building. Brock would hunker down across the street. We’d all been taught maneuvers by our dads before they’d died and we didn’t take the trainings lightly. 
 
    Inside, I scanned the protected interior with an eye single to fleshing anything out that shouldn’t be there. 
 
    Dominick didn’t employ a cleaner or anything else to keep the dust from the surfaces or the grit from the floor. My black leather biker boots left a solid thud to hang in the air with each step I took. 
 
    I might have left my gun at the house, but I had a lock knife in my pocket that I was pretty adept at using – to skin a deer or protect what was mine. Moving deeper into the building, I flipped on a light switch and continued taking inventory of the place. 
 
    Chairs, tables, and shelves hadn’t moved since the last time we’d been called in for a meeting. Nothing had changed. 
 
    Just like nothing had changed in town for us to have a meeting. Once a year was supposed to be our limit and we weren’t due for another one for four months at the earliest. 
 
    I moved around the large conference room, my hands in my pockets as I walked slowly, studying the random forgotten picture on the wall or news article framed and mounted on the wood paneling. 
 
    No way would I claim a seat until I knew who was coming in and who I was dealing with. 
 
    While I waited, my thoughts turned to Gray. She might be the key to all of this. She was the only change in town since the last meeting and Dominick seemed particularly interested in her the last couple times we’d talked. 
 
    Fine. If he wanted to be infatuated with the girl, that was his deal. As long as he stayed away from the mines and left me to do my business, he could do whatever he wanted. 
 
    Except… that wasn’t true. If he touched Gray, he’d have to answer to me. While she wasn’t mine, I wasn’t comfortable with her being anyone else’s. 
 
    It wasn’t fair and yet, I didn’t care. 
 
    The door opened and I turned, careful to keep my calm about me. I glanced at the newcomer, wincing when I recognized the VP from school. We eyed each other but orbited the table without really acknowledging the other. 
 
    We had to work together because Dominick demanded control over the entire town, the school included.  
 
    The principal was never in town and had in fact taken a long hiatus and Danielle had stepped in to take over the position. Dominick liked to keep her on a string with promises of the official position the next academic year. 
 
    I ignored her.  
 
    Dominick pushed through the doors; his dark slicked back hair reminiscent of the coloring of my father. I clenched my fists at my sides and took a deep breath. He’d expect us to stand until he took a seat. 
 
    A guy behind him moved around him to wipe off a seat and hold it out for my uncle. Dominick was nothing like my dad or other uncles. I had no way of telling him how much we disliked him without losing everything. He was power hungry, even over a small town in northern Idaho. 
 
    He had no idea just how far the Jameson reach really was and I had no intention of divulging that information. 
 
    Dominick sank into the seat and motioned toward Danielle and me. “It’s just us today.” 
 
    No mayor? Or developers? No one over from Timbercreek? 
 
    Fine. Whatever he wanted must be from a more personal angle. It wouldn’t be the first time he needed us to clean up his messes. 
 
    I ignored the dirt on my chair and sat, lounging back in the standard backed office chair. 
 
    Danielle on the other hand, perched on the edge of the seat, folding her hands while holding her posture ramrod straight. She avoided looking my direction and instead stared at Dominick like she was a crack addict and he was her next fix. 
 
    Dominick narrowed his eyes while staring at the table and then lifting his gaze first to me and then to Danielle. “Gray Asher is at Jameson now?” He never eased into anything and that was one thing I could appreciate about him. One of the only things. 
 
    Danielle blinked, glancing at me and then back to him. “Um, yes, she’s there. Her father, too. They started this last week.” 
 
    “I told you not until this week. I didn’t want her eligible for the ring until the match with Palouse.” He furrowed his brow. “Why do you have problems following directions, Danielle?” 
 
    She fluttered her hands at her chest and then shook her head as she blinked again. “I’m… I thought you would be pleased it would be done early. I…” She closed her mouth and lifted her chin. “I can keep her out of the matches until then. She hasn’t been accepted to the team officially. I can fix this.” She was desperate and I didn’t envy her the position she was in. She’d angered Dominick, no matter how slight her offence, and she had no idea what would fix it. 
 
    “I want to know why she’s not under control.” He shifted his glare to me as if he could affect me with the simplest question. 
 
    Calmly I rested my wrist on the edge of the table and stretched out my leg. I was the picture of indolence and I wasn’t rushing to show my hand. After a minute, I shrugged. “I don’t what type of a person she is, but she’s far and away stronger than just controlling her because she showed up. It’s going to take some time.” That was an understatement. There was nothing simple about Gray and Dominick was an idiot in thinking there was. 
 
    He leaned forward, tucking his chin as he stared at me. I didn’t flinch, just held his stare with my own. I wasn’t backing down. I might have to follow his rules and do what he said, but he didn’t own me. I wasn’t his puppet and I certainly wasn’t going to be afraid of him. 
 
    His voice started out low and grew with each syllable into a yell that echoed off the walls. “I want her in hand, do you understand me?” 
 
    Before I could say anything, Danielle cut in. “I can’t believe you don’t have her in control, Stryker. She stood up for you the other day with the twins. You have them under control. If you don’t get Gray under control, I’m going to have to –″ 
 
    “Do what? How is Alex Asher doing under you?” Dominick lowered his voice and cut across Danielle’s like a knife cutting butter. 
 
    Startled by the question, Danielle turned from me and nodded at Dominick. “Yes, Alex is… He won’t do anything without getting my permission first.” 
 
    “Did you spend the weekend together like I asked?” Dominick smirked, but covered it with a questioning look that seemed more concerned than controlling. 
 
    I dug my fingers into the tops of my thighs. The ways Dominick controlled Danielle were similar to how she controlled Coach Asher. With sex. 
 
    Dominick was the only thing Danielle craved and he held himself out of her reach just like a carrot on a string for a donkey. 
 
    She nodded tightly. “I did what you said. I got him to gamble and fixed a few of the hands. He thinks he’s on a winning streak now and he’ll be easier to get further in.” Debt with gambling and drugs was a favorite of theirs to control people. 
 
    Dominick nodded, folding his hands and putting them behind his head as he leaned back in his seat. “Good. The faster we get the Ashers in line, the sooner we can get the things we want.” 
 
    Not for the first time did I wonder just what the Ashers had that Dominick wanted. They didn’t have money and Gray wasn’t his type. Unless, he planned on making a play for her.  
 
    That was how he got Danielle. Her father had been alcoholic and got a DUI, killing a family of four just south of Jameson. Dominick had just taken control of the town and he made a deal with her father to leave Danielle with Dominick in exchange for a lighter sentence. 
 
    He’d taken advantage of the situation in more ways than way, pimping her out to satisfy deals and essentially using her as his very own ego booster. He’d made her fall for him in the worst ways and now she was his – body and soul.  
 
    I couldn’t look at Danielle without seeing everything wrong with my uncle and wrong with the Jameson town – everything we wanted to fix. 
 
    “What have you been working on, Stryker? I haven’t had a chance to look over the reports.” No, what he meant was he didn’t believe what I’d sent over. I knew his game and I didn’t want to play 
 
    Yet, if I didn’t, I could lose everything I’d worked on for the families of Jameson. 
 
    Keeping my face expressionless, I tapped my finger on the table. “Nothing has changed since last quarter. I opened up recruitment. If I don’t hit the numbers by Wednesday, I’ll reach into Timbercreek and get some more.” I shrugged. “I’m not worried about it. We’ll get there.” 
 
    “You better.” He offered the unspoken threat with an offhanded tone. He studied us as the room took on a silence that I struggled against. 
 
    I didn’t want to feel smothered or out of my depth, but the longer he looked at us, the longer I had to worry that he knew about what I was doing, that he knew I was stealing from him, that he knew I was in a position to overthrow everything in just a few months. 
 
    What would he do? Would he kill me? Would he kill Gunner and Brock? Would he take our plans and destroy everything? I knew Danielle didn’t know, or hadn’t known. What if she had found out? She would have told him immediately. 
 
    After another long moment, he steepled his fingers. “Let’s adjust our plans.” Our plans meant his plans and our execution. “She’ll be at school tomorrow. Make sure of that.” He narrowed his eyes at Danielle and me and then continued. “Get her on the team – officially.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” Keeping Gray from the team had been one of the biggest parts of keeping her safe. If she got on the team, she’d be more vulnerable and the more I was drawn to her, the less I wanted her in harm’s way. 
 
    “You heard me, Stryker. I want her on the team. She wants to be seen? Let it happen. We have a rival match coming up in a month. If we can get her into a position where she’s being watched, I’ll have more control on my end.” 
 
    More control for what? I still hadn’t been able to find out just what angle Dominick had on Gray. The bead he’d claimed was a strong one and before I went any further, the boys and I had to figure things out. 
 
    Every step without a strategy was a wasted effort. Another tip we’d learned from our dads. 
 
    Our rival match would be with Timbercreek. There would be nothing but contention between the two teams, even more so since Gray had previously fought for them. 
 
    If we did a rival bash, there would be no chance she wouldn’t be in every paper in North Idaho and Eastern Washington. 
 
    Everyone would know her. 
 
    Everyone would want a piece of her. 
 
    Add to that the fact that Blaze Divers had given Johnson information that had labeled her a prude and Gray was facing some rough times ahead. 
 
    There wasn’t much I could do for her, if she didn’t keep her own head down. 
 
    “I’ll get her on the team, sir.” I clenched my jaw and breathed in through my nose. I’d get her on the team like I promised, but there was nothing Dominick could do if she was injured. 
 
    One way or the other, hurting Gray was going to be the only thing keeping her safe. Regardless of what was expected of me in any realm of my life, I had to listen to my gut and my instincts were telling me Gray was the key to keeping my position in town. I just wasn’t sure how, but if getting her an injury, kept her off the team and out of danger? I’d be willing to make it happen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Sara looked great in my white and blue corduroy overalls and dark blue sweater. She’d pulled her blonde hair back in a French braid and pulled off the girly look a lot better than I did. 
 
    I pulled the truck alongside the curb in front of Timbercreek and glanced at the clock on my phone. “Sorry, you’re so early.” I didn’t want to leave her there by herself. 
 
    She shook her head. “You can’t be late. Your dad would kill you.” She grabbed the small bag of school stuff she was borrowing from me. She cracked the door and then turned back. After a second of studying me, she wrinkled her nose. “Are you sure it’s okay, if I stay at your place all week?” She’d been asking me that repeatedly throughout the weekend and my answer hadn’t changed. 
 
    I laughed, rolling my eyes. “I’m sure. Jeesh.” 
 
    “Melissa can give me a ride tonight. She texted me back when you were in the shower. She said she’s picking something up over there. I’m not sure what. Probably an STD.” She laughed at her joke. Melissa was just a random friend we both had who was good at some things and horrible at others. 
 
    “I’ll be home from practice after five-thirty. Just go in when you get there.” I’d given her a key that I pulled from the hook by the backdoor. Dad had still been sleeping when we’d left that morning. 
 
    The truck had been more freedom than I think he wanted to give me, but I wasn’t giving it back at that point. 
 
    Sara offered me a slight smile and climbed from the truck, folding her arms and striding across the barely lit parking lot and grassy front lawn of the school. I waited until she got inside before shifting into first and pulling away from the curb. 
 
    My stomach twisted as I pointed my truck toward Jameson. 
 
    I’d avoided facing the fact that I would be returning all weekend. Because I was going back. I wasn’t the type to be scared away from anything. 
 
    Stryker, Brock, and Gunner thought they could tell me what to do and I’d never wanted to prove someone wrong so bad in my life. 
 
    My hand shook as I shifted and pulled onto the freeway to get across the state line. What was I facing this week as I returned to a school that had been told to make my life miserable? Not just a couple people, but an entire school. 
 
    I tightened my jaw as I narrowed my eyes. It didn’t matter. They could do whatever they wanted but they weren’t getting in my way. If they thought I needed friends or to be popular in school, they needed to rethink some things. I didn’t need anyone. I’d lost my mom and my dad was a wimp. I’d had to be strong for myself for so long, I didn’t know the difference of what it was like to rely on anyone. Even Sara didn’t get all of me. 
 
    No one could. I couldn’t trust that much – not anymore. 
 
    Unfortunately, the drive passed fast and I pulled into the parking lot at the high school with five minutes to spare. Five minutes when I’d been aiming for one. 
 
    Whatever. I swung my backpack on my shoulder and gripped the strap. I locked my truck door and tucked the keys in my front jean pocket. 
 
    A few kids dashed toward the front door from the lot as they too were closer to late than on time. 
 
    I refused to run. I wasn’t there for anyone but myself and I certainly wouldn’t give anyone more power over me than was absolutely necessary. 
 
    The familiar black truck lorded it over the rest of the lot from their spot at the front. My dad’s truck was in his now-normal spot and a lot of other cars I hadn’t gotten used to seeing filled up the rest. A small surge of gratitude for the truck I’d gotten filled me. Maybe Dad gambling wasn’t an awful thing, as long as he won. His history, though, guaranteed his winning streak was short-lived and maybe even rigged. Cheating was exactly something I could see Dad doing. 
 
    Before ducking into the building, I glanced back at the cloudy sky, wishing for once I could get out of school because of a natural disaster or some other weather-related incident. If there was a hurricane, it wouldn’t look cowardly if I went back home. But while the day was turning out to be dreary and wet, it wasn’t enough for school to be canceled. 
 
    The smell of the school hadn’t changed over the weekend. Nothing about the school felt any different. 
 
    Out of habit carried over from Timbercreek, I made my way to my locker and dialed up the code I’d gotten my first day the week before. 
 
    I ignored the people watching me, walking around me like I had a bubble surrounding me that wouldn’t let them get closer.  It was probably for the best that none of them brushed against me. I was primed and ready to spin and flatten anyone who might even move the air around me – accident or not. 
 
    The locker door popped open as if pressure from the inside was more than it could bear. Garbage fell to the ground, spilling out like an over-filled balloon. I arched an eyebrow and ignored the banana peels, dirty diaper, and other decaying objects as they continued falling from inside the locker. I laughed, stepping back as a lunchbox-sized milk container toppled from the back and splattered its contents all over the ground. I shook my head, careful to breathe through my mouth when the stench became stronger. 
 
    I turned, ignoring the petty attempt to get me out of there, and headed toward Ellison’s class. I left the door open. I hadn’t had time since coming to that school to put anything inside the locker that mattered and all of my classwork and books were in my backpack that I needed. Thankfully, it had been purely out of habit to go there. 
 
    And the lines were being drawn in the sand. Garbage. You couldn’t fault them for trying, but you could definitely stop respecting them for lack of creativity. 
 
    I pulled open the door to my history class as the bell rang.  
 
    Ellison glanced up from his desk, his eyes hardening as he saw me. “Glad you could join us, Asher. Take a seat in the back and don’t disrupt the class.” 
 
    I nodded, holding my grip on the strap to my pack. Even the teachers were in on it. Great. That wouldn’t make my days any easier. 
 
    I slid into my desk, ignoring Brock as he watched me from his sprawled-out position in the desk chair. He made it plain as day that he watched me, his finger on his chin as he leaned on his elbow braced on the desk. Brock’s allure lay in the fact that he wasn’t raw magnetism like Stryker.  
 
    Brock had a definite masculinity that came off him in waves, sucking you in and wishing you were everything he wanted. You might be able to take a breath with him. Stryker was different. Stryker took all power to control yourself with him. Leaving you breathless and wishing for the chance to catch a moment in time where your heart wasn’t beating out of her chest and your lungs didn’t feel like they were suffocating. 
 
    I barely gave Brock a glance. The garbage in my locker didn’t have to be from him directly. Instead, the actions taken against me were from the orders given by the cousins. I wasn’t stupid. I knew where it all stemmed from and I wouldn’t forgive them any time soon. 
 
    I leaned forward in my seat, blocking my view of Brock with a curtain of my dark hair. He couldn’t see through it which gave me a few inches of privacy. I rested my chin on my palm, my own elbow braced on my desk as well. 
 
    “I’m handing out a pop quiz. If you were here Friday, you’ll do fine. If you weren’t, well, that’s not my problem.” Ellison didn’t bother hiding the fact that he was speaking to me as he looked at me in derision. If I wanted a scholarship, I had to maintain my grades. He couldn’t adjust my grade based on bias, could he? 
 
    The stack of papers coming my way weren’t snakes, but they might as well be with how hard my chest hammered with my pulse. I couldn’t fail. 
 
    I got the last paper in the stack for my row and I stared down at the question on the paper. One question. 
 
      
 
    What was the reason for the start of the Civil War? 
 
      
 
    My relief whooshed out as I exhaled. Oh, Civil War was covered the year before at Timbercreek. I hastily scrawled in the desire for secession and stood, moving to hand in my paper to Mr. Ellison who watched me with pursed lips. 
 
    I handed him the paper and he held up a hand to make me wait. He read my answer, arching an eyebrow. “That’s incorrect, Asher. You should attend your classes, especially when you’re trying to catch up.” He smirked at me and set the paper on the desk beside him. 
 
    I should have gone back to my desk. I should have ignored his comment. But I wasn’t wrong.  
 
    One thing I knew, was stuff I’d already studied. I had a great memory and the fact that the tittering class thought they knew what they were laughing at only kept me where I stood and turning back to face the teacher full on.  
 
    I smiled, folding my arms and leaning on my hip. “Actually, it’s correct. If you were teaching the correct history, you’d ask for more information on the secession of the south, more importantly which state started the decree. Slavery was a side effect. If the south hadn’t wanted to keep their slaves, they wouldn’t have wanted to secede. Texas wanted to be their own state because it’s Texas and they have always been their own world among worlds. Add in the obstinate pride of Lincoln and you had the makings for one unruly war.” I leaned toward Ellison who watched me with wide eyes. “I might have shortened the cause of the Civil War into a painfully simple answer, but you diminished yourself as an adult and teacher when you joined in with the rest of this small-minded school.”  
 
    I turned away from him, head high as I returned to my seat. I couldn’t help noticing Brock watching me with his eyes narrowed and his lips tight. 
 
    His lips were similar to Stryker’s and I couldn’t help wondering what they felt like. 
 
    Mentally, I could have slapped myself. I sat down to listen to Ellison’s lecture that he only needed to clear his throat for about six times. No matter what, I had to get through my day. I could do it as long as I ignored the attractive traits of the Jameson boys and the annoyances from the school. 
 
    I was ready to leave class before the bell rang, all but jumping from my seat when it finally did. I beat Brock out of class but ran smack into Stryker. Again. 
 
    His chest and I had to stop meeting like that. I stepped back and met his gaze, my eyes challenging him to tell me what to do. I wanted to scream at him that some garbage in my locker wasn’t going to do anything to me. I was stronger than a banana peel, thank you very much. 
 
    He met my gaze with a challenge of his own, but he didn’t say anything. He stepped aside, motioning with his hand for me to continue on. The fact that he gave me permission made me want to dig my heels in and not go anywhere. 
 
    I smiled as sweetly as I could. “I don’t need your permission, Stryker.” 
 
    He leaned down, his lips inches from my ear. “More than you know, little bear.” Was that sorrow in his voice? I didn’t care. He didn’t know what I needed or what I knew. He didn’t control me. 
 
    I wouldn’t need anything, if he’d call the school jerks off me. I could ask, but I’d never ask. I’d never beg him. There were some things worth suffering for and my pride was one of them. 
 
    Keeping my chin elevated and my shoulders back, I acted like I hadn’t heard him and I strode by. I even had to ignore the heat in my belly his nearness evoked. I wasn’t amused I had such a reaction to him. There had to be a fix for that. It didn’t seem to matter what he did or what he said to me though. My body didn’t want to ignore him. At all. 
 
    I hated myself for that. 
 
    My next class was down the hall but not as far as my locker. People whispered around me, moving as if they jostled to stay away from touching me. 
 
    Jaeda and Jasmine walked by, Jasmine openly smirking at me, but she too skirted around me, giving me two feet of space like a bubble. She acted like she had something to do with my alienation, like I deserved it because of her. 
 
    I had to do what I did next. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    I reached out, snaking her arm before she could get completely past me and I yanked her close. Her chest bumped mine and I swear it felt like she had silicone breasts. 
 
    She gasped and I smiled with my teeth, like the Joker on a good day. “Jasmine, I haven’t seen you in forever.” And before I could talk myself out of it, I pressed my lips to hers. The crowd around us gasped as if they were one person.  
 
