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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    Betrayal is a hard pill to swallow. 
 
    I get it; Rivers is the black sheep of our pack, a closed book, and a dark mystery. He never lets anyone in, but the one thing I do know about him is that he’s loyal. He always has been, so finding out he was responsible for one of the greatest betrayals against me was absolutely shattering. 
 
    Like I said; betrayal is a hard pill to swallow. 
 
    We’re a mess.  
 
    Our pack has been torn apart from the inside out. Tully is struggling to keep herself together, Noah is quickly discovering the limits of his temper, Rivers is nowhere to be seen, and me? Well, I’ve been acting like some kind of raging bitch and something tells me that this is only just the beginning. 
 
    When will this end? 
 
    I need a sign that things are going to get better. I thought that nearly losing Tully was the worst that could happen.  
 
    I never expected it could get worse. So much worse. 
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Haven Falls Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Romance filled with LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. This series is recommended for mature readers due to cursing and sexual content. If this offends you, then steer clear of this bad boy romance! 
 
    For everyone else, dive in and have fun! 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Henley – Whatcha doing? Wanna meet me in the darkroom and do that thing you like? 
 
    Tully – Ummmmmmmm… 
 
    Tully – I mean, I guess I could escape out of this hell hole. I wouldn’t mind getting a little nasty, but you’ll have to be more specific on what it is you like. I wouldn’t want to get it wrong!!!! 
 
    Tully – BTW, I knew you weren’t interested in my nasty ass brother!!!!! It’s been me all along, hasn’t it? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Wrong fucking number. She’s never going to let me live this down. 
 
    I get busy responding. 
 
    Henley – Of course, it’s always been you, my Queen! 
 
    Henley – It’s settled! I’ll ditch the nasty ass brother and we can run away together. We’d have such pretty babies. 
 
    Tully – Duh! Our babies are going to be hot AF!  
 
    Tully – You’re going to have to carry though! Nasty Ass’s DNA is closest to mine, so lucky for you, he’s still going to have to fuck you to knock you up! I ain’t getting around with his jizz inside me! That’s where I draw the line! 
 
    Henley – OMG!!!!!!! I need to burn my eyes!!!! WTF did I just read? You’re disgusting!!!!!!!! 
 
    Tully – Don’t judge! I’m fucking bored in this damn hospital. It’s called creating my own entertainment! 
 
    Henley – Fine! Be disgusting! 
 
    I cringe to myself before deciding to send another text. It’s a bit of a touchy subject though, but considering she seems to be in a good mood, I can risk asking right now. Unlike Noah; who got his head bitten off a few days ago for doing the very same thing. 
 
    Henley – Have you heard from Rivers? 
 
    Tully – What do you think? Ever since that video went out, he’s completely disappeared. It’s like he doesn’t exist anymore! I just wish he’d come and explain himself. I don’t understand why he’d do that to you. 
 
    Tully – Though…it couldn’t have been him. Are you sure the information was right? This doesn’t feel right. 
 
    Henley – Considering he disappeared right after the blast went out. I don’t know… it seems too coincidental, don’t you think? 
 
    Tully – I guess.  
 
    Tully - Shit. I have to go. The mean bitch is making me walk around again! 
 
    Henley – Don’t trip and eat dirt! Your face is too pretty for a broken nose! 
 
    Tully – Ha. Ha.  
 
    I smile to myself. I can imagine the look on her face right now. Tully’s been stuck in that hospital for nearly two weeks now and it’s killing her. There was talk about sending her home, but she’d be on strict bedrest and that’s going to be a whole other drama. Her arm is still shattered inside that cast and I’d bet that she’s still in all sorts of pain. She’s being brave though, but that’s not always a good thing. 
 
    Noah and I have practically been living in the hospital every chance we get. Hell, if I could, I’d be there right now, but apparently, I made myself this promise to kick myself up the ass and get my grades up. It sucks, like really sucks. I was not made for schoolwork. I was created for the sole purpose of being freaking awesome. 
 
    I don’t exactly have an academic mind, except for when it comes to science. Everything else seems to get the best of me. I hardly passed grade one mathematics. I mean, damn, multiplication is hard, add a little division to the mix and I’m fucked. 
 
    I scoot down in my chair and force myself to put my phone down. I’m never going to raise my grades and get accepted into the scholarship program at Broken Hill University if I can’t concentrate during one history class. 
 
    Without this scholarship, I’m nothing. Ok, well, that might be taking it a bit far but it’s certainly how I feel. I never knew just how badly I wanted this until Mr. Carver went and opened my eyes to a world full of possibilities. Haven Falls kids simply don’t go to college, it’s unheard of, but here I am, day in and day out, sweating bullets and hoping I somehow get in. 
 
    I don’t want to be nothing. I want to make something of myself, if not for my sake, then for Aria’s. She needs to see that high school isn’t the end of the line. I want her to strive for more and I can’t preach that to her if I don’t give it a shot myself. 
 
    I look towards the door as my mind, body, and soul scream to be released from the hell of history class. Just twenty more minutes. I can do it. I just have to look at the textbook before me and find something interesting to draw me in, then I’ll be good. 
 
    I let out a sigh. It’s impossible. I mean, if we were studying the Vikings, I’m sure I’d be able to find a few different things to help me along, but nope. Not today. 
 
    The past two weeks since the accident have been awful. The video of me getting jumped was released by Rivers and since then, there’s been this ache inside my chest. It’s a shattering betrayal. I don’t know, I’ve never felt anything quite like it, not even when all that shit went down with Jackson and Kaylah. This is so much worse. 
 
    I’ve been an absolute bitch since then. I got myself a three day suspension for bitch-slapping a cheerleader which surely isn’t going to help the whole college thing, I’ve lost my shit with Noah multiple times, and even shut out Aria when all she wanted to do was play. Like I said, I’ve been a bitch and it’s all because Rivers tore me apart. Dad is just about ready to dig out a dungeon under our house and lock me down there like some kind of rabid animal. I’ve been that bad. 
 
    That’ll teach me for not realizing the kind of power I allowed him to have over me. 
 
    Naturally, Noah has forgiven me each and every time, but only because he’s been a snappy prick too. I think he misses his best friend. He’s concerned about him, confused, and fucking pissed. Doing something like this just doesn’t seem like Rivers. He’s been loyal since day one which is what has made it so hard to believe, but the fact that he’s taken off and hasn’t checked in with us screams at me to doubt him. 
 
    I’m lucky that the majority of students here are terrified of me, otherwise, the shame of that video would have destroyed me. That was the lowest moment of my life and for it to be broadcasted around the school was devastating. As I cried out for help, begging them to stop, I lost every ounce of dignity that I had. It was the lowest of the lows and every person I know witnessed it. 
 
    Most of the kids at school knew to keep quiet about it, but others thought it was their chance to take me down, hence the three day suspension. People quickly learned to forget they ever saw that video, but it still hurts knowing it’s out there for the world to see. Knowing my luck, someone will upload it on YouTube and the fucking thing will go viral. 
 
    The Haven Falls Queen went down, but you bet your ass she didn’t stay down for long. 
 
    Ten minutes to go. I focus a little harder on the Renaissance Era. 
 
    BORING!!!!!!! I’m never going to pass this shit. Why does it matter what the rest of my grades are like? I’m trying to get into a science program. Science. Not fucking history.  
 
    I hang my head before forcing it back up and practically holding my eyes open as I watch my teacher walk back and forth across the front of the room, getting lost in all things Renaissance. 
 
    Those last ten minutes tick by and it feels like I die a million deaths during that time. When the bell finally sounds, I’m the first one out of my chair and through the door. I get out into the hallway and instantly bring my phone to my ear. It rings a few times before the voice on the other side has a smile lighting my face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tully says, not bothering with the whole ‘Hey, how are you?’ bullshit. 
 
    A chuckle sails up my throat. “I think we should call ourselves ‘Helly.’” 
 
    “What?” she grunts, clearly confused as to what the hell I’m talking about. 
 
    “Helly,” I repeat. “You know if Henley and Tully were squished together. Kind of like ‘Brangelina,’ and ‘Kimye’.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” she says. “Though I clearly wear the pants in this relationship so my name should go first. We can be,” she pauses, having to actually think about it. “Tull…ley. Wait. That’s too much like my name. That won’t work.” 
 
    “Hence why I went with my name first,” I tell her, having already figured it out. “I just spent an hour sitting in history class going over all our options and honestly, our names kind of suck together. Now me and Noah, we’d be either ‘Noley’ or ‘Henah’.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she draws out. “I think I like ‘Noley’ but only because it makes you two sound like complete dorks, though, I guess that’s not far from the truth.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and laugh. “Shut up.”  
 
    I also spent a good portion of the lesson going over what Tully and Rivers would be called, but I decide not to mention that. I’m sure she’s probably already trying to figure it out, just deciding to keep quiet about it. Though, ‘Rivlly’ seems to have a ring to it. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Tully says in a high tone, clearly excited about something. “We could be Hully too.” 
 
    I think it over. ‘Helly’ or ‘Hully’? Hmmm. Helly seems more accurate because that’s where we’re both going to end up, but ‘Hully’…that just sounds better. 
 
    I push my way into the cafeteria, looking up to see Noah already here. He gives me a warm smile and I make my way across to him. “I think you’re right. Forevermore, we shall be known as ‘Hully’.” 
 
    A booming laugh pulls from her before a pained groan. “Shit. you can’t make me laugh like that,” she moans.  
 
    I pause in the middle of the cafeteria, alarmed. “Crap, are you ok?” I ask as Noah looks over me with furrowed brows, wondering what’s keeping me. He strides over to me as I ask, “Did you go for your walk? How’d you go?” 
 
    “Is that Tully?” Noah questions, taking my waist as I nod. “Is she alright?” 
 
    “No,” Tully yells out, making it obvious that she can hear Noah through the line. “Tell that big asshole that if he wants to know how I am, he can call me himself.” 
 
    I look up at Noah with a beaming smile. “Yeah, she’s fine.” 
 
    Those green eyes of his become suspicious and he pauses a moment before dragging me along behind him. I focus back on Tully. “Well, did that cow force you out of bed?” 
 
    “Yesss,” she groans, drawing it out. I can just imagine her rolling her eyes as she says it and I let out a breath, feeling a rant coming along. “It’s better when you’re here. She holds me too tight as though I’m going to fall, but you just let me do it myself. I mean, it’s only a few internal stitches. It’s not like I crushed my pelvis and need to retrain myself to walk. I swear, all the nurses here think I’m incapable of doing anything myself, but if they backed off a little, they’d see that I’m fine.” 
 
    “They’re just doing their job,” I remind her for the millionth time over the past two weeks and thanking my lucky stars that I didn’t sign up to be her nurse. She’d probably chop my head off. “You’ll be out of there soon and back at home where I’m sure Noah will strap you to your bed and refuse to let you move.” 
 
    Noah smirks back at me and I send up a little prayer, hoping that Tully somehow makes it through this recovery without murdering my boyfriend. “Geez,” she groans. “Maybe I’m better off here after all.” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” I tell her, though now I’m a little jealous; I wouldn’t mind having Noah strap me to a bed and refuse to let me go. Damn, the things he would do to me. 
 
    She rambles on a little while longer and before I know it, I’m sitting down beside Noah, minding my own business as he talks to Jared Frazer, one of the few seniors at Haven Falls Private who doesn’t give a shit about Noah’s status. 
 
    I hate this. 
 
    School isn’t the same without Tully here. She’s my girl, my person, the one I can talk all sorts of shit to and know I won’t be judged. Add that to the fact that Rivers seems to have done a disappearing act, and not just the disappearing act the boys do when they’re doing a job for Anton, like a full on actual disappearing act. Things are changing and I’m not sure I like it. 
 
    I lean back in my seat and tune out the boys’ conversation as they talk about something to do with the races. Boys will be boys, right? There are no races anymore yet they can’t stop talking about it. I mean, is it a rule of owning a penis that you have to discuss cars and tits all the time? 
 
    A hand slides its way down and takes possession of my thigh and I can’t help but suck in a breath as the butterflies go batshit crazy in my stomach. Nearly five months and he still makes me feel like the only girl in the world. The kicker is, as I look up and take in his face, he doesn’t even realize he’s doing it. 
 
    Is this even possible? It’s a natural reaction for him to reach out and touch me, every chance he gets. He reads me like a book yet somehow, he’s blind to the fact that I completely fall apart inside when I feel that electricity his skin sends through my body. I’m a mess when he’s around, but the good kind. I can’t think, I can’t breathe, I can’t function. Everything is him. 
 
    My world starts and stops with Noah Cage. He has completely captured me and I’ve fallen as hard as humanly possible. 
 
    I can’t help but slide my hand beneath his and hold onto it as I pick at my lunch. I haven’t exactly had an appetite the last two weeks. Noah isn’t completely thrilled with it, but he understands why. Things are fucked up and we’re all hurting from Rivers betrayal; Tully the most. 
 
    I couldn’t bear the pain had it been Noah who had done what he did. 
 
    A throat clears and my head snaps up from my lunch to take in Alyssa, the girl Rivers has been dating for the past few weeks. My eyes instantly rake over her, not liking her or what she stands for one bit. She’s the girl who brought on all sorts of unnecessary pain to my best friend and for that, I simply can’t see a world where I accept her. “Can I help you?” I question with distaste as Noah turns to take her in. 
 
    Alyssa’s eyes flick between us and it’s clear that she’s terrified to be standing before us. She wasn’t at first, but that was solely because she was new here. She didn’t understand who we were and what our status was in Haven Falls, but now, she’s had more than enough time to work out how things go around here. 
 
    We’re the fucking King and Queen of Haven Falls and these fuckers bow to us. 
 
    When we first found out that Rivers had sent the video, Noah cornered Alyssa with one hell of an interrogation, hoping that she knew something or had the slightest inkling where he might have been. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Noah more terrifying than at that moment. His emotions were riding high and the betrayal was fresh and weighing on him heavily. No wonder she looks as though she’s about to shit her pants. 
 
    We quickly worked out that Alyssa didn’t know anything and we left her alone, but I fear that Noah lost a piece of his soul that day.  
 
    I have to admit, she must have a massive set of balls to be standing here before us now, though it’s clear that she walked the long way around so she’d be closer to me than to Noah. Smart move. 
 
    “I, uh…” she starts, nervously, flicking her eyes towards Noah with caution once more before focusing her full attention on me. “You told me to come and tell you if Rivers contacted me again.” 
 
    My brow cocks with interest. “Well?” I prompt. 
 
    “He texted,” she says. “It’s not much, but it’s something.” 
 
    “What did he say?” I rush out. “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Ahh…no. He just…” 
 
    Noah’s hand flies across the table to hover in front of her face. “Give me your phone.” 
 
    She blanches. “Um. What?” 
 
    “Phone,” he demands again, this time his tone letting on that he’s not playing games. 
 
    Alyssa fumbles around and hurries to get her phone out of her back pocket. She thrusts her hand back out, attempting to pass it to Noah, but her nerves are eating her up and cause the phone to slip out of her fingertips. 
 
    Noah catches it in the blink of an eye as though he's used to teenage girls turning into fumbling messes around him, though, I guess he is. He flicks the phone around between his fingers and hits the home button while keeping his other hand firmly in mine. When the phone prompts a passcode, Noah looks up at her expectantly, the only sign of his frustration; a slight twitch in his thumb. I squeeze his hand in response and hope it's enough for him to keep his cool until we're alone. 
 
    Alyssa blanches once again, momentarily forgetting her code when she realizes that she has all of two seconds to pull her shit together or risk facing the wrath of Noah Cage. 
 
    "4827," she finally rushes out, a little too breathy and showcasing her fear to the whole cafeteria. 
 
    Noah enters the code and moves his arm across so I can clearly see the screen. His thumb quickly finds the messages app and before I know it, he’s scrolling through until he finds Rivers name attached to one.  
 
    He clicks on it and I instantly smirk at the one-sided, desperate texts she’s been sending him over the past two weeks. 
 
    Noah scrolls up to see them all. 
 
    He finds the last text he sent her all the way back from the afternoon of the crash. 
 
    Rivers – Meet me after school. I’ll drop your fine ass home. 
 
    Alyssa – Sure thing, babe. Xx 
 
    The next message comes only a few short hours later. 
 
    Alyssa – OMG! Rivers. Are you ok? I heard there was a crash. 
 
    Alyssa – Baby? What happened? Are you alright? Please answer me. 
 
    Alyssa – Rivers? 
 
    The texts go on, each and every one of them left unanswered for the following week. 
 
    Alyssa – What’s going on, Rivers? People are starting to talk. They say you crashed on purpose. I hope that’s not true. 
 
    Alyssa – Are you coming to school? I miss you. 
 
    Alyssa – Shit. Rivers, everyone is saying you were the one who sent out that video. Noah and Henley just ripped into me about it. Where are you? 
 
    Alyssa – Are you even coming today? 
 
    Alyssa – Are you mad at me? Did I do something wrong? 
 
    Alyssa - ?? 
 
    Finally, it seems she gave up as she stops texting him. There’s nothing for a week until one last one from Alyssa. It was sent this morning. 
 
    Alyssa – Please tell me you’re coming back. 
 
    Just as Alyssa had promised, she finally heard back from him. My eyes feast over the response from two hours ago. 
 
    Rivers – Stop texting me, Alyssa. We’re through. 
 
    I stare at the message for a long, drawn out second before raising my eyes to Noah, only to find his staring right back at me.  
 
    Noah tosses the phone back to Alyssa and she squeaks before fumbling around, trying to catch it in her butterfingers, clearly not having expected him to toss it quite like that. She quickly scurries off only for me to realize that Jared has also disappeared, clearly seeing this is pack business and giving us the privacy we need. 
 
    “What does this mean?” I whisper, searching his eyes and hoping for good news, but the look I see in them tells me anything but. 
 
    “It means that he’s burning bridges,” Noah explains, unsure if it’s a good thing or not. After all, he’s Noah’s best friend, but he’s also the guy who betrayed me. “He’s getting the fuck out of here and he has no intention of coming back.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Noah and I walk into Tully’s hospital room, the very one that used to be mine. “Well, if it isn’t the whore who tried to get me naked in the darkroom,” Tully grins as I collapse down into the chair beside her bed.  
 
    “You know it,” I laugh, proud of my little fuck-up from history class. 
 
    “Wait. What?” Noah grumbles, looking between the two of us in confusion. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” Tully says. “Your girlfriend is through with you. She’s been after me the whole time.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes roam over me as I pull out my phone and bring up mine and Tully’s texts from this afternoon. “I might have sent her a text that was meant for you,” I explain. 
 
    He takes my phone and reads over the messages before his face falls and he looks up at me with fierce devastation. “Shit,” he sighs. “I missed out on fucking you in the darkroom?” 
 
    “You sure did,” I laugh. 
 
    “You better make it up to me.” 
 
    “I’ll make it up to you right now if you want.” 
 
    He raises an intrigued brow as a grin slowly pulls at his lips. “I’m not going to say no to that.” 
 
    “Hell yes, you are, motherfucker,” Tully snaps. “You’re here to see me, remember? Not screw my girlfriend in the supply closet. Besides, didn’t you read the texts? I was kind enough to let you screw her when we’re ready for a baby.” 
 
    A chuckle rips up my throat as horror flashes over Noah’s face. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he grunts, his eyes flashing back down to my phone and reading over more of our messages. “Fuck off,” he groans a moment later before turning to his sister. “How does this shit even come into your head?” 
 
    She grins back at him and I’m assuming it’s because he read over the text where Tully suggested that she won’t be getting around with his jizz inside of her. “What?” she laughs before shrugging, unapologetically. “It’s true.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he groans. “I know it’s true but it’s one of those things that don’t get talked about. I mean, why the fuck are we even talking about it now? You’re not stealing my girl.” 
 
    “Tough shit, bro,” Tully grins, spreading her arms wide. “She wants me.” 
 
    Noah turns to me, expecting me to correct her and finish this once and for all. “What can I say?” I laugh. “She’s like a prettier version of you and comes fully equipped with a wardrobe I can borrow and won’t poke me in the ass every day with her morning wood.” 
 
    His mouth drops in shock, but I’m not quite finished twisting the knife. “Besides, who would know how to eat pussy better than another chick?” I wink and lower my voice. “We already know what we like.” 
 
    A challenge burns in his eyes and a moment later, he grabs me and pins me up against the wall, his hand claiming my ass with my leg hooked around his waist. “Is that a fucking challenge, Spitfire?” he questions, leaning in and running his lips over the sensitive skin of my neck. “Because you and I both know that when my tongue runs over your clit, you start squirming and screaming out my name,” he murmurs as my chest begins to rise and fall with needy desperation. “Or how about the way your legs wrap around my head, holding me there, begging for more as your fingers twine into my hair? No, baby! Nobody knows what you like more than me.” 
 
    I grin, not needing to bother wording a response. He knows what I’m putting down and I don’t doubt that he’ll come through. “Tully,” Noah murmurs. “You have about three seconds to get your ass out of here.” 
 
    My hands fist into his shirt, the talk of just how good he works my body is driving me insane with need. His hand on my ass squeezes, but it’s not nearly enough. I need it. I need everything he’s got. 
 
    His lips brush over mine, teasing me with the knowledge of what they can do. 
 
    “Fuck, no,” Tully grumbles, grabbing a pillow from behind her back and launching it across the room. It hits Noah’s back but it’s like he doesn’t even notice it, his eyes remain firmly locked on mine. “You two go and find somewhere else to test Noah’s skills. There’s no way in hell you’re fucking in my bed. I sleep in these sheets.” 
 
    “Right,” Noah warns, sliding his other arm down my body and lifting me. “Then you better close your eyes real damn fast.” 
 
    Noah turns us before striding towards Tully’s bed. He lays me down on the end while standing between my legs which are still wrapped around his waist before diving for the button of my jeans. 
 
    “NO,” Tully screams, grabbing another pillow and hitting us with it. “Stop. Stop. Stop.” 
 
    Noah bursts out laughing before grabbing me and helping sit me up. I turn to face Tully. “Are you kidding me?” I laugh. “Do you seriously think we’d actually do that to you?” 
 
    “Uhhh, yeah,” she grumbles. “You might have a little self-respect, but Noah sure as hell doesn’t. If he thought for even a second that you’d go through with it, you’d already be in your birthday suit, screaming his name, and just about done.” 
 
    My eyes slice to Noah and I grin at him. I have to admit, Tully is right. Noah certainly would have gone through with it and he would have laughed when Tully desperately scrambled out of here. What she got wrong though, is that I definitely would have gone through with it. If he had kissed me a second longer, all signs of self-control would have flown right out the window. 
 
    Fuck. I can’t wait to get home and take what I’m missing. 
 
    “For the record,” Noah says as I swivel around on Tully’s bed and cross my legs, facing her head on. “There’s no way I’d be anywhere near done.” 
 
    “Please,” Tully scoffs. “Are you forgetting that we have paper thin walls? I hear everything.” 
 
    My face falls as horror quickly takes over. I glance across to Noah who’s smirking proudly before turning my gaze back on Tully. “What do you mean by ‘everything’?” I question, cautiously. 
 
    “I mean everything,” she says with a cheeky grin pulling at her lips despite how hard she’s trying to keep a straight face. “Every tiny little moan. Every time you cum. Every time he accidentally slips it in the wrong hole. I hear it all.” 
 
    “Woahhhhhh,” I gasp, drawing it out. “Now I know you’re lying. He’s never done that.” 
 
    “Which one?” she teases. “Made you cum? How disappointing for you.” 
 
    “Hey,” Noah cuts in. “Trust me. I’ve more than made her cum. Every fucking day.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say, looking up at Noah. “This is getting weird. Can we please stop discussing our sex life with your twin sister? It’s too much.” 
 
    “What?” he laughs. “Don’t act like you two don’t discuss it every chance you get. I’ve overheard your ridiculous conversations.” 
 
    “I never said that we don’t do it. We most certainly do, but it’s never with you in the room,” I tell him. 
 
    Noah rolls his eyes and collapses into the chair I’d been in only a few short minutes ago as a nurse walks in and practically has to force-feed Tully her afternoon pain meds. Tully is quick to shoo her away and the second the door closes behind her, Tully lets out a deep sigh. “I can’t take it anymore,” she groans. “I need to go home. I haven’t had a proper sleep since it happened.” 
 
    “Come on,” I tell her, trying to keep her spirits up. “Only another two days and you’ll be home. You just have to tough it out a little while longer.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to,” she says on the verge of a breakdown as her eyes grow teary. 
 
    Noah stands when he sees his sister so broken. “I’ll go talk to your doctor. See if we can get you home tonight.” 
 
    Her whole body perks up. “Really?” 
 
    “I’m not making any promises,” he tells her, moving forward and sliding an arm around her, giving her a quick hug as he pulls her into his side, “But I can try.” 
 
    She leans her head into him. “Thank you.” 
 
    With that, Noah walks out of the room and I crawl up to her side, laying down beside her. “You miss him, don’t you?” I murmur, knowing exactly where those tears were coming from. 
 
    Tully is silent for a moment before she lets out a sigh and drops her head to my shoulder. “Yeah,” she admits. “I know I’m supposed to hate him right now for what he did to you, but I…I just…” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “You love him. I can hardly believe it all myself.” 
 
    “I…,” she lets out a deep sigh. “It’s just…something inside me is screaming that he didn’t do this. He wouldn’t.” 
 
    “But, Tullz,” I say softly. “Every little bit of evidence points directly at him.” 
 
    “I know,” she tells me. “But it doesn’t make sense. Why would he do that to you? It just doesn’t seem right. He wouldn’t do it, Henley. I know him, right down to the bone. He’s a good guy and he’s loyal as hell.” 
 
    “Then why the hell did he disappear like that?” 
 
    I feel her shrug against me. “I don’t know. If I could just see him for even a few minutes, I swear, I’d be able to work it out. I don’t think he’s the type to just disappear for doing something like that. If he betrayed you, he’d face it like a man. That’s just who he is. Something else has to be going on here.” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she groans. “That’s why I need to see him. He’ll talk to me.” 
 
    “Are you sure though? You’ve known him since you were eleven and he’s never shared anything about his personal life before.” 
 
    “That’s because I’ve never pushed him on it,” she explains. “If I really tried, he’ll tell me. At least…he owes me that much.” 
 
    I let out a sigh, unsure how to respond. We lay in silence a while, both of us staring up at the ceiling, lost in our own thoughts. “You know, he ended things with Alyssa this morning,” I inform her. 
 
    “How do you know that? Did he show up at school?” 
 
    “No,” I rush out, shaking my head. “He texted her. Told her to quit messaging him.” 
 
    Anyone would think that she'd be thrilled about this news, but she knows Rivers, more than I do and on a different level than Noah, so I’m not surprised when she scoffs, the news clearly not bringing the same kind of joy as anyone else in this kind of situation. “He’s severing all ties.” 
 
    “That’s what Noah said,” I murmur, pressing my lips together into a tight line, hating to be the one to break that news to her. “He thinks he’s not coming back.” 
 
    Tully doesn’t reply, just stares off into the room, as quiet as a mouse.  
 
    When the silence becomes too much for me to bear, I silently murmur, nudging her arm to draw her attention. “Are you ok?” I question, hating the pained look upon her face. 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders and the move tears me apart. I can’t stand seeing her in pain. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what she’s going through. I know they weren’t together, but they may as well have been. They were crazy in love and now she’s left wondering what the hell happened, where he is, and if he’s alright. Not to mention, wondering if he had it in himself to betray her trust. 
 
    I wouldn’t want to be in her position. 
 
    “What about you?” she questions. 
 
    I turn and look at her in confusion. “Um…I’m fine,” I say slowly. I mean, yeah, it sucks, but my heart’s not going through the wringer like hers is right now. 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes. “I meant about everything else. You haven’t really talked about the whole ‘mom’ bomb your dad dropped on you the other week. 
 
    I let out a sigh and scrunch up my face, wondering why the hell she’d have to go and bring that shit up. “I’m hoping that if I don’t talk about it, I can forget it ever happened.” 
 
    “Well, tough shit,” she tells me. “If you don’t talk about it, it’s going to sit inside that brain of yours, growing into something bigger than it needs to be.” 
 
    I scrunch up my face, knowing she’s right. Dad had dropped a massive bomb on me two weeks ago and revealed that the woman who I always thought was my mother, isn’t. My mom is some lady named Gina who gave me up to dad when I was only a few days old. Great news for my abandonment issues. Not only did I have the woman I thought was my mother for the first twelve years of my life walk out on me, but I also had a second mom abandon me as well. How did I ever become so lucky? 
 
    I guess I would have been able to deal with it had dad not also revealed that her surname is Rivers. Since that moment, all I’ve been able to think about is if this woman is also Rivers’ mother too. Every day I go over Rivers’ features in my mind, trying to figure out if there are any similarities between us. If only he was here to offer up a little assistance.  
 
    All I know is that the thought of Rivers possibly being my half brother has been weighing heavily on my mind for the past two weeks and not knowing if it’s true or not is really starting to drive me insane. After all, the guy betrayed me. It would be so much worse finding out that not only my friend betrayed me, but that I’ve been betrayed by my own flesh and blood. 
 
    There sure are a lot of unanswered questions revolving around Rivers right now. It couldn’t just be a coincidence that he’s not here right now. 
 
    I look away from Tully, not wanting her to look into my eyes and read me like a map. “I guess, I just don’t know what to think about it. I’m still processing.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” She says, knowing me well enough to know that I don’t like to sit and stew on things. I’m the queen of jumping to conclusions. 
 
    I turn back to Tully. “Did Rivers ever talk to you about his mother?” I question. 
 
    Her eyes narrow on me. “No. Why?” she asks slowly. 
 
    “So, you don’t even know her name?” 
 
    Tully watches me for a long drawn out second, her eyes still narrowed to slits. “Why are you being so weird right now?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nothing. Don’t worry, it’s nothing.” 
 
    She’s about to question me further when the door of the room barges open with Noah looking as though he’s about to offer Tully the world on a silver platter. “Who’s the fucking best?” he questions with a shit-eating grin. 
 
    Tully flies up in bed, forgetting me by her side and practically barging me out of the way. “Are you serious?” she demands. “Am I getting out of here?” 
 
    The smile on Noah’s face drops a smidge. “Possibly,” he says. “The doctor is going to come and check you out and if he thinks you’re doing ok, then he’ll let you go.” 
 
    I look at him in shock. “How the hell did you swing that?” 
 
    He grins back at me, that cocky, too-sure-of-himself attitude shining bright. “I can’t tell you all my secrets now, can I?” 
 
    I shake my head. “You’re such a dork.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t love it.” 
 
    Yeah, he’s right. I really do. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I barge my way through the big double doors of the teacher’s lounge before shaking my head in exasperation. Of course, it’s fucking immaculate in here. The rest of the school is falling apart yet the teachers have this perfect little piece of heaven for them to come and escape to. 
 
    That’d be right. How very douchey of them. 
 
    The second I step over the threshold, it’s as if they smell me. All eyes turn to me, each and every one of them with a horrid scowl. I mean, how dare I disturb their happy little sanctuary, right? Who would have thought that they’d have to deal with students when they go to work? 
 
    I quickly glance around. Most of the teachers are sitting at tables working on scarfing down their lunch, a few linger at their desks putting together papers and organizing crap for their next lessons; while the rest engage in what I’m sure is an extremely riveting conversation. 
 
    Once they finish scowling, most eyes turn away, wanting to mind their own business as they all know better than to screw with me. Not one of them risk telling me to fuck off, you know, in that pleasantly nice way that teachers seem to do.  
 
    Only one bothers to stand up; Mr. Carver. 
 
    To be honest, I’m not surprised to see that he’s the only one giving me his time. He seems to be the only teacher at this school who gives a shit. 
 
    Mr. Carver walks forward, giving me a polite smile. “Well, this is a surprise,” he says as the other teachers pretend to mind their own business. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I glance around, my eyes flicking from left to right, taking in the teachers around me and making sure the handful of ones I need are here before focusing back on Mr. Carver. “Tully is home from the hospital and will be on bedrest for the next few weeks. I’ll be coming every few days to collect her schoolwork so she doesn’t get behind. “So,” I say, looking at her teachers who I know are listening, “I’m assuming you’ve all been keeping her work for the past two weeks. She’s going to need it.” 
 
    A few eyes bulge while others flash with guilt, and only one pair shine with pride. “Of course,” Mr. Carver says. “I’ve got it all on my desk. I had a feeling you’d be coming around sooner or later.” He goes to walk away before turning back to me with a curious gaze. “What about Rivers? Will you be needing work for him too? I know he’s been missing quite a bit of school since the accident.” 
 
    I quickly shake my head. “No, it’s ok,” I tell him, hating the sour taste it leaves in my mouth. “Thanks though.” 
 
    Carver hurries off to grab Tully’s work while I look across at the other teachers with an expectant expression covering my features. I take a seat and give them a sarcastic smile. “Please, don’t rush. I have all day.” 
 
    They scurry into action. 
 
    I watch in amusement as some power up their computers and start printing off sheets of work, some photocopy pages from textbooks and start highlighting passages, while others go over their notes, most likely already having forgotten what was covered during class. 
 
    I resist shaking my head. Not one of them, apart from Mr. Carver, thought to put work aside for Tully. Either they didn’t think of it or simply didn’t care to further her education while she was healing. It also doesn’t go unnoticed that none of them have bothered to check in and ask how she’s doing. Fucking bastards. 
 
    Without this work, Tully would have returned to school in a few weeks and been so incredibly behind that she’d have no chance in hell of catching up to her classmates and limit her options following high school. 
 
    It’s a shame really, how blatantly disinterested most of the teachers are regarding our education, but that’s what you get at Haven Falls. I guess it’s a little too much to ask for a teacher to actually do his or her job. 
 
    Lucky us. 
 
    Mr. Carver seems to be the only one at Haven Falls Private who seems to give a shit and thank God for that. Without him, I never would have had the balls to apply for the scholarship program at Broken Hill University. Without him, I never would have realized how badly I wanted it. He showed me a future that I thought was so far out of my grasp that I didn’t even bother looking into it. But I’m so damn glad that I did. 
 
    The thought of attending college next year is ridiculous but in a good way. I’ve been working my ass off to try and get my grades up and while I haven’t been doing great, I’ve definitely been doing better. I’d say I’ve made a small increase. I just have to keep it up and get through the next few months. History class though, that’s a different story. 
 
    I wait about ten minutes before watching as Mr. Carver walks from teacher to teacher, collecting all the work before going to the length of finding a bag for me to put it all in. He strides over, looking a little proud of himself before hauling the big bag into my arms. “Here you go,” he says. “I’m sure this should keep her busy.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will,” I laugh. “I can’t guarantee that she’ll actually do it but she’ll eventually get bored and cave.” 
 
    “I bet,” he chuckles. “How is she doing?” 
 
    I give him a tight smile. “Her arm isn’t doing too good. I think it’s still causing her quite a bit of pain, but everything else seems to be healing nicely. She’s happy to be home though.” 
 
    “I can only image,” he says. “Wish her the best for a speedy recovery and hopefully we’ll see her back soon.” 
 
    “Will do,” I tell him, getting comfortable with the heavy bag. 
 
    I start to walk away when I hear him calling out behind me. “Let me know if she gets through that and I’ll organize some extra credit.” 
 
    I give him a bright smile. “Thank you. She won’t appreciate it right away, but I promise, she will in about a week’s time.” 
 
    “My pleasure Henley.” 
 
    With that, Mr. Carver lets me go and I make my way out the door. I get about three steps out of the teacher’s lounge before I run into Jared Frazer who instantly takes the bag out of my hands and walks to my locker with me. 
 
    Usually, I’d put up a fight and give the whole ‘I’m not a damsel in distress’ speech, but to be honest, the bag was really heavy and I know deep down that Jared is a good kid. He’s not like the other douchebags here. Besides, I have a feeling he’s also doing it because that’s what Noah would have done had he been here and Noah would have hated on anyone who wouldn’t offer the same decency to his girl. 
 
    The past two weeks without Rivers have been a bit awful for Noah when it comes to school. He’s the King of Haven Falls and it doesn’t go unnoticed when things are changing. Nearly every guy in school has tried to worm their way into Noah’s life, hoping to replace the empty space Rivers has left wide open. 
 
    They want to be a part of our pack. They want what Rivers had and a lot of them will stop at nothing to get it. I’ve had guys everywhere trying to get close to me, paying me compliments and being friendly, trying to show Noah that they have respect for his girl, but he sees right through it and absolutely hates it. They should know by now that no matter what the circumstances, Rivers is irreplaceable. 
 
    Besides, we live by our motto; no one in, no one out. Rivers knows that more than anyone and that fact alone has me believing that he’ll be back. 
 
    I can’t wait to see Tully’s reaction when she gets back here. I’m sure she’ll have a few things to say about all this, though, that’s assuming Noah doesn’t break and say something first. 
 
    We’ve lucked out with Jared. He’s legitimately a cool guy and what’s more, he has no interest in filling Rivers’ shoes. He’s kind of like a nomad. He’s on the football team but once training is over, he steps away. For him, it’s all about the game. I’m pretty sure he just wants to see the next few months out, stay out of trouble, and graduate, just like the rest of us. 
 
    I wouldn’t be surprised if he saw our group as trouble, and he’d be right. Anyone wanting to keep out of the spotlight should stay far, far away from us. The only problem is– we draw people in like moths to a flame. 
 
    Jared helps me put the massive bag into my locker and before I know it, he’s giving me a kind smile and slinks away. I’ll have to let Noah know that he did me a solid today so if the guy is ever in trouble, we’ll be sure to return the favor. 
 
    I grab my lunch from my locker and head towards the bleachers. Noah hasn’t been in school today and with Rivers nowhere to be seen, the work for Anton has been doubling up. I think Anton has the shits that Rivers is gone and is taking it out on Noah by giving him almost enough work to make sure he doesn’t get to live his life. 
 
    Noah knew he wasn’t going to make it to school today so I had to drive myself, and with Tully stuck at home, it makes for a very long and painful day. 
 
    Most of the guys from the football team are out on the field kicking a ball while a few of the cheerleaders linger around, watching them and calling out, desperate for their attention. The majority of students opted to stay inside today as it’s pretty damn cold. Any other day, I would have stayed in there too, but without my pack, it’s just not the same. 
 
    A few of the cheerleaders notice me up in the bleachers by myself and try to wave me down, asking me to come and hang out. I promptly ignore them. They knew it was a long shot asking so I don’t bother feeling bad about it. 
 
    They quickly shrug off my rejection and I grin to myself, still loving that I have that kind of power over people. Only a few short months ago, the entire school would have laughed at the suggestion that the cheerleaders would be disappointed that the designated loser, Henley Bronx, didn’t want to hang out with them. How times have changed. 
 