    Jasmine jerked away. Her cheeks flushed red as she wiped her hand hard across her mouth. Her eyes flashed and she stepped toward me. “I’m going to kill you for that.” She shook, her face splotchy as her skin got redder and redder with anger. 
 
    I winked and lightly traced her cheek with my fingernail. “Aw, baby, that’s not what you were saying last night.” 
 
    Jasmine’s expression changed from confident to unsure, turning to the now-whispering crowd. “I don’t know what she’s talking about. I wouldn’t. I mean…” She whirled back to me, blinking back angry tears. “I hate you.” Her whisper was more like a husky shout. 
 
    I shrugged and pursed my lips. “Aw, honey, that’s too bad. I like you.” I winked and continued toward my class, smirking as I looked over everyone’s heads. Sauntering was the only way to describe my walk. My hips sashayed and I know I had the attention of everyone in that hallway. I never lowered my eyes. 
 
    That was my main mistake. I knew better than to take my eyes off the adversary. I knew better and I did it anyway, cocky in my small victory. 
 
    Right before I reached the open door to my next class, something popped in the air and a reddish cloud burst in front of me. 
 
    Almost instantly, my eyes hurt. I dragged in a gasp at the sting in my eyes and my lungs began to burn with increasing intensity. 
 
    I coughed, along with multiple other people in my vicinity, but none quite as bad as me. I could vaguely hear the coughs as they echoed off the lockers around me. I staggered to the side, hitting someone as I tried to lean against the wall. 
 
    “Nope. Not here, Ice Queen.” A deep voice shoved me to the side and I stumbled, searching for a steady base where I could catch my bearings. 
 
    My fingers finally hit the cool metal of a bank of lockers and I wiped at the tears pouring out of my eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t see. The tears weren’t the only things blurring my vision as I turned and shoved my back against the lockers. As long as I kept my shoulders there, no one could jump me from behind. 
 
    This was the worst type of attack I’d ever been subjected to. I couldn’t see clearly and a shadow wandered into my field of view. I continued blinking, swinging my arm wide and connecting with someone or something. I didn’t care who it was. 
 
    They grunted and the shadow disappeared from my view. I breathed as shallowly as I could in case the air was still polluted. I needed to get to the bathroom. I couldn’t figure out where I was or who was around me. 
 
    My breathing filled my ears, punctuated with gasps as my lungs struggled to find clean air. 
 
    Someone moved close again and I whimpered, jabbing out with my left and then crossing with my right. Why couldn’t I hear? 
 
    Had it affected my hearing? I coughed again, lifting my hand and gasping between racking coughs. 
 
    “What is going on here?” My dad’s voice broke through the din of the crowd. He’d see me in my weakened state. What did I do? 
 
    I held up a hand. “Nothing. I’m just having a coughing fit.” I’m surprised I could get that out before my lungs protested and I started coughing all over again. 
 
    My tongue had gone numb and I think part of my throat felt like it had been ravaged with a file. 
 
    Dad’s big hand grabbed my shoulder. He’s lucky I recognized him in my fight mode. “Come on, let’s get you to the fountain for some water.” 
 
    Fine. I didn’t care. I needed to get control of my breathing and then I’d find out who did that to me. I was prepared to mess them up in the worst ways – ways that would leave them unable to walk. 
 
    The whole school had been a part of that. Why else would they all keep their distance from me? 
 
    Dad led me away from the classroom hallway. The sound of the groups walking the halls and heading to class faded. 
 
    We stopped by the water fountain by the office. My vision was slowly coming back and I wiped at my eyes, leaving black streaks on the backs of my hands from my mascara. My hair would need to be washed. I could feel fine particles in the strands, probably of whatever had been thrown into the air.  
 
    I’d never be able to work out with the red stuff coating my skin. Anywhere that was even remotely damp from my tears stung with the contact of the red stuff. If I could hazard a guess, I’d think they did some kind of ghost pepper powder or something in a balloon. 
 
    Dad kept his voice low as he helped me bend over the water. “You need to watch your back. I think they’re mad at you for trying out for the team. We might need to keep you off for a little while longer.” 
 
    I blinked, my vision getting better and better. I snapped upright, clenching my teeth and staring at my dad. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. If I cared, Dad, what anyone thought, I certainly wouldn’t let it stop me from fighting. If anything, this makes me want to fight even harder. Just coach. Let me worry about myself.” 
 
    I jerked my shoulder out of his reach as he stretched his hand toward me. “I need to clean up.” I didn’t bother thanking him for the warning or for pulling me out of the hallway. 
 
    I was falling into war mode and he was just one more on my opposition’s team that was trying to get in the way of my goals. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    As the powder burst through the air, I lunged forward to pull Gray from danger. But it was too late. I narrowed my eyes as I studied the crowd, deciphering which student it was. Their punishment would depend on their gender. 
 
    I’d been as surprised as Jasmine at the offensive tactic Gray had used. Kissing her full on the lips in front of the majority of the senior class had been shocking and attention getting. Not to mention a complete turn-on.  
 
    Rather than watching for the next onslaught against Gray, I’d been too busy glaring at the other guys in the hall who sported evidence they were as turned on as I was. This earned them a spot on my watch list. What more incentive had Gray given them to chase her besides the frigid rumor and the fact that she was more desirable than even a famous porn star?  
 
    She’d kissed another girl in front of us. She’d taken the upper hand and shoved it down our throats. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to see the animosity in the guys’ faces changing, altering before my very eyes to something more like desire and wonder.  
 
    The girls were something else as they watched Gray steal the control of the situation. Their steely, unforgiving gazes shifted into something that resembled admiration and even envy. 
 
    With the boldness of one little move, Gray undermined our efforts to make her feel small and minimal. 
 
    When the powder exploded around her, she hadn’t fallen to the ground like Johnson had suggested she would. In fact, the whole football team had said that would break anyone – had broken most of them, actually.  
 
    Instead of falling, she’d worked her way to the wall and steadied herself. Tears running down her face, her hair wild about her, and she’d still protected herself. She hadn’t dropped her guard, knocking down two others who had the audacity to try to get close to her while she was injured. 
 
    She really was like a wild bear, protective and cautious and untrusting. 
 
    I would find out who popped her with powder. I had to. Because right then, as her father escorted her from the hallway, she was no longer the enemy to the crowd in the hallway. Their gazes tripped my way, taking in Brock and Gunner at my sides. Anger and distrust combined as they put two and two together and realized that she was in danger because of us. We’d ordered this on her. And for once, they were questioning our orders. 
 
    That wasn’t something we could tolerate. Yet, no matter what we threw her way, she seemed to dodge and get out of. 
 
    One way or the other, I had to get the power back. Dominick’s methods might not be the way to go. Brock, Gunner, and myself might have to employ our own measures. 
 
    Anything at this point had to deliver better results than what we were getting now. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    The locker room seemed cavernous as I slammed the door behind me.  
 
    Sixth hour.  
 
    I couldn’t take one more inane class while everyone gossiped around me in whispers, some not in whispers. How many names could they call me behind my back? How many more to my face? 
 
    The names I could handle. The locker prank, fine. I could deal with that, too. The pepper powder though… that was taking things too far. And Stryker had to be part of that. I couldn’t help but feel even more hatred for him. 
 
    And yet… it wasn’t hatred. I didn’t hate him. His actions and duplicity just made me feel worse. I hated that I felt that way. I hated that I wanted to cry because of the way the school laughed at me and called me names. Mocked me after the pain of the powder. 
 
    They didn’t have to like me, but couldn’t they see that I had feelings, too? Maybe they didn’t. I’d done my best to hide how miserable I’d grown throughout the day. I hadn’t pulled my phone out since that morning. Sara could have texted me and I didn’t care. 
 
    I just didn’t care. 
 
    My Converse were silent as I padded through the tiled locker room. I’d ditched my sixth period for the second day in a row and I didn’t care. 
 
    Not even my dreams of a scholarship could get me in there. 
 
    I’d endured the cafeteria after the fiasco with the chili powder, certain something equally heinous waited for me. 
 
    I’d tried not to flinch each time someone moved my direction, but the memories of the pain from the powder wasn’t distant enough. Plus, I still didn’t know who had been the direct cause of the powder attack. It was fair to assume the entire school was in on it. 
 
    Wasn’t that what the Jamesons had done? They’d instigated the entire hellish journey through Jameson for me, why not that as well? 
 
    I grabbed a locker along the far row, furthest from the doors. After sixth period I’d have weights. I still refused to call it yoga. Then I would have boxing. I had more to prove to the douchebags who thought they ran the school. 
 
    They might have been able to knock me down with the powder, but I wasn’t out. I wasn’t going to stay down. 
 
    I changed into my gym clothes, grateful for the comfortable familiarity of the wraps as I rolled them on, securing them with Velcro straps at the wrist. 
 
    The door opened at the front of the locker room and I snapped my head around, listening. I would have mere moments to make it to a stall. I didn’t want to be seen by anyone and contribute to any rumors about me being weak or a coward. 
 
    So what if I was hiding out for a bit? It had been a long day and I really just needed to hit something… or someone. 
 
    The voices were a loud mix together to where I couldn’t differentiate the owners. I used the noise as a cover as I clicked my locker door shut and spun the dial. Then I moved in the opposite direction from the girls and moved into the last stall on the end. 
 
    I wasn’t scared of the girls, not even a little bit, but for some reason, my heart pounded in my chest and my breathing quickened. I closed my eyes, softly shutting the door and then letting it fall open by a few inches. I could only hope they wouldn’t try to come into that stall.  
 
    If I had a joint or a cigarette or something, I could pretend I was in there doing something I shouldn’t and it would lend me a modicum of credibility. But I didn’t. 
 
    I moved onto the toilet, placing my Chucks on the seat and half-crouching as I quietly steadied myself with a hand on the wall and the other on the cubicle partition. 
 
    What was I doing? There was nothing brave about where I stood or how I hid. But even thinking about getting down and facing more Jameson idiots just filled me with a fury that I wasn’t sure I could control. What if I couldn’t do anything and I cried out of frustration? No. No more tears. No more weakness out of me. I could handle what they dished out. I just needed a break. 
 
    I wasn’t hiding to protect me. I was hiding to protect them.  
 
    I’d just keep telling myself that. 
 
    “I can’t believe she kissed you.” I recognized the voice but the name escaped me. Of course, they were talking about me which meant Jasmine was one of the girls there. 
 
    I closed my eyes and leaned my head back, more determined than ever to hold my position. There was no way I would let her find me. I had to stay hidden. 
 
    “Well, honestly, I couldn’t touch her or she would be bleeding by now.” Interesting that Jasmine thought she could take me. She didn’t know anything about me, if she thought she could do that. I slowly started to grin at her bravado. 
 
    “Why didn’t you then?” Jaeda’s taunting was subtle but no less challenging. 
 
    “Look, if we can just stick to the plan, we’ll keep our spots. I don’t want to lose them.” Jasmine mentioning her position again struck me with a wave of curiosity. What was she talking about? 
 
    “How do you get a spot like that?” The third girl’s voice was going to drive me crazy until I placed her. 
 
    “Brock said they’re taking some more recruits. I’ll put in a good word for you.” Jaeda’s soft tones severely contradicted the harsh nasally tone her twin sported. 
 
    “We need to worry about ourselves first, Jae. No offense, Jenny.” Jenny. Was it Jenny Davies they spoke to? The girl I’d seen at The Pike? 
 
    As she continued talking, it clicked and I realized I’d been smart to keep myself in check around her. 
 
    “A job like that could really help my family.” Jenny must have turned on the water because her voice became the hardest to hear. 
 
    It shut off and then Jasmine spoke. “Yeah, it turned things around for us, too. They don’t like older people working there. Said it’s too easy to turn on the company. Plus, they need old people like our parents to work in the mines.” She scoffed. “Old people can’t keep secrets.” 
 
    Our parents weren’t old which just screamed how clueless Jasmine really was. 
 
    “Look, show up at Curly’s on Friday night and I’ll intro you to Brock. Even if he already knows you, it helps to come at him like that. If you sleep with him, he won’t give you the job. So, if you tell him no, you’re guaranteed to get in.” Jasmine spoke as if she were giving a secret worth gold. 
 
    “How did you get the job, then?” Jaeda laughed, her question soaking in insinuation. 
 
    “I went through Gunner. He doesn’t care if you say yes or no. All he wants to know is if you can keep a secret or not. For some reason Brock has a thing about sluts. He can’t stand them.” I could almost hear the shrugging in her voice. 
 
    She was the queen of the tramps and I didn’t have to know her intimately to figure that out. 
 
    “What about Stryker?” Jenny’s voice twisted something inside me. She had to know I was interested and yet, there she was, stabbing me as hard as she could without even knowing I was listening. Maybe that’s what made it even worse. I knew she would do whatever it took to get attention, to get noticed. I didn’t realize she’d screw over someone she’d been nice to. That just seemed weird to me. 
 
    The twins fell silent and I realized I was holding my breath, waiting for their answer. Stryker… what about him? What could they know about Stryker that I didn’t already know? 
 
    What did they know that Jenny didn’t? 
 
    “He’s off limits.” Jasmine’s voice was hard, unrelenting. 
 
    “Is he yours?” Jenny’s suspicion was palpable. Stryker didn’t act like he cared about Jasmine. If Jasmine was Stryker’s, he treated her worse than a shoe in his closet. 
 
    “He will be. I’d hate for you to be turned down for a position with the factory. If you sniff around Stryker, you’ll be out of a job. Understand?” Jasmine’s tone brooked no argument and for the first time I understood why she thought she had power. 
 
    Somehow, the factory and her position there gave her some. 
 
    If she had power at the factory, that might mean I needed to do what I needed to to get the factory put out of business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    All through weights I didn’t look at anyone directly. I stared above everyone’s heads and I don’t care that I came across as a haughty witch. What they thought wasn’t my concern. 
 
    When class ended, Jenny walked by me, calling out, “Hey, Gray.” But I ignored her. I didn’t need a friend who was a sell-out. Not when I was just trying to survive on my own. 
 
    Lame as it was, Dad put us on cardio for the entirety of practice. One of the guys spoke up and complained about having to run suicides, saying something about the drills being a basketball exercise. 
 
    Dad pointed at me and grinned. “She beat out your best in cardio. I’d think at this point you’ll do what it takes to get better.” If nothing else, Dad knew how to make a point. 
 
    They didn’t acknowledge me other than that. The next few days of school went by without incident – no more pepper bombs, nothing in my locker (okay, I don’t know about this for sure, I didn’t go back to it), no more having to kiss girls to get them away from me, nothing. It was like I didn’t exist as I went from class to class and then to boxing. 
 
    Maybe limbo was exactly where I was going to be placed. 
 
    Stryker, Brock, and Gunner were absent most of the day until boxing where they would do what they wanted. All three of them did the cardio without effort or complaint. They lifted after practice since they weren’t around for class. 
 
    Maybe it was their absence which made things more bearable.  
 
    Maybe it was their absence that set me on edge. 
 
    Each day I drove Sara to school and she found her way to my house after. Her spirits were up and she seemed more optimistic about what she was doing. I wanted her to move in with us and just go to Jameson, namely so I wouldn’t be alone, but I wouldn’t do that to her. She’d have to figure out what she was doing with her parents before we could do anything permanent. 
 
    Thursday rolled around and I cautiously accepted another day of classes where the Jamesons weren’t staring broodily at me as a win. Maybe they had changed their minds about something. I wasn’t sure what that could be. An education?  
 
    It was egotistical of me to think I had anything to do with their decision, especially when a few other kids were gone consistently as well and the teachers didn’t even mark them as absent.  
 
    I know this, because I checked the attendance rolls. 
 
    Something wasn’t making sense and I hated not knowing what it was. 
 
    I made it to boxing practice without yet another incident and that left me in a good mood. I didn’t smile at anyone or even speak, but I felt good and I was ready to punch on something. Hopefully, we had something more to do than run drills. 
 
    I sat on the weight bench, waiting for class to end and practice to start, rolling my head back and forth in a neck stretch. I’d lifted hard enough that my muscles were going to tighten up, if I didn’t stretch them while they were warm. The gym smelled like sweaty boys and I was starting to understand why the girls did yoga on the other side of the large room. They all probably smelled better than the unwashed bodies of the male students. 
 
    Jaeda and Jasmine were notably absent for the second day in a row. Were they sick together, too? 
 
    My whole body perked up as Stryker, Gunner, and Brock strode into the gym and approached my dad. I couldn’t hear what they said, but two minutes passed while they talked earnestly. Dad finally nodded and looked back to his clipboard. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and tried not to look like I was staring. Stryker glanced my way, his lips curving in a knowing smile that was nothing if not mocking, like he knew I watched him. The smile only amped up my awareness.  
 
    Maybe there was something about the cocky jerk I liked – even though he was nothing but a huge douche to me. Or maybe I considered him a challenge. I don’t know and I honestly didn’t care. I needed to get him out of my system. As soon as possible. 
 
    Gunner and Brock got the guys from the boxing team and pulled them aside. After handing the boxers each a small wooden coin, they all left the gym. I could tell by the look on their faces, this was normal. They most likely wouldn’t be back. 
 
    The girls in the yoga section and the buys who were left in the weight area all watched with obvious longing as Stryker took his team and walked out. Sans me. 
 
    I was on the boxing team. Why weren’t they including me in this? 
 
    I glanced irritatedly at my father who just ignored the entire happenings and I jumped from the bench. Following the group out through the boys locker room and then into the parking lot – ignoring the shouts from anyone who might be trying to stop me, I watched them climb into their cars and trucks and pull out of the lot. 
 
    I wasn’t going to be left behind. In less than a minute, I’d returned to the girls’ locker room to claim my backpack with my keys. I ran full force to the parking lot and climbed into my truck. All of the vehicles were already gone. 
 
    It was a small town. I could drive around until I found them. 
 
    I pulled out of the lot and drove east, the same direction the rest of them had disappeared. 
 
    Jameson was a small town. Very few stores lined Main Street, which wasn’t a bad thing, but did create a type of monopoly of businesses when there was only one grocery store, one laundromat, one gas store, one liquor store, and one café. Each business had the corner of the market. 
 
    My truck sputtered smoothly down the main road, then back out along the side streets. 
 
    With that many cars and trucks, they wouldn’t be able to hide that size of a gathering. I wasn’t sure where the Jameson cousins lived, but chances were that was where they’d gone. 
 
    I had to figure out where I was going before I drove any further. 
 
    Pulling over, I grabbed my phone from the front pocket of my pack and used the map app to look up the town of Jameson. I wasn’t sure what to look for, but there had to be a place big enough to hold all those vehicles. 
 
    With the satellite view enabled, I groaned. Yep. I was right. The only place that was big enough were the mines on the north side of town, but what teenager wanted to go to the mines? I sighed. 
 
    The fact of the matter was, it was the only place big enough that I hadn’t checked yet. Short of thinking they’d gone to Curly’s just outside of town which wouldn’t even be open at three in the afternoon, I had to think outside the box. I’d checked all of the business part of town.  
 
    Why not do the simple thing and drive by the mines? Was there something wrong with that? If they weren’t there, I could text Sara and let her know I’d pick her up and we could make an early night of it. 
 
    If they were there, then maybe I could get some information on what my team was doing. 
 
    I pulled back onto the pot-holed road and turned right at the next stop sign. Driving north, I frowned as I realized the deeper north I went the darker the streets got. The bull pines overhead seemed to hunker inward toward each other. 
 
    The pavement ended with a bump and my tires ground over gravel on a dirt road with a ferociousness I had to slow down to control. The road seemed narrow and unending until suddenly it wasn’t. 
 
    The mouth of the road opened up into a clearing that was easily the width of three football fields. 
 
    On one end of the gravel lot, a double-wide trailer had been planted like a weed, sticking up out of the plainness of the site with an eye toward claiming attention. 
 
    I paused as I took in the vehicles I’d been hunting on the far side of the lot, opposite the trailer. The trailer had a porch light on but no lights glowing from inside. Middle of the afternoon and the outside light was on. Made me not want to go near it even more. 
 
    I slowed way down, barely inching forward in first gear as I continued taking note of my surroundings. 
 
    On the other side of the vehicles was a large chute-style opening into the side of the mountain. Double metal doors large enough to allow a semi through closed off the entrance, but the graffiti-free exterior told me this was the spot I was looking for. 
 
    I came to a stop, tucked against the side of a station wagon, probably from twenty years ago. I wasn’t sure whose vehicle it was, but it was cheap enough for a high schooler. My truck was still small compared to the wagon-styled vehicle. On my other side, the forest beckoned to me, like I could hide in there and no one would be the wiser. 
 
    If I sat in the truck, someone would notice. I wasn’t sure where everyone was, but I had no doubt someone sitting in their truck would be noticed when no one else was around. 
 
    I slipped from the cab, leaving the keys inside in case I needed to make a fast getaway. 
 
    The entire aura about the place reeked of danger and illegal activities. How was my boxing team wrapped up in whatever was there? I’d heard about the silver mines of Idaho, but mostly as tourist traps. Nothing illicit would go on there since the mines were closed half the time. 
 
    I jogged across the ten feet of gravel to the woods and ducked behind a white fir to watch from a better position. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I could guarantee whatever it was, the owners of the big black Ford were involved. The truck taunted me, as if it knew I was there and was going to tell on me from its position nearest the entrance. 
 
    I breathed in, grateful for cleansing rain that kept the dust out of the air. 
 
    Nothing happened and for five minutes or so, I stared at the lot of cars like I expected them to change in front of me. 
 
    The doors opened with a metal grinding and I covered my mouth with my hand to smother the gasp. I wasn’t scared, it just startled me. I was in the middle of nowhere with no form of protection. Of course, I was scared. I wasn’t an idiot. I didn’t need anyone to find me. Who knew if that would make my situation worse? 
 
    Gunner and Brock stepped out of the tunnel, moving toward the truck. I had a clear line of sight and I couldn’t help noticing how well they moved, like they had plenty of muscles and were aware of each one. 
 
    Holstered to their hips were the metal butts of some handguns. I couldn’t tell from my spot what kind. Okay, honestly, I couldn’t tell the difference between a Nerf gun and a police handgun, so I wouldn’t be able to identify their guns no matter how close I got. However, that didn’t stop me from knowing they would be carrying real guns.  
 
    Gunner, Brock, and Stryker weren’t posers. They approached everything hard core and didn’t mess around with the fake crap. 
 
    Nothing about them was half-assed. I respected that which made it hard to fully hate them. 
 
    They lowered the tailgate on the truck, grabbed some boxes, closed the tailgate and then disappeared back inside the entrances. They didn’t close both sides of the doors, leaving one side propped open while shutting the other. 
 
    I wasn’t getting in there. Not without letting them know I was there. That couldn’t happen. They couldn’t know I was curious about them or that any of them affected me in any way. I couldn’t allow that. Not even a little bit. 
 
    A part of me felt decidedly left out, though. I knew I wasn’t part of the group. I got that. I even accepted it. What I didn’t get though was why. Why didn’t they want me? I could fight. I was loyal. I could do what needed to be done. 
 
    The last weeks’ worth of being an outcast caught up to me and I turned, leaning my back on the trunk of the tree. I closed my eyes, breathing deeply of the pine-scented damp air. I just wanted to fit in somewhere that would help me get my dreams off the ground. 
 
    In weak moments like that one, I needed my mom. She used to have the right answers for everything. 
 
    Except… If her answers were right, why would she leave? Why couldn’t she stay with me? If it had been something Dad did, she could have taken me with her. We could have left him behind. I didn’t care. I needed my mom and she was nowhere around. 
 
    I wiped at my suddenly wet cheeks. No. I’d already cried over her. I wasn’t going to do it again. Not anymore. She didn’t deserve me missing her. Not when she wasn’t a good enough person to stick around for her daughter. 
 
    How long was I going to wait for someone to find me worthy? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    The weather didn’t hold back the chill of the fall day as I hunkered behind that tree. I wasn’t even sure what I was hiding from, but I knew I didn’t want to get caught. The fact that Gunner and Brock had guns threw me for a curve. 
 
    In Idaho there was a more laidback attitude about firearms. In Washington, no one carried while it seemed like in Idaho everyone and their dog had a gun. It was a little unnerving and yet, I couldn’t help thinking how hot they were with the pistols strapped to their waists. 
 
    What would Stryker look like? I blinked as heat spread through me. Just thinking about him was dangerous. He didn’t need a gun added to increase his bad boy appeal. 
 
    I briskly rubbed the bare skin of my forearms. Maybe an hour had passed since I’d arrived and no one else had come out since the Jameson boys had gone back into the tunnel. I couldn’t see if anyone still stood at the open door since it turned virtually black immediately past the doorjamb. 
 
    I didn’t want to be seen and I very easily could be if I ran back to my truck. 
 
    If I didn’t go inside, I wouldn’t find anything out. Maybe that was for the best. At least where I was right then, I wasn’t shot. 
 
    The crunch of a car on gravel carried from the entrance and I leaned against the tree as I searched the parking lot for the newcomer. Maybe it was someone I knew. 
 
    A bar of red and blue lights mounted on top of the new car made me catch my breath. I knew the Jamesons ran the school, maybe even part of the town, but they wouldn’t be able to control state police. 
 
    If nothing else, the fact that Brock and Gunner were underage and carrying wouldn’t be permitted. 
 
    The police car slowly moved up the line of parked cars, inspecting each one as if they held the secrets to the world’s crime problem. It rolled to a stop beside the black truck and the officer climbed out, searching the lot for something or someone. 
 
    He approached the truck slowly, peeking through the overly tinted windows as he moved toward the back. I wasn’t sure what was in the last few boxes the boys had left in the bed, but I wasn’t taking any chances.  
 
    I jerked some of my shirt up, pulled the strap to the side of my shoulder. Taking a deep breath, I burst from the forest line, panting and crying. I glanced behind me as if someone was chasing me and I stumbled through the gravel, making as much noise as possible. 
 
    Falling against a Toyota Camry, I pushed myself up, whimpering. “Help. Help me, please.” 
 
    “Miss?” The officer stepped toward me, furrowing his brow as he watched me and flicked his gaze the direction I’d come from. 
 
    I inhaled sharply and limped his way as if I hid a serious injury. Tears coursed down my cheeks as I let all of my pent-up emotions out. I sobbed. Finally reaching him, I stretched up a hand and clutched his bicep, leaning on him, much like the tree I’d left behind. 
 
    My lips quivered, from the cold, my emotions, or something else, I wasn’t sure, but it added to the image I was trying to put off. “Can you help me? He’s chasing me and I…” I bit my lip, closing my eyes. 
 
    The fewer details the better. I slumped against him as if I were too exhausted to go on. He wrapped his arm around me and motioned toward the woods. “Who am I looking for?” His earnest expression created a twinge of regret in my chest, but I tamped it down. He needed to be diverted so my team could get out of there. 
 
    I fluttered my hand behind me and shook my head. “He’s tallish? Brown or black hair. Wearing a neon green shirt, like road construction, maybe? He’s chasing me with a knife.” I reached up and clutched the officer’s shirt. “Don’t go out there. He’s crazy.” I’m not sure who I was talking about, but whoever he was, he was terrifying. 
 
    The officer left my side, walking toward the perimeter of the forest and peering into the dark shadows. He glanced back at me, as if I were going to run, and then he climbed into the woods, hidden by the deepening shadows. After a second, a beam of light bounced around as he looked. 
 
    I was feet from the tunnel entrance and I didn’t move as I waited for the cop to come back. 
 
    Gunner burst out of the entrance; gun drawn. He jerked to a stop at the sight of me, his eyebrows drawn in worry. 
 
    I motioned him back into the doorway, careful to keep my voice down. “Get back. There’s a cop out there and I know he can see this area.” 
 
    Gunner complied, stepping back into the shadows and studying the scene. He took in the cruiser by the truck, my disheveled appearance, and then in the direction I faced. I didn’t continue looking at the tunnel entrance, instead staring at the flashlight beam that moved around the forest edge. Gunner spoke, his voice soft but distinct. “You didn’t have to do that, Gray.” 
 
    “Go away, Gunner. I’ll get him out of here, but I can’t promise it will be long.” I bit my lip, shaking my head and wiping at my still tear-damp cheeks. “I didn’t do it for you, either. I did it for the team. We need numbers to be able to qualify for the match.” It was a lame excuse and we both knew it, but I’d stick to it to the death. 
 
    He must have sensed I was at my limit and didn’t want to talk anymore. There was no other sound as he seemed to fade completely into the dark. 
 
    My anxiety was real as the cop wandered back to me, flicking his eyes between me and the woods. “I didn’t see anything.” His gaze was suddenly suspicious. He motioned the now-dark flashlight at the trucks and cars parked around us. “Are you sure these aren’t one of yours and you’re trying to protect your friends?” 
 
    I shook my head, more tears spilling out. Pressing my hand to my chest, I sobbed. “Friends? I just moved here. I’m out for a run and that psycho tried to kill me. I don’t know what I would have done, if I hadn’t found you.” I peered past his shoulder. “Are you sure you didn’t see anything? I can’t go back that way. What if he’s waiting for me but hiding from you?” I looked up at the sky, which was darkening rapidly in the early fall evening. 
 
    He studied me like he couldn’t tell if I was lying or not. After another minute, he seemed to make up his mind and he motioned toward his black car. “You stay here. I’ll go look again.” He moved as if to study each of the cars as he passed toward the tree line. 
 
    I shook my head and reached out, clinging tighter to his arm. “No, please. Can you just take me home? I’m terrified and I’m so cold. I feel like I’ve been running forever.” I searched his face, sure I looked like a scared mouse. He took in my workout clothes and seemed to buy my story. He nodded, motioning toward his car. “Sure, I’ll give you a lift. I can come back here later.” He seemed to watch me with suspicion as if he expected me to use a phone and warn someone. 
 
    I didn’t do anything, but cross my arms and climb into the cruiser. He had me sit in back, which was totally fine. I was lying to the law; I basically was a criminal. 
 
    I glanced back at the woods as if I were still scared my attacker was out there. I leaned forward. “Thank you so much. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” The cop pulled out of the parking lot and I didn’t look back at my abandoned truck or the other cars. 
 
    I’d done my best to get them time, I just hoped they were smart enough to use it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    “What is that noise?” I craned my neck toward the exit where echoes of footsteps thundering closer and closer had taken over the quiet of the meeting room. 
 
    Gunner broke through the door, his eyes wide as he sought me and Brock, each at our normal positions for meetings. He ignored all the other people in the room as they organized the labels for our newest shipment. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong?” I half-turned toward him, lowering my hand to the sidearm tucked in my holster. We wore the guns as a safety measure. The last time we brought a new shipment in for distribution, we’d been attacked by Russian upstarts from Timbercreek who didn’t realize we were the main runners of the inland northwest. We haven’t been without the pistols since. 
 
    Gunner blinked at me, taking a second to breathe as he gasped to catch his breath. He licked his lips and looked around at the packed room. “She’s… I mean… We have a bacon fest.” 
 
    The code phrase split the silence in the room and all thirty-five people stood – some older, some teenagers and some in between. They silently gathered the items in front of them and dropped their armfuls of product into the box on the side of the room. They didn’t look at any of us as they each ducked out of the door into the tunnel to wait for further orders. 
 
    A bacon fest was a cop warning. We were to all evacuate once we had the all clear. 
 
    I grabbed the inventory sheets, plopped them on top of the bags and labels and shoved the box into the hidden storage unit behind the doors. Gunner and Brock ducked out of the doors ahead of me and I hit the automatic locks as I left the room, letting the lights go out as the door clicked shut. 
 
    Everyone waited quietly. In Idaho, marijuana was illegal in any form. The fact that we worked only miles across the border to a state where it was fully legal didn’t matter and actually made the police even more suspicious and determined to catch any illegal activities. 
 
    “What’s going on, exactly?” I planted my feet in front of Gunner. There was a definitive moment to make a decision on how to escape and we were fast passing through it. 
 
    I glanced behind me, looking at our boxing teammates and the other people we had lined up for the work we did in the factory. They didn’t only rely on us for a living, but they were depending on us to get them out of there without being arrested or harmed in any way.  
 
    I took a deep breath and nodded at each of them. “Hang in there. We’ve been through these drills. We’ll get you out of here.” I offered a reassuring smile and turned back to Gunner, waiting for his answer. 
 
    He watched me, waiting for me to give him my attention. “We don’t have very long. There was a cop poking around the cars and…” He swallowed; his eyes even wider as if he didn’t want to tell me but he knew he had to. “Look, Gray was here. She got him to give her a ride home. I’m not sure how long he’ll be. I’d say we have ten minutes at the most.” 
 
    My heart could have skipped a beat at the mention of Gray’s name. What was she doing getting mixed up in our business?  
 
    Rather than dwell too intently on the fact that Gray had put herself in danger and shouldn’t have even been there in the first place, I shook my head, raising my voice. “Listen up. You’ll get in your cars and go out the east entrance. Go around town and then come in through the mill road. It will be about five miles out of your way, but if you stop and take your time, get dinner at Curly’s and put it on my tab, you’ll be fine and still get home tonight.” 
 
    They would all do as I said as they filed out of the tunnel carefully. Thankfully, we were already pretty much finished with this latest delivery. Nothing Brock, Gunner and I couldn’t finish in less than an hour of time. We had plenty of orders for the newest batch and we all needed the money. 
 
    Gunner and I moved to the front of the tunnel, watching as each of our independent contractors climbed in their cars and calmly drove behind the tunnel, heading out of view for the east exit which wasn’t easily seen from the west side. 
 
    In moments, all of the vehicles save ours and a lone light blue Chevy LUV truck were gone – the same truck I’d seen at Gray’s house and assumed it was some guy’s. 
 
    If what Gunner was saying was true, the small blue truck was Gray’s and she was on her way home with police. 
 
    She’d left the truck and distracted a cop for what reason? After what we’d done to her? The chili powder had to have broken her – should have – but instead she’d shown up for practice, continued to her classes, acted like no one else was there in the entire school, but her. 
 
    Her tenacity was helping her and costing me. 
 
    Her dad hadn’t paired anyone up for sparring practice yet and we had a fight in less than two weeks. I couldn’t figure out if it was because he was protecting Gray or if he just wasn’t sure what to do as a coach. The man seemed like he was undecided in a lot of things.  
 
    Dominick assured me he was the best coach for what we needed, but so far, we’d only been doing cardio-based exercises. I liked working out as much as the next guy, but running sprints for an hour wasn’t my idea on how to get myself ready for the ring. 
 
    “Leave the door open.” I jerked my head toward the tunnel. The doors to get into the meeting room and the rest of the mines and factories were impenetrable. If anyone went through the double tunnel doors – open or not – they would walk through what looked like an empty shaft and reach the back which, after I’d secured it, would just appear as if it had been boarded up for years instead of locked by a Grade A security system. 
 
    Gunner nodded at my order and Brock pulled out his keys. I strode to the little blue truck, more than aware we might only have a couple minutes left. Peeking through the window, I motioned the boys on. “Meet me at Curly’s.”  
 
    She’d left her keys in the ignition. She probably hadn’t planned on doing what she did which made her decision that much more perplexing. Why would she put herself in any situation like that to give us time? It didn’t make sense. 
 
    After everything we’d done to her. Everything I’d done to her. Everything we’d made others do to her. I still didn’t know the far-reaching consequences of what we’d set in motion. 
 
    I climbed into her truck, annoyed by the sudden presence of her scent, a mix of baby powder and cucumber. I wasn’t sure why it distracted me, but it took me a second to turn on the engine.  
 
    The little motor buzzed to life and I went out the west entrance while the guys went down the east. I just wanted to see where the police were and what exactly Gray was up to. I’d meet the guys at Curly’s and we’d get the rest of our plan together. Reconnaissance was one of our strong traits. 
 
    Especially on someone we couldn’t stop thinking about. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gray 
 
      
 
    I had the police officer drop me off five houses down from mine, assuring him my parents would be home soon and thanking him for helping me. 
 
    He wasn’t going to leave until it looked like I got inside or did something. I could just barely see my house from where I stood. I waved at him and thought please, oh please, oh please, be open. I rounded the side of the house and pushed the gate open and waved again, closing it behind me. 
 
    I stood there a full five minutes before I heard him drive away. 
 
    Turning back toward the front, I sighed in relief and left the backyard. I had no idea how I was going to get my truck back. The mines were at least a ten-minute drive from the center of town. I was looking at twenty from my house. Maybe I’d have to walk it. That might be three miles or so. I couldn’t ask my dad for a ride. He’d never understand why my truck was out there, abandoned. I couldn’t explain it to myself. 
 
    Why had I ditched my truck? I didn’t care if Stryker and the guys got in trouble. Part of me really wanted that. But a bigger part of me just wanted them to back off and leave me alone. That’s not why I did what I did, though. I’d probably say they wouldn’t stop no matter what I did, which was fine. I didn’t care. Not anymore. 
 
    What I didn’t want was to find out my team was in jail. If we went to a match and didn’t have enough fighters, the entire team – me included – would be forfeited which meant I wouldn’t be able to fight. 
 
    That just wasn’t going to work for me. 
 
    I made my way home, groaning as I realized I left my bag with my money, clothes, homework, and phone in the truck. I’d probably have to sneak out that night and get over to the mines. Maybe Sara would go with me. I couldn’t tell if she was at the house already or not. 
 
    We were already burning ourselves out at both ends. I couldn’t imagine she’d want to cut into her sleep to walk clear to the mines to grab a truck I’d abandoned for guys who she knew nothing about. If she did find out who and what they meant to me, she’d probably walk to their house and beat the ever-loving crap out of them. 
 
    The thought of her sticking up for me brought a much-needed smile to my lips and I picked up my knees a little more as I closed the distance to my house. 
 
    My arms were chilled and the sun had begun its descent for an early fall evening. 
 
    Right in that moment, what I wouldn’t give for a sweatshirt and a cup of anything hot. Literally, anything. 
 
    I swear the cop didn’t believe in heating his car. My fingers were chilled. 
 
    I climbed the steps to the front stoop and turned the knob, testing to see if anyone had gotten home before me. It opened easily and I sighed as a wall of warmth hit me and I walked inside. For a brief moment, I closed my eyes and then shut the door behind me. 
 
    “Hey, Gray, I thought for sure you’d be home sooner. Your dad said there wasn’t practice. He let me in before he ditched out of here.” Sara chattered as she walked into the hallway, towel drying her hair. She paused when she saw me. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    I shook my head, the adrenaline from the last hour or so catching up to me and spreading throughout my limbs. Hands shaking, I sank into the couch beside me and stared at the ceiling. “I’m fine?” I asked it as a question because I honestly had no idea if I was or not. 
 
    I still had no idea if they got out of there in time. I wasn’t sure if I was able to warn them in time. I had no idea what was going to happen or if I helped at all. 
 
    Would they impound my truck? We couldn’t have had it long enough for the title to transfer. They wouldn’t know who owned it. My short-lived vehicle ownership had been good and I was going to regret losing it. If I had a chance to go back in time and do everything different, I wouldn’t change a thing. Not one thing. 
 
    “Where’s your truck?” Glancing out the window, Sara sank onto the couch beside me, the towel draped over her shoulder and her tangled damp hair hung around her face. She didn’t wait for my answer about my truck and instead let her worry pour out of her verbally. “What is going on, Gray? Something isn’t right. You can’t hide it. Not from me.” She tilted her head and stared at me, as if she could somehow figure out all the mysteries of the universe. 
 
    Tears ran unbidden down my cheeks and I wiped them with the back of my hand. Half-shaking my head, I swallowed and kind of laughed. “It’s stupid, really. I mean, I fit in so well at Timbercreek. Everyone there was great about me and boxing and all of the…” I scoffed. “Well, you know. I mean, we weren’t hurting for friends, you know?” 
 
    She nodded, concern creasing the skin between her eyebrows. “Yeah, I know. Is that not the case at Jameson?” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “Not at all. There’re these guys… They run the school. It’s awful. Get this, their last name is Jameson.” I nodded at her wide eyes. “You have no idea how ridiculous this is. So, they say jump and the entire school jumps – teachers, too. It’s…” My voice caught and I swallowed again. 
 
    “Ridiculous. Yeah.” She leaned her elbows on her knees and studied me. “Is this like when we were growing up and a boy pushed us and our parents told us that they actually liked us?” 
 