    The rest of the day drags by but I keep my head down in math class, determined to actually learn something today. By the time the end of school bell sounds, I couldn’t be happier. I practically run down to the student parking lot and dive into dad’s old pick up. 
 
    After having yet another trip to the mechanic, she purrs to life and I peel out of the lot as happy as a pig in mud. 
 
    With Tully’s bag of schoolwork beside me, I start heading to her place, stuck in my own mind, picturing her reaction when she realizes that I brought her weeks of missed schoolwork. She’s going to hate me, but it’s going to be so worth it. Besides, if she plans on owning her own florist business one day, then graduating high school would probably go a long way in helping that to happen. 
 
    I’m just about at Tully’s place when I find myself slamming on the brakes. Shit. Aria. Was I meant to pick her up this afternoon? My mind starts swirling trying to remember if I was on sister duty. I rip my phone out of my jeans pocket, having to raise my ass off the seat to slide it out before pulling over to the curb and quickly calling dad. 
 
    “What’s up, Squish?” he questions in a weird tone, probably wondering why the hell I’m calling at this time of the day. After all, he rarely hears from me until night time. 
 
    “Was I meant to get Aria?” I rush out, nearly in a panic as the image of her standing alone by the school gate waiting for me flashes through my mind and makes me feel like an absolute turd. 
 
    “No,” dad says with a slight chuckle. “I’ve already got her.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say as confusion comes over me. “How do you have her? I’ve got the truck.” 
 
    I practically hear dad rolling his eyes through the phone. “Yeah, thanks for that, by the way. We had to walk. Squirt hasn’t stopped complaining the whole way home.” 
 
    “Shit. Do you want me to swing by and pick you guys up?” 
 
    “No, don’t be ridiculous. We’re just about home anyway.” 
 
    “Only if you’re sure,” I tell him. 
 
    “How many times do I need to tell you not to question me?” He all but growls down the line. “Now, listen. Are you home for dinner or staying at the hospital tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I tell you? Tully got out last night. I’m going to swing by and see her for a while. I’m sure she’s probably going nuts being locked in her room all day,” I tell him, “and I picked up all her schoolwork so she doesn’t run out of things to do.” 
 
    “Shit, I raised you right.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Dad will never skip a chance to inflate his ego. “Sure did,” I laugh. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    “Alright. Drive safe, Squish. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” I tell him before ending the call. I toss my phone down on the seat beside me and pull back out into traffic, feeling a shitload better. At least my little sister isn’t standing out in the cold wondering how her big sister could forget about her like that. Crisis averted. 
 
    After turning one more corner, I pull up at Noah and Tully’s place and the very first thing I notice is the white Camaro missing from the mountain of cars that usually live here. “Damn,” I mutter to myself. Noah must still be out working for Anton. 
 
    I hope he’s alright. He’s been gone all day. Usually, the jobs he does for the guy has him gone for a few hours at the most. Things are definitely changing, and not for the better. 
 
    I climb out of dad’s old pick up and grab the heavy bag beside me. As I walk down the path leading towards the front door, I can’t help but rake my eyes over the mangled mess of Rivers’ black Freebird. We didn’t know an address to send it so he could have it at his place and he isn’t here to do anything about it, like calling the insurance company and getting this shit sorted. 
 
    Instead, we look at it each day. It couldn’t have been easy for Tully walking in here last night and seeing it after just getting out of the hospital. Though, I’m not sure she was really focusing on that. She was going so slowly getting out of Noah’s car that he lost his patience and scooped her up. He practically charged towards the door while she screamed and whined about being able to do it herself. But what did she expect coming home? Noah is going to be right by her side every chance he gets. She’s going to be cursing him out in no time. 
 
    By the time Noah got her through the door, there was a whole new problem to deal with; Violet and Eddison. They had absolutely no idea that Noah had discharged her and believe me, they weren’t thrilled about it. Nonetheless, Violet turned into Supermom and had Tully’s bedroom perfect, dinner cooked, and was busily picking out movies and TV series for Tully to watch while Tully made herself comfortable in her room. 
 
    I don’t think she had time to notice the mangled metal sitting outside beside her Jeep, but now that she’s spent that day sitting in bed with nothing to do but look out the window, I’m sure her eyes have raked over it once or twice. 
 
    I make my way down the hall and push into Tully’s room. “What the fuck is all that?” she grunts, looking at the bag in distaste. 
 
    “All the school work you’ve missed out on,” I explain proudly, walking forward and dumping it on her legs.  
 
    Tully instantly opens the bag and peers inside. “You’re fucking kidding, right?” she smirks, looking up at me as though I’ve gone a little crazy. “You couldn’t possibly think that I’m going to sit here and do schoolwork?” 
 
    “Yes. I do. I need to raise my grades and you need to keep yours.” 
 
    “You’re fucking nuts. Are you forgetting one thing?” she questions with a raised brow. “I don’t give a shit about my grades.” 
 
    I grin to myself before dropping down onto the end of her bed. “You should if you want to come to BHU with me to do a business degree.” 
 
    Tully laughs out, holding her stomach to try and avoid the internal pain as her body shakes. “Ok, now I know you’ve lost your fucking mind. All this alone time is making you insane. You’re being left alone with your brain for too long and it’s giving you ideas of a future that’s never going to happen. I should seriously kick Noah’s ass for allowing that to happen.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I say, smacking her leg. “You need to do a business degree if you want to have your flower shop and you know it. Stop being such an idiot and face the facts.” 
 
    “I know,” she says. “I have faced the facts but going to BHU is a little unrealistic, don’t you think? Community college is more my speed.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Maybe, but either way, it’s never going to happen if you don’t give yourself a shot. Besides, I have so much schoolwork of my own and I’d prefer to bring it here, but if your mind isn’t occupied, you’re going to talk, and talk, and talk, and it’s going to drive me crazy to the point that I’ll end up leaving. So, it’s either accept the schoolwork and work your ass off on it, or sit in a room alone every afternoon while I do mine at home.” 
 
    “You’re a real bitch, you know that, right?” 
 
    I grin back at her, no response required. 
 
    “Fine,” she groans, “but don’t expect me to do any math. I fucking hate math.” 
 
    I hold out my hand for her to shake. “You got yourself a deal, dude.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I step through the door of homeroom first thing on Monday morning and find myself coming to an awkward stop, forcing the students behind me to either step around me or wait as I stare at the huge, big ass, jock looking dude sitting in my spot. 
 
    I mean, who the fuck does he think he is? 
 
    My eyes rake over him, I’ve never seen him before so clearly, he must be new, but my seat on his very first day? Now that’s asking for trouble. This shit needs to be dealt with before he starts to think it’s ok. 
 
    Students start looking at me, knowing that shit’s about to go down. They know better than to disrespect me like that. The new guy though, I guess he can be forgiven. It’s not like he knows anything about the hierarchy around here. This time it’s an innocent mistake. If he does it again, there will be hell to pay. 
 
    My feet start moving as my eyes take in his features. I can’t help but notice with his golden blonde hair and athletic build how similar he looks to Spencer. They must be related. With that assumption playing in my mind, my wall instantly goes up. If this guy is related to Spencer Jones, then I need to be careful. 
 
    As if sensing my stare on him, the new guy’s eyes turn to me. He takes me in with a disinterested sweep of my body. Starting at the top and slowly making his way down to my feet, treating me like a piece of meat that he might or might not want to fuck around with later, only something is missing. I just can’t work it out. I don’t get that creepy vibe that I usually get when a guy looks at me like this. It’s like a key element is missing, but I can’t put my finger on it. 
 
    His eyes come back up and meet mine with a raised brow, probably wondering why some chick is glaring at him first thing on a Monday morning. “Ahhh, you need something, babe?” he questions, narrowing his eyes in curiosity. 
 
    My mouth opens to put this guy in his place when my name is called across the room. “Henley,” Miss Jamison says with a fake enthusiasm as she cuts me off. I turn my head, taking her in as she gives me a determined look. “I was just thinking how lovely it was for you to offer to show Mr. Jones around school today.” 
 
    “I did what?” I grunt. 
 
    “That’s right,” she says, indicating to the guy in my seat with a nod of her head. “Aiden Jones, our new transfer. He’s going to need someone to show him the ropes and I thought it was great of you to offer.” 
 
    “I don’t know where you got your wires crossed, but I certainly didn’t offer to show Mr. Jockstrap around.” 
 
    Snickers are heard around the class before Miss Jamison starts riffling around in her desk drawer. "I thought you might say that,” she murmurs before pulling out two pink detention slips. “These are the detentions you received on Friday afternoon,” she informs me. “Now, I’d be more than willing to…forget about these if you decide that you can be a team player.” 
 
    “But…” I whine. 
 
    She holds the detention slips out and hovers her hand above the trash. “What’s it going to be, Henley?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    That’s two whole detentions that could be gone in the blink of an eye. That’s my lunchtime freedom. How could I possibly say no to that? I let out a heavy sigh and look up to meet Miss Jamison’s eyes. “You know, it’s bad form offering your students bribes.” 
 
    She gives me a carefree look before a smile lifts the corner of her lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she tells me before shaking her hand above the trash and drawing attention back to the detention slips. “The offer will expire in three, two, o-” 
 
    “Finnnnne,” I draw out. “I’ll show the guy around, but don’t expect me to be thrilled about it.” 
 
    “Noted,” she grins before tearing up the detention slips and dropping the papers into the trash. Fuck, that feels good. 
 
    With a sigh, I turn back to my seat. I expect the guy to be somewhat offended, but he stares at me with amusement, confusing the absolute shit out of me. One thing’s for sure though, Miss Jamison called him Aiden Jones, meaning he most definitely is related to Spencer.  
 
    I want to jump up and down for being so freaking clever, but then I remind myself that too many people are watching me and I’m not a fucking child in a candy store. I’m supposed to have my game face on, but I momentarily forgot about it. 
 
    “First up,” I say to the guy. “Don’t look so fucking cocky. You didn’t get away with shit. And second, if this is going to work, you need to move your big ass down.” 
 
    He raises a brow, challenging me but quickly realizes that I’ll put up a bigger fight than the chair is worth. Reluctantly, he scoots down to the next space and I take my seat. “Smart move,” I say, twisting in my chair to face his. “Aiden, is it?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he says, watching me with cautious eyes. “‘Let me guess. You’re the head cheerleader?” 
 
    I smirk back at him, adding a scoff for good measure. “Try ‘the bitch who took the head cheerleader down.’ I’m the fucking Queen of this school. The cheerleaders are shit I walk in.” 
 
    Aiden watches me for a long, drawn out moment. “You and I are going to get along just fine.” 
 
    I study him in return. “We’ll see about that,” I tell him before holding my hand out. “Let me see your schedule.” 
 
    Aiden rifles around in a stack of papers before pulling out his class schedule and handing it over. My eyes scan over the classes and rooms he’ll be attending before I start trying to remember where the hell each one is. “So, you’re related to Spencer,” I state, though from my tone it comes out more like an accusation. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s my cousin,” he chuckles, still watching me. “Why do you sound so put off about that?” 
 
    I grin to myself. “Let’s just say that I’m the reason for his broken jaw a few months ago.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” he says. “So, I’m assuming it was your boyfriend who hit him?” 
 
    “Sure was”’ I say proudly. “Though, maybe he didn’t quite deserve the first one, but the second time; that he deserved.” 
 
    “Yeah, he can be a bit of an asshole, but I swear, he’s not a bad guy. Just makes shitty decisions.” 
 
    I stare blankly at him. “He told the whole school he was fucking me like I was some kind of prostitute.” 
 
    Aiden scrunches up his face. “Well, shit. I guess he did deserve it.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    “You can’t blame him, though. You’re fucking hot. What guy wouldn’t want to connect themselves with that?” he questions. 
 
    “Only a guy with a death wish,” I murmur before turning on him. “Don’t tell me you’re a douchebag like your cousin, otherwise, this little arrangement isn’t going to work. I’m more than happy to leave you to the sharks.” 
 
    He sucks in a breath. “And risk getting your two detentions back?” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m no fucking stranger to a good detention. Besides, they’re useful for a good midday nap. I really don’t mind either way.” 
 
    He considers me a moment. “Alright, I’ll quit playing, but for the record, I’m not a douchebag. I can be an ass, but I’m no douchebag.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I tell him as the bell for first period sounds. “Now, get your ass up. I have to get you all the way to the opposite side of the school and back for my class before the second warning bell, otherwise, I’m toast. I have a test and I can’t be late for it.” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir,” he murmurs, sliding back out of his chair and giving me a salute.  
 
    “Now, that’s more like it.” 
 
    Just as I’d hoped, he keeps a good pace and I give him the ins and outs of Haven Falls Private as he shares a little about himself. Turns out the guy is a football player after all. He got a transfer after his mom complained for the millionth time about wanting to be closer to her sister, who is Spencer’s mom, and ta-da, now he’s here. 
 
    By the time we reach his class, I decide that I’m going to adopt him. He seems like a pretty cool guy and maybe I’d misjudged him at first. He’s cool enough to hang out with us at lunch, but don’t be fooled, I’m not disrespecting pack rules. I have a firm line that nobody is going to cross, not even cool football players like Aiden. Besides, he’s Spencer’s cousin. I have a feeling Noah will be keeping this guy at arm’s length. 
 
    I leave him to his class with a few directions on how to get to his calculus class afterward before hauling ass to my own.  
 
    I make it just in time and step through the door moments before my teacher closes it and starts handing out tests. “Alright,” Mr. Watkins says, “phones away and get yourselves ready. This exam counts for twenty percent of your overall grade so I expect your full concentration. You have fifty minutes to complete it,” he adds, finishing off handing them out. He steps away and heads back to his desk before grabbing his timer. “Your time starts now.” 
 
    By the time lunch comes around, I’m already exhausted. It’s been a big day and I can’t wait for it to end, only it’s not that easy anymore. Once the end of school bell sounds, I’ll be heading to Tully’s bedroom to work on my economics assignment. Lucky me. I just have to hope that Tully can get into it a little quicker this afternoon. Yesterday, I endured an hour and a half of her whining before she shut up and dug in. It was tricky with her sore arm, but luckily she’s left-handed so she’s still able to hold a pen. 
 
    I stop by my locker to dump all my books in and replace them with my lunch when a heavy body falls into the locker beside me. “There you are,” Aiden says with a sigh. “This place is confusing me. You know, I just walked into the chicks’ bathroom by accident. Half of them squealed while the other half tried to maul me. I think Haven Falls Private was about to host their first senior orgy.” 
 
    “Trust me,” I grumble. “It wouldn’t be the first. Probably not even the second or third.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “And don’t for one second,” I continue, ignoring his disbelief, “try to tell me that it was an ‘accident’.” 
 
    “I swear,” Aiden laughs. “Watching chicks fawn over themselves and compare lip shades is not exactly my idea of fun. Besides, if I was going to purposefully walk in somewhere, then wouldn’t the chick’s locker room be better? At least I’d see some titties in there.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. He has a good point. “Alright. I’ll believe you this once, but if it happens again, you’ll forever be labeled as a perve.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” he laughs before trudging along beside me.  
 
    I start making my way to the cafeteria, pointing out all the important things about the school such as the best supply closets to use for those times of desperation. “So, have you met the guys on the team yet?” I question, wondering why the hell he’s still hanging out with me when half the day has already gone. 
 
    “Nope,” he says as we get closer to the cafeteria. “Meeting them after lunch.” 
 
    “Ahhh, that explains it.” 
 
    “Explains what” 
 
    “Why you’re still hanging out with me.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to?” he questions, raising a brow at me before continuing. "You’re a cool chick, Henley. A bit rough around the edges, but so far so good." 
 
    I laugh out. “Is that a nice way of saying I’m a bitch but still alright to chill with?” 
 
    “Yep, I mean, I’m assuming you didn’t take down the cheerleader by being a pushover.” 
 
    I grin up at him. “And don’t you forget it.” 
 
    Aiden rolls his eyes as we push our way through the doors of the cafeteria. “Alright,” I start, giving him the rundown. “Jocks sit over there,” I say pointing out the area which I’m sure he’ll be hanging out in tomorrow. “Be careful though. The swim team cannot sit with the football players, but don’t ask me why.” I move on to the other tables. “Cheerleaders. Stoners. Nerds. Cool nerds,” I turn to the opposite side of the room. “Science geeks. Mean girls. Whores, and of course, the hippies. Don’t get caught up there though, they’re big on their baked goods and they’re fucking strong. If you get caught with that shit you’ll be off the team in seconds.” 
 
    “Right, good to know,” he says. "So, which table are you at?” 
 
    I turn to the one table I haven’t pointed out and find Noah laughing with Jared. “There,” I say feasting my eyes upon my boyfriend and taking in the way his white shirt hugs his body and puts those magnificent tattoos on display. “That’s my boyfriend, Noah. The guy who runs shit around here.” 
 
    Aiden takes him in and I watch him. It’s always interesting to see people noticing Noah for the first time. They’re usually instantly envious of him. His body, the way other chicks are drawn to him, the status, the whole freaking package. Envy, jealousy, and admiration are usually the reactions Noah gets; yet something is different here. 
 
    It’s the same as when Aiden first laid eyes on me this morning. Something is different. Right now, the look in his eyes is one I’ve seen before only it’s not the one that I usually associate with other dude’s laying their eyes on my boyfriend, it’s the look I see from other women. Hunger. 
 
    It all suddenly makes sense why he didn’t gawk over my body or why he hasn’t been hitting on me all morning. He didn’t even make comments about the chicks he saw in the bathroom. I mean, it’s possible that he’s just a good guy and isn’t interested in being a douche like that, but guys, especially guys on the football team, simply can’t help themselves. No, Aiden is different. He’s gay, and right now, he’s looking at my boyfriend like his next meal. 
 
    “Woah, cowboy,” I call, yanking on his arm and drawing his attention to me. “That bad boy is taken. Feast your whorish eyes upon someone else’s man or I’ll be forced to kick your ass just like all the other skanks around here who think they’re entitled to a piece of his meat.” 
 
    Aiden spins around, completely in shock as he stares at me wide-eyed. “Excuse me?” he stutters out. “What did you just say?” 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest and raise a brow. “You heard me. He’s mine and I don’t share. You can’t have him, but if you want, I’ll point out the ones you can try your luck with. I’m sure a few of the guys around here are on the fence anyway.” 
 
    He gapes down at me. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him. There’s a lot of things I’m not sure about, but this isn’t one of them. “Alright, alright, I get it. You’ve locked yourself pretty damn tight in the closet, but quit stressing about it. I’m not going to announce it to the world.” 
 
    Aiden glances around in a panic, realizing he’s unable to hide it from me. “Would you keep your mouth shut?” he demands with a low, urgent whisper. “How do you even know that?” 
 
    “I mean…you’re looking at Noah like you’re about to cum in your pants and you haven’t even pretended to gawk at the girls around here.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he curses with a grunt. “Is it that obvious? I’m not out of the closet and I can’t let people know. Not when I play ball. The guys on the team will beat the shit out of me if they knew.” 
 
    My brows draw down. “These guys aren’t that bad.” 
 
    “Trust me, no matter what team I’m on, they’re all the same.” 
 
    I let out a sigh hating that he’s right. I mean, it’s the twenty-first century. Times have moved along, so you’d think humanity could move along too, but no matter where you go, there’s always going to be haters. “I’m sorry,” I cringe. “But don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me as long as you don’t plan on stealing my boyfriend and making him fall for your wicked ways.” 
 
    Aiden smirks down at me before glancing over his shoulder and taking in Noah once again. “I can’t make any promises. That guy is fine. Those arms and those tats. Fuck.” 
 
    I look over his shoulder, taking in the very sight that he is. “Yeah,” I sigh. “It’s pure perfection. But be warned, just because I’m happy to keep your secret and more than happy to perve on him with you, doesn’t mean that others aren’t. If you want to keep it quiet, especially around here, you need to work on your game face. It’s written all over you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I say, continuing to feast my eyes upon Noah. “I’m not surprised though; Noah could turn even the hardest man gay.” 
 
    “Damn straight, he could,” Aiden murmurs. 
 
    I grin up at him, reluctantly pulling my eyes away from Noah. “Wait until you see the eyes.” 
 
    “Damn it,” he groans. “This is what I was trying to avoid.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Hot guys,” he explains. “They’re the worst for me trying to keep my sexuality in the closet. I can’t help but stare, especially at guys like that,” he says, nodding towards Noah. 
 
    I press my lips together, deep in thought. “You need a cover.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Just come around to Noah’s place after school,” I tell him. 
 
    Aiden’s eyes narrow on mine. “Why? Thrusting that sex demon in my face isn’t going to help my urge to gawk at him day in and day out.” 
 
    “Just trust me, ok? Noah’s into blonde hair and blue eyes. You’re like the boy version of me so believe me, the last thing I want is you around my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Shit, I’d have fun turning a guy like him.” 
 
    “Stay away,” I warn. 
 
    As if sensing my eyes roaming over his skin, Noah looks up and takes me in. Realizing that I’m enjoying the view, a sexy smirk cuts across his face. “Oh, shit. Look at that,” Aiden murmurs beside me. 
 
    I laugh and within the blink of an eye, Noah is studying Aiden, taking in his closeness and the way his body is leaned in towards mine. He stands.  
 
    Shit. This is going to be interesting. 
 
    I can’t help but grin. Do I tell him or do I not? After all, I did promise Aiden that his secret was safe with me. Besides, it’s not my secret to tell. With that decided, I prepare myself for a little entertainment, loving how jealously overtakes my boyfriend. 
 
    A warm, masterpiece of an arm slides around my waist, pulling me in hard against a strong body and in the process, moving me a step away from Aiden. “What’s going on here?” Noah questions, his voice low in warning and his eyes already on Aiden like he’s some kind of threat.  
 
    Little does he know that he’s a threat to me, not to Noah. 
 
    Aiden’s hands fly up in innocence but the desire in his eyes is as clear as anything. Naturally, Noah mistakes the desire from his time with me, though to me, it’s obvious that Noah’s possessiveness and outright dominate alpha show is what’s doing it for Aiden. Hell, it’s doing it for me too. I might have to go and find one of those supply closets I was telling Aiden about. 
 
    “Yo, man,” Aiden says, probably a little weak at having the full effect of Noah’s stare on him. “We’re just talking.” 
 
    Noah scoffs and I can’t help but grin. That big old goofball. His fingers tighten on my waist and I find myself trying to calm him. Placing my hand over his on my waist, I lean into him. “No, really. It’s fine. I was assigned to be his tour guide for the day.” 
 
    Noah looks down at me. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile.  
 
    “Alright,” he says, though there’s a distinct tone in his voice that says he’s still not happy with this. Noah holds his hand out to Aiden. “I’m Noah.” 
 
    Aiden reaches for his hand when Spencer practically flies over his shoulder. “Here you are,” Spencer booms. “Where the fuck have you been all day?” 
 
    “Hey, man,” Aiden grins wide, making me remember his earlier comments about Spencer this morning when he stated that he really isn’t that bad. Though, not quite sure I’ll be buying into that crap. We’ve had one too many run-ins with the guy. 
 
    Spencer instantly pulls Aiden into a tight hug and claps his back a few times. He looks over Aiden’s shoulder and takes in me and Noah before swiftly pulling Aiden away, almost as though he’s trying to steer him away from trouble, keeping him from falling in with the wrong crowd. “Come on, man,” Spencer says. “I’ll introduce you to the team.” 
 
    With that, Aiden lets Spencer pull him away before looking back at me. “Catch ya ‘round, Henley.” 
 
    “Yeah, bye,” I call back before allowing Noah to drag me away. 
 
    “You want to explain what the fuck that was about?” 
 
    “I told you,” I say. “I’m his tour guide for the day. Miss Jamison said it’s either that or attending my two detentions.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” he scoffs. “I would have taken the detentions.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Besides, he’s really not that bad. He’s pretty cool actually. I think we should adopt him.” 
 
    “Are you fucking insane? That guy was two seconds away from bending you over and fucking you right there in the middle of the cafeteria. Didn’t you see the way he was looking at you?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I laugh. “You have nothing to worry about...or maybe you do.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “Don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever been with a girl?” Tully asks as her eyes rake greedily over Aiden’s strong, wide chest making me fear for the innocence of my afternoon. 
 
    “Of course, I have,” he tells her. “Where I’m from, if you didn’t get caught with your fingers in the cookie jar, something was wrong with you. I can’t tell you how many chicks I had to fuck while picturing guys just like your brother. I swear, they were all flat as a pancake and done doggy style.” 
 
    “Ewwww,” she laughs as she takes another scoop out of the jar of Nutella and licks it off the spoon. “You don’t find a certain thrill from sinking into a tight, warm pussy and grabbing hold of a good pair of tits?” 
 
    Aiden grins right back at her as I shake my head, unable to believe the conversation that I’m hearing, though, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Tully is always talking about having a token gay friend. She’s been waiting for this day since before I met her. 
 
    “Yeah,” he chuckles, finally showing me that pervy look I’ve been wondering about all day. “What can I say? I like sex. I just prefer fucking dudes.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I tell him before he grins wide and holds his hand up for a high five. Naturally, I can’t pass and our hands collide above Tully’s legs with the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.  
 
    “How solid are you on that decision?” Tully enquires, probably wondering how big of a challenge it would be to get him in bed. 
 
    “Tully,” I groan, not bothering to look up from my math textbook. “Stop trying to fuck Aiden. He’ll fuck Noah before he ever slips inside you.” 
 
    “Come on,” she laughs. “You know how guys are, especially football players. If he’s going to be my ‘boyfriend’ to cover the fact that he’s gay, the guys are going to ask him all sorts of shit about me. How I fuck, how I feel, how I taste.” She says that last part slowly before slicing her eyes across to him. “Wouldn’t it be more realistic if you actually knew the answers to those questions?” 
 
    “Nice try, babe,” he laughs. 
 
    “Seriously?” she groans, nudging me with her foot, but if you ask me, it was more of a kick. “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I’ve had sex? I’m just about to grow my virginity back.” 
 
    “What happened to Rocko?” I ask, finally giving her the attention she so clearly is demanding. 
 
    Tully shrugs her shoulders, not too interested in the topic of Rocko. “Eh,” she grunts as Aiden listens intently, wanting to learn as much as he possibly can about his new ‘girlfriend’ in order to make our little plan believable. “He’s still around. He texts every now and then but I think the whole ‘seeing me nearly dead in the hospital’ thing kind of freaked him out. I’m sure once I get off bedrest, he’ll probably come back into the picture.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fucking jerk,” Aiden grumbles, saying what everyone has been thinking but too scared to actually say as a pissed off Tully is not something we need right now. 
 
    “Wait. Hold on,” I say, rewinding and skipping over the fact that Rocko is a pathetic excuse for a boyfriend while secretly hoping he never inserts himself back in her life. I’d prefer she dealt with the heartache of him ditching her than to have him screw her over and really hurt her. “Did you never sleep with Rocko?” 
 
    “No. I’d only had one date with him before Noah demanded we go on that awful camping trip, and then the crash pretty much happened right after that.” 
 
    “Come on,” I say. “The camping trip wasn’t awful. I thought it was good. We got a lot of shit out in the open and everyone was able to move past all the shit.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes. “I see how you could say that,” she grumbles. “The spotlight wasn’t on you. You just got to sit back and watch the disaster unfold before you while you toasted fucking marshmallows. I was the one who offered my heart up to the boys like a damn punching bag and watched them stomp all over it.” 
 
    “That is the worst metaphor for what actually happened,” I tell her. 
 
    Tully gives me a sarcastic grin. “I’m surprised you know what a metaphor is.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what you can learn when you stop spending your afternoons bitching about stupid shit and concentrate on your schoolwork,” I tell her, indicating to the piles of work in front of me that I’ve been trying to get done for the past two hours. 
 
    Aiden gives me a funny look and I snap at him. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “You’re surprising me. I didn’t have you pegged as a nerd.” 
 
    “I’m not a nerd,” I defend. “The furthest thing from it.” 
 
    He raises a brow in response. “Could have fooled me.” 
 
    Tully laughs. “No, really. She’s only got all this work because she needs to catch up on her grades, otherwise, she can’t graduate and get into college.” 
 
    “Ahh, you see, that sounds right to me.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and drop my face back into my textbook and try to get back on track as Tully and Aiden work on getting to know one another. Before I know it, Tully’s jar of Nutella is practically licked clean and the two of them are curled on her bed watching a movie as I finish off yet another paper. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I cheer, throwing myself to my feet. “I thought I was never going to get through that.” 
 
    “Boo. Down in front,” Tully yells out. 
 
    I do my happy dance right in front of their movie, not giving a shit that I’m in the way. Besides, I have a feeling both of the idiots have already seen ‘Transformers’ more than the acceptable amount of times. “Hell yeah. I’m fucking awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Get out of the way.” 
 
    The door of Tully’s room swings open and before I know it, a grinning tatted up bad boy is standing right before me, grinning at me and making my knees go weak. “What are we celebrating?” he questions walking into the room making me wonder when the hell he got home. After all, Anton stole him again this afternoon. 
 
    I go to respond when Noah’s eyes swivel around to check on his sister, just as they always do when he takes in the very built guy lying beside her with his arm tucked firmly around her. “What the fuck is this?” he roars, racing forward and making Aiden spring out of bed, somehow managing not to jostle Tully in the process.  
 
    “Calm down,” Tully groans. “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “I come home to find some random guy in your bed and you have the nerve to tell me it’s not what I think. His arm was around you. He was two seconds from trying to fuck my girl at lunch and now he’s moving in on my twin fucking sister.” 
 
    “Dude,” Aiden cuts in. 
 
    Noah isn’t having it. “Don’t fucking ‘dude’ me. Who the fuck are you and why are you inserting yourself into our lives? Is this some game Spencer is playing to get at us?” 
 
    Aiden looks momentarily confused but I ignore it. We can deal with that later. Right now, Noah is looking at us in horror and acting as though we’re attempting to replace Rivers in our pack, and that’s simply not the case. We’re just hanging out with a new friend, a friend who’s not a threat to any of us. Well, I guess he’s sort of a threat to Noah if you consider the fact that he probably wants to do unspeakable things to him, things that I simply won’t allow to fly. 
 
    Aiden turns to me before quickly glancing across to Tully, silently begging for help. “Don’t fucking look at them,” Noah spits. “Get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “Noah. Stop,” Tully yells, sitting up in bed and trying to mask her cringe. 
 
    “Lay your ass back down.” 
 
    I look up at Aiden. “This is never going to work if he doesn’t know the truth.” 
 
    Aiden looks defeated but it’s clear he knows I’m right and gives me a silent nod. “What aren’t you telling me?” Noah continues. 
 
    “It’s ok,” I tell Aiden, ignoring Noah’s insistent questioning. “You can trust him. He might be an ass with a temper, but he’s as loyal as anything.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Tully murmurs. 
 
    “Henley,” Noah snaps, demanding my attention. 
 
    I turn to him with a bit of a scowl. I mean, how dare he come tearing his way in here like some kind of raging bull. “Come on,” I tell him, walking forward and grabbing hold of his hand to pull him out the door. “We’ll go talk.” 
 
    Noah puts on the brakes. “I fucking love you, babe, but you’re crazy if you think I’m about to walk out of this room and leave that motherfucker with my sister. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Tully groans. 
 
    “Noah,” I sigh before shooting Aiden an apologetic look. “He’s not about to fuck Tully. He likes dick maybe more than she does. If anyone is at risk of being fucked by the guy, it’s you. And not to mention, the way you just snapped into badass, over the top alpha mode, you’re probably getting him hard.” 
 
    I have never seen Noah so still in my life. His eyes flick to me, then to Aiden, back to me before quickly darting to Tully. Lastly, he focuses back on Aiden looking a little nervous as he shakes his head. I don’t miss the way his eyes cut down to Aiden’s junk, checking to see if he did, in fact, get him hard, but I have a feeling Aiden has a little more self-control than that. After all, he’s been sharing the locker room with football players for years.  
 
    Noah straightens. “I ain’t into dudes, man.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aiden scoffs. “No shit, but don’t stress, you’re pretty but you’re not my type.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Noah shrieks, taken back. “What do you mean I’m not your type? I’m everyone’s fucking type. I’m the prettiest motherfucker around.” He holds up his arms, showing off his tatts. “Have you seen these fucking arms?” 
 
    “Sorry, dude,” Aiden shrugs. “You just don’t got it.” 
 
    Noah scoffs. "Now I know you’re lying,” he turns to me with a cocky grin. “I got it, yeah? You can’t resist this.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and pretend to consider him, knowing full well that Aiden is lying. I mean, after the way the guy nearly came in his pants at school, he’s definitely into Noah. “You’re alright, I guess.” 
 
    “You fucking guess,” he scoffs. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as Noah grabs me and hauls me into his arms. “I’ll teach you to fucking lie to me,” he says as my hands take possession of his arms, absolutely loving the way they feel in my hands. 
 
    “I dare you,” I grin. 
 
    His lips come down on mine for the briefest moment before I pull back with a wide smile. “Alright,” I say a little awkwardly. “Now that’s settled and your sister is safe from having her world rocked by the football player, I’ll explain what the hell is going on.” I don’t bother correcting myself. After all, there’s a good chance that Tully’s still going to try to change Aiden’s mind to help clear out the cobwebs growing in her vagina. 
 
    With that, I take Noah’s hand and pull him along behind me before pushing my way into his bedroom. He closes the door behind us before instantly grabbing me and crushing his lips to mine, though, he doesn’t skip a chance to curse me out in the process. “You let me lose my fucking cool at the guy all while you knew he was gay.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like you gave anyone an opportunity to talk, and if you really must know, I had no intention of telling you at all.” Hurt flashes deep within his burning, green eyes and I continue on. “It’s not my secret to tell. He doesn’t want it getting out because he’s had a bad history with his teams when they know. He was telling us earlier that he got beat up in the locker room after a game because some guy thought he was checking him out and he got booted off another team because the coach was homophobic.” 
 
    “Shit,” Noah curses, scrunching up his face in a cringe. “You know I won’t be telling anyone. I just…I don’t know, I would have liked to know before jumping the gun and losing my cool like that. I think I owe him an apology.” 
 
    “Nah,” I shrug. “He’s fine. I think he has a tough skin. After all, he’d have to being a gay guy who plays football.” 
 
    “True,” he murmurs before sighing. “You don’t know how fucking relieved I was to find out he wasn’t in there trying to talk you guys into some dirty fucking threesome.” 
 
    “Well, don’t be too relieved,” I laugh. “Just because he’s gay doesn’t mean he hasn’t been with girls before.” 
 
    His whole face falls and I break out into laughter. Fucking priceless. 
 
    “What?” Noah grunts. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t doubt Tully is in there now trying to convince him to go back to his old ways.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders as my hands run up those impressive arms of his. “Don’t believe me then, but just remember; I warned you.” He tries to ignore me, but my fun isn’t over yet. “You know, he was just fucking with you, right? You’re more than his type.” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” he says in the same cocky attitude. “What did I say? I’m everyone’s type. I’m the prettiest motherfucker around, remember?” 
 
    I roll my eyes but can’t help the laugh that escapes me. “You better watch out though. I wouldn’t be surprised if Aiden starts offering you a few too many drinks at the next party and tries to convert your innocent little soul. You should have seen him checking you out at lunch today. You’re a tall drink of water and he’s thirsty for a sip.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “I’m not about to start fucking dudes when I could be fucking you.” 
 
    “I know,” I grin up at him before he leans in and presses a kiss to my lips.  
 
    “I don’t get it, though. What’s the point of putting so much effort into denying that he was into me? It’s not like I have a problem with it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell him, “But it couldn’t be easy telling a straight guy that you fancy him knowing you’ll either get laughed at, shut down, or beat up.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s been burned before.” 
 
    Noah studies me for a moment. "You weren’t kidding this afternoon, were you? You really do want to adopt him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “I get this feeling that life hasn’t exactly been the easiest for him, and don’t get me wrong, I’m in no way trying to replace Rivers, but I feel that Aiden needs us in his life. Besides, he’d be good for me and Tully. It’s always just us and it’s not like it’d kill you to start being friendly to a few people other than us.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…I don’t like being friendly.” 
 
    “Suck it up, big guy.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes and pulls me down onto his bed with him. “So, what’s this big plan?” 
 
    “It’s not exactly a big plan,” I tell him. “But Aiden’s concerned about the team finding out so Tully is going to pretend to be his school girlfriend. You know, they’ll do everything that we do at school, just more ‘G’ rated.” 
 
    Noah stiffens beneath me. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to like it,” I tell him. “They’re doing it with or without your consent.” 
 
    “You’re so fucking difficult all the time.” 
 
    “And you’re an overprotective asshole all the time, but you don’t see me complaining.” 
 
    “You complain about it every hour of the day,” he deadpans. 
 
    I grin down at him, holding back a laugh. “Shut up and kiss me,” I demand. 
 
    Noah doesn’t waste a second before his lips are on mine, absolutely devouring me. His hands slip inside my jacket before sliding it off my shoulders and letting it fall to the bed.  
 
    Tingles spread all over my skin. I adore this feeling. Next up, he pulls at my shirt and not thirty seconds later, we’re both skin to skin, our bodies pressed against one another, falling in love all over again with the feel of his body on mine. 
 
    Noah rolls us and situates himself between my legs as I hook them around him, using my heels to draw him in. He doesn’t miss the chance to push up inside me, completely filling me and giving me what I’ve been craving from him all day long. Our bodies begin to move and he works me until his lips are crushing down on mine, swallowing the sounds of my screams as I come apart beneath him. 
 
    I lay with Noah in a mess of tangled sheets and limbs. My thigh is up over his hip and his finger draws circles on my sensitive skin as I relax into him, listening to the sound of his heartbeat. This is the fucking life. Nothing will get better than this.  
 
    “I love you,” he murmurs. 
 
    I was wrong. Nothing will get better than that. Hearing those words from Noah is like pure extasy. It’s incredible and has me feeling so freaking alive every damn time. It will never get old. “I love you too,” I tell him, raising my chin to kiss him once again. 
 
    I look him over and take in his features. Usually, after sex, he’s completely at ease, just happy being in the moment, but right now, he’s fallen back inside his mind. My fingers splay on his chest. “Are you ok?” I question softly. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    His fingers squeeze on my thigh, probably not even having realized that he was lost inside his mind. “I heard something today,” he tells me. 
 
    “Yeah?” I question slowly. 
 
    “You know Maxen?” he asks. “He’s Nate and Jesse’s cousin.” 
 