    “No. This is nothing like that. I got ghost peppered this last week. They have the whole school out to get me. Not just taunts and name calling, Sara. They are seriously out to get me. The peppering was just one incident. I’m not afraid of them at all, you know? I’m just… I’m just tired of being hated for something I have no idea how to change. I don’t even know what is causing it.” 
 
    Sara leaned back, resting her arm across the rear of the couch and watched me for a minute. She licked her lips. “You know what? I think you need to be direct. Ask whoever the ring leader is what you did. I mean, what’s the worst thing that can happen? Would he hit you? Hit back. You’re almost a pro at that.” She winked and then glanced out the window, pausing as she blinked and then looked at me with a grin. “I don’t think you’re as hated as you think.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side, my lips pressed into a thin line. “Sara, I’m not making this up. It’s not in my head or whatever psychobabble crap you’re going to spout at me.” 
 
    She chuckled and pointed past my shoulder. “I didn’t think you did make it up. Gray, sometimes you’re too sensitive.” 
 
    I slowly followed the direction she pointed, turning to look at what she saw. My jaw dropped at the sight of my blue truck parked on the side of the road, windows rolled up, and everything intact. 
 
    My truck. How had it gotten there? Could Gunner have been the one to return it? He’d been the only one to see me. 
 
    Maybe he and I had more of a connection than I thought. It wouldn’t be such a bad thing to have someone return the attraction. As it was, I just felt like I was floundering all of the time. 
 
    With the truck back, I had to rethink what had happened and how I was supposed to approach everyone the next day. Was I supposed to talk to Gunner about what had happened? Or did I act like nothing had gone down and we were all still part of a huge feud with them on one side and me on the other? 
 
    I turned back to Sara and gave her a tight-lipped smile. “I only have to get through Friday. We partying this weekend?” 
 
    Sara’s eyes grew bigger and she bit her lower lip. “I want to, but my parents will be back tomorrow night. They want me home. Dad isn’t happy I left the house.” 
 
    “Did you tell him what happened?” Aghast at how naïve and stupid her parents were, I shook my head. “You’re welcome here as long as you need to stay.” If I was honest with her, I’d admit that I wanted her to move in with me and Dad, change schools and never leave me alone. 
 
    But a huge part of me recognized the fact that I didn’t want to be alone because I was always alone. I’d been abandoned by my mom and my dad wasn’t exactly the model parent. If anything, he could be more like a kid than I was. 
 
    Sara twisted her lips to the side. “Trust me, Gray, if I could move here with you, I would. I have to be home tomorrow after school.” It was like she’d read my mind. We were two peas in a pod, but the world wanted to keep us apart. 
 
    I had to keep in mind that the world wasn’t going to be in charge for long. I grinned as I reached forward and pulled her in for a hug. “I have a card tomorrow night. You can meet me there and maybe we can go out after.” I would need a chance to calm down after the fight. My adrenaline was always pounding after a fight at The Pike. The referee didn’t always do a good job at watching for illegal moves. 
 
    Just thinking about the chance to unleash had me curling my fingers into my palms. It was going to be an easy win, but I’d still get to pound on someone. 
 
    Wasn’t that what it was all about? 
 
    A thought flashed unbidden to my mind. What if Stryker could see me fight? Maybe he’d respect me more. Maybe he would see me as a valuable team member. 
 
    Maybe he would see me the way I saw him – as someone I craved with an insatiable hunger. Or maybe it was Gunner I needed to set my eyes on. One way or the other, getting one of the Jameson cousins on my side might be the only way to survive the last chunk of high school I had left to endure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    “You coming with me this weekend, Ice Princess?” Double entendre clear, Johnson walked by me in the hallway outside of my statistics class, his gaze roving all over the length of my body, leaving behind a greasy feel I would probably never be able to rinse off. 
 
    Suddenly Stryker was there, blocking Johnson from moving forward. The football jock bumped into Stryker’s chest while still checking me out. He started, turning back to Stryker whose flanks were backed by Brock and Gunner. The anger faded from Johnson’s face and he held up his hands at chest level. “Sorry, man, I wasn’t looking where I was going.” 
 
    Thunderous fury tightened Stryker’s features and I clutched the strap of my backpack tighter in my fist, keeping my face neutral. Now what? 
 
    Stryker didn’t look at me, leaning down to meet Johnson’s gaze. It struck me how different they were in height with Stryker a good three inches taller. 
 
    Johnson nodded, jerking back and staring at Stryker like he’d told him to do something atrocious. 
 
    All I could think was now what? Now what did I have to deal with? I wasn’t sure what Stryker had told Johnson, but I had no doubt it didn’t bode well for me. 
 
    Stryker shifted his gaze to me, his eyes sparking as he took inventory. He could have been running his fingers over every centimeter of my body. His eyes hovered at my hips and then again at my waist. Heat flooded my skin, starting at my feet and rushing toward my head with the speed of a lightning bolt. 
 
    The people between us parted like a sea and I couldn’t drag in a full breath. Why wasn’t he moving? What did they want? 
 
    Standing there doing nothing wasn’t my style. I licked my lips and took a deep breath, hiking my bag higher on my shoulder. It was as good a time as any to try to change the course of things. 
 
    Moving toward the Jameson boys with a steady stride, I fought to hide my nerves. I held Stryker’s gaze as I got closer and closer. They didn’t move. Stryker with his dark hair and sultry silver gaze, Brock with his auburn locks poking from underneath his baseball cap and setting off his enigmatic green eyes, and Gunner with his blond hair cut close on the sides but wavy across his forehead. 
 
    I didn’t want to admit that Stryker’s gaze made me hold my breath or that I could feel him like a wall of heat even from where I was. I shifted my gaze, taking in Gunner’s questioning expression as I got closer. 
 
    The hallway was emptying of students as they rushed off to their classes. No one the wiser to what had transpired or what was about to. No one caring. 
 
    Maybe I was becoming stale fun, something they were bored with. I could handle that and yet something inside me wanted to refuse the fact that I could be pushed to the side so easily. 
 
    None of that mattered as I got closer and closer to the cousins. 
 
    Stryker watched me as if he expected me to kneel before him. I wanted to scoff and point out that would never happen. For one, I wasn’t a meek person and for two, there was no way I would ever put myself beneath anyone. That would only validate my inner struggles against the worry that I really might not be good enough. 
 
    I stopped in front of Gunner, my gaze on the collar of his t-shirt. I took yet another steadying breath with him so close and Stryker and Brock moving into position around me. The heat from their bodies could have been comforting, if they weren’t so intimidating. I struggled to keep my boldness about me. Part of me wanted to turn and run the other way. 
 
    Since I wanted to do that, since a part of me was afraid, I decided to up my game. I had to put more of myself out there. I raised my gaze, taking in the shape of his jawline – strong like the other two – and the fulness of his lips which were quirked in just such a way, the slight bend to his nose at the bridge which suggested he’d broken it in a fight, a scar beneath his eye that hooked at the end, and then the dark brown of his irises as he narrowed his gaze at me. 
 
    Stryker pushed his chest against my upper arm and shoulder. I glanced sharply at him, inhaling tightly at the look in his eyes. He could have been telling me to turn around with the rejection in his gaze. I wanted to turn and wrap my fingers around his neck and yank his lips to mine, but that wasn’t why I was there. I wasn’t going to reward a guy who had sicced the rest of the school on me. No, I was there to express my gratitude to the guy who had saved my butt with my truck the night before. 
 
    I cleared my throat and turned back to Gunner, ignoring Brock to my right. “Thanks for bringing my truck back. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do about that. You’ll have to tell me what happened sometime.” I couldn’t stop there. The pressure of being so close to Stryker with the powerful presence of Brock beside me combined with the need to make an impression boiled inside me. For once, I couldn’t taste my ever-present anger. 
 
    With my heart pounding, I moved to stand on tiptoe and gripped Gunner’s shoulder with my free hand for an anchor. I ignored the mounting tension around me and the suddenly confused look on Gunner’s face. 
 
    I wasn’t leaving until I’d left my mark. I had to make an impression. I couldn’t let them think they intimidated me and I refused to let anyone think I would be controlled. 
 
    Angling my head, I pressed myself closer to Gunner. He instinctively brought his hands up to encircle my waist as my chest rubbed against his. 
 
    Without thinking further, I melded my mouth to his. Warmth spread from my lips outward with a comforting strength, nothing earth-shattering or mind-blowing, but different from kissing Blaze which was like kissing a car salesman. 
 
    Intrigued by the difference, I opened my mouth to let him deepen the kiss. Instead of exploring that further, I was jerked backward while Stryker growled and Brock watched with the all-too-knowing gaze of someone looking at the walking dead. 
 
    Gunner’s grin spread like the Cheshire and he folded his arms while he watched me, but he didn’t say anything – completely out of character for him. 
 
    Stryker whipped me around to face him, pure fury chiseling the lines of his face into an even more intimidating mask of both beauty and rage. His fingers bit into my arm, tingling where our skin connected and burned as if he could transfer his anger to me. 
 
    Maybe he could.  
 
    I jerked my arms from his grasp and thrust my finger into his face. “Back of, Stryker. This doesn’t concern you.” I bit it out because my entire body hummed at the contact with him, at complete odds with what my mouth verbalized. I should have slapped him, or screamed, or punched him or anything to release the pent-up frustrations from being near him and not getting anywhere, but I worried that I might jump on him and wrestle him to the ground and rip his clothes off. 
 
    I needed distance between those silver eyes and those lips that promised things I wasn’t sure about and others I wanted with all my soul. 
 
    I ignored the pure pissed off vibe coming off him and glanced back at Gunner, offering a slight smile. Before I ruined any ground I might have gained, I spun back in the direction of my next class and walked away. What would they do if they knew what I really wanted to do? What would I do if I actually figured that out, too? 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
    I made it through the rest of the day without any more incidents with the Jameson boys. I wasn’t sure I could handle much more from them as it was. I had boxing practice to conquer and a fight to get geared up for. Last thing I’d heard, the school we were going against first was down off the reservation. I’d be fighting one of three girls, to be determined by weight. Whoever was closest to my weight class would be the one I fought. 
 
    I could handle that. Making weight wasn’t as psychotic for boxing as it was wrestling, but it could still be intense if you were trying to make the weight class below your average weight. I usually hovered in bantamweight with the limit of 123 pounds but I’d been in flyweight at 115 pounds. I was finding I could do either, but the more muscle I put on, the closer to lightweight I got which was 132 pounds. 
 
    Muscle really did weigh more than fat and I looked leaner the heavier I got. I wasn’t light by any definition, but people usually thought I was because I didn’t take up a lot of space and I wore comfortable clothes rather than tight trampy outfits like other girls my age. 
 
    For weight class and then boxing practice, I pulled my hair back into a French braid, careful to wrap the rubber band tightly around my thick tresses. The long tail brushed the middle of my back when I finished and it kept my hair out of my way during the lifting part of class. I avoided Stryker’s glare for the hour, but when class ended and practice started, I couldn’t help looking his way.  
 
    He stood off to the side, his muscular arms folded across his chest, the lines and valleys of his muscles on display in a t-shirt with ripped out arms and a missing collar. Legs spread slightly more than shoulder-width apart, Stryker watched me a glower on his face that left me breathless but I couldn’t pinpoint why. 
 
    I could have challenged him, stared him down with an equally intense look. I would have, too, except my dad whistled from the other side of the room and I forced myself to drag my gaze from Stryker’s captivating form. 
 
    If I wasn’t careful, I was going to take a turn at kissing each of the cousins. If that didn’t make things worse, it might cure my reputation of being frigid but might give me an all-new reputation similar to Jasmine’s. I wasn’t sure which one would be worse. 
 
    “Okay, guys, we have a fight coming up and since I’ve put you through cardio hell, I’d like to see where your arm work is and what we need to work on to exploit your strengths and fix your weaknesses.” Dad pointed my way and then looked at the rest of the team. “I’ve worked with Gray for years and I already know hers inside and out. The rest of you, though, I need to become more acquainted.” He looked back to me and nodded toward the speed bags. “Go ahead and warm up, then you can do loops before the combinations.” 
 
    I nodded, excited to finally be on the speed bags. In the new house, we didn’t have any of my bags up since they were still packed in the one-car garage. Not much had been unpacked in the new place and I wasn’t sure either Dad or I was ready for that much yet. 
 
    I pulled out my wraps from the front pocket of the sweatshirt I’d cut similar to the way Stryker had his cut, but I’d kept the collar and hoodie on the sweatshirt. 
 
    I leaned my head side to side as I rolled my black wraps on my wrists, past my thumb and up around my knuckles and back again. 
 
    I could wrap in my sleep. Once the Velcro was in place and I bounced on my toes a bit to warm up and release the tension in my calves, I leaned forward, hunching my shoulders into the protective stance and bringing my fists up to protect my face. It was my starting stance with anything and everything. Almost second nature as I slid into place. 
 
    The front speed bag was up too high since I couldn’t keep it in the window between my fists. I twisted my lips to the side as I scanned the rest of the bags lined up on the cement block wall. One was down almost a full foot from the others at the end. 
 
    Some guys were shorter but obviously in this school not many. I dropped my arms and sauntered over to the shorter bag, unable to hide my smile as I realized it was set up exactly like I would have set mine up at home. 
 
    Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. I could do bag work and ignore the other guys. I was doing a pretty good job of it already, if I did say so myself. 
 
    I could feel Stryker’s eyes on me like he had lasers in his gaze and he was slowly burning a brand into my skin. I wasn’t sure what my kissing Gunner had declared, but I was pretty sure it hadn’t labeled me as available for ogling or whatever the crap Stryker was doing. I refused to turn around and look. I could play this stupid game he’d trapped me in and I would come out the winner. 
 
    I had to win. 
 
    “Hey, Asher, you gonna hit a bag or just look at them all day?” Seth, the guy I’d outlasted the last time I’d been challenged in practice stepped up beside me. He narrowed his eyes and lifted his eyebrows. “I’m not just good at endurance, little girl.” 
 
    A slight chuckle escaped me and I shook my head. “If that was good, I’m scared to see what your awful is.” 
 
    The rest of the team seemed to be waiting for me to take the bait as they suddenly converged around us. I shot a glance at my dad, wondering if he was ever going to put a stop to me being hazed. 
 
    The defeated look in his eyes reminded me why I had to be stronger than he ever could be – because if I wasn’t, I’d end up like him; alone, broken, and weak. Nothing I would ever be happy with or ever settle for. 
 
    Not seeing any help from his direction, I straightened my shoulders and glanced at Gunner who stood beside Stryker on the opposite side of Brock. 
 
    No help from that arena either. Fine. If they wanted to go through this again, I could do this over and over and over. 
 
    I tightened my jaw and looked back to Seth who was flanked by the other guys, John and Nick. “Is this what I have to do to be part of the team, you self-righteous pricks?” I thrust my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes. “Fine. Let’s make a bet.” 
 
    Stryker and his cousins stepped forward as if they could determine the terms and I held up a hand, shaking my head. “We’ll keep it simple.” I pierced each one with an intense look until I moved onto the next one, taking them all in, even my dad. “Once I start banging this bag, the competition has begun. Once I stop, it’s over. If any of you are still going, I’m out. I’ll leave and I won’t come back. You guys can tag-team in but the bag can’t stop moving or you’re out.” 
 
    The room was silent. You could have heard sweat drop. I pushed my hand back on my hip and raised my voice, my tone brooking no argument. “When I win, I get to stay on the team. No more shit, got it?” 
 
    Nick and John elbowed each other, smirking as if they knew something I didn’t. 
 
    A crease between Stryker’s eyebrows confused me. Was he worried they’d lose or that I would lose? Wouldn’t me being off the team satisfy everything he wanted? I’d be out of his way and one step closer to being controlled. Wasn’t that what they wanted? 
 
    “Yes, or no, guys. I’ve got a practice to finish.” I ignored my dad as he stepped closer to the circle that had formed around the bags. I really didn’t care what he said or thought. He was fast losing my trust. I pushed the things Blaze had said at The Pike about the boxing team at Timbercreek. Right then wasn’t the time to inspect anything too deeply. 
 
    I was fighting for a place on my new team. If I failed this, I was out of options. I couldn’t accept that and I wouldn’t. 
 
    Nick, John, and Seth nodded their agreement, looking to Stryker and the guys as if seeking their approval to make it official. 
 
    Stryker tilted his head to the side, studying me without rancor. Gunner and Brock both had their jaws thrust to the side as if they were angry but weren’t sure why. After a lengthy pause filled with Stryker’s gaze on me, he slowly inclined his head but that was it. 
 
    I didn’t know why, but I felt like I’d been released from some hidden string holding my  muscles tense. Everything loosened up and I turned back to the bags with a grin. “Who’s first?” 
 
    Even though Seth stood beside me, Nick stepped forward, raising his hand. His grin said everything as he looked me up and down. “I can bang with you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Your originality is astonishing.” I didn’t look at Stryker or anyone else as I stepped into place in front of the lower bag. The black tear-drop shaped sack didn’t move as if it waited with bated breath for me to connect with it. 
 
    This was what I’d been missing since my dad announced we were moving, since he’d packed up my bags before the start of the season. I relished in the fights at The Pike, the sparring in practices, but I longed for the mindless bag work, where I could lose myself in my thoughts as my body lost itself in the exercise. 
 
    You couldn’t beat the bags. No one could. It was the pure magic of the bags, you hoped, but it wasn’t possible and that made them so much fun to beat on. 
 
    Once I started, I couldn’t stop. I had to give myself over to the trance and just let it go. 
 
    I could feel everyone’s eyes on me and for one brief moment fear petrified my muscles and I couldn’t move. What if I failed? I would have to walk away from the last chance at a team I had. I would have to accept that my dreams weren’t going to come true and I would have to find another way to escape the disappointment that my life had become. 
 
    But I wasn’t a wallower. I wasn’t going to sit there and let my brief moment of doubt stick me in the rut of the life I’d been dealt. No. I was getting out of there and I’d do what I to to make things happen. 
 
    Letting my confidence in bag work smooth a cocky grin across my lips, I glanced at Nick. “You ready, there, big boy?” I didn’t wait for his answer or for the answering cat calls and trash talk from the other team members to reach me or to calm down. 
 
    I lifted my hands just above my head and hit the bag with a closed fist, then the other, then again and again. 
 
    The resounding slap of leather against the wood combined with the creaking of the chain and my own tempered breathing slipped me easily into the trance I’d been hoping for. There was no coming out for who knew how long. Hopefully, they had their boxers lined up, because as far as I was concerned, I wasn’t coming out. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    Every muscle in my body tightened when Gray offered the challenge.  
 
    If she lost, we wouldn’t be able to stick to Dominick’s plan to get her on the team. He’d made that requirement obvious. We thought she’d had a spot since the guys hadn’t said much over the last handful of practices, but at the same time, we’d just been running cardio like little bitches and hadn’t really had a chance to work like a team. 
 
    I couldn’t deny the team the challenge, though. Seth had been feeling it since he’d lost to her in the stamina arena and he was desperate to gain back his pride. I wanted him to win, but I needed her to win. 
 
    If everyone lost to Gray, though, maybe that would give the rest of the team a unification with Seth that he was missing since he’d lost to a girl. 
 
    Or maybe, the entirety of the team would be discouraged and lose their self-confidence. I couldn’t be certain. I’d never been in a situation like this before. 
 
    Gray settled into some kind of hypnosis, hitting the bag with a delicate precision and timing as if she were a robot. 
 
    One minute in and Nick panted, “Next!” He stepped back and John jumped in, reaching up and keeping the bag going as he looked to Gray like maybe she was distracted. 
 
    I couldn’t see her eyes, but the steadfast way she held her shoulders, I could tell she was nowhere near finished. 
 
    John couldn’t find his rhythm as he hit the bag too hard and inconsistently. After forty-five seconds, he shook his head. “Seth, get in here and finish this.” 
 
    Seth’s eyes widened as he realized he would have to go against Gray again and that the way things were going, she was about to kick his ass again. He looked to me as if I was going to step in and I might, but I couldn’t lose to Gray. I wouldn’t lose to Gray and yet, I had to, if I wanted to keep Dominick’s plans in play. 
 
    I shrugged and grinned. “This is your game, man. I’m fine if she’s on the team.” Gunner and Brock chuckled beside me, more than aware that I wanted her on the team for more reasons than just that Dominick decreed it. 
 
    I preferred Gray being where I could see her, where I could keep tabs on her. 
 
    Thinking about the way she’d thrown herself on Gunner earlier sent a ripple of anger and territorial frustration surging through me. Thankfully, I loved Gunner as a brother and I knew he wouldn’t do anything to what was mine without asking, but seeing her lips on his almost had me forgetting our familial bond. 
 
    Seth stepped up, swallowing just as John fell back, panting. Taking the bag with a vengeance, Seth banged on the leather, his speed too aggressive, too fast, to be able to sustain for long. 
 
    Gray hadn’t altered anything about her technique. Her consistency was tenacious and she didn’t back down. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack. Over and over. I could stare at the smooth skin of her shoulders and arms for days. My gaze traveled down to take in the lines of her legs and butt in the leggings she wore. There was a litheness to her form that left my mouth dry. 
 
    Her long, thick hair begged from its braid to be wrapped around my fist as I leaned her back to kiss her neck. 
 
    There were a lot of things I wanted to do to Gray, none of them were things I should be thinking about right there in practice where the evidence would be easy to spot. 
 
    Another minute passed and Seth shook his head, stepping back from the bag and watching it slow and then stop. 
 
    The guys turned their gazes from the stopped bag to Gray who hadn’t paused or moved or even acknowledged them in their attempt to defeat her. She continued the bag work, thump thump thump, as if her arms weren’t burning and her lungs didn’t crave oxygen. 
 
    Coach Asher stepped around us, reaching up to slowly tap Gray on the shoulder. She started, dropping her hands and looking at her dad. 
 
    He nodded and pointed toward the guys on the team. “You won. Can we finish practice now?” For a brief second I could see his irritation with his daughter and the jealousy it stemmed from. He shifted his gaze, catching me staring at him. His weak mask settled back into place and for the first time I wondered just how much of who he presented to the world was real. 
 
    If the Vice-Principal claimed to have him wrapped around her finger, was that true or just the perception he wanted her to have? I’d have to keep my eye on Coach Asher. He was a major component in Dominick’s plan and therefore someone I needed to keep tabs on. 
 
    Gray turned to the side, just inside my range of view but outside the other guys’. She blinked back tears and then brushed her fingers under her eyes. For whatever reason, the bag work had broken down her defenses. I didn’t like seeing her vulnerabilities so close to being on display for other people. One more part of her I wanted to keep for myself.  
 
    If I wasn’t careful, I’d tuck her away and never let her into the world. 
 
    Seth stepped forward and I flexed my forearms, ready to do something to keep him from damaging her fragile, albeit temporary, state. 
 
    “You’re alright, Asher.” He didn’t say anything else as he and John headed toward the sparring gear.  
 
    She was more than alright. As she turned, her gaze lit on me and a spark zinged between us. But rather than focus on that, she slid her gaze past me to Gunner and then she walked toward the body bags as she’d been instructed earlier. A mild glistening of perspiration covered her skin and her chest rose and fell. 
 
    She’d looked at Gunner. She didn’t know she was supposed to be mine. She didn’t know that everything about her belonged to me. 
 
    And for once, I was finally willing to accept it. I just had no idea what to do about it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I didn’t wait around after practice, making my way to the locker room where I grabbed my bag and my gear and got out of there. I wasn’t even going to try to change in the suddenly over-sized area. 
 
    The other guys wouldn’t be done showering or changing for a bit and I could go to my truck without worrying about running into them. 
 
    Exhaustion weighed on me, pulling at my shoulders and pushing on my feet. I could have been walking through water for all the energy I had. 
 
    I’d parked the truck by the trees earlier that morning and as I made my way across the blacktop, I glanced up at the lighter afternoon sky. 
 
    The weather in the northwest was temperamental at best, bitchy at worst. I swear it couldn’t decide if it was raining, snowing, or shining so the cloud hung heavy above the trees but I was still in danger of getting a sunburn. 
 
    “Gray, psst, Gray, come here!” Chris called to me from the periphery of the parking lot, in the same area I’d seen him when I first got to the school. 
 
    I smiled, shaking my head. “Hey, Chris, what are you doing?” I hadn’t seen him in a while, even to the point that I had wondered if Jasmine had killed him. 
 
    He pushed his glasses up his nose and stared past me as if the tree he hid behind was enough to keep him hidden. After he ascertained no one followed me, he motioned me closer into the shadows of the trees. “I haven’t been at school in a while. I’ve been working.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. Working? How was that possible? I studied Chris. He couldn’t be older than me and with his acne-riddled skin, he looked much younger. “Where do you work?” 
 
    He pulled back, pressing his shoulders against the tree and cocking his head to the side. “Why? Who wants to know?” 
 
    I turned to face him more fully and folded my arms across my chest. Blinking, I scrunched my nose. “What are you talking about? You said you’ve been working, I asked where you work. What is the problem?” I was too tired to play games and if Chris turned out to be one of those conspiracy theorists, I would have to walk away. 
 
    He stared at me, hard, his eyes narrowing the longer he looked. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for this, man. Done.” I shook my head and moved to step past him, but he reached out, pressing me back with one hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just… if I tell anyone and they find out, I’ll lose the job. My family really needs this money and I think I got the job because you stuck up for me.” He no longer looked at me like I was trying to sell him a quart of air. No, his expression had taken on one of hero worship and I definitely wasn’t comfortable with that. 
 
    I shifted in my tennis shoes and folded my arms. “Look, it’s no big deal. I seriously have no idea what you’re talking about, though.” 
 
    “I work for…” He shook his head. “No, seriously, I could lose my job and if you tell them… I’ll for sure lose it.” He glanced back over his shoulder in the direction I’d come from, then back to me. His puppy love look hardened and he asked dryly, “So, the story is you’re both off limits and on highest demand. Which is it?” 
 
    “You’re talking crazy, Chris. I have no idea what you’re talking about. A job and now this? All I know is the school isn’t throwing pepper bombs at me anymore. At least for the last few days.” I winced, remembering how cruel the students had been. Even now, as they ignored me and walked around me without really acknowledging that I was there, my feelings were raw and I needed some down time every night to try to recover. “You weren’t kidding about limbo being the worst kind of hell.” I laughed but not enough to bring a smile to my face. 
 
    That night, I had a serious plan to get my stress relieved and the longer I stood there chatting up Chris, the less time I had to get to ready. 
 
    “I’ve just never seen anything like it. You’re being called the Ice Queen, a lesbian, Jasmine’s bitch, and a few other names all while everyone knows they can’t even attempt to touch you in any way. There’s even a rumor that Jasmine paid you to kiss her to get Stryker to pay attention to her.” His eyes widened more and his eyebrows almost reached his hairline. “The craziest thing is they’re still taking bets on which Jameson you’ll be sleeping with by this weekend.” 
 
    I huffed in a semblance of a laugh but that’s as far as my humor went. Sleeping with a Jameson when I couldn’t even get full sentences out of all of them? That would be the day. Blaze talked to me all the time and I’d refused to sleep with him. Where did the Jamesons get off thinking they had any special privileges or rights? 
 
    “I’m not going to be sleeping with any Jamesons this weekend. I’d rather sleep with a random stranger than get anywhere near those buys.” Anger curdled inside me and I realized it was only a matter of time when I blew. 
 
    I had to get home, get my fight gear and head back to The Pike. There was only so much stress a girl could take. 
 
    I was at my limit. 
 
    Chris pushed away from the tree and ran his hand through his oily hair. “So, wait. You’ll sleep with anyone but them?” His overeager voice cracked and he cleared his throat. “There are some parties this weekend. Do you want to go with me?” 
 
    I offered a weak smile. How sad that the only thing he’d heard was that I would rather sleep with anyone else than the Jameson boys and he immediately wanted to volunteer for the job. I shook my head and stepped back into the modicum of daylight, albeit filtered through the clouds. “Thanks, but I have a fight. I’ll see you Monday.” I didn’t have any intention of attending any parties in Idaho all weekend. I was still trying to figure out how to get Sara to come out with me. I didn’t want to deal with the Jamesons which meant I had to stay on the Timbercreek side. 
 
    No matter how much they threatened me. 
 
    I wasn’t going to be controlled. Most importantly, I wasn’t going to be confused by the way Stryker looked at me or the way he made me feel. I didn’t have to do what he said. 
 
    Even as I climbed into the truck and shifted into first, I couldn’t fight the thrill rippling over my body in goose bumps as I thought about what he would do when he found out I hadn’t done what he said. 
 
    Because, of course, he would find out. For some reason, he knew everything that happened – sometimes before it happened. 
 
    But not that night. That night, my card was up and I was going in as Alex Asher. I never fought under my own name. I couldn’t chance a spotty reputation with my real name. They’d never questioned me using my dad’s. 
 
    Rather than chance going home and running into Dad as I was running out and have to make something up about where I was going, I’d packed my gear earlier that morning before school. 
 
    All I had to do now was go to The Pike and sign in. In no time, I’d be pounding on some stupid wench who thought she knew how to use her fists. 
 
    That likelihood thrilled me almost as much as the thought of Stryker dealing with me for disregarding his orders. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
    Fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty. 
 
    I hung the gym jump rope on the hook for the fourth time since I’d started warming up and rolled my head on my shoulders, side to side to side. I bounced on the balls of my feet as I swung my arms in front of me and then back to my sides. 
 
    “Asher, you’re up.” Bruce would act as ring security while a couple other guys bounced the door during my fight. I wouldn’t let anyone else stand ringside. He was the only guy who had never tried to manhandle me as we walked through the crowd to the ring. 
 
    Per The Pike’s policies, I had to wear a skimpy black sports bra with brightly colored shorts for my “uniform”. I didn’t care what I wore so long as I got to braid my hair back. The last thing I needed was for some of my hair to get in the way while I fought. I was ready and followed Bruce from the women’s locker room. It would be empty for the rest of the night except for me. 
 
    I wasn’t always treated that well at The Pike. My first two fights I was forced to change in the janitor’s closet because as far as the owner was concerned, I was just a piece of ass to show off in the ring. They never thought they could actually get good female fighters. I’d lied about my age then and Bruce was the only one who had known but he’d kept his mouth shut. 
 
    He was a true fan of boxing. Nothing got in the way of a good fight. 
 
    I rubbed at my shoulder with my gloved hand, the glove tighter than I normally laced it, but not so tight it was distracting or uncomfortable. I wore ankle socks in my Asics shoes and shadow jogged behind Bruce. I wore a black and dark purple hoodie with the hood pulled up to keep my heat in and my face protected. The large crowds at The Pike weren’t just watching, they were drinking which made for a questionable approach to the ring. 
 
    Luckily, no one spit as I passed through the waving and yelling throng. They would recognize my name. I’d only lost one fight at The Pike and that was based on a technicality – the girl’s ponytail got caught in the Velcro of my glove and they’d said it was a technical foul. The fans hadn’t been happy, but the chick agreed to a rematch some time in a few months. 
 
    Bright lights flooded the raised ring and I could almost imagine I fought in the professional arenas. But that wasn’t true. 
 
    My gloves weren’t the official boxing gloves. These were standard street fighting gloves. And all of the rules of street fighting were observed with us breaking every single one of them.  
 
    
    	 Remember, there’s never a fair fight. Even though it was supposed to be fair with a referee and everything, we were definitely not in it to make any friends. 
 
    	 Never signal that you want to fight. Why else were we there? Certainly not to dance around the ring trying to look pretty. 
 
    	 Keep your balance. Nine times out of ten one of the fighters was half drunk which made for a comical fight but was never completely fair in the whole scheme of things. 
 
   
 
    “I hear your opponent is from Canada. She’s supposed to be Russian, but that hasn’t been confirmed or denied yet.” Bruce spoke out of the side of his mouth as he folded his hands at waist level and watched the crowd around the ring. I furrowed my brow. If my fighter was Russian, she’d be desperate to prove herself, maybe even suicidal. That didn’t bode well for me. 
 
    She’d definitely be sober and she’d probably come out on the offensive. If she wasn’t Russian, then it’d be a passive aggressive fight. The Canadian women they sent down were definitely not of the same cloth as the men. They were sneaky fighters and I respected them while also keeping my distance. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to think if the fighter was both Russian and Canadian. 
 
    Climbing between the ropes, I took my spot in my corner and slowly turned around, scanning the crowd. Jedediah Pike, the owner of the establishment would be sitting… ah, there he was. Right in front with his hand on the flavor of the week’s barely covered upper thigh.  
 
    He’d be banging her in the back of the kitchen before the last fight of the night was up. He nodded at me and flicked a glance at the other fighter coming in, then looked at me with a raised eyebrow. Jedediah pinched his fingers together and rubbed them. 
 
    My mouth went dry. Crap, she was Russian and the rubbing of the fingers meant she was in their mafia.  
 
    Just what I didn’t want or need. I gave a tight nod and regulated my breathing. I turned back to the center of the ring and worked on getting my head back in the game. 
 
    Jedediah only told me as a warning. Sometimes the fighters lived and sometimes they didn’t after losing a fight. I was never sure which happened to who. I did know my hardest fights were against Russians. 
 
    This was going to be brutal. After the week I’d had, I was in for one helluva fight. 
 
    A tall woman climbed into the ring, easily topping me by three inches. Her cheekbones stood out prominently under large wide brown eyes. A pretty girl like that should be in a magazine, not in the ring. 
 
    Determination darkened her eyes and I could see her hatred for me, the situation, and herself tightening the curve of her lips and clenching in her shoulder muscles as they took her robe off. She was dressed similarly to me but her shorts were red with gold trim. 
 
    I shimmied out of my hoody, tossing it over the side to Bruce or whoever would catch it. My dark purple shorts reflected the lights back on the outer curve of the shiny material. 
 
    The girl’s eyes were bloodshot as she side-bounced, using her heels to move her left to right, over and over. She reached out and grabbed the ropes with each hand, staring at me hungrily as she stretched. 
 
    The ref, I couldn’t recall the new guy’s name, moved into the center and the announcer from beside the bar on the outskirts of the room called out over the crowd. “Ladies and Pike men, introducing challenger, Sonya Ivanovs, taking on Alex Asher – a Pike favorite.” The crowd cheered, signaling it was time for me to start zoning everything out. 
 
    The referee blew his whistle, the sound shrill in the sudden expectant silence. 
 
    I could hear the blood rushing as my heart pumped, hard and strong. My breathing was level. I stepped forward, confident in my position in the ring. 
 
    One move I’d been practicing involved stepping on the opponent’s foot and slamming them with an uppercut as they were stuck under my weight. When I said practicing, I meant, shadow boxing in my room. I hadn’t actually tried the move, but I’d seen it done multiple times. 
 
    Watching for the right moment was going to be tough, since I hadn’t ever actually done it. 
 
    We moved in, kind of touching gloves to get the formality out of the way and then dancing back until the ref was out of the way. We moved in, dodging, dancing, testing each other with jabs and crosses. 
 
    Sonya didn’t pull out any ambidextrous fighting so we stayed with our lefts leading which was fine with me. 
 
    I had to watch for haymakers and hooks. Coming from my left, I was more vulnerable since I’d taken one to the eye a year ago. My vision wasn’t bad, just sometimes spotty in the darker rings. 
 
    We parried each other, jabbing, hooking, and throwing crosses more. 
 
    “Enough, Asher. Get it over with.” That voice… I couldn’t look away from my opponent but I’d be hanged, if that wasn’t Stryker. He’d be the only one who could break through my concentration. 
 
    Which meant he was there and so was Gunner and Brock. I was surprised they hadn’t come in and broken up the fight to yank me out of Timbercreek’s territory. 
 
    Sonya suddenly leapt forward, jab, jab, jabbing and then slam with a cross that broke past my raised fists and jacked my jaw. 
 
    I bit down on the mouthguard Jedediah required me to wear, stepping back while my brain resettled. I couldn’t wait much longer to use a combination designed to flatten her. The girl was after blood and she wasn’t going to stop. 
 
    Luckily for her, neither was I. 
 
    We moved in, both of us determined to get the fight done. I hated hanging out in the ring. I just wanted to get my frustrations out and be done with it. Trading crap shots wasn’t my idea of getting anything released. 
 
    She threw a fake punch but I dodged the hook she tossed at me while stepping forward onto her foot. I ground down, holding my heel there while I used the spare second to slam my fist under her jaw with a full twist uppercut. I heard and felt her lower teeth connect with her top, even with her mouthguard in place. 
 
    I leapt off her foot to avoid getting called out and stepped back, watching as she stumbled backward, catching herself on the ropes. She shook her head, her eyes closed. Blood dripped from her nose, bright red on the faded white canvas at her feet. 
 
    I hadn’t touched her nose. I’d come up from beneath. Had I really hit her that hard? 
 
    She tried to push off the ropes and slid forward, her arms still hooked on the black cables.  
 
    I lowered my guard, watching in worry as she fell to her knees and then stared up at the lights, her pupils asymmetrical in dilation. 
 
    I stepped forward as she slumped to the side, more blood staining the canvas under our feet. 
 
    The referee rushed to her side, counting and I moved forward. “Check her, something’s wrong.” But my words were drowned in the chaos of the crowd screaming, pounding and clapping. 
 
    The referee, shot a look at me, motioning with one finger for me to get out of the ring. I nodded, turning from the scene and crawling through the ropes. 
 
    Bruce was there, his expression grim as his eyes shot around the crowded area. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders, holding my hoodie in his other hand. He pulled my head toward his chest, leaning down to speak as we strode confidently toward the locker rooms. “It doesn’t look good. Marcel said something about her situation with the mob. I’ll get you more details, but you better hope she’s not the daughter of the dom like they’re saying. Get in the locker room, shower, and wait for Jedediah.” 
 
    I crossed the threshold with one mighty shove from the security guard and pressed my fingers to my forehead. I wasn’t worried about the mob or Jedediah or even the Jameson cousins. 
 
    I had a sinking sensation in my gut I’d just killed that girl. That wasn’t something I could wash off my skin and leave behind to rinse down the drain. 
 
    Bile rose in the back of my throat. I rushed to the toilet, losing everything I’d eaten that day and then some. 
 
    One thing was sure, if I was arrested for killing her, I couldn’t do it in that sweaty outfit. I pulled my clothes off and tossed them in the general direction of my locker and rushed to the showers. Maybe the nausea had passed. Maybe I was wrong about her condition. 
 
    Or maybe I just liked lying to myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    The hot water poured over me, but I couldn’t get warm. I swear my blood would never run smoothly again. 
 
    An aching pit in my stomach knew Sonya Ivanovs wasn’t going to get back up again. There was something wrong with her eyes and I couldn’t place what it was at the time, but there in the tiled shower… I knew. 
 
    That was a loss of life. That’s what it looked like when someone wasn’t long for this world. 
 
    I’d done that. I couldn’t breathe again as I bent over, water pounding on my back and splattering off my skin. Even though I wretched, nothing came up. I didn’t even get the relief of bile as I dry heaved, over and over. 
 
    After that bout of nausea passed, I stood, pushing from my thighs with my hands where I’d braced them as I bent over. 
 
    The hot water sprayed my chest and I pushed my still braided but now soaking hair behind my shoulder and took a deep breath of the steam-filled air. 
 
    I was breathing while I knew my opponent wouldn’t be. Why had I tried the new-also-illegal move? Why couldn’t I just leave well-enough alone? There was a reason some moves shouldn’t be used. 
 
    I blamed the heat on my cheeks on the shower, but when I turned off the shower, the tears didn’t stop. Eventually, I’d have to admit that I was shaken by the loss. 
 
    I didn’t even get a chance to check on her. 
 
    I grabbed a towel from the shelves and squeezed the white terry around my braid. The water dripped behind me, the only sound in the whole of the smaller-sized locker room. 
 
    On the other side of the room, the door opened, letting someone in. Bruce had locked the door. I couldn’t help hoping it was him. 
 
    I shoved the now-wet towel into the hamper by the metal shelves and grabbed another, wrapping it around my body and tucking the ends under my armpits. 
 
    “Bruce? Do you know what’s going on?” I padded across the tiled flooring toward my locker and stopped moving at the sight of Stryker, Brock, and Gunner standing at the far end of the aisle. 
 