    I think back to the group of Broken Hill guys. Nate and Jesse are easily memorable for me, it’s just the other guys that I don’t really remember. I should start learning this shit. I try to put a face to the name. There’s Puck, Tyson, and Maxen, and considering Noah just said he was their cousin, I go with the one who has the same dark hair and eyes. "I think…” I say, making myself scoff with my own idiotic ways. “What about him?” 
 
    “I heard today that he’s going to open a killer racetrack on his property in Broken Hill.” 
 
    “Really?” I question, propping myself up on my elbow. “No shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, rumor has it that he’s going all out.” 
 
    “How do you mean ‘all out’?” 
 
    “He’s a trust fund baby, remember? Guys like him sneeze money so I can only assume it’s going to have everything you could possibly imagine. I’m thinking of seeing if he needs any help making it happen.” 
 
    A smile pulls at my face. “I think that’s a great idea,” I tell him proudly, happy to see him wanting to get involved in something although it’s completely illegal, whatever it is, I’m just happy that it will hopefully take away from the time he spends with Anton. Hell, I’d even sacrifice my own time with him if it meant less time for that asshole. “If it’s as big as you say it’s going to be, he could probably use all the help he can get.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be so on board with this considering it’s illegal,” he says. 
 
    “Usually, I wouldn’t be, but I think it would be good for you, especially with the way things are with Rivers right now. It’ll give you some guys to hang out with who don’t care about getting on your good side or sucking up, hoping for some kind of favor. And besides, I have a feeling you’d really enjoy it.” 
 
    “I think so too,” he tells me. 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” I question. “Go call the guy and make it happen.” 
 
    He grins down at me. “Have I told you that I love you?” 
 
    “You sure fucking did,” I laugh. “But feel free to do it again, and again…and again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, his lips coming down on mine with that sparkle in his eyes that makes my breath catch. “Maxen can wait. There’s something else that I’d rather do again.” 
 
    Damn. There’s no way in hell I’m about to say no to that. Bring on round two and then hopefully, he’ll take me for round three, four, and five. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The noise I’ve been waiting for all morning finally happens and I groan as I fly out of my bed. Why this early? Couldn’t she have waited for another hour or three? There’s a creak in the hallway and I grin to myself. Gotcha, bitch. 
 
    Nobody gets the drop on Henley Bronx…apart from that one time that I got jumped, but I’m choosing to pretend that shit never happened and if the rest of the school was smart, they’d pretend right along with me. 
 
    I grab the Nerf gun that Noah had given me as a ‘please forgive me for being an ass’ gift, throw a few pillows under the blanket, and situate myself right in front of my bedroom door as I double check that the Nerf gun is loaded correctly. I’d done it late last night and while I checked over it a hundred times already, one can never be too sure.  
 
    It’s still dark outside and the need to hurry over to my bedside table and check the time on my phone flutters through me, but I don’t dare move. It’s too risky. 
 
    I hear her hand on the door handle and I grin to myself. Never in a million years would she expect me to be out of bed, ready, and waiting for her. The door handle turns and I smother a laugh at her attempts to be extra quiet. 
 
    As the door quietly releases from the latch with the sound of her smothered snickers behind it, I hold onto the Nerf gun a little tighter. The door is kicked open and Tully barges into my doorway holding up a massive supersoaker with Aiden right by her side, both of them looking like the baddest bitches in their camo and face paint. “HAPPY BIRTHDAY, BITCH,” Tully yells out. 
 
    Not wanting to give me a chance to escape, Tully faces the direction of my bed and instantly takes fire, soaking my bed from top to bottom, clearly too excited to have stopped a second to realize that I’m not in my bed. Though, that’s partially because I haven’t turned on the light, giving me a chance to get the drop on them. 
 
    I step towards them and Aiden notices me a second later, he turns his water gun on me but I’m already two steps ahead. I let the Nerf bullets fly.  
 
    I hit Aiden right in the chest and upper arm before he even has the chance to take proper aim. I screech out as the water soaks me but with my bullets flying around the room and both Tully and Aiden desperate to get out of the way, their aim resembles something a little similar to a little boy toilet training. 
 
    Tully screams and water goes everywhere. Within the space of two seconds, my room is drenched and bullets line every available surface within sight. I’m going to be cleaning those bad boys up for days. I can just see it now; when I do the laundry, I’ll find one in the bottom of the basket, when I do my makeup, there will be one hiding beside my mascara, when I climb into bed, I’ll feel one rubbing against my toes. On and on. It’ll take me years to find every last one. Hell, I found one last week hidden under the couch from when Noah and I had our fight all those weeks ago. 
 
    I distantly notice Dad and Aria standing in my doorway. Aria laughing and squealing as she gets splashed while Dad just gawks at the state of my room, probably at a loss for how to handle the situation. 
 
    When all the bullets disappear and the water runs out of the guns, we all fall into uncontrollable fits of laughter. “Holy shit,” Tully roars. “Look at your room.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. I’m trying to ignore that right now,” I tell her, wiping the tears off my face before finding a towel and drying myself off. “You’re cleaning all of this up, by the way.” 
 
    “Hell to the no, motherfucker,” she grins. 
 
    Aria eyes go wide before she booms out with laughter. “Tully said a bad word.” 
 
    Tully’s eyes go just as round before horror flashes across her face. “Shit,” she panics before slapping a hand over her mouth. “I did it again.” 
 
    Aiden walks forward and grabs the towel out of my hands before pulling me into a tight hug. “Happy eighteenth,” he sings before releasing me and getting busy wiping down my all my electronics before anything gets destroyed. 
 
    “Why, thank you,” I say with a beaming smile as I turn to my best friend. “How the hell did Noah allow you out of bed to do this?” 
 
    “Please,” she scoffs. “As if giving him the slip was hard. I’ve been practicing for this very moment since I was a kid. I think the more important question is how the hell you knew to be prepared?” Tully side eyes Aiden as though he gave me some kind of warning and his hands shoot up before he starts pledging his allegiance to his fake girlfriend. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I laugh. “You’re Tully Cage! I’d be an idiot to assume you weren’t going to pull some ridiculous bullshit on my birthday. I’ve been prepared for this for months. The water guns though…that was definitely a surprise.” 
 
    A devilish grin rips across Tully’s face. “Speaking of surprises,” she says slowly. 
 
    My heart races as terror takes over. That’s not something anyone should ever want to hear come from the mouth of Tully Cage. “What did you do?” I demand, straightening as I search out my closest exits. 
 
    Her laughter overtakes her grin and fear grips me. “It’s nothing bad,” she promises, waving her hand around. 
 
    I raise a brow. As if I’d be stupid enough to believe that. 
 
    “No, really,” she tells me before grinning at Aiden who’s clearly in on the secret. “You’ll like this surprise. At least, if it was my birthday, I’d definitely like it. In fact, I’d love it.” 
 
    “Oh, geez.” 
 
    “Come on,” she says, reaching forward and grabbing my hand with her good one. “Trust me, you’ll thank me later.” 
 
    Tully pulls me out of my bedroom and starts heading towards the front door, leaving the mess in my bedroom behind. Though, to be honest, I don’t really care. A mess is a mess and it’s still going to be there for me later. I can clean it up tomorrow, but maybe I should fix my bed so I don’t have a wet mattress when I climb into it tonight. 
 
    Tully gets me to the front door before turning to me and holding onto both my shoulders. “Remember when the boys tapped us to the lamp post?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh, remembering the fond memory of being stuck there for over an hour while the boys pretended we didn’t exist. “How could I possibly forget that?” 
 
    Tully goes to push open the front door. “Well, consider this payback.” 
 
    I step over the threshold and uncontrollable fits of laughter instantly take over me as I find my boyfriend, duct tapped to the tree that resides outside my home. My eyes rake over him. His arms are taped way above his head and he wears only a pair of sweats. His fine body is on display and from the less than impressed look on his face, I’d dare say he’s not happy about it, and he’s probably cold too. 
 
    There are about ten balloons stuck to his body and I find myself walking towards him, a grin plastered on my face. As I reach him, my hand falls against his chest and I push up onto my tippy toes to brush my lips against his. “Happy birthday, Spitfire,” he murmurs. 
 
    I smile up at him. “Do I even want to know how you ended up in this situation?” 
 
    Noah lets out a sigh. “They hijacked me in bed.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I laugh, looking back over my shoulder and taking in a very proud Tully as I slap a hand over my mouth to try and control myself. I turn back to Noah. “How though? Surely you can overpower them.” 
 
    “Usually, yes,” he says. “But they tied my ankles and wrists while I was still sleeping then tossed me in the fucking trunk like a hostage. I didn’t even get a chance to fight them off.” Seeing my face, a heavy scowl sets itself into his features. "It’s not funny." 
 
    “Yeah, it kind of is,” I laugh before running my fingers over one of the balloons and squeezing it. “What’s with the balloons?” I ask. 
 
    “Don’t pop it,” Tully yells eagerly. “It’s a game.” 
 
    I spin around to face her with excited eyes. “Game?” I question, hurrying back to her. “I like games.” 
 
    She reaches around herself and pulls out a slingshot from her back pocket. “Do you like games where you get to use one of these?” 
 
    I look at it a while before laughing. I mean, apart from ‘Bart Simpson,’ who the hell uses slingshots? “What the fuck, Tully?” Noah groans from behind me, clearly not being let in on her little secret. Though, that just makes it all the more exciting. 
 
    I take the slingshot from her hand and study it as she pulls out a pile of little rocks that she must have collected. “So,” she says, looking up at Noah. “Each of the balloons has a piece of paper inside containing a present. You get five shots and for each balloon that you pop, that’s a present you get to keep.” 
 
    “And if I don’t pop any balloons?” 
 
    “Then no birthday present for you,” she grins. “And just a little hint, that balloon right there by his junk, that’s the best present of all.” 
 
    “Well, damn,” I laugh, reaching for a little rock and testing out the slingshot.  
 
    “Babe,” Noah grunts. “I know it’s your birthday and all, but you’re not seriously going to play along with this, are you?” 
 
    “How could I not? I like me some presents!” I slip the rock into the back of the slingshot and hold it up, closing one eye to aim. “You better hold still,” I warn him. 
 
    “What? Are you worried I’m going to run away?” he shoots back at me. I silently test the elasticity of the slingshot. “Babe,” he panics, low. “Come on.” All I can do is grin. “Just…fuck. Just don’t aim for my balls.” 
 
    “As if I would aim for them,” I laugh. “They’re my favorite part of your body.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I love you,” he tells me. 
 
    “No,” I grin. “You’re lucky that I love you. Otherwise, this could be so much worse. Now, shut up and let me concentrate.” 
 
    I focus on the balloon that’s taped to his chest. My eyes narrow on it, wondering what could be written on the little slip of paper inside. All I know is that it better be good.  
 
    I stretch the slingshot back and with a final grin, I let the little rock fly as Noah cringes before me. I watch as it sails straight for a little while before it starts lowering. I suck in a breath. This isn’t good. 
 
    The little rock slams right into the inside of Noah’s hip. “Fuck,” he grunts, scrunching his face up in pain. 
 
    “Shit, sorry,” I cringe, hating how bad that made me feel, but damn, I really want those presents. 
 
    A little red mark instantly appears on his hip and I promise myself to make it up to him later, as for now, he better be preparing himself for round two.  
 
    I grab another rock and Noah lets his head fall back to the tree, deciding to take it like a man. 
 
    I send another rock shooting towards him, only this time, I pull back on the slingshot a little harder and aim just a smidge higher. The rock goes flying high as I watch as Noah’s eyes lock on the little thing, terrified of where it’s going to land. 
 
    The rock hits his chest, just above the balloon and I let out a long, drawn out groan. “Damn it,” I whine as Noah tries to school his features, not letting his pain show, but let’s be real, that couldn’t be comfortable. “Sorry,” I grin. 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me. “Are you actually aiming or just shooting and hoping you hit one of the damn things?” 
 
    “Geez,” Tully laughs. “Look who’s got their panties in a twist. You can sit through hours getting tattooed, but you bitch about a little rock. I thought you were tougher than that.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you tied to this fucking tree.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I groan, closing one eye and aiming again. “Both of you bitches shut up. I’m trying to concentrate.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes beside me as Noah zips his lips. Finally, a little peace and quiet so I can focus on not hitting my boyfriend in the balls. 
 
    I pull back on the slingshot and the rock instantly sails through the air. A grin rips across my face as I watch it fly straight towards the balloon on his chest. Noah jumps as the balloon bursts and I throw myself in the air. “Fuck, yeah,” I cheer before racing forward and scrambling around in the dirt for the little slip of paper. 
 
    My fingers curl around it and I pull it up to read. “What?” I scoff, looking back over my shoulder at Tully. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    She laughs out. “Which one is it?” 
 
    “Your undivided attention.” 
 
    Tully bursts into uncontrollable laughter as Noah shakes his head beside me. “Did I seriously just get hit with three fucking rocks for your undivided attention?” 
 
    “You sure did, and you’re about to get hit with two more, so man the fuck up.” 
 
    I lean in and press a kiss to his lips before flicking the balloon on his upper thigh. “I’ll be going for this one next.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Precisely three minutes later, I’ve earned myself Tully’s undivided attention, a new tub of fish food for Frog, and my very own Kindle. 
 
    I give Tully a massive hug while Noah demands that he be released. I hurry over to him and enjoy ripping the tape off and love it, even more, when he sucks in a sharp breath and groans. The second his arms are finally free, he pulls me in, holding me tight against his chest. “Happy birthday, Spitfire.” 
 
    I instantly melt into him, wrapping my arms around his body and burying my head into his warm chest. “Thank you,” I murmur as my smile completely overtakes me. 
 
    This might just be the best birthday I’ve ever had. 
 
    “Alright,” dad says, drawing my attention away from my boyfriend. “Now that we’re all positively freezing, can we head back inside and eat?” 
 
    Seeing as though Noah didn’t get the chance to put a shirt on, he’s the first to agree and drags me inside with Tully, Aiden, and Aria following behind. Noah grabs a blanket off the couch and wraps it around himself before continuing in to the kitchen. 
 
    Dad, Tully, and Aiden get busy cooking breakfast while Aria runs around trying to steal Noah’s attention. Aria hasn’t mentioned the fact that Rivers is missing and despite her absolutely adoring him, I get the feeling that she’s used to people walking out of her life. 
 
    We get breakfast over and done with and before I know it, dad is hauling me up out of my chair and dragging me through the house. “What are you doing?” I demand, tugging back on my arm. 
 
    “Would you shut up and come with me?” he throws back over his shoulder, hardly sparing me a second glance as everyone at the table seems to get up and follow along. 
 
    I roll my eyes and reluctantly follow him. “You realize that if I don’t start getting ready for school, I’m going to be late, right?” 
 
    “And how’s that any different from any other day?” he grumbles. “It’s not like you ever ‘remember’ to go.” 
 
    Noah chuckles behind me and I roll my eyes. Dad has a point. “Yeah, but…it’s my birthday,” I whine. 
 
    “Man up, Squish,” he tells me as a proud grin lights up his eyes.  
 
    Dad leads me towards the front door and I start wondering what the hell this is about when he stops and turns to face me. “Alright, kid,” he starts as Noah comes to a stop behind me and places his hands on my shoulders. “You only turn eighteen once and I want it to be a memorable day for you. You’ve been not only an asshole but an absolute joy to raise and despite all the times you gave me hell, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. I love you, kid.” 
 
    I walk forward and wrap my dad up in my arms as tears sting my eyes. “I love you too,” I murmur into his chest. 
 
    “Hey,” he scolds, taking me by the shoulders and pushing me off him. “Cut that shit out. There’s no room for your sappy, girl bullshit. Today is about celebrating.” 
 
    My friends chuckle behind me and just when I think dad is about to reach for the handle of the front door, he shuffles me across a few steps to the internal entry for the garage. 
 
    My heart starts pounding. Why the fuck is he going for the garage? 
 
    This couldn’t possibly mean…? 
 
    Dad turns the handle and swings the door open before stepping through and switching on the light. 
 
    I peer into the garage with Noah right behind me and not a second later, a high-pitched squeal comes tearing out of me. A brand new, bright yellow Toyota Supra stares back at me with its beautiful curves and sexy lines. “HOLY MOTHER OF GOD!” I scream out before barging dad out of the way and racing towards it. I look back at dad. “Is this for me? Is this real?” 
 
    “Yeah, Squish,” he laughs as the others make their way in. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Like it?” I scoff, tearing my eyes off dad to look at the car once again. “I fucking love it.” 
 
    “Language,” dad scolds. 
 
    Apparently, on my eighteenth birthday where I magically become an adult, my dad can still scold me for bad language. Damn, I guess some things you never grow out of. 
 
    Noah comes to my side and starts looking over the car as dad pulls out a set of keys and throws them to me. I pluck the keys out of the sky and instantly notice the massive, diamante studded ‘H’ keyring attached to it before grinning to myself and opening the car. 
 
    Screw school, I have a feeling I’ll be driving this all over Haven Falls today. Hell, maybe I’ll go and show it off in Broken Hill for a while too. 
 
    Noah rips the door open and starts his interior inspection before finding the lever to pop the hood. 
 
    I’m about to climb in when I hear Aiden whistle from beside dad, clearly appreciating the yellow beauty in front of him. “Shit, Mr. B, that must have cost you a bomb.” 
 
    My back instantly straightens. He’s right. This car isn’t cheap and there’s no way we would have been able to afford it. “Dad,” I say, shaking my head. “Aiden’s right. This is too much.” 
 
    Dad holds up a hand. “Don’t even think about it,” he tells me. “You deserve this car more than anyone and besides, you wouldn’t dare take this moment away from me? I feel like Oprah right now. ‘You get a car and you get a car.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “But…” 
 
    “No, buts,” he says. “And before you ask, we can afford it. I’ve been saving up for this since you were twelve and I realized that the old pick up truck wasn’t going to cut it for you. You needed something with an attitude to rival your own, so here we are.” 
 
    I laugh out, hardly able to believe what’s right in front of my eyes. “You’re fucking insane.” 
 
    “Just because it’s your birthday doesn’t mean that I won’t ground you for the rest of your natural life,” dad warns. 
 
    “Please,” I scoff. “Your language is worse and you know it.” 
 
    “So?” he grumbles. “I’m a trucker. It’s in my DNA, but as for you; do what I say and not as I do. Now, a few rules,” he starts. 
 
    I roll my eyes. This is going to be good. 
 
    “This car is your new baby. You’re going to treat it with the utmost care and respect, if not, it’ll be mine. You’re going to abide by every road rule and be a model citizen while driving. If I hear word that some kid in a bright yellow Supra has been causing havoc on our roads, then you’re done. I know it’s a fast car and the need to test its limits are going to tempt you every single time you drive this thing, but don’t. Understood?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Lastly,” dad adds, his eyes flicking across to Noah. “Don’t act as though I don’t know what’s going on with the kids in this town. I know all about those illegal races and this car will not be participating, under any circumstances. Got it?” 
 
    “Yep,” I nod again as my eyes rake over the shiny, yellow, sleek lines. It would look really great on a race track and I already know that despite dad’s warning, this car will be racing on the new track once Maxen is finished with it. 
 
    “Uhhh, Mr. B,” Tully says. “You know the races were closed down about a month ago, right?” 
 
    Dad grunts. “And thank fuck for that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “You really didn’t need to do this,” I tell Noah as we stare up at his home, so packed with bodies that people are spilling out into the front yard, each of them drunker than the last. He’s already done so much for me today. He’s treated me like an absolute princess; anything I could possibly want, I got. Not to mention, he kidnapped me from school after lunch and took me sky diving and scared the crap out of me for my birthday. 
 
    “Spitfire,” Noah sighs, turning to me and taking my shoulders in his warm hands. “You only turn eighteen once and there was no way in hell I was about to let you pass up on this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “No,” he says. “You’re going to go in there, have a few drinks, shake your ass a little, and have the time of your life while Tully drags you around, talking shit,” he tells me with a grin. “Besides, it’s been ages since our last party. Mom and dad are out and I won’t stop until you’ve had the best night of your life.” 
 
    “You know, I might have been a loner back then, but I heard about what happened at your last party. Maybe this isn’t such a great idea.” 
 
    He pulls back slightly, giving me a strange look. “Were you not at that one?” 
 
    “No, that was during my ‘hating myself for allowing Jackson and Kaylah to have such an effect on me’ stage.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” he says with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Back when you were Frankie No Friends.” 
 
    I punch his arm. “And that’s the way I liked it until you forced your annoying self on me. I mean, how do I get rid of you? Is there a trick I haven’t worked out yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” he says, lowering his hand around my waist and yanking me in hard against his body. “You’re stuck with me.” 
 
    “Damn. How does one ever become so unlucky?” 
 
    “Watch it,” he warns me. “I don’t have an issue putting you in your place on your birthday.” 
 
    “And how do you intend to do that?” 
 
    His lips crush down on mine, devouring me for a short moment before he pulls away all too soon. “Trust me, Spitfire. You haven’t even touched the surface of what I’m capable of doing to you.” 
 
    Heat instantly floods me as I raise a curious brow and snake my arms around his neck. “Really, now?” I murmur, hovering my lips just in front of his, teasing him just as he’s done to me. “Even more reason not to walk into that party. I need to see how much you’ve been holding out on me.” 
 
    “You will,” he promises, closing the gap and taking my lips in his. “As for now, you need to get that fine ass of yours inside my house and enjoy your party. I’m not having all these fuckers trash my place for you to sit out front, sulking about having all the attention on you. Get in there and enjoy yourself, though please try to refrain from taking a joint from anyone, especially douchebags like Spencer. That’s the last thing I need to worry about tonight.” 
 
    “No, your only worry is making sure Nate and Jesse don’t turn up at this one and start a brawl like last time.” 
 
    “Too late, those fuckers are already here.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep. Tora declared you a friend and that makes you family. And I don’t really picture any of them passing up an opportunity to party with their family.” 
 
    I smile as I get hit with the warm fuzzies deep within. “I guess you’re right,” I tell him. “What about Kaylah?” 
 
    “You really think I’d forget to tell Kaylah about this? Besides, if Jesse is here, you know Kaylah isn’t far behind.” 
 
    “You’re the best.” 
 
    “And don’t you fucking forget it,” he says before turning me towards the door and hooking his arm over my shoulder. “So, tell me,” he says with a sly grin. “How do you want me to announce your grand entry? Should I get a few guys and carry you in like an Egyptian goddess or would you prefer I roll out the red carpet?” 
 
    I nail him in the ribs. “If you do anything to embarrass me, I’m going to castrate you.” 
 
    He looks down at me, feigning innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh, stopping by the open front door and turning to look up at those sparkling green eyes. “You’ve got something planned.” 
 
    He shakes his head but the truth is written in the way his eyes laugh at me, glistening with excitement, and teasing me with their hidden secrets. I fucking love it. There’s only one thing in this world that could possibly top the way he makes me feel when he teases me and that’s the way he makes me feel when he shows me just how much he loves me. 
 
    Noah doesn’t respond, just pulls me along beside him. I make myself a promise to be alert all night. Whatever he has planned is going to be big and while I can’t wait to see whatever it is, I’m also terrified of the embarrassment which will surely come with it. 
 
    We squeeze our way through the front door and within the first two seconds, my ass has been grabbed and my tits pressed up against some dude I don’t know, though both incidents were caused by close proximity and tell me that tonight is going to be fucking awesome. It’s a real Haven Falls party. 
 
    The music is blaring and bodies are grinding and pressing into one another. Skanks are standing on the dining table, putting on a show for the group of football players around it. People are falling out the back door and into the yard where nearly everyone either has a cigarette or joint between their fingers. It’s going to be a messy night, wild and unpredictable and that’s the kind of party that I know I’m going to love. 
 
    As I make my way around the house, I start realizing a few things that are a complete contrast compared to the many other Haven Falls parties we’ve been to over the past few months. The main one being that all the people here, whether or not I know them personally, are all respecting Noah and Tully’s home. No one is smoking in the house, there are no crazy, drunk chicks spilling their drinks all over the carpets, things are kept tidy, and trash cans are actually being used. Though, some of that might change as the night goes on but it means that Tully and Noah can relax and enjoy it just as much as I can. 
 
    Speaking of Tully, where the fuck is she? Tonight is her first night really seeing anyone from school after the crash, apart from the idiots who thought it was necessary to invade her space in the hospital. It’s been three weeks and while she’s mostly healed, she should really be taking it easy tonight. 
 
    Noah drags me over to the kitchen table where it’s nearly spilling over with bottles upon bottles of alcohol and starts mixing up something that I’m sure will kill me. “Here,” he says, handing me a red Solo cup. “Try this.” 
 
    I cautiously take the drink and give it a sniff. “Shit,” I say as it burns my nose. “What the hell did you put in this?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “That’s for me to know and for you to find out when you’re throwing it up in the morning.” 
 
    I push it back into his hands. “Nope. I’m not spending the rest of my weekend with my head in a toilet bowl.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh. “What a shame,” he says making my eyes narrow on him. “I didn’t realize you were such a pussy.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I demand, snatching the cup back from him and downing the whole thing. I slam the cup down on the table, ignoring the burn that threatens to kill me. “The only pussy around here is you, Noah Cage.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” he questions. 
 
    I raise a brow as if to say ‘is that all you’ve got?’ and he instantly starts working on another. “Nuh uh,” I say, walking around to his side of the table and bumping him out of my way with my hip before taking over, only I pull out a second cup. “I’m running this show now and if I have to drink this shit, then so are you.” 
 
    “Nah,” he says as I start mixing all sorts of shit. “I’m not drinking that.” 
 
    “You know,” I grin. “I didn’t realize you were such a pussy.” 
 
    “I’m no pussy.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I say showing off my award-winning sarcasm. “I completely believe you. Noah Cage is definitely no pussy.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me. “Give me the fucking cup.” He steals the drink from me and I try to snatch it back, but before I have a chance, it’s already at his lips and the cup is bone dry. Noah coughs out as I howl with laughter. “Holy fuck, Henley. What is in that?” 
 
    “I wasn’t finished,” I tell him, trying to control myself. “You took it before I could put any juice in it.” 
 
    “Shit,” he laughs, stealing a bottle of lemonade off the table and drinking from the bottle to wash down the foul taste of whatever the hell I just gave him. 
 
    I watch him for a second before being hit with a startling realization. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drunk,” I tell him. 
 
    “Trust me, it ain’t good.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin as I watch him. “Why not?” 
 
    A brunette head pokes its way between us before a howling Tully sings out, “Because he gets messy.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Noah tells her as she squishes herself between us and dives for the red Solo cups. 
 
    “How do you mean ‘messy?’” I ask as Tully makes herself busy while Noah and I start making each other another drink. 
 
    “Well,” she starts. “The last time I can remember; he got naked and-” 
 
    Noah grabs her and slaps a hand over her mouth, holding her to his chest like some kind of hostage. “If you keep talking, Tully, I swear, I’ll make your night a living hell.” 
 
    She grabs his hand with her good one and yanks hard on it, clearly with every intention in the world to complete story time, only he’s far too strong, so she does what any good sister should do and slobbers all over his hand until he’s thoroughly repulsed enough to remove it. “Yuck,” he groans, ripping his hand away, only to wipe it down the side of her face. 
 
    Tully grabs him and wipes her face off on his shirt before grinning up at him. “Either you tell the story or I will, but remember; the birthday girl gets what the birthday girl wants and it looks to me like the birthday girl really wants to know the ending of this story.”  
 
    Noah looks up to me and I bat my eyelashes, hoping that somehow entices him to share. “Fine,” he groans with a loud huff before giving Tully a nudge to get out of his way. “But I’m telling it. You’ll probably exaggerate and make it sound worse than it actually is.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s possible to make it any worse.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he groans before looking down at his feet in a show of embarrassment that I’ve never seen from him before. “So…I might have drunk just a little too much and stripped off naked before running up and down the street singing ‘I’m a Little Teapot’ while doing all the actions.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I laugh. 
 
    “And the rest,” Tully prompts. 
 
    He lets out another huff. “And I ran around showing everyone how my junk wasn’t ‘short and stout’ and then showed them my ‘handle’ and my ‘spout’.” 
 
    My mouth drops and I blink a few times, hell I think I even gape at him a while. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “No,” Tully bursts out, over the moon to be the reason for her twin brother’s embarrassment. “I have it recorded on my phone.”  
 
    She instantly digs in her pocket and pulls out her phone as I gawk at her.  
 
    “And you’re only just showing me this now because…?” 
 
    “Because I’d completely forgotten about it,” she laughs. 
 
    Her brows pull down in confusion as she flicks through the videos stored on her phone. “Wait…I can’t find it.” 
 
    A devilish grin spreads across Noah’s face. “And you never will.” 
 
    “What?” she demands. “Did you delete it?” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” he scoffs. “I can’t have that shit getting around, and besides, I hate you having shit on me. You’re too fucking sneaky. I can’t risk that one day you’re going to post it on your fucking Facebook page just to see how many ‘likes’ you’d get.” 
 
    Her face goes red and she stomps her foot. “You’re such an ass. I was saving that for something special.” 
 
    He stands a little taller and it’s as though he’s proud of himself. “Exactly my point.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes. “Just you wait, Noah. Soon enough, you’re going to do something incredibly stupid and I’ll be right there, ready to capture every moment of it and this time, I won’t save it for later. It’ll be going straight up.” 
 
    “In that case, would you like to see the videos I’ve got of you?” 
 
    Within the blink of an eye, she has his phone in her hand and she’s darting away, running as though her life depends on it, barging through the dancing bodies and knocking over all sorts of shit on the way. “What videos do you have on her?" I ask as I get back to refilling his drink. 
 
    Noah chuckles. “There are none, but watching her panic for the next few days, wondering why she can’t find them is going to be priceless.” 
 
    I shake my head. "I’m really fucking glad I don’t have you as a brother.” 
 
    Noah’s hand comes down on my ass as he steps into my back, lowering his lips to my neck. “Believe me, Spitfire, so am I.” 
 
    Two hours later, Noah is wasted and it’s the best thing I’ve ever seen. Gone is his game face and bad boy persona and all that’s left is the happy guy who’s been running around causing absolute havoc with Jesse and Maxen.  
 
    This is good for Noah as with all the alcohol running through his veins and the chance to fuck around with the boys, he hasn’t had a chance to dwell on the fact that Rivers isn’t here. Unlike me. It’s one of the only things I’ve been able to think about all night. 
 
    Rivers should be here and it’s really getting to me that he isn’t. I mean, I kind of understand staying away out of guilt for the car accident, though he wasn’t at fault and I understand not wanting to face me for sending out the video although it’s completely unlike him, but not showing up to party with me on my eighteenth birthday…well, that’s a low blow, one we’re all feeling, especially Tully. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do something about this?” Kaylah asks, coming to stand by my side as she watches both of our boyfriends make fools of themselves as they try to perform the lift at the end of ‘Dirty Dancing.’ 
 
    “Nope,” I laugh, watching on in amusement. “I want to see who they decide will be the girl.” 
 
    “Damn,” Aiden murmurs on my other side. “I’ll be the girl in that sandwich.” 
 
    I laugh before rolling my eyes. “I told you, I’m not good at sharing my toys.” 
 
    He grins back at me before watching the boys once again. “You know, if you two just started running towards them, I bet you’ll both end up in the air.” 
 
    Tully scoffs. “Or they’ll both end up in the hospital.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kaylah says. “I’m not taking that risk.” 
 
    “Fuck it,” I laugh. “I am.” 
 
    I take off and Tully’s high-pitched squeal of terror has Noah spinning around to face us. He takes me in and a moment later, I’m right before him. “You better fucking catch me,” I yell as I take my last step. 
 
    Naturally, Jesse gets in his way just as I launch myself into the sky. Noah’s hands find my waist and I’m launched up as the two boys go down beneath me. I drop down on top of them with an 'oomph' and lucky the alcohol in my system has me seeing the funny side and not the side where I wake up in the morning feeling like I was in that car accident all over again. 
 
    “Fuck me, babe,” Noah laughs. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Jesse groans from somewhere beneath me. “This better be Henley’s ass in my face and not yours, Noah.” 
 
    “Nope,” I laugh. “Not mine.” 
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
    The boys scramble around and before I know it, Nate and Tora are right there, taking advantage of Jesse being down on the ground, turning this into the best kind of brawl. 
 
    As the night goes on, so does the fun. I can't believe I was fighting this at the start. Tonight is one of the best nights I've ever had and that's partially because Noah can hardly control himself. I've never seen anything like it when it comes to him. He's usually so composed and in control, yet the love of his life suggests that he's a pussy and he's willing to do just about anything to prove her wrong. 
 
    Noah has disappeared with Maxen and I'm assuming they've been talking about the new track, but really, with the state the two of them are in, they could be doing anything right about now. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if tonight turns into the second night I have to bail him out of a jail cell. 
 
    Everyone has shown up. It’s been incredible. We had Spencer walk through the door not long after Aiden arrived and he even managed to give me a small smile and held an apology in his eyes for the rumors that were spread. Had that not happened, I probably would have shown him the door, but considering he offered an olive branch, I let him stay. Though, that might also have something to do with the fact that he’s Aiden’s cousin and he tells me over and over again that Spencer isn't such a bad guy, hoping I give him another chance. I guess, we'll see about that, but for now, the guy can stay and party. 
 
    The real shock though was looking up from my red Solo cup to see Monica squeezing her way through the dance floor. Rage instantly flared through me until I remembered that I shoved her head into her desk a few weeks ago when she didn’t deserve it. We have already sorted our differences and I've already gotten revenge for what she'd done to me, so really, the way I acted the other week when the video came out was uncalled for.  
 
    Monica’s eyes met mine over the top of the red Solo cup and at that moment, I decided to put it all behind me. You know, be the bigger person and all that shit. I nodded and she nodded right back, and then I watched on in amusement as a massive weight lifted from her shoulders. A second later, she happily joined the party and as far as I'm concerned, she's been enjoying her night ever since. 
 
    I guess it feels good to finally close the door on that chapter, but one fuck up from her and I'll be more than happy to open it right up again. I have a feeling she doesn’t need me to warn her of that, though. The message is crystal clear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    With the party in full swing, I go searching for Tully and Aiden who have been spending most of the night hovering around the fire out the back. They’ve been doing a great job of pretending that they’re together. They flirt and touch each other all the time to the point no one would even question it despite the fact that not a soul has seen their lips lock and that Aiden’s eyes have been traveling over all the football players asses since the second he started at Haven Falls Private. 
 
    They’re the perfect couple, apart from the question of his sexuality. They get along great, they’re constantly laughing, they watch the same movies, they’re constantly giving each other advice and building the other one up. To be honest, I think I’ve been replaced though it doesn’t bother me as much as I thought it would. It’s more of another person to hang out with opposed to someone taking my best friend away.  
 
    I barge my way into my best friends and grab each of their hands. “Come on,” I tell them, dragging them back towards the door. “We’re dancing.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Tully demands. 
 
    I look back over my shoulder and laugh as I realize that she can barely stand on her own two feet and has Aiden struggling to hold her up, but they’re both more than willing to join me. Maybe we’ve all been drinking a little more than we should have tonight, but who cares? It’s my birthday and I have a shiny yellow car that’s so much more kickass than anyone else’s…maybe even Noah’s, though I won’t let him catch me saying that. 
 
    Speaking of Noah; I wonder where the hell he is. 
 
    Tully, Aiden, and I get ourselves inside and start shaking our asses, just as Noah had instructed me to. We dance, we laugh, and we get stitches when it all becomes too much only for us to do it all over again. I mean, for the rest of the people here not to realize Aiden is gay is some kind of miracle. I know he looks like every other jock in the room, but he’s the only one of them whose style of dancing isn’t to grind his junk into some chick’s ass, though I have a feeling Tully would approve if he wanted to give it a try. 
 
    Someone crashes into my back and I spin around to find Alyssa staring at me in horror. “Shit,” she cringes before she begins rambling. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I promise. It’s just this guy knocked into me and I fell and…” 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” Tully demands. 
 
    I place a hand on Tully’s arm as Alyssa turns towards her, her eyes instantly trailing over the black cast Tully still wears on her arm and the pink scars from the accident. “I…I…Um.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I say to Alyssa. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Um…what?” Tully grunts. 
 
    I turn back to Tully. “It’s fine. You know just as well as I do that Rivers was using her, just like you were doing with Rocko. What the hell is happening with him, by the way?” 
 
    “Your point?” Tully prompts, clearly not wanting to discuss Rocko right now. 
 
    “My point is that Alyssa didn’t know that Rivers was going to vanish into thin air the way he did. It’s not her fault, just as it’s not yours, or mine, or Noah’s. Alyssa was just a pawn in whatever game he was playing.” 
 
    “I know,” Tully grumbles towards the floor, “But I still don’t like her.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve made that clear,” I scoff before narrowing my eyes on Alyssa. “Why would you come though? Don’t get me wrong, it’s a party and you’re welcome, but if I was in your shoes, I’d probably have sat this one out.” 
 
    Alyssa’s eyes flick to Tully and it’s clear that she’s worked out that there’s a little more than friendship between Tully and Rivers. “I just had to see him,” she says before letting out a sigh. “I figured that if there was going to be a time that he showed his face, it would have been tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunt. “I think we were all hoping for that.” 
 
    Her eyes drop to the ground. “He was never really into me, was he?” she questions before looking to Tully again. “Because he’s already in love with you.” 
 
    Tully’s eyes tighten and I see a wall come down as Aiden slips his hand around her back, giving her the comfort we all know she needs right now. I mean, talking about Rivers and seeing the girl he was with instead of her surely couldn’t be easy. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tully says, dismissing her. 
 
    “Oh,” Alyssa mumbles, looking away and making it clear she doesn’t believe her. “Well, um…” 
 
    “I think you should walk away now,” Tully says. 
 
    “Right, um…ok.” And with that, Alyssa quickly scurries off. 
 
    “Did I even want to know what the fuck that was about?” Aiden questions, looking between me and Tully. “And who the fuck is Rivers?” 
 
    “Shit,” Tully moans. “We’re going to need a few more drinks if we’re going to get into this.” 
 
    “Damn straight, we will,” I laugh, taking both their hands and squeezing our way through the house towards the kitchen.  
 
    It's been such a huge night. We’ve had noise complaints which brought the cops who saw what was going on and realized that no matter what they did, we were still going to party. We’ve had angry parents showing up, looking for their kids. There’s been an idiot attempt to snort something off Violet’s good coffee table who was promptly kicked out on his ass, minus the goods. 
 
    There’s nothing better than a true Haven Falls party. 
 
    We get into the kitchen and realize the table set up with the drinks is an absolute mess, but that’s expected. Empty bottles have been tossed aside, half empty cups are littered all over, and the table is drenched where people have spilled and not bothered cleaning up after themselves like the pigs they are. 
 