    Jutting my jaw to the side, I stared them down. “What are you doing in here? In case you missed it, this is the ladies’ room.” I doubted they cared. I doubted they understood boundaries. 
 
    Right then wasn’t the moment for a confrontation. For all I knew, they were there to gang rape me. Hadn’t they proved they had nothing but my torment on their minds? 
 
    As intriguing as the thought of being with all of them was, I’d most likely just killed someone in the ring. Mentally, I wasn’t where I needed to be to take them on sexually, physically, or even mentally. 
 
    I shook my head, my guard up, but my fatigue higher. 
 
    They didn’t speak as they watched me move to my locker and stop there. 
 
    “What do you want?” I opened the already unlocked door to my things and glanced at them, taking in Stryker’s thunderous expression and Gunner and Brock’s neutral features. 
 
    They saw the fight. They would know I was a killer and a cheat. I hadn’t meant to kill her with the move. I just wanted to try it since someone had once pulled a foot stomp on me. I reached into my locker and pulled out the clothing I’d arrived in that night which seemed light years ago. 
 
    They still didn’t answer and I turned to face them, my towel still in place but my patience wearing thing. “I just got out of the shower and I obviously need to change. Are you just going to stand there and watch?” The challenge fell from my lips as if I had a weird wish to be observed. Maybe part of me did. Maybe part of me thought I deserved everything odd and uncomfortable now that I’d hurt someone else. 
 
    Brock scowled, his eyebrows pulling together as he folded his arms. “If you get more naked than you are…” He didn’t finish his sentence and instead turned and walked toward the door. He must have stopped there and waited because I didn’t hear the door open or close. 
 
    I shifted my gaze from where Brock had been to stare at Gunner. Would he take me up on the challenge? He was the only one I’d kissed and the only one I swore was my friend, who had my back. 
 
    He shifted his gaze from me to glance quickly at Stryker and then back at me. Gunner’s eyes scanned me and then he, too, turned away, tucking his hands in his pockets as he walked out of view of the aisle. 
 
    Now there was one and I slowly turned my gaze to him. 
 
    Stryker’s fury hadn’t receded, but it mingled with the shadows of concern. His folded arms didn’t give off the appearance of worry, but there was something in the way he had his head tilted toward me that broke down a piece of my guard. 
 
    I couldn’t cry in front of him. I couldn’t falter. I had to be strong. I also had to get dressed. He wasn’t moving. “Are you going to give me privacy?” 
 
    If I told him I needed to cry, would he go away? I couldn’t tell anyone that. I wasn’t a crier – ignoring the fact that I just cried through an entire shower. I couldn’t let Stryker see me like that. He’d use it against me. Anyone would. 
 
    Instead of walking away or even turning his back, Stryker strode down the aisle on the side of the bench running between the banks of parallel lockers. He dropped his arms when he reached me and stared down at me as if studying me for a test that was coming up. 
 
    I couldn’t help looking up at him, my face tight and arms crossed over my waist. He shouldn’t be in there. I should be dressed already. Brock and Gunner weren’t far either. 
 
    Stryker could do whatever he wanted to me and with his huge muscular size so near, I suddenly was overcome with fear that he actually could do whatever he wanted and there was nothing I could do. I couldn’t run. His cousins were there blocking the way. 
 
    Did I just give into the chaos of the night and give over? If I let him rape me, would it make it less painful? 
 
    My shoulders slumped forward and I blinked back tears. Wiping at my cheeks, I lifted my chin and met his gaze again. “If you’re going to rape me, just get it over with.” The challenge was there, but so was the power I’d claimed back by just accepting that I couldn’t change anything. I stepped back, slumping to sit on the bench and rocking forward until my elbows were braced on my towel-covered knees. 
 
    Stryker looked into my locker and then shut the door, moving around to the other side of me where I’d stacked my clothes. He rifled through the pile, pulling my black panties from where I’d tucked them in the top of my jeans. 
 
    What was he going to do with my underwear? I looked up, watching him. Was he going to strangle me with them? I’d heard about the weird fetishes men could have. I’d never thought it would be applied to the first time I was used by a guy. I knew a lot of girls at Timbercreek who had been date raped. Many shrugged it off because who would believe them? 
 
    Who would believe me? 
 
    Stryker knelt down at my feet, holding my underwear in his big hands, making the lace seem even more delicate. He slid it under one foot and then the other, before sliding the small piece of material up my legs and over my knees. He got to mid-thigh and glanced up at me, waiting for me to stand. 
 
    Holding my gaze on his face as if expecting him to do something worse, I swallowed and stood, hating my traitorous body for burning with his touch. 
 
    The warm tips of his fingers slid up the outside of my thighs, tugging my underwear into place under the towel. He reached behind me, adjusting the strap in back, but careful to keep his fingers from inadvertently touching anything else. I think I hated him for that. 
 
    He dropped the bottom hem of the towel, reaching next for my jeans and bending down to the ground again. He reached up, grabbing my hand and placing it unceremoniously on his shoulder for balance. This time he helped me lift each foot and place it carefully into the pant leg. I did as he silently instructed, fisting my hand in the material of his shirt and noting the hard strength of his muscles under my fingers. 
 
    He tugged a little more forcefully on my jeans, sliding them into place and buttoning the snap without looking. He held my gaze as he zipped me, the whirr of the zipper loud in the silence. 
 
    My breathing was deep and measured. My vision was filled with him and I couldn’t look away. What would he do with the towel? Was he going to continue dressing me? Including my bra? 
 
    A tenderness in his eyes hypnotized me and I no longer worried he was going to rape me. Something about the reverent way he touched me left me feeling like he’d never let anything hurt me again – even though he was the reason I’d been harmed before. He was the reason my life was hell. 
 
    An amused smile lifted his lips as he took in the presence of the towel clutched in my hands. 
 
    In the back, the towel sagged, leaving my skin bare where my wet hair left a chilly trail. 
 
    Stryker reached out, slowly turning me to face away from him. The space between the bench and the lockers wasn’t that wide. I could feel his heat at my back and I suddenly felt even more vulnerable than I had before. 
 
    His fingers burned into the flesh of my biceps and I couldn’t help myself – I held my breath. 
 
    Running his knuckles down the backs of my arms, he tugged at the edges of the towel, pulling it from me with caution, like he doubted I would let him have its terry protection. 
 
    With even more hesitation, I untucked the towel from its secure position, more than aware as the cool air hit my nipples and my stomach. I inhaled sharply at its disappearance. 
 
    What if Brock or Gunner rounded the corner? They would see me without a shirt on. Suddenly, I’d never felt more exposed. Was that when Stryker was going to take advantage of me? 
 
    He reached down, pulling my black bra from the shrinking pile of clothes on the bench beside me. 
 
    He raised his arms on either side of me, boxing me in as he held up the bra by the shoulder straps. I placed my hands in the holes and he pulled it up past my elbows to their places on my shoulders. 
 
    I adjusted the cups as he hooked the back strap. I have no idea how he knew which set of hooks was the right one to use, but he nailed it. My bra fit snugly. 
 
    Suddenly, more protected than I’d been, I slowly turned to face him, staring at the breadth of his shoulders and chest. I glanced up, slowly lifting my gaze to his face and the sudden nearness of his lips so close to me. 
 
    The warmth of his chest permeated the small distance between us and I could feel him replacing the chill on my chest and abdomen. 
 
    I parted my lips, licking the bottom one because I didn’t know what to say and a huge part of me wanted to beg him to undress me. I couldn’t do that. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t. 
 
    He held my gaze, claiming my shirt and positioning it the right way before holding it out for me and helping me pull it on. He reached up, once my head and arms were through, and tugged my hair out of the collar of my shirt, setting the braid carefully against my back. 
 
    He studied me as if he wanted to make sure I was fine, but wasn’t sure how to ask. 
 
    The buzz of a phone broke the silence in the locker room. What did Gunner and Brock think was happening as Stryker had disappeared into my aisle? What were they hoping to happen? 
 
    Brock moved from the door, his boots announcing his plans before he did. He poked his head around the side of the lockers. “Stryker, we got word. The girl is dead. We gotta get her out of here.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and swallowed, clenching my fists at my side. My gut instinct had been right. Sonya Ivanovs was dead. I’d killed her. 
 
    Stryker reached down and shoved the rest of my things into my bag and hoisted it onto his shoulder. He studied me and turned back to Brock as Gunner joined him. “I’ll drive her truck. She’s not in a condition to make that trip right now. Clear the way. She’s coming out.” 
 
    Clear the way? Why would they need to clear the way? I didn’t question Stryker as he took my hand and led me through the locker room to the door. He bent his head to look at me. “Get ready, Gray. It’s a madhouse.” 
 
    Brock opened the door and the noise hit me like a slap in the face. 
 
    People lined the hallway both toward the dance and fight area of The Pike and also toward the back exit. They pushed and milled amongst each other, some groups five people thick and blocking the hall like a blocked artery. 
 
    At my appearance the crowd grew frantic, pushing in from either side and screaming in my direction. Hatred spewed from some, spittle clinging to the side of their mouths and their features twisting into unrecognizable masks. Others stared after me, their eyes wide as they yelled at me to go, run, get away. 
 
    What was I running from? I glanced up at Stryker, suddenly aware that he’d wrapped his arm around my back. The sides and rear of me were protected by the other two Jamesons. They created my own security detail and I was powerless to stop them or anyone else from the events rolling forward. 
 
    Stryker used his arm and blocked anyone from getting to me, pushing through the crowd as if he were pushing through clouds. 
 
    Claustrophobia threatened and I suddenly couldn’t breathe. The walls pressed in on us and the concrete flooring loomed. 
 
    Stryker tightened his hold on me and murmured in my ear. “If you’d been at Curly’s, like you were supposed to be, we would have already made it outside.” 
 
    I glanced sharply at his face, everything coming back into focus. Could he really be lecturing me at a time like that? 
 
    The smirk on his well-molded lips suggested that he already knew it wasn’t the time or place for told-you-so, but that he was doing it anyway. 
 
    I jerked my head in a short nod and growled, “Well, The Pike has been like a home to me. I can’t just abandon them.” 
 
    The moment we burst out of the exit doors; I could breathe. The fresh night air cooled my face and lungs as I breathed deeply. I pointed toward the parking lot perimeter of trees. “I’m over there.” 
 
    “We know.” Stryker lifted his chin in the direction of their shiny truck blocking the view of my little blue one. Of course, they knew. 
 
    The crowd milling around outside would see me soon. A television crew had already arrived. How long had I been in the locker room? 
 
    “Let’s go.” Stryker moved me toward my truck, tucking me in the passenger side door and buckling my seatbelt. He studied me for a moment and then shut the door, rounding to the other side and folding himself into the small driver’s seat. Somehow, he made the miniscule truck more masculine and it didn’t detract from his strength. 
 
    It was disturbingly hot. 
 
    “They’re going to be looking for you.” He started the truck engine and glanced at me. 
 
    “Who are? The police?” I would be arrested. I’d lose my shot at my dreams. 
 
    “No, the Russians.” He shifted into first and pulled out of the parking lot. The Russians. So much worse than just the police. 
 
    No one could protect me if that were the case. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Touching Gray could have been sensual, if I was the type of guy to take advantage of a girl’s vulnerabilities. While I relished in just the simplest of contact, I also recognized it wasn’t the time or the place to get a hard-on for her. She needed understanding and protection. 
 
    Gray’s phone buzzed as she sat beside me in her little LUV truck. I glanced at her as I shifted into third on the side street from The Pike. “Who is it?” 
 
    Gray curled her fingers around the phone whose screen was still glowing. She shook her head. “Sara. My friend. Her uncle won’t leave and she has nowhere to go.” 
 
    I’d have to ask for details on who Sara was later. As it was, if something caused Gray distress, I wanted it resolved now. “Where do I pick her up?” 
 
    “There’s not enough room in here.” Gray wiped at her cheeks and stared out the window. Her pride probably couldn’t handle the onslaught after what she’d been through already. 
 
    I’d never killed someone in a fight. I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it, but her moves were badass and I’d been impressed with her skill in the ring. It wasn’t easy to impress me. It was an accident and there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    I pulled out my phone, ringing Gunner as I shifted down to first as we pulled to a light. I spoke before he said anything. “I’m giving you Gray. Go where she says. You’re picking up Sara.” 
 
    “Got it.” Gunner didn’t ask for more details. He didn’t need them. 
 
    I passed the phone to Gray and she stared at me while telling Gunner where to pick up her friend. She handed the phone back to me and I shoved it to my ear. “Meet us at Declin. I’ll send out for an info party.” We hung up and I turned the wheel toward the freeway. 
 
    Declin was a crossroad between east and west – Idaho and Washington. The crossroad had a piece of property with a half-destroyed barn that had been painted a long time ago with a cursive Declin. I had a feeling it was missing an e at the end, but I couldn’t prove it and everyone had called it Declin for so long, the name would never change. 
 
    We met there with Timbercreek leaders sometimes. It was solid neutral ground and served its purposes. Tonight, it was going to help us get information on what had happened at the fight and also what was happening with a few shipments as well as get some deliveries out. The list was endless. 
 
    We fell into an easy silence. I shifted into fifth as we reached the truck’s max speed of sixty-five. It might have been able to go faster, but I wasn’t going to push it. Who knew what kind of a clunker Danielle had set up to be lost to Coach Asher? 
 
    The chill of the night tried to get to us, but the small truck fought it with an overactive heater that whirred while it worked. 
 
    Taking the next exit, I drove north toward Declin and the state line. We passed street lights which illuminated the inside of the cab for brief moments.  
 
    When I glanced at her hands sitting in her lap, I could easily remember what it’d been like to touch her as I dressed her. Suddenly, the discomfort I’d fought in the locker room came at me unbidden and I shifted in my seat. I wanted her and I didn’t know how to control it. 
 
    “Do you… I mean, do we know for sure that she’s dead?” Gray’s voice was different from what I was familiar with. The timid tone she offered beside me in the dark scared me in a way I wasn’t sure I could explain. Gray was a fighter, not someone to back down. She hadn’t backed down from me once. There weren’t many people who could claim that. 
 
    I didn’t look at her, but kept my gaze focused on the dark road ahead of me. “We got it confirmed. She died on the mat after you left.” 
 
    It was my responsibility to know what happened when and who was involved. This wasn’t hard to know since I’d watched the entire event. 
 
    Gray lifted her arm and rested the elbow on the arm rest of her door. She sniffed. “I can’t believe I killed her. I…” She shook her head and leaned forward, bracing both elbows on her knees and leaning her face forward into her hands. “I’m going to be sick. I…” She clawed at the door handle, trying to escape. 
 
    “Wait, just a minute. We’re going sixty.” I shifted down as fast as I could and pulled over to the shoulder of the nearly empty highway. 
 
    Gray leapt out of her door, falling to her knees in the gravel and leaning forward. Her braid fell across her shoulder and she dry-heaved, over and over. 
 
    I turned off the truck and climbed from the car, giving her enough time to catch her breath. When I reached her, I crouched beside her and rubbed her back, comfortable touching her after dressing her in the locker room. It felt natural to touch her, like she was an extension of me. 
 
    “Hey, you’re going to be okay. I saw the fight. You’re strong, Asher, but you’re not kill-a-person-bigger-than-you strong. She was off-kilter from the start. Something wasn’t right.” I wasn’t making things up to be consoling. There had been something wrong with the Russian girl from the start, I just couldn’t put my finger on what. 
 
    She fell backward onto her butt and I followed suit, loosely looping my arms around my knees as I watched her. I wasn’t sure what Gray’s breaking point was, but everyone had them. Wasn’t that why Gunner’s dad had killed himself? He’d snapped when he came home and his brothers hadn’t. It was one of the reasons we were always so careful to check in with each other, always so careful to make sure no one had so much stress they felt they couldn’t handle life. 
 
    We’d been unfair to Gray when we’d worked to stress her out, make her believe she was all alone. I’d carry that shame with me the rest of my life. 
 
    She copied my pose and then looked at me, her eyes wide and devastated. “Why are you being nice to me?” 
 
    The question could have flattened me, but I’d expected it for quite a while. I sighed, staring off into the trees bordering the ditch just past the shoulder where we sat. “I’m not.” 
 
    “You are and I can’t figure out why.” Gray pressed, dropping her leg closest to me and turning more fully my way. 
 
    Her gaze worked like a magnet on my own and I finally looked at her, trying not to see her pain and raw open emotional wounds. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through as she had to face the fact that another girl died in front of her that night. 
 
    Turning my face from her, I stared up at the cloudy night sky. The chill in the air wasn’t obtrusive – yet. “Everyone needs to know their place, Gray. Some people just fit like a peg. Others… If they don’t fit, can’t stay. You’re one that won’t be able to stay. That’s just the way it is.” The thought of her leaving pissed me off, but it was the only way my world could go forward. 
 
    If I didn’t have a business that was shoring up the economy of Jameson and providing relief like my dad and uncles needed but never got, then I would consider doing what I wanted and keep her. But that was just the start of it. 
 
    “I don’t understand that. Why do I have to have a place? Why can’t you just like me for who I am? What is with all these ridiculous rules?” At least her sadness was slowly being molded into anger. 
 
    Anger I could work with. Anger I could use to pull her out of her melancholic state. The last thing she needed was to dwell on the events of that night. We didn’t even have all of the details yet. There was no point in focusing on what happened in the ring. 
 
    “It’s not something to be mad about, Gray. Just suck it up and don’t settle in. You’ll find where you’re supposed to be sooner or later.” I smiled tightly at her, keeping my lips closed as I used my hands to push myself off the ground. I reached out a hand to help her up but she was already standing on her own. 
 
    One of the things I respected about Gray was her innate need to be independent. It was also one of the reasons she wouldn’t fit in at Jameson. 
 
    We got into the truck and I started it up, pulling onto the highway in silence. When we were only ten minutes away from Declin Gray’s murmur pulled me from my thoughts. “What if I don’t want to leave? What if… I mean, what if I want to chase down this thing between us?” 
 
    I glanced sharply at her, my breath catching as I realized she felt it too – this undeniable pull toward each other that hurt almost as much as it warmed my blood. 
 
    The realization that she felt it, too, only made it worse. I shifted into fourth and stared forward, breathing out of my nose to keep myself from saying something I couldn’t back up. 
 
    As she waited in the silence, a sudden slapping filled the air. We only had four minutes until we were to Declin. 
 
    Gray jerked her head around, staring out the rear window like the answers would be there. “What is that?” 
 
    “We have a flat.” I ignored her question. Why focus on that when we had to make it to Declin with the flat? There was nothing else to be done about any of it. 
 
    She wasn’t going to be welcome at Jameson. I couldn’t allow it, but I also couldn’t see her going anywhere else at that point. She didn’t push her question, didn’t push the unveiling of her statement about the pull between us. 
 
    But that meant that if she felt the things I was feeling, then she’d been aware of my hands on her as I’d dressed her. The fact that she was more than aware of me only heightened my desire for her, spiraling the heat in my lap into the discomfort range. 
 
    Slap-slap-slap. The tire was one in back, but it was loud enough to fill the small truck. 
 
    One-minute left and I could see headlights away off, marking the junction of Declin. Looked like Gunner and Brock had made some calls and our people were right where we needed them to be. 
 
    I shot one last glance at Gray. She had no idea what was going to be asked of her, but if she could suck it up, she’d be in a better position than the one she was in now. 
 
    All I had to do was let her go. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gray 
 
      
 
    I didn’t remember a spare tire from my first inspection of the truck. The flat tire had broken my nerve to ask Stryker any more about what he thought about what was between us. I wasn’t stupid. There was something there – even as he acted like he hated me, even as he’d set the town on me – there was something there. 
 
    And a part of me hated him for it. 
 
    The truck limped the last few hundred yards into the gravel-covered parking lot. Over-grown grass sprouted up in the beams of the headlights as cars spread out in a wide circle facing inward. 
 
    I was too raw to be around people. Too much had happened and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do or what I was supposed to be thinking or feeling. 
 
    My hands shook as I reached to unbuckle my seatbelt. I suddenly didn’t care about my flat tire or the fact that Stryker had basically told me I wouldn’t be allowed to stay in Jameson. 
 
    He didn’t know me. He didn’t know what my dreams were or had been. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to fight again after that night. Death wasn’t something that made me giddy about my future. 
 
    Stryker parked the truck on the perimeter of the vehicle circle and I couldn’t bring myself to open the door. 
 
    As if waiting for our arrival, the black truck pulled in beside us and I leaned my forehead on the glass of my window. I didn’t want to talk to Gunner or Brock and see the condemnation in their eyes that was sure to be there. 
 
    I closed my eyes, intent on blocking everything out, but in my mind’s eye I could see Sonya and her eyes as the light faded from them. Snapping my eyes open, I blinked at the reflection of other lights in the shiny paint of the black truck. 
 
    Knuckles rapped on the glass beside my head and I jerked back, ready to scream and shout at whoever dared bug me. My railings died in my throat as I recognized Sara standing outside my door. I blinked back threatening tears and mouthed her name. She motioned to me to join her. I’d forgotten Stryker told his cousins to pick her up.  
 
    How could I forget something so important to my mental well-being? Maybe because I’d been wrapped up in trying to define the tug between Stryker and me. No, it wasn’t a tug and I knew it. It was more like an electrical current that got stronger and stronger the closer we got to each other. 
 
    As soon as I was out of my truck, I threw my arms around Sara’s shoulders and I shook my head, muttering, “What are we going to do?” 
 
    She held me as I held her, each of us wrapped up in our painful dramas and still leaning on the other for support and to offer it. 
 
    After a minute we pulled back and I wrinkled my nose. “Did he get you?” Her uncle would never stop. We had to do something, but I wasn’t sure what. 
 
    My question freed the sob she’d been suppressing and she shook her head. “It was close. He had me pinned on the bed when my mom walked in. I…” She blinked back more tears and then studied me. “Do you think you could kill him for me?” She arched an eyebrow and then dryly asked, “Too soon?” 
 
    I huffed a sort of chuckle that I needed. I wiped at the damp skin under my eyes. “I don’t know what happened. I tried a new move where I stepped on her foot, you know? I’ve seen other fighters use it so many times…” I looked over her shoulder into the dark trees on the other side of the east running highway. “I don’t understand how she died. I swear I didn’t hit any harder than I normally do. It was even difficult to do that since I had to extend my footing and lost some of my pivot power, you know?”  
 
    Sara didn’t know, but she would listen and be my sounding board like she’d been so many other times in the past. “Honestly, none of it makes sense. She died on the canvas, Sara. It was…” I couldn’t finish my own sentence. 
 
    As Sara had been fighting off her uncle’s rape attempts, I’d killed someone. No one could say drama didn’t follow us like mosquitos. 
 
    “Can we just go to your house?” Sara looked at the cars around us. I didn’t recognize any of them either. 
 
    I shrugged. “If you want to walk? My truck has a flat. I have to ask Stryker what I should do.” 
 
    Asking Stryker anything had already been turning into a cluster. I couldn’t get a straight answer out of him to save my life. 
 
    What if he didn’t feel the same things I was feeling? Was it possible for attraction to be one-sided? 
 
    Blaze had seemed to be attracted to me, even though I’d merely tolerated his advances and pushed him away when he pushed too close. Stryker… I couldn’t help feeling like the leader of the cousins didn’t even need to push and I’d probably jump him. I just needed him to show some interest. 
 
    Gunner, Brock, and Stryker stood off to the side, keeping an eye on Sara and me while they talked, their heads bent together. 
 
    What would they do if I just walked off down the highway? I wouldn’t even care which way I went. I could just start walking. No one would be the wiser. 
 
    Stryker nodded at Gunner, folding his arms across his chest as Gunner and Brock approached Sara and me. Stryker didn’t move as he stood his ground and stared. 
 
    I held his gaze a moment longer than I should have. I could accept the challenge in his eyes. Could he accept the promises in mine? 
 
    Sara leaned toward me, speaking out of the corner of her mouth. “By the way, these guys you sent to get me? How are you still a virgin?” 
 
    As the heat increased between Stryker’s eyes and mine, I had the distinct feeling that virginity was a long-lost concept for me. 
 
    At least as far as Stryker was concerned. I just had to get past his surly side and get over the events of the night. 
 
    Something I hoped a strong drink would cure. 
 
    Gunner shook his head as they stopped close to us. There was definitely too much somberness in his expression for me to process. Was there something worse he had to tell me? 
 
    Was there anything worse than killing someone? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to drink from the cup in my hand. It didn’t seem fair that I stood there in the crowd gathering at Declin and someone like Sonya Ivanovs was dead. Because of me. 
 
    I blinked at Gunner, gripping the cup Brock had shoved into my hands and I took a deep breath. “Okay, lay it out there for me. Why do you look like I feel?” 
 
    Gunner hadn’t worn his ever-present hat that night and he reached up, running his fingers through his hair as he looked around the crowd, anywhere but at me. 
 
    My life had changed that night, not his. Not Stryker’s. No one’s but mine. With my free hand I reached up and snapped my fingers in front of Gunner’s face, bringing his attention back to me. I thrusted my chin forward, overwhelmed at the ferocity inside me. “Tell me. Quit stalling and just spit it out.” 
 
    He swallowed and glanced once more over his shoulder at Stryker who had moved closer to the small group I stood in made up of Sara, Gunner, Brock, and myself. I followed Gunner’s gaze, furious as Stryker nodded, giving his permission for Gunner to speak. My nostrils flared as I realized he really did have control. 
 
    “The thing is, we heard on the scanner that the police are looking for Alex Asher with your description.” He shot another wary glance at Stryker and continued without a needed nod. “While we’re dealing with that, you need to know that you don’t have a spare tire either and we have to leave your truck here until it can get towed. We think sometime in the morning.” 
 
    I blinked at him, utterly still besides my eyelids. What was he talking about? How could he even put the two subjects into the same moment – my flat tire and the fact that I was wanted by the police? 
 
    “I don’t understand. Should I be more upset about the police or the tire?” I couldn’t have been more confused, if I tried. Where did I focus my attention and my worry? Where did I put my energy? 
 
    Sara leaned over, wrapping her arm around my shoulders and ducking her head closer to mine so the boys couldn’t hear her speak. “I think there’s a reason they shoved that alcohol into your hand.”  
 
    I glanced at her, slightly squeezing the plastic cup in my fingers, reveling in the subtle cracking sound. “I don’t want to drink.” I murmured back, almost nervous to admit it. 
 
    She shrugged. “Then don’t. You know?” 
 
    And for the first time, I really did get it. If I didn’t want to do something, I shouldn’t have to do it. That seemed to be the problem though. I was constantly forced into doing things I didn’t want to do because my choices were taken away from me – losing my mom, moving from Timbercreek, being alone at Jameson. The list could keep going and I realized I wasn’t alone in that either. Sara was subjected to her own lack of control. We had no control over anything and nowhere to turn. 
 
    “Just hold onto the cup so they don’t keep trying to give you more.” She rolled her eyes but kept her arm around me. 
 
    I nodded, taking a deep breath. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that I’d killed my opponent. I didn’t even want to think about her name or her large eyes as she’d taken my measure. 
 
    I’m not sure I wanted to be the last thing someone saw before they died. The sudden truth of that hit me. I was the last thing that poor girl saw before she passed from this life. My shoulders slumped forward and I dropped my cup. The shaking I’d thought I’d left in the car hit me hard. I trembled as I tried to make it somewhere I could sit down. 
 
    Sara moved with me, alarmed as she tried to help me. 
 
    My rear finally hit the quasi-stable guard rail that had been set up eons ago and I rested there with the wild grass reaching toward the stars around my calves and shins. 
 
    The trembling spread up from my limbs, centering somewhere between my shoulder blades and sending shivers all over my body. Maybe I was going into shock? I’d always heard people warn against it, but I’d never actually seen it at work or would even know what the signs were if they hit me upside the head. 
 
    Brock, Gunner, and Stryker moved with us. Stryker dropped into a crouch beside me, staring up into my face as if he could surmise whatever was wrong with me and then order it to stop. 
 
    It hit me that they seemed rather calm for the situation. I shifted my eyes from staring at the dark ground and to Stryker’s face. “What aren’t you telling me?” Gunner had been the one to tell me so far, but Stryker knew all of it. That’s why they kept asking him for permission, checking with him to see how far they could go. “I mean, why not just tell me everything? What can be worse than killing a girl, having the cops after me, and now a flat tire that can’t be fixed so I have to leave my car behind?” Seriously, what more could there be? 
 
    Stryker’s gaze didn’t shift anywhere else. He stared at me, his hands hanging loosely between his knees and he balanced on the balls of his feet. Why had I never noticed the angles of his face and the way he looked more like a man than a teenager? Why was it okay for him to be so devastatingly handsome while he was such a prick in other situations? Why was it okay for him to shift around in the persona he gave off and go from jerk to rescuer in the space of moments? 
 
    It wasn’t fair or okay and the fact that he was doing it only intensified the frustration inside me. 
 
    In the silence as I waited for Stryker to explain, the noises of the growing party became more pronounced. A group of girls giggled to the side while another kid did some kind of a chug challenge with another boy. The end of a cigarette glowed, giving away the position of another small group of people by the end of a truck on the other side of the lot. The party was cohesive while still feeling private, something I didn’t mind in the least. 
 
    “What we’re not telling you is the fact that Sonya Ivanovs was the dom’s daughter. She was what is known as the princess of the Russian mafia. Her brother entered her into the fight and now he’s out for blood since you killed her.” Stryker’s emotionless voice actually kept me calm, keeping the hysteria from rising up. He continued as if there could possibly be more. “The concern isn’t that he’s after you, exactly. We can protect you. The issue is that you used your dad’s name. They’ll go after him first. We can’t protect your dad, Gray.”  
 
    My dad. All this time I’d used his name to protect me and now, it was going to be used to harm him. I shook my head, unable to focus on any one thing. “Is that all of it?” 
 
    Stryker glanced at Brock, standing from his crouched position as if to give the spot to his cousin. 
 
    “Gray, we think… we’re not sure yet, but we think you’re being set up.” Brock’s voice took on a comforting lilt, almost as if they’d practiced the handoff. Stryker had been calm, filling me in on the information, while Brock would ease me into some kind of comforted state. What would Gunner do? What would he possibly say to me that would make this okay? 
 
    That’s when I started to get really angry. I pushed up from the cold guard rail and brushed past them, leaving Sara where she’d been sitting beside me. I turned, my arms akimbo and feeling more powerless than I’d ever felt in my life. “What do you guys think you can do? Huh? They’re the Russian Mafia. There’s not a lot you can do from your thrones in school.” I lifted my chin and crossed my arms over my chest.  
 
    After a long second, I bit out, “I should just let them catch me. Then all of this will be over.” And by all I meant everything – the pain of being at school, the feeling of loneliness, the uncertainty and doubt around my mom leaving me, the hunger for Stryker and the conflicting emotions around him and his cousins, my worry over Sara’s situation, everything. 
 
    Stryker stepped closer to me, reaching up with both hands to cradle my chin in his grasp. “You’re not giving up, Asher. It’s not in you.” Something in his eyes held me captive and I realized just how much he’d done for me by challenging me. The part of me that wasn’t as understanding wanted to lift my knee and plant a good blow to the crotch – and not in a good way. 
 
    “If you would have listened to us about The Pike and fought at Curly’s instead, you wouldn’t be in this situation.” Gunner spoke up, almost as if he didn’t want to say it, but did it anyway.  
 
    Stryker dropped his hand and looked at his cousin, then back at me. “He’s right, you know?” 
 
    Right then was not the time for an I-told-you-so. 
 
    Gunner avoided my gaze, drinking from the red cup he held of his own. Brock drank out of a bottle while Stryker’s hands were clearly empty with his warm touch still imprinted on my face. 
 
    I swallowed and tilted my head, keeping my arms where they were. “For your information, I can’t fight at Curly’s. I’m underage and while Idaho is a little more lenient than Washington in some things, they don’t tolerate everything.” 
 
    Brock scoffed and shook his head, sipping from the bottle and staring out over the group. 
 
    “What? You haven’t found that to be the case? I had to divert cops from whatever it was you guys were doing last night. What would have happened, if you’d been caught doing whatever it was you were doing?” Throwing the fact that I’d saved them from discovery was a low tactic on my end, but I didn’t care. Someone else needed the attention on them and if I didn’t redirect for just a few minutes, I was going to bend over again and throw up the nothing that was in my stomach. 
 
    Gunner moved closer, keeping an eye on Stryker as if the darker haired guy had a say in what or who I was close to. Reaching out to set a comforting hand on my shoulder, Gunner ducked his head to see me more clearly as he spoke. “We can pay off some cops, but mostly it’s a bidding war between the different legalities. The state police are more fickle than local jurisdictions, usually because they aren’t a constant fixture in our lives.” He dropped his hand and then folded his arms over his chest. “You don’t need to know what we were doing to have our gratitude for pulling the cop away.” He inclined his head. “You have our thanks.” 
 
    That was it? That formal speech was supposed to be enough to convey their gratitude? I glanced at Stryker. I didn’t want to hear from Gunner or Brock, I wanted to hear something from Stryker. He just stared at me, the muscles in his jaw ticking with some kind of pent up energy. 
 
    What would he do, if I rested my hands on his face like he’d done to me? I had a feeling he wouldn’t be as receptive as I’d been. 
 
    Then it hit me. What they’d just warned me about hit me like a right cross to my jaw. I inhaled sharply and stared wide-eyed at Stryker. I didn’t even seek Sara out. For some reason, I didn’t think she could save me. Not from what they’d said. Without thinking things through, I reached to the side, my hand falling on Gunner as I leaned. I was going to fall and he caught me, even as he shot a worried glance at Stryker. 
 
    I looked up at Gunner, my voice as weak as my knees. “The Russian mob is seriously after me and my dad?” What had I done? I was going to lose the last parent I had and all because I had to protect my precious name for scholarships. I wasn’t even sure I would be able to fight again which left my dreams in a shattered mess at my feet. 
 
    The muscles of Gunner’s forearm flexed as I held on for what felt like my life. What if I let go? He was steady and safe and while I found him attractive, I was fast becoming aware that no one sent my muscles into spasms like Stryker or burned me from the nerve endings inward like him either.  
 
    Gunner was hot in more ways than one and he was an excellent kisser. There was just something about the way Stryker’s silver eyes watched me, catalogued me, owned me that kept me from being interested in any one else. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re after you, Gray.” Gunner’s soft tone pulled me from my jumbled thoughts. He reached up, carefully taking my elbow in his hand. “You’re okay. We’ll do what we can. You might need to call home and warn your father. We can take you home after a bit, but right now, we think…” He glanced at Stryker whose face had taken on a dark and stormy expression. 
 
    Moving up beside me, Stryker jerked me his direction as he growled, “You’ll stay with us until we get this figured out. Warn your dad, then drink something.” He stared at Gunner as if challenging him to do more, but the words never came. Gunner didn’t back down from whatever it was he was doing and Stryker didn’t push. 
 
    I had an uncomfortable feeling I was the thing they were glaring about, but I was too immersed in the turmoil around my dad’s safety. 
 
    Sara grabbed my phone from my truck and pressed it into my hand before taking me by the shoulders and moving me away from the strength and heat of Stryker and Gunner.  
 
    Brock had disappeared and I had no desire to seek him out. What if he was doing something I couldn’t unsee later? 
 
    I dialed Dad’s number, more aware than ever that he was most likely out gambling again and I wasn’t there to stop him. Not to mention, if he was out playing, there was no way he’d answer his phone. If he was home, maybe he’d answer. 
 
    The phone rang and rang and rang, then went to voicemail. 
 
    I hung up without leaving a message. He never listened to the messages which meant mine would just sit in the inbox, proof it was a waste of time. I slowly lowered my phone to my lap and hit end, watching as the screen finally faded to black. 
 
    Stryker and Gunner moved closer to each other, talking low enough I couldn’t hear but I could see their hand motions and feel their repetitive glances my way. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t move from where I’d sank back to the guardrail. How had that happened? How had I come back here? I peeked to the side and saw Sara watching me, tears in her eyes. I tried smiling. 
 
    She half-laughed as she shook her head. “Nice try, Asher. That was a horrible attempt at a smile.” 
 
    I blinked, tears spilling free. “I… It’s not a big deal about me, you know? I mean, it’s all just consequences for what I’ve done, but my dad… He doesn’t deserve this. Why can’t it just be like I disappeared rather than have to be hunted like this?” 
 
    Disappear like my mom did. I could just leave my dad. He’d never have to know about the mafia being after me. He’d never have to know that I killed someone in the ring. My greatest shame was tied to my greatest love. 
 
    The unfairness of it all made me reach out against my better judgment and claim the bottle dangling from her fingers. Sara wasn’t a drinker, but she walked around with a beverage as if trying to convince others she was already served. 
 
    I didn’t care what was in it. I gulped the contents down and ignored the burning in my throat and the dry hopsy flavor on my tongue. 
 
    All I wanted was to forget for a moment, just one brief moment that I was in a whole lot of trouble and no matter how much the hot Jameson boys promised they’d take care of me, there wasn’t a lot you could do against the Russian mafia. 
 
    Especially when you were wanted for killing the princess. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Gray gave over to her friend’s pressure to drink. I decided to stay sober. 
 
    “You want one of these, man? Not as bad as I thought they’d be.” Gunner brandished a hard lemonade, its black lid already popped off by the guy passing them out. 
 
    I shook my head and wrinkled my nose. “Your dad would freak, if he knew you were drinking that… what did he call it? FooFoo stuff?” I grinned to take the sting out of my words, but our dads had never been in favor of drinking anything less than beer and liquor. Even wine was for those who couldn’t stomach a stronger spirit. 
 
    Gunner grinned. “It’s giving me a buzz. I think under these circumstances, they’d get it.” He glanced toward Gray who swayed to the music blaring from someone’s car speakers, her eyes closed. 
 
    The moon wasn’t sure if it was coming or going as the clouds blew across the sky. I didn’t need a lot of light to see the shape of Gray’s body or remember what she felt like under my fingertips. 
 
    I also didn’t need any help remembering that she’d leaned on Gunner when she needed help. She’d kissed him and gone to him for comfort. Could her choice be any clearer? I didn’t want to push her one way or the other and I didn’t begrudge her choice. Gunner was more like my brother than anyone else besides Brock and Gray couldn’t pick a better man. 
 
    So, what if I wanted her? So, what if she made me hyperaware of every breath and movement of my heart? None of that mattered when I’d already caused her more pain than she needed to be in. 
 
    How dare I try to add to her problems? If my dad were there, his disappointment in me would be crushing. I could feel it like a cape of guilt and every time I glanced at Gray, it heightened, tightening around me like a vice. 
 
    I didn’t have the right to keep her suppressed or to try to protect her. But a large part of me also acknowledged the fact that I didn’t need the right to do what was right. She was earning the respect of the students at the school and that was despite my efforts to keep her down and out. Now… She’d made a mistake and I was taking upon me the responsibility of keeping her away from the consequences. 
 
    No matter what Dominick said. I didn’t’ even want to tell him about it.  
 
    How could her fight at The Pike have anything to do with Dominick Jameson? He didn’t need to know. 
 
    I lifted my water bottle and sipped from the mouth, careful to keep up appearances that I was partying. One of us had to be the designated driver and since I didn’t want to be drunk and miss something that might happen to Gray, I had inadvertently chosen the role for myself. 
 
    Brock strode by, surprisingly stable for how many drinks he’d had already. He jerked his chin my way and glanced at Gray’s slow dancing form. He arched an eyebrow and sidled alongside her, raising his drink and bending his knees to bump beside her. Was she even aware of him? My chest tightened as my own awareness hummed under my skin. 
 
    How had a waif of a girl who was stronger and more solid than she appeared managed to wiggle her way under my nerves? I didn’t appreciate her getting under my walls, but now that she was, I wasn’t going to let her out. 
 
    More cars joined the lot, avoiding the circle and pulling into a straight line that blocked the west entrance and exit. I straightened from where I’d lounged against the side of my truck to watch Gray and ignore the rest of the party as it gathered. 
 
    The door opened to the lead truck, a silver Nissan, and someone stepped out. He climbed into the back of his pickup and called out, “Where’s Stryker?” Blaze roostered his chest as he held his shoulders back in a posturing position. 
 
    This I could deal with. This I wanted to deal with. I pushed off the truck, tossing my water bottle into the front seat through the open window. “Yeah, Divers. I’m here.” 
 