    The need to tidy filters through me and I start straightening out the bottles and throwing the empty ones into the trash. I mean, is it really that hard for other people to have done? It’s common sense, right? 
 
    “Leave it,” Tully says as she works on pouring some more drinks. “We’ll clean it in the morning.” 
 
    “No, I just want to…AHHHHHH,” I scream as an arm wraps around my waist and hauls me back towards the dance floor. I start clawing at it as it’s certainly not a tattooed, familiar arm.  
 
    “Ow,” a voice calls. “Quit pinching me.” 
 
    I look back over my shoulder and realize it’s Jesse dragging me away and manage to relax just a little, that is until I see the chair that’s been stolen from the dining table sitting in the center of what’s currently being used as the dance floor. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” I start shouting, desperate to get away. I know I don’t know Jesse all that well, but having a lone chair, surrounded by hundreds of people all cheering for me couldn’t mean anything good. Add Jesse Ryder to the mix and I know with one hundred percent certainty that this is not a place I want to be. 
 
    Jesse shakes his head as he tackles me into the chair with a wicked grin before Maxen appears out of nowhere with a roll of duct tape. “I didn’t want to do this,” Maxen tells me, “But you leave me no choice.” 
 
    With that, Maxen starts wrapping the duct tape around and around as Jesse holds me down in the chair. I notice Kaylah standing behind Jesse, clearing space as Tully and Aiden watch on with amused and confused stares. “Will one of you bitches please help me?” 
 
    “No way,” Tully laughs. “I want to see what they’ve got planned.” 
 
    “Come on,” I groan as someone turns down the music. I start looking around for my boyfriend, hoping he’s about ready to show his handsome face once again and save my ass. I mean, if he knew these guys that I hardly know were holding me down like this, I’m sure as hell that he’d have a problem with it. “Where the hell is Noah?” I call as Jesse stands back to survey his handiwork. 
 
    I try to move but my arms and legs are held hostage. Jesse shrugs. "Don’t know. Haven’t seen the kid in ages.” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “Will you at least tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    Jesse grins, pretending to think about it. “Umm…no.” 
 
    Once the boys are certain that I’m secured enough and that every eye in the room is on me, Maxen laughs. “Are you ready for your present?” 
 
    If my back could straighten, I’m sure it would right now. I narrow my eyes on them but a commotion at the front door draws my attention away. Not a moment later, Maxen breaks away and start barging his way through the crowd, clearing a path from the front door.  
 
    “Shit,” Tully grins, bouncing on her feet. “Please tell me there’s about to be hundreds of firemen strippers up in here.” 
 
    Fuck. My eyes go wide. That’s the only thing that could make sense right now. I start shaking my head, desperate to be released. The last thing I want is some dirty ass strippers rubbing their junk all over me. “Let me go, Jesse,” I demand. 
 
    All the fucker does is grin at me before winking as stepping back to stand beside his brother and Tora. “Come on, guys,” I whine, pleading with big eyes to Tora. 
 
    She looks as though she’s about to cave when Jesse leans over and whispers something in her ear before she bursts out laughing and gets herself comfortable, leaning against Nate with his arm wrapped securely around her. 
 
    Kaylah soon joins them and it’s clear by the smirk on her face that she already knows what’s going on and I shoot her a look, one that she would know means that she’s in trouble. All she does is smirk. 
 
    The commotion at the door quietens down and before I know it, I see Maxen standing by the front door with a massive box that’s currently balancing on a skateboard.  
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    I look over to Tully and Aiden who both watch on in confusion. Tully’s eyes meet mine and I see devastation within their depths, clearly very disappointed that the house isn’t being overtaken by hot firemen. “What the hell is going on?” I question. 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders. “I’ve got no fucking idea.” 
 
    I look back to the box as it comes rolling towards me with narrowed, cautious eyes. Surely, the Broken Hill boys wouldn’t do anything to risk pissing off Noah so it couldn’t be too bad, right? 
 
    The box comes to a stop before me and Jesse’s best friend, Tyson, steps forward to help lift the box to remove the skateboard from beneath it. 
 
    People start stepping forward, wanting to get a closer look as curiosity gets the best of us all. Maxen pulls a pair of scissors from the back pocket of his low hanging jeans and holds the scissors over the top of the box before grinning at me. “Happy Birthday, Henley,” he says before slicing through the tape. 
 
    The second he finishes; the box starts falling apart. All four sides begin coming down and it’s as if it happens in slow motion. I wait impatiently as the cardboard begins to reveal what’s inside and when it does, a slow grin starts spreading across my face. 
 
    It’s a fucking cake. The biggest mother fucking cake I’ve ever seen with two massive candles at the top. “You got me a cake?” I laugh. 
 
    Maxen steps up to the side of the cake with a light. “The cake is only the start of it,” he tells me, reaching over the top. The second the fire hits the candles; they turn into two little explosions. Fire streams out of them like fireworks and the whole room starts singing the most dramatic version of ‘Happy Birthday’ that I’ve ever heard. 
 
    I let out a sigh. I never know where to look when people sing me ‘Happy Birthday.’ Do I look at the people and make it awkward? Look at the cake and appear like an idiot who can’t control her sweet tooth? Smile like a loser or keep a straight face? I freaking hate it. It’s the one thing about birthdays that truly sucks. 
 
    I end up doing a bit of everything and feel extremely awkward, that is until halfway through when the cake explodes into a million tiny pieces and my boyfriend comes shooting out of it in nothing but a bright pink thong and a joint hanging between his fingers. 
 
    Cake covers everybody. Girls squeal, guys laugh, Tully roars in horror, while all I manage to do is gawk at my drunk off his ass boyfriend in a fucking pink man-thong. He starts towards me, his heated eyes on me, proud as ever in his lingerie. 
 
    Embarrassment floods me, but Noah couldn’t give two shits which is when it all goes south. Ginuwine’s ‘Pony’ begins playing through the speakers and he puts on one hell of a show, rolling his body and doing his best ‘Magic Mike’ impersonation as cake drops off him in chunks. 
 
    I mean, it’s fucking hot, but he’s going to regret it in the morning. It’s clear as day he’s a mix of way too drunk and high, which no doubt will come back to bite him on the ass tomorrow. I mean, that joint between his fingers means he no longer has the power to hold my joint experience over my head.  
 
    Checkmate, Noah Cage. 
 
    As nearly every phone in the room hits record, I have no other choice but to relax and enjoy his willingness to put that exceptional body of his on display, knowing tonight is about fun while tomorrow’s theme will be ‘damage control.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The late afternoon sun streams through Noah’s bedroom window as I lay sprawled across the top of him, hating how my head has seemed to ache since the second I woke up half an hour ago. Noah hasn’t moved an inch since he passed out last night and I tend to keep it that way. 
 
    He’s not going to be a happy boy when he wakes up later, especially when he realizes that he was getting around in a pink thong for hours. In fact, he’s still in it and while he’s confident enough in his sexuality to get away with it, it’s not exactly a look I ever envisioned for the man I’m desperately in love with. Don’t get me wrong though, it was certainly a sight to behold as he moved his body while I licked cake from his abs. 
 
    The insistent screeching of someone’s phone comes from the living room. I ignore it for a while but on the fifth ring, it has Noah stirring beneath me and without a doubt, Noah needs another few hours before he can even pretend to act like a decent human being. 
 
    I let out a frustrated groan and climb off him as my head spins. I get on my feet and have to stand still for a few moments before being able to move forward. I pull the door open and the first thing I notice is the stickiness beneath my feet. 
 
    I hold back a gag and slip my feet into a pair of flip flops before trudging out into the house.  
 
    “Shit,” I breathe, taking it all in. In the dead of night with too much alcohol pulsing through me, this place didn’t look quite so bad. Now, as hungover as humanly possible with the brightness of the sun shining on every tiny little thing, it’s clear as day that I had dramatically misjudged the situation. 
 
    This place is a fucking mess. There’s cake slathered on every available surface, the couches are destroyed, there are cigarette burns on the walls, and not to mention, an extremely foul smell coming from the bathroom that I refuse to check. 
 
    Noah was the one who decided this party was a good idea, so it’s now his responsibility to clean that shit up. I’ll be more than happy to help with everything else though. I guess the question is the possibility of getting Tully to pitch in too. I have a feeling she isn’t going to clamber out of her bed until the sun is pissing off the people on the other side of the world. 
 
    The phone begins screeching again, reminding me why the hell I would do something as stupid as remove myself off a guy like Noah Cage. It was honestly the most absurd decision I’ve ever made, especially considering the way my head has spun ever since I stood up. 
 
    I start searching around for the phone, kicking red cups and chunks of cake out of my way as I go. I follow the sound and eventually find a phone under the dining table in a metallic purple case, lighting up like the Fourth of July.  
 
    “Damn it,” I groan, realizing I’m going to have to get down on my hands and knees to get the fucker. 
 
    I make my way down to the ground feeling like I just celebrated my eightieth rather than my eighteenth and my knee instantly lands in something squishy. “Gross,” I whine. 
 
    I channel my inner Swifty and ‘Shake it Off’ before reaching under the table. After stretching a little further than what’s acceptable in my state and nearly falling flat on my face, my fingers curl around the purple phone. I hardly have it in front of my face before I silence the stupid thing and focus on working out who the hell it belongs to, though there’s something strangely familiar about it. 
 
    My question is answered no two seconds later when I flip the phone over in my hands and take in the massive ‘ALYSSA’ printed across the back in silver cursive letters. Ahhhh, that’s why it’s familiar; I’ve already studied this phone before. 
 
    My natural instinct has my thumb swiping over the screen, attempting to unlock it when I remember it’s not mine and I have no right to even be touching it, other than to put it in a safe place. 
 
    But then…what if she’s heard from Rivers again? 
 
    I look down at the phone and see it asking for a passcode. Shit. No, Henley, put the phone down on the table and back the fuck away. It’s not yours. You have absolutely no right to invade Alyssa’s privacy like that. Though, it’s not like I have the number to call for someone to come and get it. I’ll find that kind of information on the phone. 
 
    Shit. My priorities are fucked up. 
 
    What if Rivers is in some kind of trouble and he’s been leaning on Alyssa? Yep, that’s the deciding factor. Feeling a little happier with my decision, I look back down at the screen and try to remember what the code was. 
 
    It was 4 something, something, 7. 
 
    Damn it. 4…hmmmm. Maybe there was a 2 in there somewhere. 
 
    I think back to the moment Alyssa came to us in the cafeteria. I close my eyes and picture every moment of it. The way she fumbled with her phone, the way Noah demanded the passcode, the way she gawked at him. 
 
    4827. 
 
    Fuck, yeah. How the hell did I remember that?  
 
    I instantly put the code in and grin to myself like some kind of proud detective as the phone unlocks. Though, maybe detective is the wrong word. This seems a little more on the criminal side of things. 
 
    I really shouldn’t be doing this but now with the phone unlocked, I find myself unable to stop. My finger instantly finds the messages icon and my eyes start darting over the names. There are messages from the girls at school, her mom, some guy at school who’s not even close to being in her league, you know if you consider the fact that she was with Rivers. That’s got to mean something, right? 
 
    I start scrolling and by now, the meaning of right and wrong is completely lost on me. 
 
    Her mom wanted to remind her to study for her chemistry test, her friend Sara wanted to know if she’d arrived at last night’s party, Daniel from school was letting her know all the dirty things he wanted to do to her, while Rivers…there was nothing new there. 
 
    I start giving up hope of finding out anything on Rivers when a notification comes through on Alyssa’s Facebook Messenger app. Ahhhhh, of course. People message through Facebook all the time. 
 
    I find the app and open it and right there for the world to see is Rivers’ name with a message received from him just yesterday. 
 
    I scoot up onto the dining table, as let’s face it, the couch is an absolute mess, and I get busy. I scroll up as far as it will go and get stuck reading through all the messages from when they were dating.  
 
    I scroll past all that shit and find the good stuff from the past three weeks. 
 
    Alyssa – Wanna get dinner tonight? 
 
    Alyssa – Hello? What’s going on? 
 
    Alyssa – Babe? 
 
    There’s a response from him about a week following the car accident. 
 
    Rivers – Sorry, it’s been a shit week. What’s going on? 
 
    Alyssa – Have you been getting my texts?  
 
    Rivers – Yes and no. It’s hard to explain. I’ve been busy. 
 
    Alyssa – Well, I don’t know if you know, but a video went out of Henley getting jumped by Monica and everyone is saying that you sent the blast. 
 
    Rivers – What the fuck are you talking about? I didn’t send anything. 
 
    Wait. What? 
 
    My eyes widen and I find myself reading through the messages faster and faster. He couldn’t be serious, is he? Maybe he’s just trying to save his own ass. We were so fucking sure that he sent it. Could we have been wrong all this time? 
 
    Rivers – Is she ok? She would have taken that hard. Did Noah figure out who did it? 
 
    Alyssa – You haven’t talked to any of them yet? 
 
    Rivers – Answer the fucking question. 
 
    Alyssa – Geez! You’re moody today. Where are you? Why don’t you come around and we’ll work this shit out. And don’t get snappy at me, it’s not like I know how she’s doing. That girl is a closed fucking book and absolutely terrifying. Besides, as if she’s going to tell me what’s going on in that fucked up head of hers. 
 
    Rivers – Don’t fucking talk about her like that. She’s twice the woman you’ll ever be. Why do they think it was me? 
 
    Alyssa – I guess that’s a ‘no’ for coming around! 
 
    Alyssa – The video was emailed from your school account and well, you kind of fucked off. No one has seen you since the crash. It’s a little coincidental, don’t you think? 
 
    Rivers – What fucking school account? I’ve never used a school email in my life. 
 
    My reading and scrolling gets even faster as my heart starts to race. All this fucking time I’ve had the shits with him. Something is screaming at me that we’ve got it all wrong and what Rivers is saying his absolute truth in these messages. 
 
    Alyssa – Sure you have. It’s the one attached to your student ID. I got mine on my first day. Principal Evans said the students use them all the time. 
 
    Rivers – Do I look like I use a fucking student account? 
 
    Shit, he’s right. How could we have not considered that before. Hell, I don’t think any of us have used our student accounts before. 
 
    The messages stop for a few days and then three days later, at three in the morning, the next message from Rivers has my mind swirling with possibilities. 
 
    Rivers – I’ve been up all fucking night thinking about this. It was you, wasn’t it? 
 
    Alyssa – What the fuck are you talking about? Do you have any idea what time it is? I was sleeping. 
 
    Rivers – You sent that fucking video. 
 
    Alyssa – Excuse me? Are you nuts? I don’t have a death wish. 
 
    Rivers – No one in that fucking school has ever used that network, yet you show up and have the fucking principal making you think everyone lives by it. You told me yourself, you’re good with computers and you bitched about Henley all the time.  
 
    Rivers – You got your hands on that video and sent it from my account, didn’t you? 
 
    Alyssa – I didn’t do it. I swear, it wasn’t me. 
 
    Rivers – You’re a fucking goner. 
 
    Rivers – When they find out, you better fucking run. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    My thumb continues to scroll and I hate that it won’t go any further. I don’t fucking believe it. Rivers never sent the blast. It was Alyssa, at least, Rivers thinks it was Alyssa. 
 
    That doesn’t make sense though. She has no reason to try to hurt me like that. I saved her from getting trampled at the races and I’ve been the voice of reason when Tully has wanted to tear her to shreds. I’m a fucking angel to that girl. 
 
    I go over the messages again and again just to make sure I read it right. I mean, I have one hell of a nasty hangover and it’s very possible that I’m jumbling around the words, but nope, after my third read through, I’m certain that I’ve read it right. 
 
    Alyssa did it. She sent out the blast and I’m going to prove it. Don’t ask me how because I’ve got no fucking clue, but I won’t stop until I’ve got the truth out of her. How dare she humiliate me like that? That video was my lowest point. It showed me at the worst possible moment of my life where my every last shred of dignity was stripped from me. 
 
    And because of her, that video is still doing the rounds. It’s been uploaded to YouTube for the world to see and students are constantly bringing it up. You know, generally behind my back because they’re all too chicken shit to say anything to my face. 
 
    It kills me knowing that it’s out there but there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. 
 
    I drop the phone down into my lap feeling completely deflated. How is it possible for this video to still bother me so much? 
 
    My mind goes back over every single time I’ve spoken with Alyssa, trying to work out where I went wrong. I mean, yeah, I’m generally a bitch to everyone, but I reigned it in for her. Now, if she sent out a video trying to humiliate Tully, that would make sense. Tully has scowled at her every chance she got, not to mention the guy Alyssa was dating is in love with Tully and not her. That would give someone enough ammunition to tear another apart, but me? Nope. Doesn’t make sense. 
 
    I mean, where the hell is Rivers when you need him? I feel like he’s the guy centered around all my mind-boggling questions right now, yet every time something comes up where he might just be able to shed a little light on the situation, he’s never around. 
 
    This is killing me and what’s making it worse is the intense need within to get my ass over to Alyssa’s place and knock her the fuck out. If it’s true and she did do this, then Rivers was right, she better run because no one is going to get away with trying to bring me down like that.  
 
    I guess I’m lucky enough that I was able to come out on top as always. Though, the Henley that I used to be, she would have run away crying. I’ve always been strong, but I’ve never been strong enough to face down something like that. Maybe that’s what happens when a guy like Noah barges his way into a woman’s life and makes her feel like anything is possible. 
 
    A crash is heard down the hallway and I crane my neck around the corner, trying to see what’s going on, though it doesn’t take long to figure out and realize which twin it was. “WHAT THE FUCK AM I WEARING?” Noah roars loud enough to be heard all the way over in Broken Hill. 
 
    I slap a hand over my mouth, desperately trying to hold in a laugh, but Tully doesn’t have the same reservations. A loud hyena laugh comes tearing from her room and I guess I was wrong; she’s apparently rising a lot sooner than I had thought. 
 
    I never thought anything good could come from my boyfriend catching himself in a bright pink thong, but I was wrong again as everything that was clouding my mind with Alyssa has just disappeared. Well for now, at least. 
 
    I jump down from the dining table and hurry down to Noah’s room. The fact that my head is pounding is temporarily forgotten as the thought of seeing Noah’s reaction is far too exciting. 
 
    I walk into Noah’s room to find him butt naked, one hand holding his junk while the other holds up the pink thong, dangling from his finger. He scowls as I grin in his doorway. “If I find out that Aiden put me in this fucking thing, he’s dead.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, Princess, but you put yourself into that thing and then danced around in it for hours. You loved it.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he says, horrified. 
 
    “Check your phone,” I laugh, watching as he flings the thong across the room, right into the trash can, never to be seen again. “I’m sure someone would have sent you the footage by now.” 
 
    He lets out a groan as he turns his back on me and pulls on a pair of sweatpants, bypassing his underwear. I smother a laugh as I notice a slight red mark across the back of his hips where the man-thong dug into his skin during the night. 
 
    “What?” Noah grumbles, looking back over his shoulder and taking in the amusement on my face. 
 
    I shake my head. “Nothing,” I tell him, walking forward and crushing my face into his chest as his arms wrap around me. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like shit,” he murmurs. 
 
    “Yeah, well that will happen when you jump out of a cake with a joint and give me a lap dance in front of hundreds of people.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” he says, straightening in my arms. “I didn’t do that.” 
 
    “Like I said,” I grin. “Check your phone.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    An hour later, we sit around the dining table, contemplating cleaning up the mess as we work on putting something into our stomachs. It’s not that easy though, Tully feels queasy, Noah has a headache, and the need to know the truth about the video has made me lose my appetite. 
 
    As I nibble on a dry piece of toast, I show Tully and Noah the messages on Alyssa’s Facebook and we work out a plan. With the three of us out for the count right now and a house that needs to be scrubbed clean before their parents get home tomorrow afternoon, we realize that paying Alyssa a little visit today isn’t in the cards. Besides, it’s five in the afternoon and the thought of curling up in Noah’s bed and watching a movie in the dark seems too good to pass up on. You know, that’s after we get a bit of the cleaning out of the way.  
 
    Geez, wouldn’t it be nice to be one of the rich kids in Broken Hill who can just hire a cleaner after one of their outrageous parties? 
 
    We finish off our meal and spend about an hour dragging our feet around the house. We manage to get the kitchen, living room, and dining areas tidied, before calling it quits. There’s still a shitload to do, but if I have to pick up one more red Solo cup of the floor, my head is going to explode. I mean, the constant up, down, up, down is easily going to be the end of me. 
 
    Before I know it, Noah’s fast asleep on his bed with me curled up onto his chest and his arms wrapped tightly around me, almost using me as some kind of security blanket. Tully lays across the foot of the bed, her eyes locked on the television screen, flicking through all the options on Netflix.  
 
    I don’t think she’s really in the mood to watch it but just needs something to do. Usually, at times like this, she would have curled up with Rivers on the couch, both of them not speaking but silently being in one another’s company, whether or not they’d spent the day fighting. 
 
    Watching her now, I know she misses him more than ever and can’t understand why he’s not around. It’s hurting her and because of that, I want to tear Rivers to shreds. But then I remember that he might be my brother…or half-brother. Hell, it could just be a coincidence and my real mom could just share the same last name. 
 
    How the hell does one go from being an only child for years to discovering two half siblings within a few months of each other? 
 
    Not wanting to spend what’s left of my afternoon watching Tully flick through Netflix, I snuggle deeper into Noah’s side and close my eyes, hoping all my problems will magically disappear by the time I wake in the morning. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I speed down the street, feeling like the baddest bitch in town as my yellow Supra purrs like a beast. It’s been a massive weekend and to be honest, I think I’m still a little hungover.  
 
    It’s first thing on Monday morning and I’m actually quite thankful that the weekend is over. It was huge, like maybe a little too huge for me to keep up with. 
 
    Nothing happened on Saturday night. Noah kept sleeping until the early hours of Sunday morning while I drifted in and out of sleep to find Tully immersed in some ‘Vikings’ show on Netflix. Apparently, there’s some dude who’s as sexy as hell, but I haven’t really given her a proper chance to tell me all about it yet, though, I’m sure she will. 
 
    On Sunday, we scrubbed until our fingers bled and I’ve never been so relieved when the last trash bag got thrown into the garbage can outside. It was like this wave of happiness came over me and I collapsed down onto the couch, which also needed a good scrub. The house smelled beautiful afterward and I’ve never felt quite so accomplished before. If only it was my own home that I’d cleaned like that. My bedroom could probably use a good clean; maybe Frog’s bowl as well.  
 
    Poor Frog, I’ve hardly spent much time with the little thing. He’s probably missing me, though I doubt it. He’s a goldfish. He probably prefers it when I’m not there as when I’m not home, Aria stays away from my bedroom, and when I am home, she’s right there beside Frog, poking her fingers into his water, wondering what it feels like to pet a fish. 
 
    Yeah, poor, poor Frog. 
 
    I pull up outside Noah and Tully’s house just in time for breakfast. Dad heads out tomorrow for three days so he wanted to be the one to drop off Aria at school today, which was fine by me as it gives me my first real chance to show off my new baby. 
 
    Noah was happy for me to drive today but he wasn’t thrilled with the idea of being chauffeured around, so instead, I’m here for Tully. Now she certainly has no issue with it, in fact, she welcomes the idea of using up someone else’s gas. Apparently, stopping at the gas station to fill up is rather an inconvenience for her. 
 
    I walk into their home and the smell of bacon and eggs instantly smacks me in the face. Mmmmm, that’s so freaking good. “Ah, there you are,” Violet says, spying me by the door. “I was wondering if you were coming this morning.” 
 
    "Yep,” I say with a beaming smile, always happy to see the only grown ass woman who ever proved my theory that moms are shit, to be completely wrong. I was just dealt a bad hand in the mom game, unlike Noah and Tully; they hit the freaking jackpot. “I couldn’t miss the chance to drive my new baby.” 
 
    “How does it go?” she says with a knowing grin. “Have you really tested it yet?” 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance yet, but I don’t doubt it’s going to go like a dream.” 
 
    “Just whatever you do, don’t let my boy get his hands on it. He’ll probably push it past its limits.” 
 
    “I bet,” I laugh, walking into the kitchen with her. “Do you need any help?” 
 
    “Nope, I think I have it all under control. But could you race down and check in on Tully? I haven’t heard her singing in the shower yet.” 
 
    “No problem,” I tell her before dumping my car keys on the counter and heading right back out of the kitchen.  
 
    I make my way down the hall and hear the shower running before poking my head into Tully’s room. She’s not here so I’m assuming it’s her in the shower and not Noah. So, with that sorted, I head straight for his room. 
 
    As I walk up to his door, I find it slightly open and I silently poke my head in to surprise him. I find his back to me as he pulls a shirt over his head with his dark jeans hanging low. Mmmmm, he looks good enough to eat. 
 
    “About time you showed up,” he murmurs as he fixes his shirt before turning around to grin at me. 
 
    I step into his room and kick the door shut behind me. “How’d you know I was here?” I ask as he strides towards me. 
 
    Noah’s green eyes linger on my face before traveling down my body, sending heat all over me. He takes my waist and pushes me back into the door before pressing his body up against mine. “Your needy moaning gave it away,” he tells me, ducking his head until his warm lips are against my neck, making me moan again, though to be honest, I didn’t realize I’d moaned in the first place. I guess that’s what happens when I feast my eyes over my delicious boyfriend. 
 
    “Your mom was just about finished breakfast,” I warn him, knowing exactly what direction this is heading. 
 
    I feel Noah’s grin against my neck as his hands reach the button of my jeans. “We’ve got time,” he tells me, seconds before he rips my jeans down my legs. 
 
    Not a second later, Noah spins me and presses my chest up against the wall as his hand curls around my body, heading south to the promised land. I groan, anticipating what’s coming next. 
 
    I suck in a breath as his foot slips between mine and instantly kicks my legs apart, spreading me open and giving him all the space in the world to work. His lips are back on my neck and I tilt my head, needing more as his other hand roams over my body, touching, feeling, and squeezing anything in its path. 
 
    How it is possible to get so hot to fast? One second I’m here to see how his morning is going, the next, I’m acting like a desperate hussy, craving her next fix. 
 
    I press my ass back into him, needing to feel him against me and I’m not disappointed. He grinds into me and it’s not long before I hear the familiar sound of his fly being unzipped. The weight of his phone and keys in his pockets has his jeans dropping to the ground and I brace myself against the wall, knowing it’s coming and that it’s not going to be gentle. 
 
    Noah grabs my hips and steadies me before pulling me back and bending me over as he lines himself up with my entrance. His fingers clench down on my skin and before I know it, he’s slamming into me, giving me exactly what I need. 
 
    Knowing this has to be fast, he curls his arm around me until his fingers are pressing down on my clit. He circles it, applying just enough pressure to have me biting down on my lip to avoid screaming out.  
 
    I clench down on him, feeling the pressure build within me, driving us both crazy. His fingers tighten on my hip and I push back more, taking him deeper. “Yes,” I moan, unable to stop myself. 
 
    I come hard just as Noah groans, his orgasm ripping through him, but he continues to move, letting me ride it out until I’m collapsing against the wall. 
 
    Noah crashes into me, bracing himself against the wall as his warmth completely envelopes me. “I fucking love you, Spitfire.” 
 
    I turn in his arms and raise my chin, letting my lips meet his. He kisses me deeply and I fall even more in love with him. “I love you too,” I whisper against his lips. 
 
    Noah stares down at me, not saying a word, just taking me in as I do the same. The moment is filled with all sorts of emotion and I never want it to end. He brings up a hand and runs the back of his knuckles down my face. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he tells me as his eyes search mine. 
 
    I melt into him, more than ready to go again, only this time I want it to go slow and last all day. I slide my hands up his chest, loving the feel of his heartbeat beneath my fingers. 
 
    “Get your butts out here and eat your breakfast before it gets cold,” Violet yells through the house, completely ruining our moment. 
 
    A grin rips across Noah’s face as he dips his lips back to mine just one more time. “Come on,” he murmurs. “We don’t need her coming and looking for us.” 
 
    He’s probably right about that. 
 
    We hastily get ourselves dressed before opening the door. Tully walks past his room and I hold back a second to let her go first before stepping out behind her, only she gives me a wicked grin as she passes, clearly knowing exactly what we’ve been up to. “Hmm,” she chuckles before sucking in a breath between her teeth. “That was a little quick, don’t you think?” 
 
    I hold back a step, letting Noah crash into me just to give Tully a chance to get a few steps ahead knowing without a doubt that Noah will try to get her back by pulling her hair, giving a devastating wedgie, or tripping her over. “Don’t even think about it,” I tell him as he tries to get around me. 
 
    “What?” he says, defensively. “I wasn’t going to do anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Tully scoffs. 
 
    I roll my eyes and when I deem it safe enough to continue making our way to the kitchen, I take a step.  
 
    Tully continues walking on in front and pulls her phone out of her back pocket when it dings with a new text. She gets lost in her text and walks painfully slow as she types out her response, giggling to herself as she goes. 
 
    After what feels like the longest walk in my life, we finally get into the kitchen. Noah drops down at the table and I head over to Violet to grab some plates out of the cupboard. As I bend down to get them, my eyes run over the counter, noticing a pile of envelopes and realize the mail must have come, but that doesn’t seem right. It’s way too early in the day. 
 
    “Did the mail come already?” I ask Violet as I get back to grabbing the plates. 
 
    “No,” she laughs. “It’s Friday’s. I found it still in the mailbox when we got home yesterday. I think with all the excitement of your birthday and the party, the twins forget to check it.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I grin, realizing that she’s most likely spot on with her assumptions. 
 
    As I pull the plates out of the cupboard, I straighten up and place them down on the counter beside the envelopes, yet my natural reaction has my eyes roaming over them once again. I can’t help but notice the letter on the very top of the pile is addressed to Tully. Usually, I wouldn’t think anything of it, but it’s not some generic letter from her dentist reminding her that it’s time for a check-up, it’s handwritten. 
 
    I pick up the letter and look over it before glancing up at Tully. “Oooh,” I tease. “You got a letter.” 
 
    Tully’s face scrunches up and she looks at me. “Huh?” she grunts in confusion, clearly having no idea what it’s about. I mean, does anybody actually write letters anymore when you can text or email?  
 
    “Who’s it from?” 
 
    I flip the envelope over and search for a return sender but there’s nothing there. I shrug my shoulder before stretching out my hand. “I don’t know. Why don’t you open it and find out?” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and takes the envelope from me as I pick up the stack of plates and start heading to the table. Noah can’t wait and takes a plate off the top, unable to wait for me to put them down. 
 
    I hear Tully ripping open the envelope as Noah digs in and falls into easy conversation with his parents.  
 
    I glance back at Tully, wondering what’s taking her so long when I realize she’s as white as a ghost. Her eyes are wide and panicked, her back straight, and her fingers clenching down on the letter so hard that I worry they’re about to rip right through it. “What’s wrong?” I ask, worried as tears begin to pool in her eyes. 
 
    Noah and his parents instantly still as all eyes fall on Tully. She looks up at me before glancing around to her family. “It’s Rivers,” she whispers, dropping the letter to the table and wiping her eyes as she completely breaks. “He’s not coming back.” 
 
    With that, she scurries out of the kitchen with a heart wrenching sob and not a second later, the sound of her bedroom door slamming is echoed through the house.  
 
    I stare at the note with a desperate need to run my eyes over it as Violet pushes back from the table to hurry after Tully. I reach for the letter, but Noah is faster. He brings it down in front of him and I lean across, desperate to know what secrets are hidden within. 
 
      
 
    Tully, 
 
      
 
    I’ve been staring at this sheet of paper for two weeks trying to figure out what to say to you. Yet every time I start, it’s never good enough. No words will ever be good enough for what I need to tell you, but the longer I wait, the more I’m terrified that I’ll hurt you. In fact, I’m certain that I already have. 
 
    You deserve so much better than this. You deserve a guy who’s going to treat you well, someone who’s going to hold your hand every chance he gets, someone who won’t take you for granted, not in the way that I have. You deserve so much more than me. You deserve the world and you’ll never quite understand how much I wish that I could be the one to give it to you.  
 
    The world that I live in is not a pretty place. It’s filled with ugliness, hatred, and devastation. I can’t give you the world when the world I know is one that you should never be part of. 
 
    I’ve tried to tell you this over and over again. I’m not good enough. I have a dark past, one that I refuse to bring down on you. I hate myself for not being able to open up and share who I am with you, but if I did, I’d destroy you. I’m not a good person. I’ve done things that I’m ashamed of, things that even you couldn’t bring yourself to forgive. I’m not the guy you should be falling in love with, I’m the monster. 
 
    I know you want to believe the best and hope that one day we’ll make it work, but it can’t. We can’t, despite how much we want it. I need to stay away. 
 
    I love you so goddamn much, Tully. It fucking hurts. I don’t know how to breathe without you, but I need to give you a chance to move on. Being around you kills me. I want to hate you for how you make me want more out of a life that isn’t capable of giving more. 
 
    You’re my fucking sunshine in torrential rain. You bring me out of the darkness and give me hope for a better life. 
 
    I don’t know how to tell you this, but I had to leave. After the accident, I realized that I’m only ever going to bring you down. You’re a star that was born to shine and all I’ll ever do is hold you back from that destiny. 
 
    You need a chance to move on and in order to do that, I had to leave. 
 
    I got my GED and enlisted with the Marines. I left for boot camp a few days ago and will be here for a few months. Following this…I don’t know.  
 
    I can’t tell you when I’ll be home next and I’m sorry to have told you like this. You deserved a conversation and I should have told you in the hospital, but I couldn’t bear to see you break when you were already so broken because of me. 
 
    I’m sorry I’ve made the past few months so hard for you. I never should have hurt you by dating Alyssa and I hope that one day you can forgive me for leaving like this. 
 
    Please tell your brother that I’m sorry and that I did what I had to do. I should have talked to him, to both of you, and Henley, but I couldn’t face what needed to be done. Noah will never forgive me for betraying him like this and that’s something that I’m going to have to live with for the rest of my life, but you, I couldn’t live knowing that you held that resentment against me. 
 
    Remember that no matter what, it’s always you. I love you so much, Tully, and I hope that one day you’ll be able to understand why I had to do this. 
 
      
 
    Rivers. 
 
      
 
    And just like that, the incredible morning I’d been having is completely destroyed. 
 
    Noah stares at the letter in silence and I slip it out from under his hand before passing the letter to Eddison with a heavy heart, still unable to believe what I just read. 
 
    This has to be some kind of sick joke, right? There’s no way Rivers just enlisted in the Marines. Here one minute, gone the next. 
 
    I reach over and take hold of Noah’s hand, too terrified to look up and see the pain on his face. He shakes off my hand and pushes up out of his seat, the legs scratching against the floor before he takes off. He grabs his keys off the entryway table and storms through the front door, leaving me desperate to go after him. 
 
    The last thing I hear is the loud rumble of his Camaro as it takes off down the street, the tires screeching against the road. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I wait until the last possible moment to see if Noah will come home before giving up. He stormed out of here and it doesn’t look as though he has plans to return any time soon. 
 
    I can only imagine how he’s feeling right now. 
 
    Betrayal. Hurt. Devastation. Probably the same things that Tully is feeling right now. She hasn’t come out of her room and refused to let her mom in, though I didn’t expect anything else and I don’t expect her to see her pretty face for the rest of the day. She’s stubborn just like Noah but add a heartbreak into the equation and she probably couldn’t even recognize herself right now. 
 
    Giving up on the slight hope that Noah will be coming home, I grab my keys off the kitchen bench and get my ass to school, even though I want nothing more than to curl up in Noah’s arms and let him know that it’s all going to be ok.  
 
    I can’t miss school, not now. There’s too much that I need to catch up on and every single day is crucial if I intend on giving myself the best chance of securing this scholarship, so despite wanting nothing more than to fuck around all day, fretting about Rivers and searching for ways to help Tully’s heartbreak and find my boyfriend, I have to play it smart and hope that Rivers knows what he’s doing. 
 
    I get in my Supra and pull out onto the road, for the first time, not getting that overwhelming giddiness of being in my new car. The novelty is completely lost on me right now as all I can picture is the guy who possibly might be my brother, fighting a war instead of being home safe with the people he belongs with. 
 
    Knowing now that he didn’t send that video and that the only reason he’s been staying away is to give Tully hope to move on, only makes it hurt that much more. I miss my friend. I miss the guy who was always there to have my back, always there to tell me when I was acting like a little bitch, and always the guy who truly made me fight to be accepted into this pack. 
 
    And now he’s enlisted in the Marines, away at boot camp where he’s going to get his ass kicked over and over again. Not to mention, he’ll end up deployed at some point, fighting in a war that could potentially kill him, all to force himself to stay away from Tully and give her a chance to move on. 
 
    He’s so stupid, brave, inspiring, and frustrating all at the same time. I’m so damn lucky to have a guy like Noah who doesn’t feel the need to do a disappearing act, well, apart from right now, but that hardly counts. 
 
    Driving into the school parking lot first thing on Monday morning, I was expecting to get that happy ‘look at me in my shiny new car’ vibe to show off to all the other students and remind them who’s the top bitch in this place, but it’s just not there. Too much has happened this morning. 
 
    Though, when I do pull in, I see a familiar white Camaro, sitting at the back of the lot, far away from everyone else with a clear sign telling everyone to leave him the fuck alone. 
 
    I pull up next to his Camaro and get out of my car. Walking around to his driver’s door, I take him in. His head is hung and my heart instantly shatters. I hate seeing him so full of hurt and pain. 
 
    I open his door and climb onto his lap before closing the door behind me. I don’t say a word, just snuggle into him, giving him everything I have.  
 
    Noah’s head falls to my shoulder as he wraps me in his arms and holds me close. We sit in silence, both of us held hostage to our thoughts. It’s not until the bell sounds that he lets out a deep breath and raises his head, looking deep into my eyes. 
 
    “Are you ok?” I question, not bothering to move. I mean, fuck getting detention. This is more important, so much more important. 
 
    Noah shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t know,” he murmurs, running his hands down my body until they rest on each of my thighs. “I should have seen it coming. He used to talk about joining the Marines all the time as a kid, but then it just kind of stopped. I used to think it was just some over the top idea he had so he could run away and leave all the shit behind. I never thought he’d actually do it, and then to do it without telling us first.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known that he was going to do it,” I tell him. “None of us could, and I know that it sucks and thinking about your best friend out there fighting a war is never going to be easy, but you need to remember that he’s doing what he thinks is best for Tully while also looking for a chance to better himself. Who knows, maybe this will give him what he needs to feel like a better person.” 
 
    “That’s fucking stupid. He doesn’t need to better himself. He’s already the most loyal guy I’ve ever met. How could he possibly better himself?” 
 
    “I know that,” I murmur, “but in his mind, he’s not enough. I think he needs this more than any of us know.” 
 