    Gray stopped her swaying, her eyes coming slowly into focus as she moved around behind Sara and Brock. The fact that she was hiding from anyone or anything worried me. 
 
    Just how scared was she? 
 
    She pressed her fingers to her forehead, closing her eyes and dropping the drink to her side. She lifted her gaze to mine after a minute and then lifted her jaw. The girl’s indomitable will was addicting to watch. 
 
    “Stryker, you came to our side tonight, removed one of our own. There’s a fine for that.” Blaze climbed from the back of the truck, cocky with his entourage of eight around him. 
 
    Little did he know eight was nothing to my cousins and me. The rest of the guys hanging out had our backs as well. Even the girls would do what was needed. 
 
    But the fact that he claimed Gray as his rankled me and I didn’t care about who would fight and who wouldn’t. 
 
    I stepped forward, ready to lay my fist into his face for even showing up and challenging me.  
 
    But Gray stepped in front of me, blocking my route with her back to me. She held up her hands and shook her head. “Blaze, I’m not a Timbercreek anymore. I go to Jameson now.  You know this. We’ve talked about this.”  
 
    Her stance suggested she was comfortable where she was and not looking for a fight, but my experience with the little firecracker was that she could drop into stance in a heartbeat and throw some punches that could flatten people. 
 
    Even kill apparently. 
 
    Blaze dropped his gaze from my face to hers and his eyes hardened. He wasn’t a guy in love or even territorial, there was something off about the way he looked at her, like she was a meal ticket to the best buffet in the area. 
 
    His expression sent chills up my spine and I inched closer to Gray. If I had to, I could toss her out of the way. A fight with Blaze and the other Timbercreek bastards wouldn’t follow any rules and might even break into the illegal realm. Something we were already in trouble for. 
 
    “Gray, you need to come with me.” Blaze reached out, wrapping her arm in his meaty fingers. His beady eyes narrowed when she pulled back, but he didn’t let her go. 
 
    “Let go of me, Blaze. I’m not going anywhere with you.” She shook her arm, but he was like a dog on the other end of a rope. 
 
    “Oh, yes, you are. They’re after you and I’m going to keep you safe.” But the look in his eyes promised something more, something dark. “Get in my rig, Gray, enough of this.” 
 
    “Let go, Blaze.” Sara stepped up, gripping Gray’s other arm and pulling her toward the Jameson side. 
 
    His eyes flicked to Sara and then back to Gray. “You’re switching sides now, Asher? What about you, Sara? You think this is something you can come back on Monday from and be normal? You’re done at Timbercreek. The only thing you’ll be good for is a fast screw under the bleachers and the random orgy at a party.” He laughed as he folded his arms. “Your uncle will be the least of your concerns.” 
 
    Sara reared back, her shoulders tightening as she stepped beside Gray, her knuckles whitening as she gripped Gray’s arm. “That may be, but it shows how shallow and unloyal Timbercreek is. I don’t want to be a part of something like that.” 
 
    “Screw you, Sara.” Blaze dropped his hands to his sides into fists and stepped forward, his eyes narrowing in the exact signal I needed that a fight was ready. 
 
    I shoved Sara and Gray behind me, thrusting my arms out as I stepped forward. Brock and Gunner fell into place beside me, protecting my flanks and in a position to have my back as well. 
 
    We had an unspoken rule that I attacked first. I was the most likely to draw the most attention with my larger size and longer reach. The distraction would garner more of an upper hand than if we worked without it. 
 
    Blaze tilted his head back, as if he were doing it to be stronger instead of the truth which was that I was taller by a few inches and he had to look up to see me more fully. 
 
    I leaned over, pushing into his space as I pierced his gaze with mine. “I don’t care what you do, little man. All I know is you better do it before I do it for you.” My gaze was hard and challenging and I wasn’t backing down. 
 
    After everything that had happened over the last couple weeks, my tension had hit an all-time high. Nothing but a volcanic explosion was going to help me with this and I needed to hit Blaze. I needed it more than I needed air. 
 
    He just stared at me, his eyes flickering like he might have just realized he was in deeper than he’d planned. He moved as if to step back, as if he might renege on the promise of a fight in his stance. 
 
    I couldn’t allow that. I couldn’t accept him backing out. Not when I needed it as bad as I did. 
 
    Before he could say anything, I reared back and decked the left side of his face with a right hook. The crowd that had gathered around us gave a collective ooh as Blaze stumbled backward. 
 
    Two of his backups grabbed his arms and steadied him and he pressed his fingers to his lips. Pure, unadulterated hatred filled his eyes as he raised his gaze to stare at me. He stood, and suddenly the flash of metal glinted in his hand. Brandishing a knife, he strode toward me, his hands out by his sides and the knife blade taunting as it extended from his closed fist. 
 
    “Yeah? You want to cold cock me? I’m going to mess you the hell up.” Blaze gritted his teeth, smiling in a way that promised me a good fight. 
 
    I wanted to thank him for upping the ante and giving me somewhere to direct my anger. I would have to be careful that I didn’t kill him like Gray had accidentally killed the Russian. Mine wouldn’t be an accident though. 
 
    “Blaze, put that knife away. What is wrong with you? You’re such a coward.” Gray didn’t yell as she admonished the other guys and I could have thanked her as well. Calling him a name only spurred on his anger and he lunged forward, swinging the knife with psychotic zeal toward my mid-section. 
 
    I reached forward after his swing and grabbed the back of his forearm, pushing his hand toward his knee and breaking his hold on the hilt of the knife. The piece fell to the ground, the sound of metal striking a rock filling the sudden silence of the clearing. 
 
    Everyone watched us, their eyes wide. Some pulled out their phones, the flashes acting like spotlights. I could easily see Blaze’s intentions as he searched the group, his gaze landing on Gray and then flicking to his friend. He gripped his hand with the other and growled, “Call the cops and tell them we found her.” He smirked at Gray. “You won’t come with us; you can go to jail. Even they can’t save you there.” He laughed, the bark loud and all-consuming but humorless.  
 
    I didn’t wait for him to make another move. 
 
    I stepped closer and popped him straight across with a tight jab, shutting off the maniacal laughter in a split second. Stepping back into a fighting stance, I nodded his way. “Come on, princess. Do something. Let’s make it worth your while to call the cops.” 
 
    I had a promise in my eyes he wasn’t going to miss. 
 
    Brock must have heard what I didn’t say, he grabbed Sara’s arm and turned her toward the black truck as I moved in on Blaze, holding him at bay while Gunner and Brock got the girls out of there. As if sensing a mass exodus was to take place, the rest of the Jameson high students that had shown up started peeling away from the circle. 
 
    Blaze shot a glance around at the dispersing crowd and his face grew red and tight. “Stop them!” He moved toward me as if he alone could stop me. 
 
    But the guys he’d come with each shot off in different directions, focusing on different targets and spreading out their strength. 
 
    The deep rumble of my truck echoed behind me, filling my chest with the deep engine base of the aggressive cam shaft. 
 
    “Gunner, now.” I leapt forward, popping jab after jab into Blaze’s face, then ducked, pivoting and slamming my fist into his unsuspecting abdomen. He grunted and fell to his knees. 
 
    Using the moment, I turned and motioned for Brock to slide in the back. He climbed from the driver’s seat and jumped into the bed of the truck. 
 
    I took his previous spot and waited for Gunner to shut the passenger door after he loaded Sara in after Gray. 
 
    Gunner patted the top of the cab when he got in back and I shifted into first, peeling out of the gravel lot before Blaze had even reclaimed his footing. 
 
    The lights of cars evacuating the divide flooded the forest across the highway. Everyone tore off toward the north. I turned south. We needed to get into Jameson as fast as possible. Taking a back road would be the best way there. 
 
    Gray lifted her head from the seat back and stared out the windshield. “Where are we going? I was dancing.” She reached for my arm as if she was going to turn the wheel herself. 
 
    I blocked her grab and claimed both her hands with mine. After a minute, I glanced at her, my eyes searching her face for a sign that she knew what she was doing or if she was still inebriated. 
 
    She bit her lower lip, her eyes wide as she met my gaze. “Seriously, Stryker, where are we going?” 
 
    Sara beside her was quiet as she stared out the window. “Anything is better than back, isn’t it? We’re not going to Timbercreek, are we?” 
 
    I released Gray’s hands to shift into fourth and grip the steering wheel. I was acutely aware of her thigh pressed against mine. She smelled delicious and I couldn’t place the scent exactly, but I wanted to see if it was all over her or just in her hair. 
 
    “No, we’re not going back to Timbercreek.” I softened my tone. “Sara, what does everyone keep saying about your uncle? What exactly is the problem?” It probably wasn’t my business and yet I needed to know. 
 
    She scoffed and then her laughter fell off into a sniff. “Truth? He keeps trying to rape me. Nothing big, right?” 
 
    Anger flooded through me, not that it was ever that far away. Someone she should have been able to trust had destroyed that trust how many times? 
 
    I made a mental note to put out some feelers and see what needed to happen to get rid of the uncle on more than a temporary time frame. 
 
    “Where’s Gunner and Brock?” Gray sagged against my side; her voice soft yet worried. 
 
    “They’re in the back.” It rankled that she wondered about them. 
 
    “Won’t they get cold?” She tried sounding like she didn’t care, but the things I was learning about Gray left little doubt that she could rage against anyone but that her heart didn’t let her hate easily. 
 
    She cared about my cousins. I couldn’t get in the way of her being happy. Of course, Gunner and Brock were attracted to her as well. Who wouldn’t be? Her thick, dark brown hair and brilliantly blue eyes were hard to ignore. Add to that her curvy yet muscular frame and her sassy attitude, and she was the ideal woman in the making. 
 
    An aftermarket slider in the rear window easily opened from the outside since I never locked it and Brock poked his face inside. “Hey, pass me a drink, will you?” 
 
    Sara glanced down by her feet and passed back another hard lemonade. “You drink this stuff?” 
 
    “It’s not like I can go in the store and pick out what I want. Beggars can’t be choosers, right? I’ll take what I can get. The only real problem with these is I have to drink more for a harder buzz and piss every fifteen minutes, but other than that, they’re not bad.” He laughed at something Gunner muttered, then said back to Sara. “Can you pass me a couple? Gunner might try to steal mine.” 
 
    Gray didn’t say anything to them as Sara passed back the bottles. The girls fell silent and then Gray spoke up. “You shouldn’t have taken us like that. They wanted to turn us in. Now you’re going to get caught with us and you’re going to get in more trouble because of it.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.” My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, glancing at the text preview that still glowed on the screen.  
 
      
 
    Ivanovs point of contact is looking for you. Don’t go back to the house tonight. Go to the mine offices. 
 
      
 
    A text from my uncle that barely warned us. If the Ivanovs were looking for us at our house, they would look for us at the mines and at the school, and anywhere else they could tie to us. Dominick had no idea what would keep us safe, if he even wanted to keep us alive. 
 
    If we died, he’d get everything and he wouldn’t have to turn anything over when we turned eighteen. 
 
    The one thing Dominick had proven time and again was his innate ability to underestimate us and the trainings we’d gotten from our fathers. We didn’t have to go to the mines, the house, or anywhere else that anyone knew about. No, we had our own place off the radar and we’d be safe there. 
 
    Gray and Sara would be as well. 
 
    If I didn’t want to risk angering Dominick, I’d have to surface after the weekend and let him know we were okay, but we couldn’t admit to where we’d been. I’d have to procure a hotel room or something to throw him off. 
 
    As much as he said that our best interests were the most important thing to him, his actions had never fully supported that sentiment. 
 
    I wasn’t stupid and I wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    I reached back and rapped my knuckles on the glass. Brock and Gunner appeared in the small rectangle and I glanced at them in the rearview mirror. “We have to go underground. The Russians are looking for us.” 
 
    My words sobered my cousins and they nodded, disappearing back outside the window.  
 
    “Underground?” Gray didn’t sound as timid as she had. Her own alcoholic haze had to be wearing off. 
 
    I took the next left, turning onto a chip sealed road that was part gravel and part tar. Nodding, I continued staring out the windows. “We’ve got the Russians after us and you have the cops after you. We don’t have a lot of places to go at this point. We’re taking you under with us. You’ll be safe.” I glanced at Gray then at Sara, careful to include both of them in my promise. “You both will.” Sara was no one to me on her own, but she mattered to Gray and that meant she had worth. 
 
    Gray edged closer to me, her heat moving up over my leg and up my side. I glanced sharply to my right, catching the glimmer of tears on her cheeks. 
 
    What more could I do to make things up to her? Not much. Keeping her safe was the most I could do. I wasn’t sure she’d take anything else. 
 
    If she didn’t accept that, I couldn’t help worrying that we would all end up dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    The alcohol hadn’t dulled the pain like I’d hoped. Instead, every time I closed my eyes, I saw Sonya’s face. I didn’t even know her and yet she’d be with me the rest of my life. I almost wished I could go to jail. Would that make it go away? The incessant guilt riding inside me like a balloon filled with acid just waiting to pop. 
 
    I couldn’t seem to get warm either. Every inch of me felt ice cold. Well, that is except the parts that were pressed against Stryker. I wanted to curl into him, ask him to wrap his arm around my shoulders. I needed to feel something besides the sting of the chill. Anything would do at that point. 
 
    He’d said something about going underground. I wasn’t’ sure what that meant. Were we going into the mines? I had a problem with tight spaces and if I went underground, literally, I’d have a problem with the fact that I was underground. I didn’t even do well snorkeling in a pool or in basements. Being under things wasn’t my idea of being safe. 
 
    “Are the Ivanovs looking for you because of me or because they know you were at the fight?” I glanced at Stryker. I’d seen the text on his phone. If he tried to act like he didn’t know what I was talking about, I’d be more than willing to call him out on it. 
 
    Rain drops spotted the windshield in small sprinkles. 
 
    Brock shoved his head through the back window. “It’s starting to rain.” 
 
    “Grab the tarp, we need another forty-five minutes to get there. I can’t make it any faster, guys, sorry.” Stryker glanced at me and looked back at the road. “I’m not sure. We’ll all have to hide together at this point. I’m not sure how much they want from us and I don’t know what they want to do to you.” 
 
    I laughed softly under my breath. “You don’t have to lie.” 
 
    He turned his head sharply my direction, flicking his gaze toward Sara who had slumped against the door and then back at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Another lie.” I shook my head and folded my arms. “You know exactly what they’d do to me. Everyone knows the Ivanovs don’t mess around. I’d be dead in a week, if I lasted that long.” The Russian torture had hit infamy in the Timbercreek area as the vengeance spread from Seattle eastward. I didn’t have any hope or any delusion that I would be treated any differently. 
 
    He shook his head and reached for my hand, wrapping my fingers in his. 
 
    “You’re one of the most confusing people I know, Stryker.” I couldn’t help the honesty. My buzz was wearing off, but the truth serum part of alcohol would hang on, I had no doubt. 
 
    “How so, Gray?” He pulled his hand to his lap with my hand still in his fingers. I didn’t pull away, curious where he was going with it. 
 
    I blinked heavily, exhausted emotionally, physically, and I’m sure spiritually. “You want everyone to hate me at school. You don’t want me on the team. You won’t let me get hurt even though you’re the one trying to hurt me. You make my insides melt. And now it seems that underneath it all, you don’t even want that. Wait… I don’t know about that last part.” I blinked as a car turned onto the road ahead facing us.  
 
    Their brights were on and still at over five-hundred yards away, the lights were almost too bright to see around. 
 
    Stryker tugged me closer to him, just under his arm and let his forearm fall around my upper back. More heat and this time it spread outward, dissipating the tightness from the fight and that I was being hunted by the cops and the Ivanovs family. 
 
    “I do want you on the team. You’re impossible to look away from.” He didn’t negate that he wanted me hurt or anything else, just that he wanted me on the team. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to take that. I wasn’t sure how to take any of it. 
 
    The lights got brighter. We were both going fairly fast since the speed limit was bout fifty, if I remembered right. 
 
    Stryker called out, “Brock, you see this?” Brock stuck his head back in, joined by Gunner. “This prick won’t turn his brights off.” Stryker flashed him with his own brights, a universally accepted reminder to the other driver that their brights were on and blinding. 
 
    The other car ignored Stryker’s reminder. He flashed again, this time only three-hundred yards away. Again, at two-hundred yards. 
 
    I shielded my eyes, the lights insanely bright. “Oh, my word, that is bright.” 
 
    Stryker met Brock’s gaze with his in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, this prick needs a lesson.” 
 
    Brock nodded and disappeared into the back again. The sound of clinking glass carried through the open window with the sound of rushing air. I turned to my left, watching out the side and rear windows to see what he was going to do. There wasn’t much that could be done when you were passing a car on a straight thoroughfare going fifty miles an hour. 
 
    Hooking his fingers into the mouths of two lemonade bottles, Brock leaned to the side. He watched as the other car approached, its lights so bright we were momentarily blinded. 
 
    Brock swung his left arm back and then whipped the bottles into the direction of the windshield of the car as it passed by. 
 
    An odd crunch filled the air along with the sound of screeching brakes. 
 
    I turned to face forward, glancing up at Stryker whose face had taken on a tightly grim expression. He glanced back in the mirror again, keeping the speed up. 
 
    His eyes widened and I snapped around again. Red and blue lights flooded the length of the empty long road. 
 
    “Holy shit, man, go! I can’t believe that was a cop.” Brock pounded a fist on the top of the truck’s cab. 
 
    “Get down, you fools. Hide under that tarp. We don’t need him knowing more than he does. Hang on.” Stryker shifted into fifth, reaching speeds that were twenty and thirty miles per hour over the limit. 
 
    Sara straightened where she sat, staring straight ahead. “What just happened?” 
 
    “Were you sleeping?” I looked at her like she might be crazy. How was she able to sleep through any of that? 
 
    “No, I was just lost in thought.” She glanced behind us and then back at me. “The cops.” 
 
    I nodded at her, anxiety tightening my throat and making it hard to speak. The cops. I wasn’t sure if we’d gone into Idaho yet, but if we were in Washington and the cops caught up to us, I’d be delivered right into police custody. At that point, the Ivanovs would know exactly where I was and there’d be no way out for me. 
 
    Pushing me aside, though, what Brock had just done would probably be a number of felonies, not to mention they were minors under the influence. 
 
    Stryker didn’t speak as he took the next curve without slowing down, running the risk of flinging his cousins from the back of the truck. 
 
    The flashing red and blue lights didn’t waver as Stryker pushed the older truck to its limits. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I couldn’t help asking. My own life was wrapped up in whatever he did. If he continued to run, we could add the felony of evasion to the ever-mounting list. What else could go wrong? 
 
    “I just need to get ahead of him enough that I can get away. We just need a break. Hold on!” He raised his voice on the last phrase so the boys in the back could hear. 
 
    Sara reached up and grabbed the oh-shit bar, gripping it with both hands. I had nothing to grab onto, opting for the seat belt buckled at my waist. 
 
    The road stretched before us, black, dark, no hope to offer. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. The only thing behind us held tight to our speed and wouldn’t let us go. The red and blue didn’t offer comfort. Not right then. My fears and doubts followed behind us and I didn’t know what would happen, if we were caught. There would be a lot of confusion. 
 
    Part of me wanted to jump from the truck. Another part of me wanted to get caught. But that was about me. I didn’t want anything to happen the Jamesons. If they were caught, there was no way they wouldn’t get thrown in prison and treated like adults. 
 
    You didn’t assault an officer and get away with it. No matter who you were or who you knew. 
 
    I dug my fingers into the hard muscle of Stryker’s upper thigh. 
 
    No matter what happened, we were going down together.  
 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
    Grab the next Bad Boys of Jameson High series, Her Brawlers. Stryker, Gunner, and Brock are even more addicting as they try to right some wrongs from their past and help Gray fix her own mistakes. Can they stick together once more than murder charges come calling for Gray? 
 
    Never miss out on a Taylor Blaine book – sign up to get an email on new releases and sales. Maybe even some stupid stuff that she’ll come up with at the last minute. Who knows, but it could be fun! 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for joining me with the Jameson cousins.  I love them so much! Stryker… sigh. 
 
    Keep your eyes out for a fast-paced series coming this fall – Rival teams led by brothers and the girl who’s stuck between them. 
 
    Want to follow all things Blaine? Join me on my Facebook page! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The End 
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