    He shakes his head and falls back inside his mind. “Tully’s going to take this hard.” 
 
    “Yeah, she is.” 
 
    “How was she?” 
 
    “It’s not good,” I tell him with a cringe. “She didn’t let anyone in. I’m going to message her later and go back after school, but I doubt she’ll let me in. She’s pretty cut up.” 
 
    “Damn,” he sighs, squeezing my thighs. “How could he just leave without saying goodbye?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and shake my head, honestly wishing I had the answers to give him. “I don’t know, maybe he didn’t want to face it or risk having you talk him out of it.” 
 
    His head drops once again and I reach forward and lift his chin, forcing his eyes back to mine. “I did some googling this morning and boot camp only lasts for a few months then he gets a little bit of leave before having to attend more training. Hopefully, he’ll come home during that time and you can sort shit out.” 
 
    “Trust me, when I see him next, it won’t be for a sit down chat.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had a feeling about that.” 
 
    “How could I not? This is going to tear Tully apart. She told him that she was in love with him and he repays her by fucking off to fight at war. Tully is going to spend every fucking day wondering if he’s still breathing, and if God forbid anything happens to him, she’ll spend the rest of her life blaming herself.” 
 
    I sink into him, hating that he’s right. No matter what, Tully’s mind will never leave him. I can only imagine how hard it’s going to be if and when he gets deployed. Damn, and to think this guy could be my flesh and blood. 
 
    A deep sigh pulls from me. “I’m sorry,” I murmur. “I don’t know how to make you feel better.” 
 
    A soft breath comes from him and it almost sounds like a chuckle. “You’re already doing it, Spitfire.” 
 
    I nod into his chest, feeling like he couldn’t be more wrong when I peer up to the school to find it completely deserted. The front doors are closed and not a single student can be seen wandering around. “Why don’t we just get out of here?” 
 
    “No,” he tells me. “You can’t be missing school like that, and besides, I want to see the look on Alyssa’s face when she realizes that we know.” 
 
    The mention of her name has the purple cased phone burning in my pocket. "Yeah, I really want to put that bitch in her place.” 
 
    “Come on, then,” he tells me, reaching across and opening the door. “Let’s get this day over and done with.” 
 
    I couldn’t agree more. 
 
    We clamber out of the car and walk up to the front doors, hand in hand and definitely taking our time. We stop by our lockers and Noah makes sure to give me a big kiss before he strides down the hallway in the opposite direction. 
 
    Before I know it, lunch has rolled around and I’m strolling into the cafeteria, despite the fact that I’m supposed to be heading to Miss Jamison’s classroom to serve my lunchtime detention. Like hell that will be happening. 
 
    Hands find my waist before they trail down and take hold of my hand, lacing fingers with mine. “How’s your day going?” Noah murmurs, pressing himself into my back. 
 
    I lean back into him, loving the satisfaction that one tiny move brings. “Could be better,” I tell him. “You?” 
 
    “Fucking shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh. “I thought that much.” 
 
    “You,” comes a voice, forcing both our eyes to the left to see Aiden. “Where the fuck is my girl? I haven’t seen her all day.” 
 
    “Home,” I tell him. “We got a bit of…news this morning. You should probably head over there this afternoon. She could use some cheering up.” 
 
    “What kind of news?” he questions as his brows draw down in concern. 
 
    Noah quickly glances around. "Not here,” he says, not wanting to discuss Rivers out in public despite knowing that the whole school will probably find out all about it and it’ll be all they can talk about within a couple of days. I mean, learning that Rivers no longer attends this school; that’s sure to have the gossip flowing. 
 
    Aiden nods, respectfully letting the topic go despite not understanding why Noah doesn’t want to talk about it. Aiden is quickly becoming a great friend, but it’ll take a lot for Noah to willingly discuss Rivers in front of him. That’s pack conversation only. 
 
    “Showtime,” Noah says beside me, nodding towards the door of the cafeteria, watching as Alyssa makes her way inside. “You ready for this?” 
 
    My eyes rake over her, watching as she sends a fake smile towards her friends which only manages to aggravate me some more. I mean, why do bitches always have to be so fake? “More than you know,” I tell him. 
 
    “Wait. What have I missed now?” Aiden says. 
 
    I grin back at him though I’m sure it comes off a little wicked. “Why don’t you come along and find out?” 
 
    “Shit,” he says with a hint of excitement. “Why do I feel like I’m about to see the famous pack in action?” 
 
    “Because you are.” 
 
    “Even with only the two of you?” he questions, looking between me and Noah. 
 
    “Trust me,” Noah says at my back. “Henley doesn’t need the back up of her pack to make her point, she’s fucking fire all on her own. She’ll get the job done with or without the rest of us there.” 
 
    I grin up at my boyfriend, loving the complete confidence he has for me. “Damn straight, I will.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
    Our features instantly morph into our practiced game faces as we start striding forward. Noah releases my hand while my other digs into my back pocket of my jeans pulling out the purple cased iPhone.  
 
    I can practically feel Aiden’s curiosity piercing into my back like arrows and something occurs to me; he wants in. He’s too new to completely understand what it means to be a part of this pack, and without having met Rivers, I doubt he’ll ever be welcomed in, but something tells me that he’s going to be as close as he can get. 
 
    We’ve taken no less than three steps before the cafeteria realizes something’s up. Eyes start darting around, wondering who our target is. Murmurs are heard, wondering why the new guy is walking with us as others question if this has something to do with Tully. 
 
    Tension rises and I don’t doubt Alyssa can feel it within the room. She turns around, wondering what the hell is going on when she zones in on us heading her way. 
 
    Her eyes widen for a fraction before quickly glancing around, hoping to God that she’s just standing in our way, but as my eyes narrow on hers and she takes in the phone in my hand, she knows. 
 
    Alyssa takes a step back, ready to make a run for it when someone stops her and blocks her way. I want nothing more than to gawk at the sight before me, but with my game face on, it’s something that I’ll have to mull over later. 
 
    Candice stands tall, refusing to allow Alyssa to get away with it and I don’t know if it’s because she wants to remain in my good book or if she’s also got beef with the girl. All I know is that at this moment, I might have to consider giving her the blackmail photo back a little earlier than I’d expected. 
 
    I step up to Alyssa as she desperately attempts to appear innocent. I slap on a condescending smile as I stretch out my hand, handing over the phone. “Oh, thank you,” she says, still probably hoping that we’re just here to return the phone. “I thought I’d lost it at your party.” 
 
    As she goes to take it, I latch on a little harder, letting her know she’s about to get more than she bargained for.  
 
    I tug hard on her phone and she instantly falls into me, putting us chest to chest, me composed with the perfect bitch face and her looking like she’s about to shit her pants. “You’re going down,” I promise her, murmuring quietly so only our small group can hear, though, that includes Candice but I have a feeling she’s learned her lesson not to cross me. 
 
    Alyssa’s eyes are wide as she starts shaking her head, feigning confusion. “I…I didn’t do anything.”  
 
    “Rivers warned you,” I tell her. “He said you better fucking run, yet here you are.” 
 
    Alyssa sucks in a breath and just like that she knows we saw the Facebook messages and that we know about the video, but not only that, she realizes that we just caught her out in a lie. After all, it was less than a week ago she’d told us that she’s received only one text message from the guy. 
 
    “I’ll give you once chance to explain yourself,” I tell her. “Why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” she questions. 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know,” I warn her. “You sent out that fucking video.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she says. “Rivers was wrong.” 
 
    I grin before discreetly nudging Noah and hoping that this next line isn’t going to be lost on him. “Rivers is never wrong. If he thinks you did it, then you’re fucked.” 
 
    I hear the slightest rumble in Noah’s chest and know it has nothing to do with Alyssa. He clearly caught my double meaning and isn’t ready to believe it.  
 
    “But I…” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shakes her head and I yank on her phone again, drawing her closer and making her jump. “Last fucking chance to explain yourself,” I growl. “Why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Because you’re fucking Queen,” she yells. “That was supposed to be me. I was dating Rivers. I was the one they were all supposed to bow down to, not you,” her eyes flick towards Noah. “He has nothing on Rivers yet everyone acts as though he’s the fucking big guy around here. Rivers is the dangerous one, he’s the one they should all be terrified of, but they’re not. It’s fucking Noah.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” I laugh. Who did she think she was messing with when she tried to dethrone me? I didn’t earn that title for nothing. 
 
    “I was dating Rivers and he deserved to be the King, but he was living in Noah’s shadow. I should have been Queen.” 
 
    I scoff at her, unable to believe what she’s saying. Both the boys can hold their own. They’re both feared, they’re both dangerous and mysterious. Noah enjoys the attention of being the King where Rivers would have despised it, going to show that Alyssa doesn’t know what the fuck she’s talking about.  
 
    The fact that she thinks I’m on the fucking throne because I happen to be dating the guy, is even more ridiculous than her suggesting Rivers should be King. I’m Queen because I fucking deserve it. Because I worked my ass off and proved to all the bitches around here that nobody can take me down. I’m here because I’m a bad fucking bitch. 
 
    The smirk on my face unsettles her. “You want to be Queen?” I question as the smirk grows. Noah chuckles at my side while Aiden watches on with wide, excited eyes.  
 
    “Hell yeah, I do. You don’t fucking deserve it,” she tells me. 
 
    I look around at the students watching on and realize they’ve all crept in to be able to hear our low conversation. “Alright fuckers, a show of hands who thinks this bitch should rule this fucking school.” 
 
    Dead. Fucking. Silence. 
 
    I release the phone and her hand drops to her side. “You know what?” I challenge as I step back and widen my hands out by my sides, inviting her in. “If you can take me down, I’ll give you the crown, but I can’t guarantee that these people will follow you. In fact, I know they won’t. They want a bitch in charge who’s real, someone who won’t take shit from no one, not fake shit like you who thinks she’s entitled to the world without even trying to earn it.” 
 
    Noah stiffens at my side, clearly hating the fact that I’ve just invited some crazy bitch to run me down but he should know better; nobody takes me out, not anymore. 
 
    Alyssa’s face hardens and she tosses her phone to the floor. “I’m not fake,” she yells. 
 
    “Fucking prove it,” I grin, begging her to try me. 
 
    “Fight,” someone yells out moments before she charges. 
 
    Her body hurtles towards me, but I’ve done this far too many times. As her fist raises and flies through the air, I plant my feet and prepare myself. I duck at the last possible second and grab her arm before helping her to continue the momentum. She flies past me and instantly trips over my feet. 
 
    Alyssa goes down hard on the ground and I flip myself to go down with her. She lands with an oomph, flat on her stomach and I’m sure she’s probably winded. My knees come down on either side of her ribs and I hold her down. “You lose, Alyssa,” I tell her. “Just as you will every fucking time. I hold the crown.” 
 
    With that, Noah offers me a hand and I gingerly take it. 
 
    Getting to my feet, he throws an arm over my shoulder and the three of us walk away, knowing the students will do the rest. She will be snubbed, she will be branded a snake by everyone, and not a soul in this school will ever trust her. I guess she’s lucky there are only a few months left before school’s out. She won’t have to endure it long, not as Monica’s had to do.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Aiden murmurs as we step out into the fresh air. “You kicked her ass.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “That felt so freaking good.” 
 
    “You hardly had to do anything. I mean, just a look and those chicks are terrified of you. I knew you were tough shit, but I didn’t realize just how fucking lethal you were.” 
 
    I nudge him with my hip. “And don’t you forget it,” I tease. “I have no issue dropping football players on their ass either.” 
 
    “For some reason, I don’t doubt that,” he laughs as he spies a couple of the guys on his team screwing around on the field. “Hey, I’ll catch up with you guys later, yeah?” 
 
    Noah nods as Aiden quickly hurries off. I go to keep walking when Noah’s arm over my shoulder tightens and holds me back. I turn and look up into his eyes, wondering why the hell he hasn’t been celebrating with me. “What’s wrong?” I question. 
 
    “Getting into a fight wasn’t part of the plan,” he reminds me. “You were supposed to just put her in her place.” 
 
    “I know,” I cringe. “It just sort of happened.” 
 
    “Spitfire,” he sighs. “You can’t be doing that shit, not when Tully and Rivers aren’t here for backup. If she even touched a single hair on your pretty head, I would have been forced to take her out myself, and believe me, that shit won’t fly around here.” 
 
    “I had it under control,” I argue. 
 
    “You sure?” he questions. “Because you deviated from the plan with Monica as well. You’re picking fights every fucking chance you get and I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell him. 
 
    “Really?” he grunts, not believing me for one second. “I let the Monica thing slide because you’d just found out about your mom, and now this? What’s going on, babe?” 
 
    I glance away. “Nothing,” I grumble, unable to meet his eyes. “I’m fine. Just forget it, ok?” 
 
    He watches me for a moment and just as he’s about to push the topic, his phone goes off in his pocket. Noah’s eyes remain focused on mine as he digs out his phone, only breaking the stare when he unlocks his phone to read the text. “Fuck,” he says with a cringe. “I have to go. Anton needs me.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Would you prefer I stay and force you to talk about things that you’re clearly not ready to talk about?” 
 
    I let out a huff. I don’t want that either. It’s a lose/lose game. Both options suck. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he murmurs before pulling me in and pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll see you later. Are you coming to my place after school?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumble. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    With that, he takes off towards the student parking lot and I dawdle towards the field, sitting in the grass and watching Aiden fuck around with his friends as my mind takes me to places that I really don’t want it to go. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Go away,” Tully yells through the door. 
 
    I roll my eyes. The cow has been yelling at me through the door for fifteen minutes and my patience is quickly running out. “Either open this fucking door or I’ll knock it down.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” she yells. "Knock down the fucking door.” 
 
    “Damn it, Tully,” I groan, hating when she calls my bluff, but I’m not about to give up yet. “Don’t think that I won’t.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Aiden says behind me, barging his way down the hallway. 
 
    “Nothing,” I snap before turning on him with a raised brow. “Do you know how to remove a door?” 
 
    Aiden looks over her door for a quick moment, pressing his lips into a thin line. “Yeah, doesn’t look too hard. I’ll just need a few tools.” 
 
    “Noah should have what you need in the garage.” 
 
    “Trust me, Noah’s got what I need every day of the fucking week.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Tully yells from the other side of her door before I hear her huffing and grunting as she forces her way out of her bed and across her room. She fiddles with the lock before tearing the door open. “Nobody is knocking down my fucking door and you,” she demands, turning her sharp glare on Aiden. “My brother is a pansy ass bitch and certainly does not have what you need.” 
 
    She turns her back on us and stalks back into her room before dropping back onto her bed. “What the hell did Noah do?” I question. I mean, I have the shits with him over the whole Anton thing, but as far as I’m concerned, he’s been a perfect angel to Tully.  
 
    I follow her into her room with Aiden hesitating in the doorway, unsure if he wants to risk his life by walking through the door. I look back and roll my eyes, apparently giving him what he needs to come on in. Besides, if he leaves me alone with this monster right now, I’ll kick his ass. Taking down bitches like Monica, Candice, and Alyssa is one thing, but facing off against Tully…nope. No thanks. 
 
    Tully grabs her blanket and huffs a few times before glaring at me as if whatever Noah has done is somehow my fault. “He should have known.” 
 
    “What? About Rivers leaving?” 
 
    “Duh,” she snaps. “What the hell do you think I’m talking about?” 
 
    Jesus. This is going to be worse than I thought. 
 
    “How could Noah have known that he was going to enlist and disappear like that?” I question, realizing that Aiden doesn’t actually know what we’re talking about, but I’m sure he’ll quickly put the pieces together. “He’s just as surprised and hurt as you are. He lost his best friend and is already hating himself for letting it happen.” 
 
    Tully lets out a heavy sigh refusing to respond, so I go on. “Come on, Tully,” I murmur, trying to be gentle about it, but not too gentle. After all, she just tried to bitch out the man that I’m crazy in love with. “You’re in love with the guy. If you couldn’t have worked it out, Noah had no chance.” 
 
    She glances away and there’s no doubt in my mind that she knows I’m right. Two seconds later, her eyes fill with tears. “Shit,” I say, climbing across her bed and turning towards Aiden who looks positively horrified at the idea of having to deal with tears. “We’re going to need all the ice cream this house has.” 
 
    Aiden salutes me. “On it,” he says before turning and walking straight out of the room, a sigh of relief following him. 
 
    I climb in beside Tully and pull her into my arms as the tears begin to flow. “It’s going to be alright,” I tell her. "I miss him too.” 
 
    “It’s just,” she cries. “How could he do this to me? I know we weren’t together, but we were in our own way. He was my guy and he just left without even a goodbye.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “I’ve been asking myself the same thing all day, but you saw the letter. He thought he was doing the right thing. He wanted to give you a chance to move on.” 
 
    “By tearing me apart and seeing just how much he could hurt me? Maybe hope that I’ll hate him so much that I couldn’t even consider loving a guy like him?” I let out a sigh and hold her a little tighter as she continues. "He’s not the kind of guy to just make irrational decisions like this. He’s been thinking about it for ages. He’s got his fucking GED for fuck’s sake. He’s been planning this and was just too chicken shit to say goodbye.” 
 
    The more I think about it, the more I realize that she must be right. Joining the Marines at eighteen without a high school diploma just doesn’t happen and I’m sure as hell that getting a GED doesn’t happen overnight. Shit, he has been planning this. 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, Tullz,” I say, heartbroken that I can’t help her as much as I wish I could. 
 
    She lets out a sigh just as Aiden returns with the ice cream and she instantly dives on it. “It just hurts,” she says, digging the spoon deep into the tub. “I mean, he was able to message Alyssa over and over again for the past two weeks, yet to the person he says he’s in love with; he can’t even spare a second to reply to any of her texts.” 
 
    “Knowing what you know now, don’t you think that hearing from him would have made it harder?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she grumbles, sulking into her ice cream. 
 
    “He needs you to move on,” I remind her. “He wants you to find someone worthy of you, someone who could give you a life that he doesn’t think he could give you. I know you don’t like it, but this is his way of giving you space to do that.” 
 
    “But he is worthy of me. He’s the best fucking guy I’ve ever met. We would have been so happy if he’d only given us the chance.” 
 
    “I know, but he doesn’t see it that way. Surely you must realize that he’s probably hurting just as much as you are. Walking away from the girl he loves would not have been easy.” 
 
    “He’s a fucking idiot,” she says. “We’re a pack. You don’t walk away from the pack, and you don’t walk away from the girl you love.” 
 
    “Now that I can agree with,” I tell her.  
 
    Aiden climbs into Tully’s bed on her other side. “Look,” he says, “I don’t know how to cheer you chicks up when a guy tramples you like that, but if it makes you feel any better, Henley kicked Alyssa’s ass today. She was fucking incredible.” 
 
    Tully’s head raises with a cocked brow, but with the tears still streaming down her face, I have to smother a laugh. “Really?” she questions. “Alyssa actually did it?” 
 
    “Sure did,” I tell her. “She thought being with Rivers meant that she could take my crown.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” she grumbles. “Doesn’t she realize that being the Queen isn’t the fucking dream job that everyone assumes it is?” 
 
    “Clearly not. I told her if she could take me down that I’d willingly give her the crown.” 
 
    Tully scoffs. “And I bet the fucking idiot tried.” 
 
    I grin wide. “She sure did.” 
 
    “Damn,” Tully sighs. “I wish I’d seen that.” 
 
    “Oh, here,” Aiden says, wriggling around so he can pull his phone out of his pocket. “Spencer recorded it and sent it to me.” 
 
    Aiden fiddles around on his phone and brings up the video before handing it to Tully. I can’t help but lean over to get a look myself. I find myself smiling like some kind of evil villain as I watch Alyssa go down. “Fuck, yeah,” Tully says, getting a little too much satisfaction out of that. 
 
    Her tears begin to dry up but there’s no doubt that the pain hasn’t even begun to fade away and I know that come nightfall, when she’s all alone lying in bed the tears are going to start all over again. “Come on,” I tell her. “Why don’t you go and have a shower? I know you probably don’t feel like it, but I’m sure the hot water and clean clothes will make you feel better.” 
 
    Tully shrugs her shoulders and I decide enough is enough. I pull her up behind me and get her to her feet. “You’ve sat in bed and cried all day. Your face is puffy and sore and I can’t stand seeing you like this.” 
 
    She looks at me for a few moments before completely breaking down into sobs that tear violently from her throat. “I miss him,” she cries. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I dive in and catch her as she collapses to the ground, but Aiden is there to scoop her up and put her back up onto the bed. She sobs into his chest and I sit, feeling absolutely helpless, hating on Rivers more than when I thought he’d been the one to send the video. 
 
    An hour later, she’s exhausted herself to the point she’s fallen asleep on Aiden’s chest. He goes to scoot out from under her and I shoot him a glare. If he was the one silly enough to let that happen, then he’s staying there until she’s gotten her sleep. I don’t want to risk her waking only to think it over again. 
 
    I get up and make my way around her room, setting up her TV with her Netflix account so Aiden will have something to watch while he lays with a heartbroken girl spread out across his chest. 
 
    “What if I need to pee?” he whisper yells as I make my way to the door. 
 
    I turn back to face him, “Hold it,” I say before pulling the door closed and hoping she’s able to get the rest she needs as an emotionally drained Tully is never fun. Though, I have a feeling this isn’t going to be one of those times she can just snap out of. This heartbreak is going to take forever to get over and even then, I’m not sure she’ll ever be able to move on. 
 
    Walking out into the living room, I realize that Noah isn’t back yet and his parents still aren’t home from work. They both come home late on a Monday and I have a feeling that’s planned. It’s their ‘get away from the rowdy teenagers’ time that seems to happen every week. 
 
    Knowing Tully probably hasn’t eaten all day, I make myself busy in the kitchen and get started making her favorite dish, hoping that’s enough to entice her to eat just a little. 
 
    Breakups suck, but this is so much more than that. There was no breakup here, but there might as well have been. It’s going to hurt just like one, if not more, and I have a feeling she’ll never be able to forgive this. Hell, I don’t even know where she stands on the topic of war, but I have a feeling I know how she’d feel about Rivers being front and center during one. 
 
    All I know is that the next few months are going to be hard. Hopefully, after that, she’ll be able to find a little peace within her heart. Though, that might all go to pieces if he comes back during his leave to explain himself. I hope he does, but then, I hope he doesn’t. It’s all too hard. I guess all we can do is wait and see what happens. 
 
    I’m just about through dinner when I hear the familiar sound of Noah’s car pulling up in the driveway. I smile to myself. I’ve missed him this afternoon.  
 
    Seeing Tully hurting so badly makes me realize how damn lucky I am to have Noah by my side every day. Sure, we may fight every now and then and the need to throat punch him surfaces a little more than it should, but in the end, he’s by my side day in and day out. I love him with everything that I have and for some reason, he loves me all the same. He’s present in my life and wouldn’t dream of pushing me away. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine how hard that must be for Tully, constantly having the man you love so close in your life, knowing how he feels, but being unable to reach out and take what’s yours. It would kill me, every moment of my life I would feel empty, not good enough, unworthy. And that’s exactly what Rivers has done to my best friend. 
 
    I hear the front door opening before Noah’s low groan. Worry filters into me. He never groans like that. He must have had a shit afternoon to finish up his shitty day. I turn down the heat on the stove and put the lid on the pot before going to find him. 
 
    I don’t have to look long as he goes to walk into the kitchen just as I’m walking out.  
 
    I gasp as I look up at him. There’s blood on his face, his brow is cut, and there’s definitely a blackeye forming. “What the hell happened?” I demand as my eyes continue sailing over him, taking in the ripped shirt and bloodied knuckles. 
 
    “Nothing,” he says giving me the side-eye as he walks past me to get a glass of water. “I’m fine. Just forget it, ok.” 
 
    I distantly realize he’s used the exact word that I’d used this afternoon and resist kicking his ass as it seems someone else has already done it for me. 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest as I watch him fill his glass before swirling a mouthful of blood around and spitting it into the sink. “Noah,” I say, demanding his attention. “Don’t even think about giving me the ‘I fell’ bullshit. What the fuck happened to you?” 
 
    He looks over at me with that sharp glare but it quickly fades away. “I’m fine,” he tells me softly. “Just a little misunderstanding.” 
 
    “A misunderstanding usually doesn’t involve a good ass kicking.” 
 
    “Hey, I was the one who did the ass kicking,” he informs me before indicating to his face. “This is nothing. You should see the other guy.” 
 
    I walk forward to get a closer look, deciding his scolding can wait until tomorrow. I’ve already dealt with too much today and I’m fucking exhausted. Noah wraps his arms around me as I try to study his face. “You need ice,” I say, trying to figure out if his brow needs stitches. 
 
    “It’s fine, babe.” 
 
    “It’s not fine,” I say, squeezing out of his arms and darting to the freezer. I rifle round and find the packet of frozen peas and toss them to him before pulling out the box that gets kept in the cupboard exactly for this reason. I walk over to the dining table and pull out a chair, letting him know this is non-negotiable. “Sit down and let me clean you up.” 
 
    Noah rolls his eyes but I’m relieved to see him moving. He takes the seat before me and instantly takes my hips, pulling me in. “What happened?” I murmur, removing one of his hands and forcing him to hold the frozen peas to his face. 
 
    I get started with his brow as he lets out a sigh. “I honestly don’t really know,” he tells me. “One minute I’m standing in front of this guy, demanding payment and the next, my fist is slamming into his face.” 
 
    I resist reminding him how much I hate that he works for Anton and concentrate on today’s events. “He didn’t say anything to provoke you?” 
 
    “Apart from the usual, ‘I’ll pay him next week’ bullshit– nope. He was a fucking douche though and gave me lip, but they all do. They don’t exactly like that some kid is coming ‘round demanding shit from them. He had this bad attitude and the second I saw him, I felt like teaching him a fucking lesson.” 
 
    “This is because of River, isn’t it?” 
 
    He glances away and shrugs his shoulders. “Add that to you not telling me whatever the fuck’s been on your mind for the past few weeks, and yeah, I might have needed an outlet,” he explains. "Usually, Rivers is around and we take our shit out on each other.” 
 
    I curl my hand around the back of his neck and give a light squeeze, remembering how not that long ago, the boys had beat the shit out of each other in the living room, putting one hell of a hole in the wall. “I know you’re angry with him,” I murmur. “But it’s ok to miss him too.” 
 
    Noah drops the peas and pulls me in even tighter before pressing his head into my stomach. I hold him there, giving him what he needs as my thumb gently rubs over the back of his neck. “Don’t you think that could be a sign that things need to change, you know, with Anton?” 
 
    His fingers tighten on my waist. “Don’t start this again,” he groans. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I tell him. “Working for Anton is dangerous but doing it without Rivers is just asking for trouble. He’s not coming back and I’m terrified that you’re going to run into the wrong guy and end up in trouble, or hurt.” 
 
    “Babe, you know I can’t.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh. “Because of Lily.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s more than that now.” 
 
    I grab his head and pull him back up, needing to see his face. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Tell me,” he says. “What did Tully’s face look like when she went to Broken Hill University with you?” 
 
    My brows pull down, wondering where the hell he’s going with this. “She was in awe.” 
 
    “Exactly. She’ll never admit it, but she needs to be there, getting a business degree for that flower thingy she wants to do after school.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say, pulling back. “How the hell did you know that? She told me she hadn’t told you.” 
 
    He grins as though he’s proud of himself. “I know everything that’s going on with my sister.” 
 
    “You didn’t know that she was in love with your best friend for years,” I remind him, never skipping an opportunity to put him in his place. 
 
    “Really?” Noah scoffs. “You want to go and bring that up right now?” 
 
    I laugh as I study his face, skipping over the whole ‘Tully and Rivers being in love’ thing. “You realize she thinks being a florist is some kind of top secret?” 
 
    “I know,” he chuckles. "And it’ll stay that way until she decides that she’s brave enough to tell me.” 
 
    “You’re such a good brother,” I tell him. 
 
    He beams up at me. “I know. She’s so fucking lucky to have me.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “So, what are you trying to tell me, exactly?” I ask. “How does working for Anton have anything to do with Tully going to college?” 
 
    “Because,” he starts, pulling me down onto his lap. “The reason she refuses to even try is because she doesn’t want to ask our parents for the money to go, but I’ve been saving up for this. In another few months, I’ll have enough to cover her if she was to get in. Nothing is holding her back, you know, except her grades, but they’ve been getting better since you’ve been forcing her to put a little effort in.” 
 
    “That’s all good and all, but you realize the cut off for applications has already passed? There’s no way a school like that would accept late entries.” 
 
    A cheesy as fuck smile plasters itself over his handsomely cut up face. “You really think I’d do all this and not remember to put in her application?” 
 
    “Holy shit, Noah. She’s going to kill you.”  
 
    “Yep,” he agrees. “But it’ll be worth it. She wants this flower shop, and I’m sure she could make it happen on her own, but with a business degree behind her, she’d be unstoppable.” 
 
    “So, you’re prepared to continue working for a guy like Anton, despite what could possibly happen, just to help Tully get to college.” 
 
    “You bet that fine ass of yours I would.” 
 
    “I think I just fell in love with you a little more.” 
 
    “Right back at ya, babe,” he says before gently pressing his lips to mine. “Don’t act as though I haven’t noticed that you just cooked dinner for my whole family.” 
 
    I grin against his lips before he pulls back and studies my face. “How is she?” 
 
    “Asleep,” I tell him. “She put up a fight and then completely broke down. She’s shattered, but Aiden’s with her now.” 
 
    “But she’s asleep?” he checks, wondering how Aiden fits into this. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckle. “She fell asleep on top of him and I refused to let him move in case he woke her, so he’s watching some ridiculous show on Netflix while she snores.” 
 
    He nods his head. “She’s really hurting, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh. “It’s going to take a while for her to get past this one.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Shit. Hurry up,” Noah yells as the rain quickly turns into large, icy, hailstones that come down hard on my new car. 
 
    I slam the door and run inside as fast as I can, searching through all the cupboards for a thick blanket big enough to cover the car from front to back. It doesn’t take long to realize that Noah didn’t come tearing in behind me, but I don’t have the time to dwell on it. I need to get a blanket on my car before it turns into a dented mess. 
 
    It’s too new for me to send it off for an insurance claim. I mean, I’d miss it too much. I’m not done showing it off as I drive around Haven Falls like a bad bitch.  
 
    My fingers curl around a blanket that I think should do the job and I race back outside, holding it above my head to avoid being hit by the hailstones. Who knows how long this storm is going to last for. It’s been going all day, raining on and off since I first woke up this morning. 
 
    Aria thought it was great as she finally got a chance to wear her rainboots today. I gave her a rain jacket and within seconds she was racing out the front door, jumping in all the puddles and begging me to take a second rain jacket for her friend. It was great watching her enjoy herself, but having the water splash up all over my jeans wasn’t exactly thrilling for me. Let’s just say the fact that she’s out of my hair, having a play date with a girl from school is an absolute miracle, otherwise, my day would have been spent standing out in the rain, getting myself sick as she happily ran around. I can only imagine what she thinks about this hail. I’m sure I’ll be hearing about it when I pick her up later. 
 
    “Come on, babe,” Noah yells from my car. I glance up from the ground and take him in. He’s absolutely soaked from head to toe. Water is literally running off him as he cringes with each hailstone that comes down on him. 
 
    I hurry as best I can without falling over and breaking a leg. I finally make it to the car and Noah instantly helps me spread it out. We pull it over the car as hailstones slam into my back. It takes all of two seconds to realize that the blanket is far too short. 
 
    “Shit,” I curse as the whole hood of the car remains exposed, making me cringe with each stone that rebounds off of it. 
 
    Noah bounds forward and throws himself over the hood, laying on it and spreading both his arms and legs out wide. “Save yourself,” he cries. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I laugh, running back towards the house so I can stand under the porch. 
 
    Noah yells out to me from the car, shaking his head as water drips down into his eyes with a massive grin taking over his lips. “If your dad comes home and finds hail damage all over this car, he’s going to somehow find a way to blame it on me, so I’ll be damned if I let this car get ruined.” 
 
    “Dramatic much?” I laugh. 
 
    “I ain’t kidding,” he shoots back as the water threatens to slide him right off the hood. He latches on as best he can and I briefly wonder if his weight on the hood is going to dent it, but then, he’s smarter than that. He would never do anything that would potentially harm my baby. 
 
    “You know, all that ice is probably good for your face,” I chuckle as over the last few days, he’s refused to ice his black eye. He did it for about three seconds with a packet of peas when it first happened, but then we got talking and it was forgotten about. When I finally remembered, it  was a no-go zone. 
 
    “Shut up,” he throws back at me. “This isn’t exactly enjoyable.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, it’s definitely enjoyable,” I laugh. "Who would have thought I’d find myself a guy who’d willing throw himself over my car during a hailstorm?” 
 
    “Hey,” he demands, sputtering around the water that drips into his mouth. “Don’t think I’m doing this for you,” he says. “I’m doing this to save my own ass. Your dad keeps showing me that new shotgun and I have a feeling he’s looking for a reason to use it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I laugh. “You know my dad is all talk. He’s like a big marshmallow, just like you.” 
 
    “I can assure you, Spitfire. Your dad is definitely not all talk. When it comes to protecting his baby, he’d do just about anything, even if that means shooting me in the ass.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. He’s kind of right, but I’m not going to admit it. Dad would do anything to protect me against the world even though I’m constantly arguing that I can take care of myself. I’m his baby and that’s just his natural instinct as my father. Aria though, she better watch out. He’s had a world of practice with me. I can only imagine what life is going to be like for her when boys start showing up at our door. 
 
    After a short wait, I sense the hail beginning to slow down and I decide enough is enough. Noah is probably going to have welts and bruises covering his back from this silly stunt. I race out into the rain, still getting hit with the odd hailstone, but it’s nowhere near as bad as it was before. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Noah demands, seeing me darting towards him. “Get back under the shelter.” 
 
    “It’s stopping,” I tell him as I reach him and start grabbing for his arm. “You need to get off. You’re going to hurt yourself.” 
 
    “No, it’s not over yet,” he tells me in a show of defiance. 
 
    I laugh as I start tugging on his arm, hoping to slide him off the hood. 
 
    “Cut it out,” he yells at me, clutching onto the hood with one hand and trying to push me off with the other. 
 
    “Nuh uh,” I laugh. I grab hold with my other hand and give a hard tug. My eyes widen in horror as the tug has him slipping straight off the hood and stumbling towards me. Noah tries to throw himself off the hood so his clothes don’t scratch the paint but all that does is have him shooting towards me that much faster. 
 
    “Fuck,” he shouts as he crashes into me. Noah tries to break my fall but it’s no use. We’re both fucked. 
 
    We tumble down into the soaking wet grass and my ass goes down into the massive patch of mud that Aria had made sure to make bigger this morning. 
 
    Uncontrollable laughter takes over me as Noah watches me in horror, shaking his head. So, I do what any other respectable girlfriend would do and grab a handful of mud and slather it onto his face. 
 
    Noah sucks in a shocked gasp and holds me down with everything he’s got. “You’re dead, Spitfire.” 
 
    I squeal out and try to desperately hurry away from him, but it takes him all of three seconds to have me covered from head to toe in mud. The hail comes to a complete stop, but the rain is still happy to stick around as I chase Noah around the yard, intending to get him back. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I stand against the brick wall of my home as Noah holds the freezing cold hose on me. The rain wasn’t enough to wash the mud off and instead of letting me go inside for a hot shower, Noah insisted that he hose me down first. After all, he wouldn’t want me walking mud all through the house and giving dad another reason to want to shoot him in the ass. 
 
    Noah laughs as the water washes over my skin, making me squeal out. “Just remember, whatever you do to me, I’ll be doing to you right after.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he laughs. “I’ll hose myself down.” 
 
    “No way,” I screech, throwing myself off the wall and racing towards him. He holds the hose just out of reach as he keeps the spray of cold water trained on my body. “Stop it,” I beg, unable to stop the laughter shooting out of me. 
 
    He finally gives in and turns the hose on himself, still refusing to let me be in charge, but I don’t know why I was expecting anything different. 
 
    We get ourselves cleaned up and are just about to head inside to get ourselves dried when a big black SUV pulls up outside my place and Tully and Aiden both shoot their heads out of the windows on the passenger side, Tully naturally in the front. “Get your asses over here,” Tully hollers, banging her hand on the side of the car. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Noah laughs beside me. 
 
    I stare at the SUV in confusion. “Whose car is that?” I ask him as he takes my hand and starts pulling me towards it. 
 
    “Maxen’s,” he explains, though it’s not necessary as Tully moves and gives me the perfect view of the guy. Noah and Maxen have been hanging out quite a bit since he started building his new racetrack. I still haven’t had a chance to see it, but I don’t doubt that it’s going to be awesome. Noah’s talking about it all the time, and if he’s excited about it, that means it’s going to be incredible, though I have a feeling it’ll be a while before I see it. It’s only two weeks into the build. 
 
    Noah walks right up to Tully’s window and looks past her to say ‘hi’ to Maxen. “What’s going on?” he says. “I thought you’d be working on the track today.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s too fucking wet for that shit,” Maxen says. “The machines were bound to get stuck, so we’re just fucking around instead. I went by your place but these idiots told me you were out with your girl.” With that, Maxen turns to me and gives me one of those weird chin raises that guys always seem to do. 
 
    I give him a small smile as Noah responds. “You’re not chilling with Nate today?” 
 
    Maxen scrunches his face up. “Nah, he’s got a big job that needs to get done and while I know a bit about cars, it’s not the kind of help he needs. I’ll probably just be in the way.” 
 
    I listen in. During the week, Noah had said something about Maxen having issues with his girl, Brooke and I wonder if all this is something to keep his mind busy. 
 
    Noah nods before looking to his sister through narrowed, suspicious eyes. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    She holds up her hands in innocence, knowing perfectly well that Noah’s mind has just placed the two of them together, both single and both hurting, though anybody in their right mind would know that Tully is so off the market despite the fact that there’s no man in her life. “We’re going wakeboarding,” Tully grins, knowing that’s bound to make him stop and wonder if he heard her correctly. 
 
    “The fuck?” Noah grunts as Aiden grins in the backseat. 
 
    “You heard me,” Tully laughs. “Now, hurry the fuck up. You’re up first.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    With that, Maxen jumps out of the car and grabs a rope before tying it around the tow hitch. Next up, he grabs an old surfboard out of the back which has had the fins broken off.  
 
    I watch in wonder. What the fuck is he doing? 
 
    “Get fucked,” Noah laughs, shaking his head in astonishment. 
 
    I catch up a moment later when my eyes trail down to the stream of water sailing down the road and flooding the curb. “No way,” I laugh. “You don’t seriously expect Noah to wakeboard behind your car with a surfboard.” 
 
    Just as the words come out of my mouth, Noah excitedly takes the surfboard from Maxen’s hands. “For fuck’s sake,” I groan. “You’re going to kill yourself!” 
 
    Noah turns to me and bounces his brows with that cocky, too-sure-of-himself grin that I love so much. His green eyes sparkle and I know that whatever is going to come out of his mouth is going to change it all. “Bet I could last longer than you do.” 
 
    Damn it. Out of all the things he could have said, he had to go and say that.  
 
    I shake my head as a wicked smile takes over. “Screw you. You and I both know that I could whip your ass.” 
 
    “You’re on, babe.” 
 
    “What’s in it for me? I’m not doing it unless I know I’m going to get something out of it.” 
 
    “Anything you want,” he tells me. “But just so you know, if I win, I want you in that red corset with the matching thong, the thigh high stockings, and the heels, and then, Spitfire, you’ll be dancing for me.” 
 
    “Really, now?” I laugh, knowing that no matter if I win or lose, I’ll be doing that for him anyway. “If I win, you’ll be digging that pink thong out of the trash and giving me a repeat performance, only this time, minus the alcohol, I have a feeling it’s going to be a little harder to get through your routine.” 
 
    He grins at me. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 
    Noah goes as far as to make me shake on it before demanding I get my ass in the car. He practically pushes me towards the back door where I climb in beside Aiden after he launches a towel at my face. The door is closed and a second later, Maxen climbs back in and looks out the back window. 
 
    Aiden grins excitedly as Tully spins around to watch the show. “I swear, if my boyfriend dies right now, you three are going along with him,” I promise. 
 
    “No way,” Tully laughs. “If anyone can make this happen, it’s Noah.” 
 
    I spin around, bracing myself against the door and the headrest, watching Noah like a hawk. I mean, I’ve stood by and watched him do stupid shit before, but never this stupid. Though, our Ultimate Truth or Dare game was pretty bad.  
 
    “You ready?” Maxen calls out the open window to Noah. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah,” he hollers back. 
 
    A second later, Maxen takes off and Noah braces himself. The surfboard instantly lifts over the stream of water and he takes off as though he’s done this a million times. “Yes,” Tully squeals, laughing for the first time in nearly a week. 
 
    Hell, even if Noah hurts himself, it’ll all be worth it just to hear Tully laughing like that. 
 
    My eyes are wide as I continue watching Noah and the massive, childlike grin on his face. I’m pretty sure Aiden is timing it to be the judge of our little bet, but all I can concentrate on is the fact that a corner is coming up. 
 
    Noah easily sails around, but I don’t know why I’m so surprised. All the kids from Haven Falls grew up at the beach. I was probably the only one who preferred to sit out in the sand while the rest of them screwed around in the surf. 
 
    “Fuck,” Maxen laughs, calling out the window. “Drain.” 
 
    I spin around and look ahead to find a massive drain where all the water instantly disappears. Oh, no, no, no, no. That’s bad. 
 
    I turn back to Noah as he quickly approaches the drain. He’s not stopping. Why isn’t he stopping? 
 
    Within the blink of an eye, Noah tilts the surfboard upwards and the board sails up over the curb and into the rain soaked grass as he bypasses the drain. Not a second later, he forces himself back down into the curb. “Woohoo,” he shouts before wobbling and saving himself. 
 
    “No way,” Tully laughs in awe. “You better get that red corset ready. There’s no way you can beat that shit.” 
 
    Damn it. I don’t like losing, but I have a feeling this is one that I haven’t even got a chance to win.  
 
    Noah suddenly jumps from the surfboard and drops into a forward roll on the grass beside the curb and Maxen brings his car to a stop before practically falling out the car door. “That was fucking awesome,” he laughs as he gives Noah a high-five. “I’ve got to get the boys down here.” 
 
    Maxen instantly gets on the phone as I climb out of the car. Noah’s green eyes find mine and the challenge is still bright and clear. “I can’t wait to watch you try to beat that.” 
 
    “Is it too late to take it all back?”  
 
    “Damn straight it is, babe,” he grins. “Now, get that perfect ass of yours over here and let me show you what to do.” 
 
    I groan and make my way over to him and listen carefully as he tells me how to hold on and how to keep control of the surfboard. I listen intently but know that it’s not going to be anywhere near as pretty as Noah’s turn. 
 
    Feeling less than confident, I get into position as the boys climb back into the car. "Go slow,” I call out. 
 
    Maxen holds his hand out the window and gives me a thumbs up before calling out. “You ready?” 
 
    No. Cringe. “Yeah.” 
 
    With that, he takes off and I feel my soul leave my body. Somehow, I manage to hold on as a high-pitched squeal comes tearing out of me. Noah’s booming laughter comes sailing out the window and now that I’m up and holding on, I do what I can to win this bet. Two seconds later, I wobble and fall face first into the grass. 
 
    Aiden has a go and then Noah drives so Maxen can get out there. Tully sulks in the front seat, hating that she’s still in a cast and unable to prove her dominance, but she’s still having an incredible time, and even better for her, she’s the only one of us who is still dry. 
 
    We make a day of it and before we know it, all the boys from Broken Hill are here, even Nate who said there was no way in hell he was missing this shit despite all the work he has to get done. I guess watching Jesse fall and eat dirt is too good of an opportunity to pass on. 
 
    After everyone has had a third and fourth turn, we stand out the front of my place, drying off as most of the guys admire my new car. 
 
    Tully and I sensibly stand under the porch, watching the guys towel off while they stand out in the rain. Fucking idiots. She glances across at me with one of those mischievous looks that I’m constantly getting from her brother and not a second later, she snatches the towel from my hands and races towards him. 
 
    I watch on in curiosity, wondering what the hell she’s doing and wondering if I should be warning Noah as his back is to us, deep in conversation with the boys about Maxen’s new racetrack. 
 
    Within the blink of an eye, Tully whips the towel around Noah’s ankle, catches it in her other hand and tugs as hard as she possibly can. 
 
    Noah’s feet come out from under him as I stare on with wide eyes. He goes down like a sack of shit and I slap a hand over my mouth, desperately begging my laugh to remain inside my body, but it’s not possible. This is the kind of shit she would have done to Rivers, but I guess with him not around, she’s found herself a new target, one that I’d happily watch any day of the week. 
 
    Tully runs and not a second later, her brother is barreling after her, promising a killer payback. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Tully and Noah sit on my couch at either end, refusing to talk to each other after Tully accidentally kneed him in the balls when he attempted to put mud all through her hair. To be fair though, she only has one arm to work with at the moment and washing her hair like that couldn’t be easy. Naturally, they got into one of those twin fights and apparently, Tully offering to get him a packet of frozen veggies to place on his junk wasn’t the right thing to say. 
 
    It’s not so bad though, Aria sits between them, annihilating a piece of pizza as she tells them all about her day. They both happily chat away to her, answering her questions so it’s not as though she can actually tell the two haven’t spoken a word to each other all night. 
 
    With an exhausted sigh, I squish between Aria and Noah and get myself some dinner. Noah leans back into the chair and throws his arm up over the backrest behind me, though in doing that, his fingers brush over the back of Tully’s head and sets her off once again. 
 
    I ignore the two bickering Cages and nudge my sister. “How are you doing? Are you nearly finished dinner?” 
 
    She shakes her head before diving in and grabbing another slice of pizza from the box despite the three half eaten ones on her lap that all look as though every topping has been peeled off or given away.  
 
    I watch as she places the slice down on her lap and resist groaning as I only just wrestled her into her pajama’s two minutes before the pizza delivery guy got here. I mean, I know I’m not using a plate but that’s because the pizza goes straight from the box and down the hatch. If I knew she was planning on using her legs to put her dinner on, I would have done something about it. Too late now, I guess. 
 
    Aria peels off a pineapple piece and I grin as her hand reaches across and drops the piece into Noah’s waiting hand, even though he’s paying her absolutely no attention. It’s as though taking her pineapple pieces is second nature to him now and I absolutely love it. 
 
    Aria has so easily slotted into our lives and while it took a little adjusting, it’s been incredible. Though, if I have to be honest, I’m missing my weekend sleep ins a lot, but if it means getting to have a little sister in my life, I’d make the trade any day. 
 
    The bickering morons finally give in and before I know it, Aria is running around in front of us all, putting on a show and displaying her gymnastics skills despite never having done gymnastics a day in her life. Tully applauds her efforts while Noah sucks in a shocked gasp, letting her know that what he just witnessed was the best thing to have ever happened. 
 
    We pack up after dinner and get Aria’s teeth brushed and off to bed, but it’s never as easy as it sounds. Tully and I sit back on the couch, smirking to ourselves as we listen to Aria forcing Noah to sing ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ over and over until he insists that she’s had more than her fair share. Is it fair to be jealous of a five year old right now? I mean, he’s never sung to me before. 
 
    When Noah comes back out and drops down beside me, I can’t help but feel something’s missing, and as always; it’s Rivers. It’s not a feeling that I’m getting used to and I really don’t like it. 
 
    Sitting here with my mind on him once again, I decide it’s time. I’ve been holding on to this for far too long and I need to let the cat out of the bag. Tully’s probably going to hate me for holding onto information like this. In fact, they’re both probably going to hate me because of this. 
 
    Besides, Noah can tell that I’m holding something back. He made that much clear the other day and my silence was part of the reason he needed to let loose and smack some douchebag around. If I wait any longer, he’s going to start having issues and it’ll get to the point where his patience runs out. 
 
    Noah grabs the remote for the TV and pauses mid-air when the first few words come tumbling from my mouth. “So,” I start, staring straight ahead and refusing to meet either of their sharp, green gazes. “I kind of need to tell you guys something.” 
 
    Noah’s head whips in my direction with curious eyes, probably wondering if he just heard me right while Tully glances at me with a scowl, realizing that I’ve been keeping something from her. “Is this about your mom?” Noah questions, his eyes roaming over my face. 
 
    I press my lips into a thin line and gently nod my head. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Tully says. “Are you finally ready to talk about her?” 
 
    “Not really,” I tell her as she moves from the couch and onto the coffee table to sit in front of me so I don’t have to keep turning from left to right to talk to them both at the same time. “But there’s just one thing I think you guys need to know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Noah questions, his brows furrowing in concern. 
 
    Shit. Why does this feel harder than it needs to be? 
 
    “I kind of lied,” I tell him, hating the way his back stiffens as the words come out. “I know who she is. At least, I know her name.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Tully shrieks. “It’s been weeks and you’re only just telling us now. What the hell, Henley?” 
 
    “I know, it’s just…it’s complicated,” I explain. “I would have told you earlier but I’m still trying to wrap my head around it, and well, if I’m right about who I think it is, it’s going to bring more questions than answers.” 
 
    Noah takes my hand and squeezes it. “What do you mean who you ‘think it is’? You just said you know her name.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know her name, but not who she is. I haven’t googled her or know anything about the woman. I just know her name.” 
 
    “But your dad knows who she is?” 
 
    “Kind of. I’m sure if I asked him anything about what she’s like or what she does with herself now, he’d probably have no idea. But he seems to know that she’s not the kind of woman I want in my life, and he didn’t exactly want me to go looking for her.” 
 
    Tully grumbles. “Why are you pussyfooting around the topic?” she demands. “What’s her name?” 
 
    I cringe. “Promise you won’t freak out or jump to conclusions.” 
 
    Tully’s eyes go wide as she quickly glances across to her brother. “Do I know this woman?” she questions, alarmed, as though I’m about to drop a bomb on her, but then, I guess I am, just not the bomb she’d ever expect. 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m confused.” 
 
    “Henley,” Noah murmurs. “What’s going on? What do you know?” 
 
    I glance up at him, taking in his concerned, stormy green eyes before looking down at my hands, not wanting to see the reaction on his face when the words finally come out. I take a deep breath and slowly let it out before plucking up the courage to spill the beans. “Her name is Gina Rivers.” 
 
    Tully rears back, staring at me like I’m some kind of stranger. “Excuse me?” she demands. I nod, letting her know that she heard me correctly. “You couldn’t possibly mean…?” 
 
    I cringe. “Yeah, well…maybe,” the rambling begins and I find it impossible to stop. “To be honest, I don’t really know. Like I said, I haven’t googled her and, I mean, there could be heaps of women around here with the same last name. I could be wrong.” 
 
    I look back at Noah, desperately wishing he would say something. I watch in silence as his brows dip down. “Are you trying to tell me that you think that you and Rivers share a biological mother and that he could be your…what? Brother?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders, hating how awful this feels right now. “Half-brother, maybe,” I tell him, trying to mask another cringe. 
 
    “Fuck, Henley,” he yells, shooting up from the couch and running his hand over his head as he begins to pace. He shakes his head from side to side in complete disbelief. “And you’re only just telling us now?” 
 
    I shoot to my feet, not appreciating my boyfriend judging me for holding onto this. “Are you serious?” I demand. “I haven’t even had a chance to wrap my head around this. There’s no need to be such a prick about it. You’re damn lucky I’m even saying something now. Hell, I could be wrong. The woman might not have any relation to our Rivers. It could all be some weird coincidence.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Noah snaps back at me. “How many middle-aged women in this area could possibly have the same last name? That’s too coincidental and you know it.” 
 
    “Wait,” Tully says. “Did you find this out before or after Rivers took off?” 
 
    “Before. Why?” I question wondering why it matters. 
 
    Tully shoots to her feet, shooting that heavy glare at me once again. “Did you tell him about this? Is that why he’s gone? You freaked him out, demanding answers?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “I haven’t seen him since the hospital and you know that.” 
 
    A heavy sigh pulls from her and it’s almost as though, despite the anger bubbling out of her, that she had wished Rivers left because of me. Him leaving for reasons other than the ones in his letter means she’d be able to relieve the blame she’s put on herself and replace it with a slither of hope. But watching her now, that hope begins fading away leaving the same crushed spirit that I’ve been seeing all week. 
 
    Tully drops back down onto the coffee table and Noah walks into me, taking my waist and pressing his lips to my forehead. “Sorry,” he mumbles. “I probably shouldn’t have lost my cool like that. I’m sure this hasn’t been easy for you. It’s just, I can’t understand why you wouldn’t tell me straight away.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. "I’m not really sure, to tell the truth,” I say. “I guess I thought if I talked about it, you guys would start digging to find out if it’s true and if it could give us some answers about Rivers, and I wasn’t prepared to face it. I mean, what if she’s a nasty bitch and I don’t like what we find?” 
 
    “What if she’s a lovely woman and has all the answers you’re looking for?” Tully shoots back. 
 
    “Doubt it,” I grumble. “Remember this is the woman who had a one night stand and showed up on my father’s doorstep nine months later with a baby he had no idea about. She abandoned me. I highly doubt she could say anything to make up for all that.” 
 
    Noah holds me a little tighter. “What would it hurt?” he questions. “If you find out she’s a dirty slob, then you thank your lucky stars that you dodged a bullet. If not, you make an effort to get to know her and hope you can someday understand her side of the story.” 
 
    I pout out my bottom lip, hating that the big guy standing in front of me is right. “Fine,” I grumble. 
 
    “So,” Tully says slowly as she reaches for her phone. “Can I google her?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Well, apparently, it couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    Noah scoffs as a proud grin spreads across his face, clearly pleased that he was able to make me see reason. 
 
    I try my best to ignore his smugness as I watch Tully on her phone. “You said her name was Gina, right?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Tully gets busy typing in her name and a second later, she’s pausing. “I can’t do it. I’m too nervous. I mean, Rivers’ family has been such a mystery since the day I met him. His parents are these fictional characters that I’ve built inside my mind and what if it’s worse than I assume?” 
 
    “From the way Rivers would shield us all from his home life, I’m already assuming the worst, and besides, this is my biological mother,” I laugh. “If any of us should be nervous right now, it should be me.” 
 
    “Shit. You’re right,” she says, taking a breath and continuing with her search. 
 
    The search must come up on her phone as a seriousness comes over her. Her brows draw down and I watch her in silence as her thumb begins scrolling through the search results. 
 
    Tully’s thumb stops and the concentration on her face doubles but there’s also a hint of fear and curiosity, especially when her brows pull down even further. 
 
    Her mouth starts moving as she reads and not a second later, she sucks in a sharp breath. “What is it?” I demand as Noah walks around the coffee table so he can read over her shoulder. 
 
    His brows draw down too.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Tully,” I demand. “Tell me.” 
 
    Tully glances up before scrunching her face with a cringe, but hidden within her eyes is a devastation that I’m not quite prepared for. Tully’s mouth opens as she goes to explain what she found before thinking better of it and turning the screen to me. “Here,” she says. “It’s better if you read it yourself.” 
 
    I take the phone from her waiting fingers as I glance up at Noah, but all I find is a solid wall that’s been slammed down behind his eyes, refusing to let me in. I drop down on the couch to read and Noah walks around to sit beside me with his hand, supportively resting on my thigh. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I decide to rip it off like a Band-Aid.  
 
    My eyes drop to the screen and the first thing I see is a startling headline – ‘Prostitution Ring Bust a Success– Gina Rivers Jailed’  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Noah’s hand squeezes my thigh, sensing the way my body stiffened with tension. I read through the article, taking in every single word before starting from the top and reading through again.  
 
    She was sentenced to fifteen years behind bars after she was exposed to be the leader of a prostitution ring. Twenty girls were working for her and three of them being underage. She even had a few guys willing to do the dirty work. Gina was brought down by a tip made by her twelve year old son, Samuel, which happened six years ago. “Is this…this couldn’t. I mean, are you sure this is the right woman?” 
 
    “How many Gina Rivers are you going to find living in Haven Falls?” Noah murmurs. “Everything fits. Her name, the son who’d now be eighteen, the reason Rivers was so desperate to keep us out all this time.” 
 
    “But,” Tully cuts in. “His name. It said the son’s name is Samuel. I don’t remember ever hearing that name.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…when have we ever heard a name other than Rivers?” Noah questions. “It’s possible.” 
 
    I know he’s right but I desperately don’t want to believe him. “But that means that this woman is my mother and Rivers is actually my…brother.” 
 
    “I guess so,” he tells me. “How are you…?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I murmur, leaving the article and searching for more.  
 
    Tully comes and sits on my other side and before I know it, Noah’s phone is out as well and the three of us desperately try to connect the dots. 
 
    I don’t know how I feel about the fact that my biological mother is the type of woman to be involved in that shit and I have a feeling my father has no idea about it, otherwise, he never would have given me her name. Hell, he never would have even told me about her. 
 
    “Woah,” Noah suddenly says, drawing me away from Tully’s screen. “I think I just found a birth certificate for Samuel A. Rivers.” 
 
    “What? Really?” I grunt, peering over to see the screen of his phone. 
 
    Noah zooms in on the screen so we can all see it better. “Yeah, check this out,” he tells me before scrolling over all the details. “When was Rivers; birthday?” he murmurs, seeing the birth date of this Samuel. 
 
    “March third,” Tully supplies. 
 
    Noah scrolls down and sure enough, March third is right there on the screen, confirming exactly what I’ve been wondering for the past few weeks. Rivers is my brother or at least half-brother and so far, I don’t know what to think about that. 
 
    My mind is completely blown. A few months ago, I was an only child and now I have a little sister whose mom is a junkie and now a big brother whose mom is a criminal. Fucking great. What does this say about me? Hell, my mom is that criminal. 
 
    God help me. I’m so thankful that I was raised by my father and never had that woman in my life. Though, it makes me wonder; why the hell would she give me away and not Rivers? 
 
    “What about his father?” I question. 
 
    Noah scrolls down on the birth certificate and shakes his head. “No father has been listed,” he tells me, looking across at me with cautious eyes. “Are you alright? I bet this is a lot to take in.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders, honestly not knowing the answer to that. “I don’t know,” I tell him. “What about you guys? We just discovered more about Rivers in the past twenty minutes than we have over the past seven years.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Noah scoffs. “I mean, I knew there was a reason he didn’t want to share anything about his personal life, but I never imagined it could have been that bad.” 
 
    “I know,” I murmur, turning to Tully. “What about you?” 
 
    She just shrugs her shoulders and falls back into the couch, looking off into space with hurt and betrayal written all over her. “He could have told me,” she whispers a moment later.  
 
    “He was trying to protect you from it,” I tell her, squeezing her hand before getting up and pulling her up behind me. “Come on,” I say. “I think this is cause for chocolate and ice cream.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on, Squish?” Dad says, answering my call with the rumble of his truck in the background, making me strain to hear him. 
 
    “Not much,” I tell him, glancing across the kitchen to make sure Aria is out of hearing range. “I, um…I kind of did some digging about my mom, you know, the real one.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Dad says a little cautiously while trying to sound somewhat encouraging and supportive. “What’d you find?” 
 
    “Um…nothing good. She isn’t exactly the kind of woman I want in my life, but I can finally see that she did the right thing giving me to you. I have a much better life than the one she would have given me,” I tell him. I mean, I can only imagine what she would have done with me. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Dad booms. “You’ve got the best old man that any kid could want, and don’t you forget it. In fact, remind your sister a few times while I’m gone.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and laugh. “Ok, but listen. There was something I discovered while I was reading into her,” I tell him. “Something…interesting.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Dad repeats in that same curious yet supportive and encouraging tone. 
 
    “I’ve got a brother.” 
 
    “No, shit,” he says, pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “That’s not even the interesting part.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Mmmm, you know my friend, Rivers?” I say. “It’s him.” 
 
    “What?” dad grunts. “I thought Rivers was that kid’s first name.” 
 
    I roll my eyes again and grin. It’s not uncommon for people to think that. After all, no one has ever called him by another name. “No, he just prefers to go by Rivers. His real name is Samuel.” 
 
    “Fancy that,” Dad grumbles. I can just picture the astonishment on his face. “What does he think of all this? I bet he’s thrilled to find he has you as a sister.” 
 
    I cringe. “Don’t know, Dad,” I tell him. “He’s not been around. He enlisted with the Marines and is at boot camp.” 
 
    “Really? But he hasn’t finished high school. Couldn’t he have waited a few months?” 
 
    “He got his GED so I guess he couldn’t wait,” I sigh. “But I don’t know. It’s a long story.” 
 
    Aria appears by my side and starts pulling on my shirt. “Can we go to Noah and Tully’s place for breakfast? Violet’s pancakes are better than yours.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt in outrage, looking down at her. 
 
    Aria grins back and I let out a sigh. “I’ve got to go, dad. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Alright, Squish. Tell Ari that I love her.” 
 
    “K.”  
 
    With that, I end the call and focus on my sister. “First off, your daddy loves you so much. And second, my pancakes are the bomb and you know it.” 
 
    She shakes her head, laughing as though mocking my cooking gives her life. “No,” she says. “Violet puts choc-chips, cream, and strawberries on hers and you put healthy stuff.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Please,” Aria whines, pulling on my shirt for the fifth time. “I want to have breakfast with Tully.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell her, my hand pausing on the pancake mix as I reconsider. “Tully’s been a little bit sad lately. I think she might just want to be left alone.” 
 
    “No,” she groans. “If she’s sad then she needs me to come and cheer her up. I made her a song.” 
 
    I grin down at my little sister. “You made her a song?” I ask proudly. “Can I hear it?” 
 
    “Are you sad?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then no, it’s just for Tully.” 
 
    I let out a huff. How is it this five year old manages to twist my arm like this? “Alright,” I tell her. “Go and get your shoes and your school bag and we’ll head over. But don’t get upset if Violet doesn’t have all the toppings for your pancakes. We haven’t exactly given her much warning.” 
 
    Half an hour later, the two of us walk through the door of the Cage household to the smell of bacon and eggs. “Hello?” I call out. 
 
    “Is that you, Spitfire?” Noah calls back from the kitchen. 
 
    “No, it’s me,” Aria yells out, making sure the people in Broken Hill can hear her and know she just walked through the door. 
 
    We head into the kitchen and Aria instantly runs up to Violet, asking if she can have some pancakes. Even though bacon and eggs are on the menu today, Violet instantly starts pulling out all the ingredients just so she can brighten Ari’s morning. 
 
    I have a feeling Violet overdoes it with Aria because she misses Lily so much. It must be hard seeing another little girl running around her home, but at the same time, it’s filling the void Lily left behind. Besides, it could also have something to do with the fact that Violet just really enjoys spoiling anyone who walks through her door. 
 
    I drop my phone down on the table with my keys before heading for the chair beside Tully, only Noah’s arm snakes around my waist and pulls me down on his lap moments before his lips are skimming across my neck, tickling it like never before. 
 
    I laugh and swat him away before looking over at Tully. “What’s going on?” I ask her, taking in the ever-present scowl on her face. “Are you feeling a little more alive today?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Nope, more like a bitch,” she informs me. “With all this Rivers bullshit, I broke up with Rocko.” 
 
    “Wait…were you still with him?” I laugh. “I assumed you broke up with him after the hospital?” 
 
    “Nah. It was heading that way anyway, but neither of us actually did it. It was getting ridiculous.” 
 
    “Oh well,” I shrug. "It’s not like you even liked him that much anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he was fun and was able to get my mind off all the stupid shit. And even now, I stand by what I said; he’s really not as bad as you guys keep making him out to be.” 
 
    “Tully,” I grin. “The guy was responsible for starting a fire at school.” 
 
    “No, that’s just the rumor. You don’t actually know that.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I laugh. “Whatever helps you sleep at night.” 
 
    “Both of you knock it off and grab me the ice cream,” Violet says from the stove. “This kid can’t have her pancakes without a scoop of ice cream.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff as I come up off Noah’s lap and start heading for the freezer. “That’s if Tully has managed to leave any over the past few weeks.” 
 
    Tully scoffs right back at me as I open the freezer and look in. I move some things around, searching for the ice cream when a grin rips across my face. I reach in and grab the stuffed teddy bear that Tully usually keeps hidden by her bed and realize that it’s frozen solid. “Alright,” I laugh, looking to Noah. “Who the hell did this?” 
 
    Tully gasps and shoots out of her chair and Noah falls into uncontrollable laughter. “Bigsy,” Tully shrieks, running to me and grabbing the frozen teddy from my hands. “Why’s he in the freezer?”  
 
    Noah’s laughter continues booming through the kitchen and Tully instantly turns on him “I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    She crash tackles into him and Noah instantly gets her face down on the floor before he sits on top of her, hardly having to break a sweat. “Serves you right for that shit you pulled with your towel the other day.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to freeze Bigsy,” she groans. “How did you even get him?” 
 
    “I snuck into your room last night,” he laughs. “I dunked him in water and tossed him in. Pure brilliance if you ask me.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and mimics him in a snappy tone. “Pure brilliance if you ask me.”  
 
    A second later, she pinches the back of his knees and he flies up off her. “Fuck, that hurt,” Noah screeches. 
 
    I grab Bigsy and toss him into the sink, realizing he’s going to need to defrost and then will probably be heading for the washing machine. I grab the ice cream, hand it off to Violet and take a seat at the table, ignoring the bickering that seems to never end. 
 
    An hour later, Noah and I sit in my Supra, though ‘Mr. Refuses to get Driven Around’ stole my driver’s seat and I’m somehow in the passenger seat of my own car while Noah tests out exactly what this car is made of. Don’t get me wrong, he’s still being sensible as we have Aria with us.  
 
    We pull up at her school ten minutes later and I turn around to give her a big beaming smile. “You all ready to go?” I ask. 
 
    For the first time since she’s come to live with us, I’ve never seen her hesitate when having to go off to school. You know, apart from her first day, but that’s understandable. Right now though, her eyes are down and a frown is marring her pretty face as she shakes her head ‘no.’ 
 
    “What’s the matter, Ari?” I ask. “Why don’t you want to go to school?” 
 
    This steals Noah’s attention and his head whips around into the backseat, waiting for her response. Aria’s bottom lip pouts out a little more before she looks up with worried eyes. “Because Matthew Harrison said that I can’t play with him because I’m an ugly girl.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Noah roars, one second sitting right beside me, the next storming his way through the front gates of the school. 
 
    I look to Aria. “Uh oh,” I say before we both scramble out of the car and hurry after him. “Did you see where he went?” I ask, clutching onto her hand tightly in case we need to break out into a run. 
 
    “Over there,” she yells, pointing out towards the playground where a bunch of children are playing ball. 
 
    We race for Noah and somehow reach him a moment before he steps in front of some kid who I’m assuming is Mathew Harrison; or hell, maybe the poor kid who was about to be terrified into explaining who Mathew Harrison is and where this scary as hell, tatted up bad boy can find him. 
 
    I throw myself in front of Noah and instantly start scolding him. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I seethe under my breath, grabbing him with two hands and hauling him away with every last bit of strength I have. “You’re scaring the children.” 
 
    “So?” he grunts. “You heard what Ari said.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I also know that it’s just some stupid kid who probably has a crush on her. I mean, how many girls did you call fat or ugly when you were five just to get their attention?” 
 
    “None,” he scoffs. “I had plenty of game at five. I didn’t need to resort to that bullshit.” 
 
    “Well, clearly Mathew Harrison’s chick magnet skills aren’t as advanced as yours were,” I grumble. “Now get your ass out of this school before one of these bitchy soccer moms call the cops and accuse you of trying to steal kids.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he breathes, shaking his head and ruffling Aria’s hair. “Have a good day, ok?” he tells her. “You let me know if this kid gives you any more trouble and I’ll handle it.” 
 
    She grins up at him, more than pleased with that outcome while I groan and start working out a plan on how to keep Noah from putting a five year old kid in his place. I drop down to one knee and take Ari by the shoulders. “Do you want me to talk to your teacher?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No, it’s ok. I’ll just punch him like daddy taught me to.” 
 
    “Damn straight, you will,” Noah grumbles before giving her a high-five. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    “If I get called down to this school and find out that you were hurting other kids, then there’s going to be trouble, you hear me?” I tell her. “Stay away from Mathew Harrison and if he keeps bothering you, you tell your teacher and you tell me. You never hit anyone.” 
 
    “Tully said you hit the girl at school who was mean to Noah.” 
 
    Shit. Tully and her big fucking mouth. 
 
    “Do as I say, not as I do,” I remind her. “Now, are you all good here or do you need me to stay for a little while?” 
 
    Aria looks around to find one of her friends waving her down. “I’m good.” She starts running away before calling over her shoulder. “Bye.” 
 
    And just like that, Noah takes my hand and leads me out of the school, more confident to leave her here than ever. 
 
    We get to school ten minutes later and when I finish rifling through my locker and getting my books together for my first classes, I lean back against it and let out a breath. How has my day been so crazy already and it’s barely even nine in the morning? 
 
    Noah leans against the locker beside me while Tully and Aiden appear from the other end of the hallway.  
 
    Aiden barely has a chance to say good morning before he’s interrupted by his cousin looking more sheepish than ever. “Um, hey,” Spencer says, giving each of us an awkward smile. 
 
    Aiden snaps his mouth closed, watching on with wide eyes as Noah pushes up off the locker, taking lead. “What the fuck do you want?” he snaps, probably wondering if he has to put Spencer in his place for the third time. 
 
    Spencer cringes before his eyes flick around our small group once again. “Well, I don’t know if you guys know this, but at Henley’s party last weekend, a picture was snapped of me with a joint and well, that picture has made it back to coach and I’m close to being kicked off the team and losing a shot at a scholarship.” 
 
    “And what the fuck do you expect us to do about it?” Noah grunts. “That shit ain’t our problem.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no. I don’t need you guys to do anything. I’ve got it handled, but what I’m trying to say is that this whole mess has made me realize that I need to stop fucking around. I have a shot at an actual future with football and I’m screwing it up. I’ve burned too many bridges these past few months and I wanted to tell you guys that all that bullshit is behind me. From now on, you won’t have any problems with me.” 
 
    Noah silently steps into him, studying him for a moment. 
 
    Spencer holds out his hand. “What do you say?” he murmurs, nervously. “Are we good?” 
 
    “What the fuck is happening right now?” Tully grumbles beside me, watching the strange show with the same confused gaze that I am. 
 
    “I’ve got no fucking idea,” I laugh, knowing the boys can hear us perfectly well, “but if it means we don’t have to put up with any more shit from Spencer, then I’m on board.” 
 
    As if Noah takes my comment as a go ahead, he raises his hand to Spencer’s. “All good, man. But come even close to crossing the line again and you’re fucked. I won’t hold back and I’ll lay your ass out.” 
 
    “Got it,” Spencer says before giving me a nod and a smile to Tully, because let’s face it, Tully never really had any issues with the guy. 
 
    Noah releases his hand and just as he goes to step away, a few of the guys from the football team walk past. I don’t think anything of it until a hand shoots out and slams Aiden into the locker. “Faggot,” the football player barks out in disgust. 
 
    I spin around, unable to believe what I just heard. “Excuse me?” I question, stepping forward as Aiden rights himself. I guess the secret is out. Noah’s instantly at my side and Spencer is right there with him, defending his cousin from these douchebag homophobes.  
 
    The footballer player eyes me with a scoff. “You heard me,” he says, glancing back up at Aiden who stands behind me with fury rippling off of him. “He’s a faggot. I want him off the team.” 
 
    “Back the fuck off, Troy,” Spencer growls, stepping forward and letting his team know exactly where he stands on this. “He’s not going anywhere. Aiden can play better ball than all of you fuckers.” 
 
    Troy rears back. “What the fuck did you just say?” he demands. 
 
    Spencer grins and not a second later, Troy’s fist is flying through the air. 
 
    Noah grabs me and hauls me out of the way as Aiden does the same with Tully. They instantly take our places and in true ‘Hully’ style, we find it impossible to hold back.  
 
    I charge forward and take a fucking stand. These fuckers need to learn that they can’t mess with us, and they sure as hell can’t mess with Aiden just because he happens to like dick. I mean, fifty percent of the population enjoys a bit of dick – hard, soft, big, small. Why should Aiden be shamed just because he has one of his own? 
 
    That’s the issue with people these days. Being gay is so freaking normal but the world is too set in its old-fashion ways that it can’t accept change. It needs to be normalized so people like Aiden can get through a day at school without being discriminated against. 
 
    From this day on, I’m going to make sure that Aiden stands tall about who he is. He’s a gay man and should be proud of it. In fact, he shouldn’t even be defined as that. He’s just a man who plays the best game of football you’ve ever seen and that’s what people are going to remember when they think of Aiden. Well, that and he can certainly kick the asses of the douchebags who try to put him down. 
 
    I hope all the other fuckers in this school are watching right now because this is a lesson to them all. When it comes to Aiden, he has the protection of my pack, but watching him now, he barely needs it. In fact, he can more than hold his own against these guys. 
 
    When my nails have drawn enough blood and Tully’s knee has slammed into more balls than one of those kids’ ball pits that you see at fairs, Noah somehow manages to pull us away. “It’s over,” he tells me, making me realize that I’ve turned into some kind of crazed animal. “Let’s get you idiots cleaned up.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I lay on my bed, propped up on my elbows as I flip through the pages on my new Kindle. I’ve been dying for a chance to finally use this thing. Dad’s home with Aria and Noah’s spending the day working with Maxen at the new track. 
 
    It’s been a week of fending off douchebags and Aiden letting the world know who he is and that he can’t be touched. Really, he’s become a whole new version of himself. Confident and untouchable. Before he was awesome, but now he’s comfortable in his own skin and that has him slotting even further into our pack.  
 
    I wonder how Rivers would feel about that if he found out that another guy was kind of filling his void; but then, the void is so freaking big, there’s no chance in hell that Aiden could fill all that. 
 
    Tully has still been in her funk, missing him, but at least this week she hasn’t burst out into spontaneous tears. Noah though, as well as hanging out with Maxen at the track nearly every day after school, he’s been spending time with Spencer and Jared. It’s weird, but at the same time, it’s kind of nice seeing him branching out and letting new people in. 
 
    My phone chimes on my bed beside me and I glance down to see Noah’s name across the screen. 
 
    I unlock it and quickly read over his text. 
 
    Noah – Get that fine ass of yours to Maxen’s track. I’ve got something to show you. 
 
    I let out a huff, absolutely torn. I mean, going out and seeing Noah is always great, but staying home for the first time in forever and chilling out with my new Kindle. Damn. 
 
    I get up from my bed and start throwing on clothes but deciding to play with him in the process. 
 
    Henley – Nah. I’m reading. 
 
    Noah – I’m going to count to three and if your ass is not in your car driving here, you’ll regret it. 
 
    Noah – 1. 
 
    Henley – How exactly will I regret it? Are you going to punish me for being a naughty girl? 
 
    Noah – Fuck, yes. 
 
    Noah – 2. 
 
    Henley – In that case, I’m just going to wait you out and see what you’ve got. I bet you couldn’t rock my world as good as I could do it myself!!! 
 
    Noah – 3. 
 
    Noah – You better be fucking ready for me, Spitfire! 
 
    Henley – Damn. I’m already wet! See you soon. 
 
    I pull on a pair of dark, ripped jeans, my boots, and a tank before pulling on a badass jacket. Yeah, I look fucking incredible. Un-fucking-touchable. Hell, I even go as far to put my hair up in a high pony and put on a dark lipstick before glancing at myself in the mirror. 
 
    Noah’s going to like this and I can’t wait to see the look on his face or the bulge in his pants when he first takes me in. We might have to bring this punishment forward a few hours. 
 
    As I finish getting myself ready, I can’t help but notice Frog swimming around in his little bowl. The poor thing. I walk forward and bend down to look at him before giving him a little food. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “Mommy has to go.” 
 
    I start to leave when I look back at my little fishy. I feel bad for him always alone in my room with nothing to look at but my empty bed. With that thought, I stride forward and slide my phone into my back pocket before picking up his bowl and doing my absolute best not to fuck this up by falling flat on my face and killing the poor little guy. 
 
    I get out of my room and walk up the hallway until I’m putting Frog down on the table in the living room where he’ll be able to see the front door, the hallway, the kitchen, and of course, the dining area. He should be happier here. Besides, he’ll be able to play with Aria all the time and she’ll absolutely love that. 
 
    With that sorted, I scoop my car keys off the entryway table and get my ass out of here before Dad can find a reason for me to have to stay behind. 
 
    I drop down into my beautiful yellow car, turn her on, and instantly get goosebumps from the feel of the engine purring beneath me. That’ll never get old. 
 
    I start making my way towards Maxen’s property, hoping to God that I can remember the way. I’m about halfway there when my phone starts going nuts in my pocket, cutting off the music as it comes through the Bluetooth. Again, another thing that will never get old. 
 
    Tully’s name flashes across my dashboard and I instantly hit accept on my steering wheel, feeling like the fanciest bitch around. 
 
    “What’s up?” I say, focusing on the traffic and hoping all the people in the other cars on the road are jealous of my baby. 
 
    “Is Noah forcing you to go to Maxen’s place?” she questions with a groan. 
 
    “Uh huh. You too?” 
 
    “Yep. Do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    “No idea, but he seemed excited,” I tell her. 
 
    Tully sighs and I grin, knowing what’s coming next. “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about,” she says. “I just can’t understand what’s so freaking important that we need to go see right this very minute.” 
 
    “Who knows?” I laugh. “It’s always a surprise where your brother is concerned.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” she grumbles. “We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “Me, Aiden, and Spence.” 
 
    Spencer? Geez, this must be the third time this week they’ve been hanging out. Ever since the fight at school, he seems to be a constant in our lives. I mean, I understand saying ‘hi’ and ‘bye’ in the hallways when we pass, but this is going from zero to one hundred practically overnight. Don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing at all romantic about it, but it’s just a little…odd.  
 
    Who knows? Maybe hanging out with the dude and getting all that male attention is good for her. I mean, it’s a bit different when the attention is coming from Aiden. I guess it’s a different sort of attention. Maybe he’s helping to relieve the ache Rivers has left behind, and if that’s the case, the guy can hang around as much as he wants. 
 
    “Alright,” I tell her. “I’ll see you soon then.” 
 
    Tully ends the call and I get back to concentrating on where the hell I’m going and before I know it, I’m pulling up to the property that has been stealing all of Noah’s attention lately. 
 
    There are tractors and heavy duty machines everywhere and I gawk at everything before me as I drive down a long driveway. How the hell have they managed to accomplish so much already? The answer pops into my head a second later. Trust funds. 
 
    Geez, I can only imagine what life would be like to live rich and famous, but then I think I wouldn’t be content. I’m so happy right now that I wouldn’t dare change a thing, except for the whole Rivers and my biological mom thing– they kind of suck. I got such a thrill when I got this new car and it still amazes me nearly two weeks later. I doubt the trust fund babies would get that same feeling and that’s honestly a shame. I guess that’s the silver lining of life. 
 
    I see Noah’s Camaro parked up ahead and it doesn’t look like Tully has made it yet. I keep driving in, concentrating a little harder as to not run over any of the millions of workers or screw up anything that they’ve been putting all their time and effort into. 
 
    It doesn’t go unnoticed that the track is basically done, and my God, it’s freaking huge. This place is incredible, and while most of it is dusty and incomplete, it sure as hell looks like the new place to be. Maxen has started something incredible here and I don’t doubt that over the next few years, this could turn into something huge. Hell, it even looks like a track that you’d see on TV, nothing at all like the last one. 
 
    I park my car beside Noah’s and by the time I step out, he’s already found me and is bounding toward me. Noah collects me and without even giving me a chance to say ‘hi’, he throws me over his shoulder and gives my ass a good spanking. “What’s going on?” I laugh. “Put me down.” 
 
    “No way in hell, Spitfire,” he chuckles as I dangle behind him, having the perfect view of that scrumptious ass. It’s as though my hands have a mind of their own. They travel down his back and instantly grab hold of it, loving the way his tight muscles feel as he walks to wherever the hell he’s going. “Are you alright back there?” 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” I smile. I can practically feel his eyes roll. “So, what’s this big thing you’ve got to show me?” I ask, hating dangling upside down but loving the perks. I mean, maybe I could slip my hand inside, get a bit of that skin on skin action.  
 
    “Hey, quit it,” he laughs as my hand slips down to grab hold of what’s mine. Did I mention that my hands are cold?  
 
    “Answer the question,” I tell him, giving a little squeeze. 
 
    “Spitfire, if you don’t stop that, I’m going to be screwing you right here in front of all these guys.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me,” I tell him, knowing there’s no way in hell he’s about to strip me naked in front of other people. I mean, he’s adventurous but he doesn’t like to share and the thought of all these people seeing what’s his would be enough to drive him insane.  
 
    Noah groans but thankfully gets back on track. “It’s not exactly something to show you, it’s more like something we need you to do.” 
 
    “Uhhhhh, have you seen where we are?” I grumble, confused. “There’s literally nothing I could offer this place. I mean, I’d be a good spectator when it opens but you know just as well as I do that I can’t build shit or should even have anything to do with making suggestions for this place.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he laughs. “I know.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. You’re so funny, Noah Cage.” 
 
    Noah spanks my ass once again and I have to squeeze my thighs as a moan sails out of me. I know he didn’t mean for that to be sexual, but damn. My body certainly reacted that way. 
 
    Noah laughs at my reaction and rubs is hand over my ass for good measure. “Fuck, babe. You’re so wound up.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” I murmur, hoping the workers around can’t overhear our conversation. “All I’ve been able to think about since I left was how you were going to punish me.” 
 
    “Damn straight, you have,” he says proudly. “But don’t worry, the second I get you alone, I’ll make the wait worth it.” 
 
    “You better,” I tell him. “I’ve been wet this whole time.” 
 
    Noah chokes on air. “Jesus Christ, babe. Are you trying to get me hard? These dickheads won’t hesitate to give me shit if I’m walking around with a stiffy.” 
 
    “Hey, if I have to be hot and needy then it’s only fair that you are too.” 
 
    “Trust me, you’ll be even hotter and needier once you’re finished here.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grumble as he reaches Maxen and starts putting me down. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” he says before sharing a look with Maxen that has me on full alert.  
 
    Maxen gives me a beaming smile. “Glad you could come.” 
 
    “Believe me,” I grumble under my breath. “I haven’t cum at all.” 
 
    Maxen gives me a strange, confused look while Noah smirks and attempts to smother a laugh. The boys fall into conversation and before I know it, a familiar Jeep is pulling up beside my Supra. 
 
    Tully clambers out of her Jeep and spots me instantly. She slaps on a smile and waves her arms around like an idiot, happy to be here as Aiden and Spencer stand beside her. She got her cast off during the week and while she probably shouldn’t be driving yet, nothing could hold her back. She’s been missing her Jeep and I guess it’s only fair that she be able to climb in and drive. 
 
    The boys continue chatting about God knows what while Tully, Aiden, and Spencer make their way over. I don’t have to wait long as Tully is far too impatient to find out why we’re all here. 
 
    “Why the hell did you drag me out of bed?” Tully demands, scowling at her brother. "I was marathoning ‘The OC.’” 
 
    Noah rolls his eyes. “It’s not like you’re missing anything. You’ve watched that whole series from start to finish at least ten times.” 
 
    “Fifteen,” she deadpans. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “My point is,” Noah says, grinning at me before turning towards the nearly completed track, “the track is nearly done and we need to test it out. Maxen was thinking of having a chicks race and wanted to see how girls would handle the track first. Seeing as though I’ll never let you two actually race for real, I figured why not be our test dummies and give it a crack before it’s too late?” 
 
    I stare at him blankly before glancing over at Maxen who looks hopeful. “You’re shitting me, right?” I mutter. “I’m not racing, especially against an unpredictable turd like Tully.” 
 
    “Hey,” she demands. “I’m a great fucking driver. I don’t need to be unpredictable on the track to whip your ass.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I grumble. “Have you seen my new car? I’ll be finished before you even find the accelerator.” 
 
    “First off,” Noah cuts in before this shit gets ugly, “you wouldn’t be racing for real. Just going fast enough to show us how the track handles, and second, if you’re both too pussy to give it a crack, I can find some other chicks who actually have a set of balls.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. “Fine. You have yourself a deal, but if I’m doing this, I want it as authentic as a real race.” 
 
    Noah narrows his eyes at me, trying to figure out where I’m going with this. “What do you mean?” he questions, cautiously. 
 
    “I want you in a little string bikini to start the race.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts. “No way, besides, if you want it authentic, then you need a chick to start the race.” 
 
    “No. She’s right,” Tully cuts in. “You have chicks start races all the time for the dudes. If it’s a chick race, we need a guy.” 
 
    Maxen laughs. “I hate to say it, but they have a point.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Noah grumbles. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m not putting on that shit and strutting around for my sister to watch. Spencer can do it. Besides, I’m racing with Henley.” 
 
    “The fuck, dude?” Spencer grunts, cutting me off before I have a chance to put Noah in his place. “Like hell.” 
 
    Aiden’s hand shoots up. “I’ll do it.”  
 
    Within the blink of an eye, Tully turns to Aiden and grabs the bottom of his shirt before bringing it up and looping it over the neck hole and pulling tight, making a makeshift bikini and showing off his incredible body. “Perfect,” Tully cheers as the rest of the guys all shake their heads. 
 
    I look to Maxen. “This is cool and all, but wouldn’t you prefer Tora, Brooke, and Kaylah be your test dummies?” 
 
    “No way. Have you actually met those girls? They’ll be too busy shit talking each other over who’s going to win that they’ll forget to actually race. Besides, I don’t want any of my friends seeing this until it’s done. I’ve got a few points to prove.” 
 
    “Alright then,” I say turning to Tully. "Let’s do this shit.” 
 
    We turn and start heading back towards our car and I look over at Noah as he walks right along beside me. “What do you think you’re doing?” I ask with a raised brow. 
 
    “I’m not about to let you on that track without me.” 
 
    I groan but Tully’s objections cut me off. “No fair,” she calls out, turning back to face Maxen. “If she gets coaching, then I want some too.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call it coaching,” Noah says. Not a second later, Maxen is hurrying after us and the four of us start heading towards the cars; the level of competition between us suddenly rising. 
 
    I get into my Supra and wait for Noah to close his door before backing out of my space and following his instructions to the starting line. “Have you ever raced this track?” I ask him as Tully pulls up beside me.  
 
    “Do you think I’d let you two idiots onto this track without having done it a hundred times first?” 
 
    “You’re right,” I laugh. “Stupid question.” 
 
    He grins back at me and starts giving me a few pointers on the track but I don’t think I’m listening. All I can concentrate on is the way Tully’s staring at me from her car, drawing a line across the front of her neck and letting me know exactly what she thinks is going to happen during this race.  
 
    I’ll let her try for a little bit, let her think she’s winning, but then I’ll smoke her. 
 
    I force myself not to laugh at the way Aiden struts out onto the track, probably living out his ultimate fantasy. Aiden looks to me as Noah pumps the music. “You ready?”  
 
    I grin and nod. “Bring it the fuck on.” 
 
    Aiden shakes his head before looking at Tully. “You ready?” 
 
    “Please,” she scoffs. “I was fucking born ready.” 
 
    Aiden holds up his handkerchief and I watch out the corner of my eye as Noah’s hand curls around the holy shit bar. I chuckle to myself but the second Aiden’s hand drops, it’s fucking game time. 
 
    I take off like a bat out of hell. My Supra instantly slips in front of Tully’s old Jeep. I mean, she was kidding if she thought she’d get the jump on me. This car was made for this shit while hers was built for running along the beach and hot cheerleaders. 
 
    “Fuck, babe,” Noah laughs, glancing back to see his sister lost in my dust.  
 
    As I approach the first bend, I risk glancing up into my rearview mirror and catch Tully struggling to keep up. I don’t doubt she’s pushing her Jeep as fast as it can go, but it’s not enough to keep up with the power pulsing out of my Supra. Don’t get me wrong though, she’s kind of keeping up. 
 
    I hit the corner and sail around it as though my car was made for this very purpose. Precisely forty-five seconds later, I cross the finish line with no sign of Tully behind me. 
 
    “Shit, babe,” Noah says. "That wasn’t half bad.” 
 
    I grin to myself as I continue driving around until I’m pulling up behind Noah’s Camaro. "That was nothing," I tell him. “Have you ever had a chick whip your ass on the track?” 
 
    “No,” he laughs as though the idea is simply ridiculous. 
 
    “Well,” I smirk, “you’re about to.” 
 
    Noah watches me for a moment and I know I have no chance in hell, but now seeing that I’m capable of giving it a good shot, it’s a challenge he’d never back down from.  
 
    “You’re fucking on, Spitfire,” he tells me before leaning over, kissing me and getting out of my car. He walks around to open his Camaro door before stopping and looking back at me. “I’ll be waiting for you at the finish line.” 
 
    With that, the cocky bastard winks and drops down into his car. 
 
    Yeah, we’ll see who crosses that finish line first. 
 
    Not a minute later, Aiden starts the very next race and within the blink of an eye, Noah is showing me exactly what it means to be the best damn racer in Haven Falls.  
 
    I stay right up on his ass for as long as I can, but let’s be real, he’s got me on each and every corner, dominating the track just like I knew he would. 
 
    He speeds across the finish line with nearly every worker, desperate to stop and watch his performance as he puts me right back in my place. I come flying across after him and realize he was right earlier when he said that I’d be hotter and needier when I finished here. No other statement has ever been so true, even more so when he glances back at me with that cocky grin, reminding me who my King is. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    With the track just about ready, Noah has been spending more and more time working on his car, even though it’s already perfect. I literally don’t think there’s anything more he can do to it, so I’m pretty sure all he’s doing is pulling pieces out, giving them a clean and putting them right back in the same spot. I mean, this whole car thing is kind of an obsession. 
 
    The fact that the boys all stand around to watch him do it…I mean, that just boggles me. How is it so interesting? Today it’s Jared, but usually, Spencer and Aiden are here, but they have some family thing and will probably end up over here in another hour or so. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, when Noah gets all hot and sweaty and takes his shirt off, working on his car suddenly becomes interesting, but for the guys whose eyes are focused on the engine…nope, I just don’t get it. 
 
    I sit back with Tully on the porch, sipping on sodas while Aria runs around the yard. Ari’s supposed to be doing her homework but seeing as though she fell over and scraped her knee earlier, I’ve been a bit of a pushover. I can get her home early tonight and we can do it after dinner. I know everyone always says not to mix up a child’s routine but screw them. I’m doing the best I can, and besides, she absolutely loved all the attention she got after she fell over. Everyone was pawing at her to make sure she was alright. She put on the crocodile tears and sure enough, Violet came out two seconds later with a popsicle for her to suck on. 
 
    That little lucky ducky. I wish I’d had a mom like that who would dote on me all the time. Noah, Tully, and Lily must have had the best childhood with her. I’ve never been so jealous. 
 
    Jared gets a call from his older brother and within the blink of an eye he’s gone, leaving just us feeling empty without the fourth member of our group. It seems to be happening all the time. When others are around, we’re busy and our attention is elsewhere, but the second they leave, we’re left remembering that there’s a big gaping hole in our lives. 
 
    Noah finishes up on his car and I somehow convince Aria to start on her homework, though it doesn’t happen without her throwing it right back at me, and she’d be right; I should be focusing on my homework. After all, those grades won’t raise by themselves. 
 
    I take Aria inside and get her set up on the dining table knowing that Violet will check in on her every thirty seconds or so and by the time I go back outside, Noah is nowhere to be seen, but the garage door is still wide open. 
 
    I head in to find Noah working out in his little home gym and grin to myself as I pull up a chair. He hangs from a pull up bar and I watch as his arms bulge as he pulls himself up before slowly lowering back down.  
 
    Damn. That’s nice. 
 
    Noah smirks, knowing exactly what he’s doing to me. “You good, babe?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I murmur, watching him go back up again. “So freaking good.” 
 
    Up. Down. Up. Down. 
 
    Yeah, I could watch this shit all day. 
 
    “Henley,” Tully yells from outside. “Where the hell did you go?” 
 
    “Garage,” I call back. 
 
    Tully comes striding in, completely oblivious to the sight before me. “When did you come in here? I’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    She pulls up a chair and drops down beside me with her eyes down on her phone. “Are you serious?” I laugh. "I literally just walked past you like two minutes ago but you were too busy looking at your phone, just like you’re doing now.” 
 
    “Really?” she grumbles. 
 
    “Uh huh,” I say “What’s so interesting on your phone anyway? Who are you texting?” 
 
    “I swear, Tully,” Noah says before she has a chance to respond. “It better not be another dude. I think I’ve had enough of seeing you with random guys for a while. I mean, how many have there been?” He lowers himself down and lets go of the bar. “The Travis guy, Spencer, the guys at the beach, Rocko…Rivers. Can’t you just cool it for a while?” 
 
    Tully’s eyes finally snap up from her phone. “Watch it, D-bag. Travis and Spencer were just a little fun. The other guys were to make Rivers jealous, and Rocko was…I’m not really sure what it was, but what’s the problem anyway? Before Henley, you were screwing around all the time.” 
 
    “I was not,” he defends. “I was with Monica.” 
 
    “Right,” she says slowly. “Tell me with a straight face that you never cheated on her.” 
 
    “I never cheated on her,” he says. 
 
    “Wait, really?” 
 
    “Of course,” he says. “Shit. What kind of dickhead do you think I am?” 
 
    “Huh,” she grumbles, shrugging her shoulders. “It was Monica and it’s not like you actually liked her. Besides she cheated all the time so I figured you guys just had some kind of open relationship.” 
 
    “No,” he laughs. “She was just an unfaithful slut who loved dick no matter what body it was attached to. Why are we talking about this anyway?” 
 
    I scoff. “She’s distracting you from what’s on her phone and you played into her hand like a little bitch,” I tell him before turning back to Tully. “It was a good effort though; I don’t think that would have worked for me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she grumbles, unimpressed. “It would have worked if you hadn’t said anything.” 
 
    I grin wide before reaching over and plucking the phone out of her hands. “That’s because I want to know who you’re talking to as well.” 
 
    “Don’t,” she tells me as my eyes drop down to the screen. 
 
    My brows draw down and rather than seeing a chain of text messages from some random guy, I find a website that has everything you need to know about having a loved one join the military. Forums she can visit to talk to other people whose husbands or boyfriends are deployed, how to send gift boxes, general rules and guidelines that Rivers is going to have to follow. Literally everything she’ll need to know. 
 
    “I just…think I should maybe know this stuff. You know, just in case.” 
 
    "I’m sorry,” I tell her, handing the phone back as Noah gets started on his next exercise. “You know, he’s going to be alright. If anyone can handle anything the military throws at them, it’s Rivers.” 
 
    “I know, I just don’t like the idea of anything happening to him,” she explains. “I want to be prepared.” 
 
    Noah lets out a broken breath. “None of us like the idea of him going away, Tullz, and I promise you, when he comes back after boot camp and I finish kicking his ass, you can have a turn too.” 
 
    “No way,” she says. “I go first.” 
 
    “He’s my best friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s my…” she pauses, trying to work out exactly what he is to her. 
 
    Noah scoffs as though he’s won this round. “Exactly. That’s why I get to kick his ass first. Besides, wouldn’t you want him already down by the time you get to him so he can’t get away?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually. Good point. You get him good, but not too good. I’ve got a lot of…” she scrunches her hands into fists, searching for the right word, “aggression to work out.” 
 
    “Hey,” I clap at my boyfriend before indicating to the pull up bar. “What kind of workout is this? You get way too easily distracted. Get back up on that bar.” 
 
    Noah raises a brow at me before shaking his head, but nonetheless, he does what he’s told and I get back to enjoying the spectacular view. “I feel like this is the male equivalent of us dudes watching a chick on a pole. I feel like a piece of meat right now.” 
 
    “Please,” Tully scoffs. “Don’t start acting as though being objectified by women offends you. You fucking love it.” 
 
    Noah gasps and acts appalled by Tully’s comment before a wide, confirming grin spreads across his face, paired with a devilish chuckle that has me shaking my head in exasperation. Yeah, she’s right. He does love it. 
 
    I mean, all the way back on that very first day, he strode into my home like he owned it and pulled off his shirt, desperate for the chance to show himself off, despite saying it was only because his shirt was dirty. Do guys seriously think we’re that stupid? We know when they want to be noticed, and damn, did I take notice. 
 
    Noah gets back to concentrating on his workout while I work on downloading a few apps to my phone. You know, you can never have enough games on your phone. Right now, my favorite is the one where I build my very own pet shop. It’s so sweet and all my little animals are just the cutest, but if anyone ever asks, I’ll deny it. 
 
    I somehow get distracted from my pet shop and end up watching ridiculous YouTube videos and I instantly get addicted. It’s not possible to watch just one video. It’s like one after another until my eyes start to hurt, but even then, I can’t turn it off. 
 
    “Uhhh,” Noah says in an oddly confused tone, making my eyes snap up. “Stop looking at me like that.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grumble. 
 
    “Not you. Her,” he says, motioning to his sister in disgust. “Are you…checking me out?” 
 
    I look across at Tully and sure enough, her eyes are glued to Noah’s chest, looking at him with a strange fondness and to be honest, I don’t think she even realizes that we’re talking to her. I click my hand in front of her face, making her snap out of it.” Tully,” I say. "Stop perving on your brother. It’s weird.” 
 
    “What?” she screeches, whipping her head around to me. “Ew, don’t be so fucking disgusting. I’m not perving on my brother. Why would even say shit like that?” 
 
    “Ahhh,” Noah says, slightly awkward. “Because you’ve been staring at me for the past five minutes with this funny look in your eyes, and it’s kind of creepy.” 
 
    Tully blanches at Noah before a heavy, unimpressed scowl settles onto her face. “I was looking at your Lily tattoo, you moron. It’s changed.” 
 
    Noah’s head dips down, taking in the tattoo and she’d be right; Noah went in last week and had a little more detail added to the design. He also touched up the colors and made sure it was perfect before he dared walk out of the shop. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he says, holding up a finger and tracing a few lines that swirl and connect the piece of art into the others. “I found this one drawing Lily made me when she was six and it had all these swirly lines making a border around the page so I wanted to add them in. I had the tattooist recreate them.” 
 
    Tully stands and walks towards Noah with her brows pulled down, getting up close and personal with his chest and studying the tattoo. “So, these are technically Lily’s designs?” she questions before tracing one of the swirls. 
 
    “Sure is,” Noah says, giving her a brotherly smile. Her eyes grow watery and in the next instant, a sweaty Noah is drawing his sister into his arms and giving her a tight hug. “I miss her too,” he murmurs a second before she breaks down in his arms. 
 
    I consider running in and getting her some tissues and joining their hug, but something tells me to keep my ass planted in my chair. This is their moment between siblings as they continue mourning the loss of their little sister. 
 
    Violet must be able to hear the sobs from inside as a second later, she’s poking her head through the internal door. “What’s going on in here?” she questions, taking in her children in a state that no parent should ever have to see. 
 
    They both ignore her and she turns to me. “They’re missing Lily,” I explain. 
 
    Violet’s heart shatters before me as she walks into the garage and pulls her babies into her arms. With Noah towering over them, it’s not exactly an easy task, but she makes it work. 
 
    They stay in each other’s embrace until Tully’s sobs have finally settled and instead of breaking away and getting back on with what they were all doing, they all pull up chairs around me, still needing that family closeness. 
 
    “You know,” Tully says with red puffy eyes as she turns to her mom after the fiftieth story has been told. “I don’t know how you did it.” 
 
    “What do you mean, sweet girl?” Violet questions with Aria curled up on her lap, her homework completely forgotten…again. 
 
    “I mean financially,” she says. My eyes flick to Noah and while he still looks relaxed as they remember the little girl in all the photos, there’s a tightness in his eyes. “I was too young at the time to understand how expensive all that must have been, but dealing with that on top of trying to be at the hospital every chance you got and knowing the treatment wasn’t working anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Violet sighs. “It was certainly very hard, but we pulled through. We always do. You know, your father was working two jobs and nearly killing himself to be able to bring in the kind of money that Lily needed.” 
 
    “Huh?” Noah says. “What do you mean? Dad wasn’t working two jobs.” 
 
    “He certainly was,” she says. “He would go to work as usual during the day and would work as an online sales consultant during the night. That way he was able to be home with you two while I slept at the hospital with Lily.” 
 
    “Really?” Tully says as Noah goes extremely still. 
 
    “He sure did. It was hard and if we didn’t have you two, I don’t know how we would have survived,” she says, giving Tully a fond smile. “During that last twelve months it was getting too much and your dad was burnt out so we ended up getting a loan against the mortgage and your grandma paid what we couldn’t afford from her retirement savings.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Noah grunts. 
 
    Violet nods. “We’re only just catching up now, but I’m so grateful. That money is what paid for those new treatments for Lily and gave her those last twelve months. Your grandma had to work another few years before she could retire but it was worth it to have my baby for those few months and to see that smile just a little while longer.” 
 
    I sit up a little straighter and glance across to Noah. This isn’t good. His jaw is clenched and his hands balled into fists. 
 
    If his grandma is who paid for Lily’s treatment, then why the hell has Anton got Noah believing that he did? The only possibility is that Anton took advantage of an emotional eleven year old kid and used those emotions against him. He lied and he drew Noah into his world to use as a pawn for his sick business. 
 
    Noah pushes up out of his chair. “I, uh…I have to go,” he says. 
 
    I shoot up behind him as Violet gives him a strange look. “What’s wrong?” she questions, taking in the tension radiating off of him. 
 
    Noah looks to me, realizing I know exactly where his head is at right now. “I just didn’t realize grandma had done that. I figured you got the money another way,” he says, speaking his truth while also trying to mask the fact that his mind is going one hundred miles an hour. 
 
    “No,” Violet says, mistaking his tension for concern for his grandma and confusion over the past. “She didn’t even bat an eyelash when we approached her and I don’t doubt she’d do it all over again if it was either one of you,” she tells him. “That money freed us up to be able to spend the last twelve months with your sister. Without it, Lily would have wasted away in the hospital room all by herself and neither us or your grandma wanted that, not in the slightest.” 
 
    Noah nods and gives his mom a quick hug. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be sorry for,” she tells him, making Noah’s eyes flick to mine again. 
 
    He steps away from his mom and pulls his keys out of his pocket, looking sick. “I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says, giving him a sympathetic smile, thinking that all this talk about Lily is just a little too much for him and that he needs some space to himself. Violet walks back over to the internal garage door and turns back to her kids. “I’m going to start on dinner. Make sure you’re back before then.” 
 
    Noah gives her one final nod and the second she closes the door, he makes a break for his car. I run after him, clutching onto his arm and desperately trying to pull him back. “No, you can’t,” I tell him. “Please don’t go. You need to think this through first.” 
 
    Noah spins around to face me, shaking me off. “He played me for a fucking fool,” he seethes. “I was eleven years old and he let me believe he’d saved my sister. He used her against me.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Tully demands from behind us. 
 
    “Nothing,” Noah snaps, trying for his car again. “I have to go.” 
 
    “No. You’re not fucking going anywhere until you’ve thought this through, especially not there and without Rivers. Do you have any idea who the fuck you’re talking about, right now?” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit, Henley,” he roars. “He used my sister against me and I’ve been busting my ass for him for six fucking years when I don’t owe him a goddamn thing.” 
 
    Tully gets up in his face and slams both hands into his chest, sending him back a step. “You better tell me what the fuck you’re talking about right fucking now, Noah or so help me God. This is my fucking sister you’re talking about too.” 
 
    Noah growls and slams his fist down on the roof of his Camaro, making me cringe with the instant damage. He breathes heavy for a few moments, trying desperately to regain control of his emotions before hanging his head in shame.  
 
    There’s dead silence as Tully waits for him to come clean and it feels like the longest silence I’ve ever endured. His head remains hung, too ashamed of himself to face his sister. “When Lily got sick again, I could see mom and dad struggling. They couldn’t afford to pay for her treatment and we were drowning in debt, so I went to Anton.” 
 
    “What?” she gasps, sucking in a sharp breath. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I didn’t know what to do,” he defends. “I told him about Lily and he agreed to pay her medical bills if I came to work for him. I sold my fucking soul to him.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” she seethes. “You told that…that scum about my baby sister?” Noah nods but Tully’s only just getting started. “I can’t fucking believe you, Noah. What the hell were you thinking? Mom and Dad had it handled. How could you taint what was left of her life like that?” 
 
    “Wait. I thought you knew about this?” I ask her. “When I first asked you where the boys disappeared to, you said that I have to trust that they wouldn’t do it unless there was a good reason.” 
 
    “I figured Anton had gotten them out of some sort of trouble, never in my wildest fucking dreams did I think Noah would allow that man to have anything to do with my dying sister,” she turns on him. “You fucking deserve to spend your days working for that liar for doing that to her.” 
 
    Noah steps into her. “How can you say that?” he demands. “If you weren’t so fucking sheltered and knew who he was, you would have done the same damn thing. I thought he’d paid her bills and gave her an extra twelve months. How was I supposed to know that he played me? I was a fucking kid.” 
 
    “Can we please just calm down?” I demand, getting between the two. “Noah thought he was doing the right thing. He had no way to know that Anton was going to play him like that and hold it against him for seven fucking years, but screaming about it isn’t going to help anything. Right now, we need to work out how the fuck we’re going to make this right.” 
 
    Tully shakes her head and takes a step back. “Nah. You’re on your own with this one. You got yourself into this mess, you can get yourself out.” 
 
    With that, she turns her back and walks away, grabbing her keys off the porch table before pulling herself up into her Jeep and tearing out of the drive like a bat out of hell. 
 
    “Fuck,” Noah yells, slamming his fists down on the roof of the Camaro once again. 
 
    “Hey. Stop,” I demand, grabbing him and crushing my face into his chest. His arms instantly curl around me and I do my best to try to relieve some of his pain. This isn’t going to be an easy one to move on from but all I know is that it’s going to be a rocky ride. 
 
    My phone rings in my pocket and I let it go as Noah begins to finally relax, but when the phone starts up immediately after, I let out a groan and pull it from my back pocket. It’s a private number and I answer it with a little too much attitude. “What?” I snap. 
 
    “Hi, this is Melissa from the Broken Hill District Hospital. Is this Henley Bronx?” 
 
    My brows pull down and I look up at Noah with worry. “Yeah, this is me.” 
 
    “Henley, we have your father, Harrison Bronx here. He has you listed as his emergency contact. He’s suffered a heart attack this afternoon and is currently in our care. Can you please make your way down to the hospital?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    My heart races as I bolt towards my car. Daddy, Daddy, Daddy… no. This has to be wrong. A heart attack? My feet take me faster. All I see is my car. I need to be inside it already. Why is this taking so long? 
 
    “Henley?” Noah calls, still standing by his car. I barely hear him. My mind is swirling. Did that lady just say my dad had a heart attack? Could I have heard her wrong? 
 
    I push myself faster towards my car and don’t dare waste a second tearing the door open. I drop down into it and within moments, my Supra is purring to life beneath me and right now, I couldn’t even give a shit how great it sounds. 
 
    “Henley?” Noah yells again, this time more urgent. I don’t waste time looking over at him but my senses are telling me that he’s right beside my car wondering what the fuck is going on. 
 
    I hit the gas and take off like someone lit a fire under my ass. I turn the wheel and my tires screech across the road with a loud, ear shattering squeal as I flip my car around to head back up the road. Before I know it, I’m over the hill and Noah’s place is long out of sight. 
 
    A white car shows up in my rearview mirror and I glance up and take in the familiar white Camaro speeding to catch up with me. Even though I’m going a shitload faster than I was on Maxen’s track the other day, it doesn’t take long for Noah to catch up and sit right on my ass. 
 
    I risk glancing up and realize he isn’t trying to get me to pull over and my phone is silent. He’s letting me take the lead and trusting that whatever I’m doing right now is necessary. 
 
    His Camaro follows me closely around each bend as I swerve dangerously through the traffic. All I can think about is my Dad which has me pushing my Supra to its absolute limits. I need to get to that hospital and find out what the hell is going on.  
 
    Please God, let it be nothing.  
 
    I see Broken Hill District Hospital approaching and the slightest bit of relief surges through me. I made it and have minimized the biggest obstacle standing between me and Dad, now all I have to do is figure out where the hell he is. 
 
    I pull up in the emergency bay, not giving a shit that it’s a ‘No Parking Zone’ and race out of the car. “Henley,” Noah’s voice roars behind me. I look back over my shoulder to find him trying to grab hold of me. I attempt to dart forward so he can’t hold me back, but he’s too damn fast. “What the fuck is going on?” he demands, searching my face which is when I realize it’s covered in tears. “Why are we here?” 
 
    A sob rips up my throat. “My dad,” I cry as he becomes blurry through my tears. “He had a heart attack.” 
 
    Noah uses his thumbs and wipes the tears off my cheeks before pulling me in and kissing my forehead. “He’s going to be alright,” he promises as he takes my car keys from my hands. “Go.” 
 
    I don’t wait a second more. 
 
    I barrel through the big double doors of the Emergency Room and scurry across the floor, searching for someone who looks like they know what the fuck’s going on. I find a nurse sitting behind the counter and I collapse into her desk, making her jump. 
 
    The nurse looks up at me and sympathy etches itself over her features. “My…my dad,” I tell her with a sob, once against realizing that the tears are covering my face. 
 
    The nurse grabs a box of tissues and discreetly slides them towards me before giving me a calming smile. “Just breathe, sweetheart. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Harrison Bronx,” I say, somehow managing to get the words out without breaking down. 
 
    “Alright,” she tells me, turning to her computer. “Just give me a moment and I’ll find out where they have him.” 
 
    As she gets busy on her computer, my patience wears thin. I start pacing in front of her and the more she taps away on her computer, the worse it gets. I don’t understand why it should be taking this long? It should be as simple as looking up his name and seeing the corresponding room number.  
 
    “Ok,” the nurse finally says. I instantly stop pacing and whip around to face her. “It looks as though they’ve been performing some tests on your dad. He should be settled back in his room in the Cardio Wing. Level three. Room 484. Go up the lift behind you, turn to the right, through the big double doors, and it will be the fourth or fifth door down from there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, nodding quickly before scrambling around, trying desperately to get to the lift. I hurry towards it and slam my hand down on the button, before waiting impatiently for the lift to arrive. 
 
    It dings a few, painstakingly long moments later and I barge my way inside, not give a damn about the people around me. Facing the panel of buttons, my mind goes blanks. Did she say level three or level four? Do I turn to the right afterward? Where the hell am I going? I just want my Daddy. I need to know that he’s ok. 
 
    I put everything else out of my mind and do my best to focus on what the nurse was saying. I go back in time, picturing the moment of standing before her desk and listening to her voice. I hear her voice in my head, the words, and sounds that came from her mouth and soon enough, it’s right there in my head. Level three, room 484. 
 
    I slam my hand down on the ‘3’ and groan to myself as the doors take forever to close. I watch them with a heavy glare. How could a hospital have doors that take so long? What if someone was dying and they lost their battle because the doors of the stupid lift took too fucking long to close? 
 
    The lift dings again and finally, the doors begin sliding into place.  
 
    “Come on, come on,” I grumble under my breath, hardly able to stand still.  
 
    Just about there. 
 
    A hand slams between the closing doors and they instantly jump back open. “For fuck’s sake,” I groan out, not giving a shit who it is that needs the lifts. I mean, if it was a little old granny, then yeah, I’d probably feel like crap about it, but honestly? Not right now. 
 
    The doors widen and standing before me is a body covered in tattoos and a pair of green eyes that stare deeply into mine, begging to know if I’m ok. 
 
    A sob rips through me and Noah rushes into the lift, wrapping me up in his arms and holding me with everything he’s got. The doors close behind him as he tries his best to soothe me. “He’s going to be alright,” he tells me, repeating the very words he had said earlier. “Whatever it is, no matter how bad, he’s going to pull through and he’s going to be right back to threatening me with his gun in no time.” 
 
    “You can’t say that,” I tell him, feeling that familiar jolt of the lift taking up and traveling up through the levels. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I feel it, Spitfire,” he tells me, pressing his lips to my forehead before placing his hand over my heart. “If he was gone or critical, you’d feel it in here. Just like I felt it with Lily. He’s going to be alright. This is just a bump in the road.” 
 
    The lift dings and the doors open on level three. Noah takes my hand and I turn to the right, pulling him in the direction the nurse had instructed. We make our way through the double doors and before I know it, we’re in the Cardio Wing. 
 
    There are ridiculous posters on every wall, each one having something to do with looking after your heart, and while they’re supposed to be informative, I find them more annoying than ever. It’s practically a kick in the face saying ‘Sucked in, you landed yourself in hospital. Now here’s a poster to tell you where the hell you went wrong.’ 
 
    My eyes scan the door numbers, carefully reading each one as Noah’s hand tightens in mine. The doors on the right are going up by twos. 
 
    478. 
 
    480. 
 
    482. 
 
    And then finally, 484. 
 
    As I go to barge my way in through the door, it opens from the other side and a smart looking guy in a white Doctor’s lab coat comes striding through. He presses his lips into a tight line and quickly nods his head, acknowledging my presence but also letting me know he’s got no time to stick around and chat. But really, I don’t care to talk to him, I need to see my dad. I can chase down the doctor later to make sure everything dad has told me was true. After all, he has a habit of downplaying things. 
 
    The doctor kindly gets out of my way and I don’t waste another second barging through. Noah comes in behind me and crashes into my back when I come to a startling halt in the doorway. 
 
    Dad lays in a hospital bed, already a sight I’ve never seen before. He looks as white as a ghost and his skin is all clammy, looking as though he just voluntarily ran a marathon nonstop after not visiting a gym for the past twenty years. 
 
    He looks exhausted. 
 
    “Daddy?” I murmur, stepping deeper into the room as my eyes continue sailing over him. 
 
    Noah remains by the door, keeping out of the way as to not intrude as I make my way over to dad’s side. His eyes flutter open as I curl my hand around his and he gives me what he assumes is a beaming smile, only to me, it looks forced and as though it’s taking a shitload of effort. "Hey, Squish,” he grumbles, letting out a sigh as he wipes the smile off his face. 
 
    “A heart attack, dad?” I accuse as though he’d done it purposefully to scare me. 
 
    “Come on, now,” dad says, giving my hand a little squeeze. “It’s nothing. Just a scratch. I’ll be out of here this afternoon and back in the truck tomorrow.” 
 
    “Dad,” I gape, absolutely horrified. “You had a heart attack. A freaking heart attack. You didn’t just scrape your fucking knee, and you can bet your ass you won’t be out of here by tonight. Surely they’ll keep you at least three or four days.” 
 
    “Fucking pricks,” he scoffs. “They better not. I have a delivery scheduled for tomorrow.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, dad,” I groan. “You’re not working tomorrow.” 
 
    “Watch your language,” he scolds before letting out a shallow breath making me wonder if I’m maybe pushing him a little too much right now. I mean, he did have a heart attack after all and I’m here giving him a hard time about it instead of checking if he’s alright and asking how he feels like a good little daughter. 
 
    Wait…daughter? Shit. Aria. I left her at Noah’s place. Fuck. I’m an awful person. 
 
    “Really?” I challenge, unable to help myself. Maybe in another few minutes, my heart will calm down and I’ll be able to act like a decent human being. “You’re going to bring me up on my language right now when you’re lying in a fucking hospital bed. Do you have any idea how scared I was?” 
 
    “Squish, I’m really ok,” he promises. “I just need to have a few more tests and then we’re in the clear. At the moment they think it’s a blood clot and best case scenario, it’s fixed with a little medication.” 
 
    “And worst case scenario?” I question. 
 
    “Worst case,” he says. “I’ll be in here a little more than three or four days.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I groan as my mind whirls with the endless possibilities. "Do you need to have surgery?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he tells me. “But we’ll see what the Doc has to say.” 
 
    “Ok,” I sigh before collapsing down into the chair beside his bed. I quickly glance back to see Noah sitting at the end of the room, slouched in his chair but watching me carefully. 
 
    A soft smile lingers on his lips and it does wonders for my racing heart. ‘I love you,’ he mouths, reminding me that he’s only a few steps away in case I need to breakdown once again. Though, now that I know dad is mostly ok, my breakdown can wait until I‘m tucked in bed and Aria is fast asleep. 
 
    ‘Love you too,’ I mouth right back before turning to dad. “I don’t understand how this happened,” my inquiring mind wonders. “You were eating healthy. We bought the good stuff and you’ve even been going on runs every now and then. You’re as healthy as a horse.” 
 
    Dad cringes and Noah chuckles under his breath making me wonder what the hell I’m missing. “Yeah…,” dad murmurs. “Those healthy meals I take on the road with me are usually forgotten about and replaced with a burger and fries which are washed down with a Coke.” 
 
    My mouth drops open, completely and utterly astonished. “Excuse me?” I gape. “Are you serious right now?” 
 
    Dad nods and the fact that he looks just a little proud of his wrongdoings isn’t lost on me. “Yeah. I toss that shit in the dumpster by the gas station.” 
 
    “And the runs you’ve been going on?” 
 
    Dad looks across the room to Noah as though they have some sort of inside joke before he turns back to me with a sheepish expression. “Pub,” he admits. “To be honest, I’m surprised this heart attack managed to hold out this long. I was expecting this to happen years ago.” 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    I shake my head as the anger boils up within me. “Do you have any regard for your health?” I demand. “What if your heart had completely given out and you had died? Am I going to be the one that has to explain to Ari that the daddy she only just found has gone to heaven, didn’t care about looking after himself, and sticking around for her? What about when I’m at college? Is she going to go back with her mom? Tell me, dad, what songs do you want played at your funeral? You better start writing this shit down because apparently, you could fall off the face of the earth at any time now.” 
 
    “Come on, Squish,” he says, awkwardly trying to sit up a little more. “You’re being a little dramatic. I’m not going anywhere. It was just a little heart attack and it’s not like it was a bad one.” 
 
    My emotions become way too much for me to handle and instead of climbing up on dad’s bed and killing him myself, I barge my way back out the door with Noah’s mumbled, “Shit,” heard bouncing off the walls behind me. 
 
    I pace up and down the hallway. How could he be so stupid? Living off burgers and fries while spending all his spare time at the fucking pub. Does he not have any regard for his health? Does he not give a shit about the mess he’d leave behind? 
 
    Fuck. That selfish bastard. 
 
    “Hey,” Noah murmurs, dropping down onto one of the hard, plastic chairs that line the hallway as I continue pacing. “Give the guy a break. He’s just shrugging it off to save you worrying. He knows how bad it is.” 
 
    I stop to gawk at my boyfriend. “Were you not just in the same room? He couldn’t give a shit as long as he has his burgers and fries at the end of the day. What am I going to do?” 
 
    Noah pats the chair beside him and I stare at it as though it’s going to bite me. No thanks, I’d prefer to continue pacing until I’ve created a grove in the floor. Not putting up with my shit, Noah reaches out and curls his fingers around my wrist before tugging me down into the chair beside him. “Sit your ass down and breathe,” he tells me. “That man in there is terrified and your emotions are too wound up to even see it. You need to calm down and help him through this by finding a way that allows him to respectfully keep his dignity.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “He’s throwing sarcasm at you so he doesn’t have to deal with the fact that he’s hurting right now,” Noah explain. “My guess is that he doesn’t like you seeing him like this and he’s doing his best to hide it from you too, and you’re buying right into it.” 
 
    “No, he’s just acting like an immature child,” I spit. 
 
    “True, but if you just had a heart attack, wouldn’t you want to give everyone a hard time?” 
 
    “No,” I grumble. 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “Liar.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and let out a breath before looking blankly at the wall ahead of me. “I nearly lost my father today,” I tell him and as soon as the words are out, my biological mother is suddenly popping into my mind. I’ve never met the woman and having nearly lost Dad is making me realize how damn short life is. Why have I been putting off getting to know her? I could be missing something great. What kind of person does that make me if I don’t even give her a chance to explain herself? 
 
    “Don’t,” Noah says, grabbing me and hauling me over into his lap, instantly making the thoughts of my mother fade from my mind. “Don’t you dare go there. You didn’t nearly lose him; he gained a wake up call and you gained a chance to help him turn it around.” 
 
    “How?” I ask, looking into his eyes. “I’m so out of my depth here. I don’t know the first thing about getting someone healthy.” 
 
    Noah shrugs his shoulders before indicating around to the nurses making their way around the Cardio Wing. “You’re sitting in the middle of a hospital with hundreds of people who would have the answers you’re looking for. Go and find one willing to chat with you and work out a plan to help get your dad’s life back on track. After all, he can’t chase me around with his gun if he can’t keep up.” 
 
    I look around and realize he’s right, as always. Any one of the people walking around would have the information I need, it’s just a matter of getting out there and asking the right questions. “Ok,” I tell him, wiping at my face and double checking that I’m not a snotty mess.  
 
    Noah runs his hands through my hair, pushing it back off my face before holding me to him. “You know, you didn’t have to come. You have a lot of shit of your own going on,” I murmur into his chest, knowing that all that Anton shit would no doubt still be going through his head. 
 
    “Of course, I did,” he tells me softly, just for my ears. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. We can work out what we’re going to do about Anton later. This is more important.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, pulling back so I can look him in the eye. “I’m sorry you went through all of that with Anton. I don’t like that he’s been using you like that all these years and using Lily to do it.” 
 
    “I know,” he murmurs with a darkness in his eyes. “Neither do I.” 
 
    I lean back into him, breathing him in until my emotions have completely calmed. “Alright,” I finally tell him. “Will you sit with Dad? I think I’m ready to start facing facts.” 
 
    He presses his lips to mine before helping me up. “Of course, I will,” he says. “Anything you need, you got, Spitfire.” 
 
    I focus on my task and find that having a plan helps to clear my head and suddenly, I’m able to breathe properly for the first time since receiving that phone call less than an hour ago. 
 
    I find a nurse who’s happy to give me a few details and shares a few web pages and information booklets with me before sending me on my way. As I walk back to dad’s room, my plan to get dad back on track begins forming, helping me to feel better about the situation now that I can see a road out of here, though I have a feeling dad isn’t going to quite agree with my military style tactics. 
 
    I make myself comfortable in dad’s room and cringe as Noah describes the exact way my car handled as I drove here. I mean, he did warn me not to race my car on the track so I can’t exactly get in trouble seeing as though I was basically racing myself and there was no track in sight. Though, what happened at Maxen track the other day…that’s something that can stay between me and my friends. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Aria is sitting up in dad’s bed and watching him with her makes it clear that Noah was right earlier. Dad is terrified and I have no idea how I missed it. His eyes are wide and he’s focusing way too hard on every little word Aria mumbles making sure he doesn’t miss a second of what could possibly be a short life. His eyes trail over her, taking her in with pride before doing the same to me, committing us to memory. 
 
    The nurse gave me some great pointers and it’s probably going to be hard. We’ll run into a few barriers along the way, but I have a feeling he won’t be putting up a fight to get himself better. Hell, maybe for the chance of watching his children grow up, he’ll even make my job easy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    OK, out of all the ridiculous things I’ve ever done, this has got to be the worst. What was I thinking coming here?  
 
    I look up at the massive building before me and let out a slow, deep breath. Castle Rock Women’s Penitentiary. Again– what the hell was I thinking coming here? 
 
    I don’t know what made me do this. Maybe it was the fact that I’ve never met the woman who birthed me and my curiosity was getting the best of me, or maybe it’s the fact that I nearly lost my dad just two days ago and that made it crystal damn clear that I didn’t want to go on without knowing the woman who gave me life.  
 
    ‘Knowing’ might be a bit of a strong word to use. I don’t particularly want to know her, I just want to meet her and understand her a little better in hopes to maybe understand myself just a little bit more.  
 
    All I know is that one minute, I was on my way to the hospital to go through my father’s new diet and exercise routine after deciding to skip school and the next, I was driving the hour and a half into Castle Rock. 
 
    It’s not exactly a nice area, but what do you expect from the place which houses some of the most dangerous female criminals in the area? I’d never thought I’d say it, but I think I prefer Haven Falls. It’s not glamorous like Broken Hill or offer much in the way of entertainment, but it’s home and as long as Noah is there, that’s what it’s always going to be. 
 
    Noah has been great over the past few days. His family has been looking out for Aria while I’ve been staying with dad and every spare minute Noah has, he’s been right by my side, making sure I’m holding up. 
 
    I’m not going to lie, it’s been hard. Seeing dad like that is something I’ll never forget, but the silver lining is that it has opened our eyes to how damn important it is to take care of ourselves. I never want to be in this position again. Handling this at eighteen is one thing, but I can only imagine how terrified Aria must be considering she doesn’t understand what’s going on. In her eyes, all she sees is that one moment her daddy was fine and the next, he was lying in hospital with hardly enough energy to explain to her why his heart was hurting. 
 
    Like I said…it’s been hard. 
 
    I guess I’m kind of lucky that I have so much going on right now. There’s all my schoolwork which Noah has been making sure I haven’t been lacking in, there’s Rivers being my brother and his mother also being mine, not to mention the whole ‘prostitution ring’ thing. Then, of course, add Anton’s betrayal into the mix.  
 
    All these things have ensured that I haven’t had the chance to dwell on dad’s situation too much as that would be a disaster. Though, keeping my mind busy with shit like that isn’t exactly healthy either. 
 
    I have so many questions that I still don’t have any answers to when it comes to my real mom and as each day goes by, it becomes startlingly clear that I’ll never be getting those answers from Rivers. He has distanced himself from us and all that seems to do is bring more questions. I miss him like crazy and the fact that he’s my brother and currently at boot camp for the military just seems to make it so much worse. I can’t even begin to think how Tully must be feeling, hell even Noah. They’ve been best friends since they were kids. 
 
    I mean, did Rivers know about this? Has he known all along that I was his sister and just refused to say anything? He tried to keep me out at first and maybe that was because he didn’t want me getting too close. 
 
    All I know is that I’m done digging for answers. I’m here to get them and I won’t be leaving without them. 
 
    I walk forward and make my way through the massive gates before heading on into the prison. Security guards are everywhere and I go through a hundred checks before advancing to each new step, only to go through more checks.  
 
    I’m patted down and then I step through a metal detector before getting into a fight with some bitchy woman about not having an appointment. I mean, what the hell is Gina doing in there that’s keeping her so busy as to need an appointment? This is ridiculous and she knows it, but giving me the benefit of the doubt, she allows me through. 
 
    Realizing this is actually going to happen, my nerves start getting the better of me. I’m actually about to meet my mother. This is crazy. I wonder if she’s going to look like me. Dad had said that she does, but he hasn’t seen her for eighteen years, that’s more than enough time for things to change. Is she going to be hot headed and have an attitude just like mine or is she going to be completely different? 
 
    Shit, I thought I already had too many unanswered questions filtering through my mind. I guess I was wrong as apparently, there’s always room for a million more. 
 
    I mean, what’s she been doing all this time in prison? Does she still run her business from inside? Is she treated well? Does she have to work in the kitchen, library, or laundry mat like they do in movies? Hell, I’m even curious what her ranking is with the other inmates. Surely, someone who had the brains to run a prostitution ring has what it takes to claw her way up to top bitch around here. 
 
    But more importantly, why the hell do I care so much? I shouldn’t. This woman abandoned me and yes, she gave me a better life, but it doesn’t make it hurt any less. I was abandoned by Aria’s mom, Kelly, when I thought she was my mother, only to find out I’d already been left behind once before. 
 
    Damn. Maybe I shouldn’t have put up such a fight with the bitchy woman who insisted I needed an appointment. Maybe I would have saved myself from finding out things that I don’t want to know. 
 
    I let out a sigh. Oh well, I’m here now. 
 
    I sit in a room filled with tables and chairs. Buzzers are going off as the sound of metal echoing against metal rings in my ears. I never realized just how loud it would be in a prison and I’m not even in the main part, just the visitors’ area. Not to mention, it’s kind of cold in here too. 
 
    One by one, prisoners are led into the room. They all seem to pause by the door, glance around the room until they find who they’re looking for and carry on. My palms begin to sweat and I slide them along my jeans as my foot bounces with nerves.  
 
    As the tables around me begin to fill with people in jumpsuits, I start feeling like I’m in an episode of ‘Orange Is the New Black.’ This is ridiculous. What am I doing here? 
 
    It all becomes startlingly clear when Gina walks through the door. I’ve never laid my eyes on her before but it’s as clear as day that this is her. After all, dad was right; she looks just like me. In fact, I’m her spitting image. 
 
    Her hair is the same golden blonde and she even keeps it cut at the same length. She looks about my height and while I’m pretty damn confident with my body, I’d dare say hers is absolute banging. I mean, she looks as though she’d be pretty damn toned under that jumpsuit. 
 
    My eyes travel over her face. Same nose, same hairline, same bone structure. She’s me in twenty years. There’s a scowl on her lips, and a sharp glare piercing into me. I have no doubt she knows exactly who I am. If she didn’t know me by name, she sure as hell has worked it out now. I mean, how could she not? It would be like looking in a mirror. 
 
    Gina’s brow raises and she strides towards me with arrogance. I instantly tense myself, ready for some kind of showdown, but when she gingerly takes her seat before me and taps her long, red nails on the table, I being to relax. 
 
    “So,” she says, her eyes roaming over my face. “You know then?” 
 
    I nod my head, unable to find the right words to say. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Gina prompts, looking unimpressed with my presence before her. 
 
    “I need answers,” I tell her, trying to sound brave, but let’s face it, my voice broke and I look absolutely terrified of this woman.  
 
    Gina scoffs and slowly shakes her head. “You’ve come to the wrong place, kid,” she tells me. “I haven’t got anything you need. You’re better off without me.” 
 
    Gina raises from her chair and goes to leave when I begin to panic. “I’m going to come back every single day until I get what I need,” I warn her. She apparently doesn’t care as she continues walking away, so I play my Ace. “Your son, Samuel; he’s one of my best friends.” 
 
    Gina freezes before whipping around and striding back towards me. She leans on the table, attempting to appear intimidating. “Samuel is dead to me,” she tells me, but the fact that she turned and walked back to me tells me she’s a liar. Apparently, there are a few differences between us after all, but why am I so disappointed by that? 
 
    “Really?” I question, leaning forward onto my elbows and giving her that same intimidating look right back at her. I mean, who did she think she was messing with here? I’m her daughter for fuck’s sake. “So, you’re not interested in the recent photo I have of him or knowing what the hell he’s been up to these past few years?” 
 
    Gina clenches her jaw and it’s damn clear that she wants everything I’ve got on him. “I’ll tell you what,” I say. “For every question of mine you answer, I’ll answer one of yours. Besides, it’s not like you’ve got anything better to do.” 
 
    She lets out a breath and before I know it, she’s sliding back down onto the chair, facing me with a whole new appreciation. “Seems you’re a little more like me than I thought.” 
 
    “Is that a good thing?” 
 
    Gina bounces a brow before a smirk crosses her lips. “I guess we’re about to find out,” she mutters before holding up a hand, indicating for me to get started. 
 
    I don’t waste any time and get stuck into it with the main questions that have been plaguing my mind. “Why’d you give me up?” 
 
    “Starting with the good stuff, huh?” 
 
    “I’m not here to make friends,” I tell her. “I need my questions answered and then I’ll be out of your hair.” 
 
    She nods. “Alright, but I can’t guarantee that you’re going to like it.” 
 
    “And I can’t guarantee that you’re going to like anything I have to say about your son.” 
 
    Gina’s brows dip down. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “My question first,” I tell her. 
 
    Realizing that she’s backed into a wall, she lets out a sigh and starts giving me the information that I’ve been desperately looking for. “I’d been fighting with my boyfriend and met your father in a bar. He was cute and made me smile so I let him take me home. Three weeks later, I realize that I’m pregnant. Naturally, my boyfriend wasn’t thrilled. Samuel was only a few months old and we’d been careful, so he knew that I’d cheated and every time he looked at me and saw my stomach growing, it was a reminder that I’d been unfaithful. He hit me every day and by the time I gave birth to you, I already hated you. I resented you for the pain you'd caused and I needed you gone. You were causing too much trouble in my relationship and because of that, I gave you up.” 
 
    “You resented me because you cheated on your man? That hardly seems fair.” 
 
    “I resented you for what you represented,” she snaps. “Now, who’s telling the story here?” 
 
    I hold up my hands in surrender and let her continue. 
 
    “You were a few days old when I showed up on your dad’s doorstep. I dropped you off without so much of goodbye and that’s where you stayed. I had no interest in being your mother and to be honest, you would have been better off.” 
 
    “I was better off,” I tell her. “I’ve had a great life with my Dad.”  
 
    Gina nods and I don’t miss the way her eyes tighten, but I don’t dwell on it. I have so much more than I need to know. “Is that boyfriend Riv…Samuel’s father?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “One for one, remember. It’s my turn to have a question answered.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything about him.” 
 
    “Well, what do you already know? When was the last time you talked to him?” 
 
    “The trial. Six years ago.” 
 
    My brows shoot up. Well, shit. “He’s never visited?” 
 
    “I’m losing my patience, Henley,” she says. “Start talking.” 
 
    I let out a breath, hoping he isn’t going to hate me for talking to her about him, but it’s not like I’m going to be telling her private information, just the stuff that everyone seems to know. “Ok, well, I’ve only really known him for the past six months. He’s the black sheep. He’s quiet and mysterious but everyone is terrified of him because he has the ability to drop any motherfucker around. He’s damn near lethal,” I tell her. “He’s never told a soul about his personal life, in fact, the rest of the world knows him as Rivers. We only discovered his name was Samuel two weeks ago and that’s because my father told me about you and we looked you up.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘we’?” she questions. 
 
    I decide to bypass the whole ‘one question at a time’ rule and give her what she wants. “Noah and Tully Cage. They’re twins and Rivers’ closest friends. They’ve been friends since he was eleven.” 
 
    Gina nods. “Oh, yes. I briefly remember something about a friend ‘Noah’ before all hell rained down on me,” she murmurs. “Go on.” 
 
    “About two months ago, we were involved in a car accident and he disappeared.” I watch as concern filters over her features but she doesn’t stop me. “We later found out that he joined the military. He’s been at boot camp ever since.” 
 
    If she’s concerned about him joining the military, she doesn’t show it. “And that’s why you’re coming to me,” she muses. “He’s not around to answer the questions for you.” 
 
    “Exactly right.” 
 
    “So, what now?” she questions. 
 
    “Now, you tell me what the hell happened to Rivers after you got locked up and if he knows that he’s my half-brother?” 
 
    “And If I don’t?” she questions. 
 
    “Then you don’t get his picture.” 
 
    She nods. “He was sent to go live with his father,” she tells me. “And as for you, he knows nothing about you, unless his father has divulged that information, but considering he couldn’t stand the sight of you, I highly doubt it.” 
 
    “Who’s his father?” 
 
    “Oh, honey,” she laughs. “We’re not even going to touch on that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Look, I’m happy to give you information that concerns you, but Samuel’s father has nothing to do with you. Besides, he has obviously kept that information private and I’m not about to go and tell you something that he wasn’t willing to share with you in the first place.” 
 
    I nod my head. I guess she has a point. “Fair enough,” I tell her before reaching into my back pocket and pulling out the picture. I slide it across the table, being careful not to touch her skin. Man, seeing her is one thing but actually touching her? I don’t know if I could handle that. 
 
    Gina takes the picture and I watch for a moment as her eyes roam over it. Pride surges through her. “You don’t hate him for being the one to put you away?” I question. 
 
    “Never,” she murmurs, not once raising her eyes from the picture. “He gave me the way out that I was searching for.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to keep being involved in the prostitution ring?” 
 
    Gina shakes her head. “Never wanted it to start with.” 
 
    An alarm sounds through the room and before I know it, guards start pouring in. “What’s happening?” I ask, sitting up a little straighter as my heart begins to race. 
 
    “Probably a fight,” she says. “Visiting hours are over.” 
 
    With that, a guard reaches Gina and starts pulling her to her feet before cuffing her behind her back. “You grew up alright,” she tells me. “Maybe you’ll come back one day.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I tell her moments before she and the rest of the prisoners are carted away. 
 
    I sit gaping at the door for a short while. Did that just happen? I met my real mother and didn’t exactly hate her. I mean, she’s certainly questionable. She’s rough around the edges and super shady, but isn’t that expected of someone who’s been in prison for the past six years? 
 
    I still have many questions and some of her answers have me desperate to learn more, but for now, I think I have what I need. A little closure of why I was given up. 
 
    She was right, I didn’t exactly love what I heard. I mean, hearing that your mother hated you even before you were born is one thing, but it didn’t take me long to realize that was on her, not on me. I was a baby, completely innocent without a cause to be hated. That’s between Gina and whoever the hell that boyfriend of hers was. 
 
    I make my way out of the visitor room and head back through all the security checks that I’d come through on my way in. I thank the woman who had allowed me to come in after not having an appointment and I smile at her as she hands me the sign out sheet. 
 
    As I scroll through the list, looking for my name, I can’t help but notice another. Anton Mathers. What the hell was he doing here? My head whips around, trying to find the lowlife but soon realize that I’m one of the last people to leave. There’s already a signature signing himself out and I want to hate myself for being so self-centered. If I was more aware and not trapped inside my head, I would have seen him in that room and could have told him exactly what I think of him. 
 
    Damn it. What a great opportunity that would have been. I would have had heaps of guards around and could have said nearly anything to him and gotten out of there safely. 
 
    I let out a sigh and sign myself out before heading out to my car. Noah and I can deal with Aton later, as for now, I need to get home. 
 
    Dropping down into my car, I grab my phone which was left on the floor of the passenger’s side. Lighting up the screen, I find three missed calls from Noah, two texts from Tully, and a text from dad. 
 
    Noah – Where are you, Spitfire? 
 
    Tully – Are you at the hospital? Noah’s looking for you. 
 
    Noah – Henley. I’m at the hospital. Where the fuck are you? You said you were coming here. 
 
    Dad – Where are you, kid? 
 
    Tully – Hello?????????? Answer Noah’s damn text already. He keeps calling me and I’m so not ready to talk to that dickhead just yet. 
 
    Noah – Just tell me you’re alright. Where the fuck are you, babe? 
 
    Shit. Maybe I should have told him what I was doing today.  
 
    I check the time and realize that the last text was sent ten minutes ago and I quickly start hashing out a reply. 
 
    Henley – Don’t be cranky with me, but…I sort of visited my mom today. We have lots to talk about. I’ll meet you back at your place in two hours. Sorry. 
 
    Noah – Fuck, Henley.  
 
    Noah – See you soon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    As I pull up at Noah’s place, I find him already standing out the front of his home, arms crossed over his chest and a less than impressed scowl marring his handsome face. 
 
    Shit. This isn’t going to be good. I should have told him what I was up to. He’s probably been worried sick about me all day. After all, I left this morning just as he would have been pulling into the school parking lot and it’s now well after four in the afternoon.  
 
    I didn’t realize visiting a prison would have taken quite so long, but apparently, it’s more like a day trip, especially after I stopped for coffee on my way there and had another stop for lunch on the way back. 
 
    I cut the engine and as I open my door, Noah steps down from the porch, instantly making his way towards me. “What the hell were you thinking going there by yourself?” he demands, his eyes raking over my body, starting at my head and traveling down to my feet, making sure every inch of my skin is intact and just the way he left it this morning. 
 
    “It was fine,” I tell him as he meets me in the middle, refusing to step out of my way until he has an explanation that satisfies him. Though, I have a feeling that ‘spur of the moment’ isn’t going to do it. “There were security guards everywhere. It was perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Please,” he scoffs. “And you’re trained to tell when some fucker is concealing a shiv, are you?” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Noah,” I groan, rolling my eyes. “No one had a shiv. It was fine. I’m fine. We’re all fucking fine.” 
 
    Noah gapes at me as though he’s talking to some kind of stranger. “Are you serious, right now?” he booms. “You just put yourself in front of criminals, Henley. Murderers, thieves, rapists. The most dangerous group of women in the fucking area and you’re shrugging it off as though you went to the fucking mall and bought yourself a new pair of ripped, skinny jeans.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic?” I ask. “I wasn’t going to get hurt. There were guards everywhere and a million levels of security that I had to get through just to be able to sit in that room. What could have happened? No one knew me therefore, no one had any reason to talk to me. Besides, you’re being a little hypocritical, aren’t you? You can spend your time working for a loser like Anton, but I can’t visit my mother in prison?” 
 
    “I highly doubt Anton ever raped or killed anyone,” he scoffs, defending the man who betrayed him. 
 
    “No, he’ll probably just get you to do it for him.” 
 
    The front door slams open before Tully comes storming out, her finger already pointed at me. “Did I just fucking hear that right?” she demands. “Did you go to that fucking prison today? Is that where you’ve been?” 
 
    “You too?” I groan as Noah shakes his head and runs his fingers through his hair. “You both need to calm the fuck down. I don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal out of this. I went to visit my mother. Forgive me that I don’t have the same fucking luxury as walking inside the kitchen to do that.” 
 
    “Come on,” Tully says. “That’s not fair. Don’t turn this back on us because our mom isn’t some kind of criminal mastermind.” 
 
    “I’m not, but what I’m saying is that you two couldn’t possibly understand. You don’t know how this feels. This is my mother, not yours,” I tell them. “I had an opportunity to go somewhere to meet the woman who gave me life and I’m not sorry for doing that. Or hell, is that not even the problem? Do you have the shits because this is related to Rivers and I left you both out of it? That I’m the one on the inside,” I turn to Tully, “or that I’m the one who’s now met his mother and am uncovering his secrets when you had no chance in hell?” 
 
    Tully sucks in a sharp breath and goes to get in my face, her hand out and ready to slap it hard across my face. “Screw you.” 
 
    “Hey,” Noah snaps at her, grabbing her hand and throwing it hard back down by her side. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking ‘Hey’ me, asshole. You’re just as bad as her,” she seethes at him. “Don’t think I haven’t forgotten about all that Anton Mathers shit.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. I’ve had enough of this shit. I don’t need this. My day has already been crazy. Hell, my whole fucking week. Scrap that. My whole senior year has been nonstop and the last thing I need right now are these two morons getting stuck into me and causing some ridiculous, over the top argument. I mean, were either of them interested in the fact that I just met my mother? Nope. They’re more concerned about having a go at me. Screw them. 
 
    I turn on my heel and start stalking back towards my Supra. I get nearly all the way there before either of them realizes that I’m gone. “Hey,” Noah yells, jogging to catch up with me. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” 
 
    I grab the handle of my door and pull it open before looking over the top at Noah. “I don’t fucking know and I don’t fucking care, as long as I’m away from you two assholes.” 
 
    "What has gotten into you?” he demands. 
 
    “You seriously can’t figure that out on your own?” I snap. “Here, I’ll give you a little help? I just went and met my fucking mother. My. Birth. Mother. And all you two fucktards can do is yell at me because you don’t like the idea of me growing a pair of balls and making the decision on my own.” 
 
    “Wha-” Tully starts to cut in, but I don’t dare let her. 
 
    “Great fucking friends you two are. You know, if this situation was reversed, the first fucking thing I would have asked you is if you were alright. Fuck you both,” I growl before turning to Noah. “And for the record, Anton fucking Mathers was there.” 
 
    With that, I drop down into my car and speed off, this time grateful that Noah’s Camaro doesn’t show up, tailing me over the hill. 
 
    I fly around Haven Falls, unable to calm myself down until I stop at the beach and make my way under my favorite boardwalk. All I needed this afternoon was for Noah to wrap his arms around me and let me know that it’s all going to be ok. I was going to tell him that Gina wasn’t as bad as we had all thought and explain how she was right to have given me up. She somehow managed to heal something inside me and I’m left feeling grateful for having met her. Hell, I was even going to give him the tiny little insight I had into Rivers life, but I don’t know anymore. All I want to do is sulk until the sun goes down and then lock myself in my bedroom until I’m forced to face the world again. 
 
    This sucks. I hate fighting with Noah. Usually, I’m the one who’s fucked up in some sort of way, but today; he can go to hell. 
 
    Tully though, I don’t think we’ve ever hated on each other like that. That was rough. I know she’s still angry with Noah about all the Anton stuff and I don’t doubt that anger helped to fuel this fight. She’ll come around. She just needs a little time to cool down.  
 
    We’ve all been struggling the last few days. It’s been hard and I feel like everything is happening all at the same time so a meltdown was overdue, I just figured it would come in the form of Noah punching a hole in the wall while me and Tully burst into tears. Never in my wildest dreams did I expect us to fight. 
 
    I feel as though our pack is at its lowest. We’ve always been so strong. No matter what we endured that was the one constant I could always rely on, but right now, I’m not so sure.  
 
    I drop down into the sand and dig my toes in, hating that a headache seems to be spreading wide throughout my skull. 
 
    First dad and now this. It’s too much. I feel like I need a few weeks away on a tropical island where I can leave all my troubles behind. Hell, if Noah’s lucky, I might even take him with me. 
 
    Time ticks by and I watch as the sun starts moving across the sky. It’s getting close to dinner time and I should probably head back over to Noah’s place to get Aria. She’ll want to go over to the hospital and have dinner with dad before going home tonight. 
 
    I let out a sigh and start making my way back to my car, shaking off the sand as I go.  
 
    Dad has been doing well, so I haven’t been too concerned with sitting in the hospital with him today. Besides, he got angry with me skipping school yesterday to be there. I can only imagine what he’d think about me spending the day in prison, though, that’s something he doesn’t need to know about. 
 
    The medication the doctor gave him seems to be working and he’s been doing well so fingers crossed, there won’t be any surgeries in his near future, just a lot of healthy eating and exercise to strengthen and make his heart a little happier. 
 
    I’m just about back at Noah and Tully’s place and am happy to report that I’ve mostly cooled down. As I drive towards their house, Tully’s Jeep comes into view, but Noah’s Camaro is nowhere to be seen. I roll my eyes. It’s such typical Noah fashion to take off when he’s pissed at the world. 
 
    A text comes through on my phone and I glance down to read it after pulling up to the curb, hoping it’s Noah telling me where the hell he is. 
 
    Tully – I’m sorry. You’re right. If anyone can handle themselves at a place like that, it would have been you. And yes, I was jealous. I’ve been desperate for answers on Rivers for years and then you come along and stumble upon them by accident. It’s frustrating. I shouldn’t have yelled at you, but missing him is turning me into a moody bitch. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t Noah but I’ll certainly accept that. 
 
    I push my way out of my Supra and make my way inside. I smile at Aria as she sits up at the table, working on her homework and not complaining about it for a change. I say a quick hello to Eddison and Violet in the kitchen and let Aria know that we’ll get going soon to having dinner with dad before heading down to Tully’s room, knowing that’s where she’s going to be. 
 
    I throw open her door to find her staring down at her phone, waiting for my reply. “You really are a jealous bitch,” I tell her. 
 
    Tully scurries off her bed and hurries over to me, throwing her arms around me and drawing me into her. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she says, over and over again. “Please tell me you forgive me. I didn’t mean it. It just came out because I was mad and jealous and…and scared. I mean, you went to fucking prison! Do you have any idea how badass that is?” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I tell her. “Shut up already. There’s only so much of your rambling I can handle.” 
 
    “You forgive me?” she questions, sheepishly. 
 
    “Uh huh, but you realize,” I say, “if you had actually bitch slapped me, I would have hit you straight back and it would have stung for days.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighs. “I guess I was kind of hoping for a throwdown. I have so much pent up tension that needs to be worked out and usually, I’d just find someone to screw and work it out that way, but…you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I tell her. “It’s a good thing Noah stopped you because I have a feeling that would have turned real ugly, real quick.” 
 
    “I know, it would have been hot though. You and me throwing down, people would pay for that shit,” she laughs. “Speaking of Noah though, you know the moron is out looking for you? Should I let him know you’re here? He was worried. He said he’s never seen you quite so worked up before.” 
 
    “Nah,” I shrug, dropping down onto her bed. “Let him sweat it a bit. He can handle it.” 
 
    Just as the words come out of my mouth, the sound of Noah’s Camaro pulling up outside rumbles through the house.  
 
    “Speak of the devil…” Tully starts. 
 
    “…and the devil shall appear,” I finish. 
 
    We burst into laughter and soon enough the sound of Noah tearing through the house to get to me echoes off the walls. “Henley?” he calls, ignoring his mom who hollers for him in the kitchen. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    I roll my eyes and wait patiently for him to find me. I mean, who said I had to make this easy for him? I hear him kick in his bedroom door, double checking that I’m not in there before continuing to Tully’s. 
 
    As if knowing that I’m in here, the door opens cautiously, a huge contrast from the way he kicked in his own bedroom door. Noah appears before us and leans in the doorway, simply staring at me with regret heavy in his eyes. 
 
    He lets out a sigh. “Are you ok?” he murmurs. 
 
    “Depends,” I tell him, making his eyes narrow on me. “Are you ready to admit that you were a mega asshole?” 
 
    “Well, that depends if you’re ready to admit that you were wrong.” 
 
    “Me? Wrong?” 
 
    He nods. “You should have told me where you were going. If not me, at least someone.” 
 
    I watch him for a moment, considering his proposal and trying to see things from his point of view. I mean, I probably wouldn’t like the idea of him going somewhere like that alone. “Fine,” I tell him with a groan. “But you need to admit that you’re an asshole first.” 
 
    “Fine,” he says. “I’m an asshole.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Tully scoffs. 
 
    Noah presses his lips into a thin line, and I can tell he’s working hard to hold something in as a deep frustration takes over him. “Come on,” he tells me, holding his hand out to me. “Let’s talk. You can tell me all about your day.” 
 
    I get up off Tully’s bed and take Noah’s hand, letting him pull me along into his bedroom. The second the door closes behind us, he pulls me into his arms and presses his lips against mine. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs, running his fingers down the side of my face. “I really was an asshole. I should have been thinking about how you would be feeling after that, but all I could picture was something happening to you and me not being there to protect you.” 
 
    “One of these days you’re going to remember that I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I do,” he tells me. 
 
    “Outside of teenage girls,” I scoff. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s ever going to happen,” he tells me truthfully before dropping down on his bed and pulling me down on his lap. Violet calls out for him again and he promptly ignores her, making me roll my eyes at him. “Now tell me all about this mysterious Gina Rivers.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “She was nice.” 
 
    “Nice?” he grunts. 
 
    “Well, kind of nice. She was rough like she’s seen a few too many things, but the good thing is, in twenty years, I’m still going to look pretty good.” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” he laughs. “Did she tell you anything worth knowing?” 
 
    “Kind of,” I say. “She helped me to see that she did the right thing giving me up. I really would have had a terrible life living with her as my mother, but I haven’t worked out if I want to hate on her for it yet.” 
 
    “And are you ok with that?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I figure it out,” I grin. “I just…I don’t know. I feel like I accomplished something today, but I just don’t know what.” 
 
    “I guess that’s something,” he murmurs.  
 
    I hear a noise outside Noah’s door and I call out. “Tully? Is that you?” 
 
    The door opens and Tully instantly scowls at her brother. “What’s up?” she says, looking to me. 
 
    I climb off Noah’s lap and pat the bed beside me. “Gina said a few things about Rivers I think you guys would want to know.” 
 
    Tully steps inside the door but stays away, not wanting to get close to her brother for fear of tearing him to shreds. “Go on,” she says nervously, always a little scared to find out something about Rivers’ private life that could crush her fragile heart. 
 
    I let out a sigh and tell them everything she said. I describe the way she looked as she spoke of him, the way pride shone out of her at seeing his photo. I tell them how he hasn’t gone to see her since playing the role in putting her away, and how she refused to tell me anything about his father. But when I tell them that she didn’t think he would know anything about us being siblings, relief seems to shine bright in their eyes as it confirms that he wasn’t hiding this massive secret from us after all, instantly restoring their faith in him. Well, mostly. 
 
    Once I get through all the Rivers details and fill in Tully on my abandonment issues, her eyes flick towards Noah before returning to mine. “So, before when you stormed off like a raging bitch, you said Anton was there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, glancing across at Noah when his hand twitches in mine. His jaw is clenched and I quickly realize that he was waiting until we were alone to ask about this, but now that it’s been said, there’s no point in waiting. “I saw his name on the sign in sheet but he was gone by the time I realized.” I look up at Noah. “I’m sorry, he would have been sitting in the same room, but I was too focused on Gina to notice him. It would have been the perfect chance to put him in his place.” 
 
    Noah shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. I have a feeling I’m going to need more than one spontaneous run in with the guy to take him down. Though, it would probably help if I can find out why he was there.” 
 
    Tully scoffs. “He was probably checking in with all his criminal friends, seeing if any of them have any eleven year old kids to corrupt,” she says. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Tullz,” Noah snaps at his sister. 
 
    “It’s true though, isn’t it?” she demands. “You’ve been working for Anton too long. Getting too comfortable. It’s only a matter of time before he realizes that you know he screwed you over and what then? The next time you get arrested, he’s just going to let you go down for his shit. Fuck, Noah, he’ll probably set you up to take the fall.” 
 
    Noah’s bedroom door swings open and all eyes widen as they fall on Violet’s horrified expression. She stares at Noah. “Is that true?” she asks, never once removing her eyes from her son. 
 
    I squeeze Noah’s hand as he looks to his mother. “Mom,” he breathes as his nightmare comes true before his very eyes. 
 
    “Is it true?” Violet yells, making Tully jump as she watches Noah, probably hating that she had to go and open her big mouth. 
 
    Dread sinks heavy in my gut as Noah nods his head. “Yes. It’s true.” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my house.” 
 
    Tully gasps, ripping her eyes away from Noah and turning towards Violet. “Mom,” she breathes in horror. “No, you can’t do that. Don’t do this to him.” 
 
    “I will not have a criminal living in my home,” she seethes, looking at Noah in disgust. “I raised you better than that. You have ten minutes to get your shit and go. I don’t want to see you again until you’ve cleaned up your act and made amends for whatever putrid acts you’ve committed working for that man. Your sister would be ashamed.” 
 
    With that, she slams the door behind her, leaving us gaping after her, completely and utterly horrified, wondering where the hell we go from here. 
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    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review.  
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