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To all my readers.


Give your dreams as much energy as you give your fears.




Chapter One
I’m a swirling mess of anxiety and dread when I get to school the next morning.
I didn’t sleep much at all, too amped up knowing Baz might have my sister’s location but he was solidly ignoring me. He didn’t reply to any of my numerous texts after I left Luc’s and the guys were MIA when I got home. The bikes weren’t in the garage and despite the fact that I sat outside my door until well after midnight, blowing up his phone, they never came home.
I even waited in the kitchen this morning, but the house stayed quiet until I had to leave or be late. I considered ditching school but right now it’s my best bet to find Baz.
When I pull into the lot, the spot where I normally park is taken. I guess one of the unspoken perks of being in the good graces of the LB was prime parking. I end up way in the back and by the time I get inside, first bell is chiming. I can’t seem to catch a fucking break.
Somehow things keep getting worse.
I came here to find Belle. Period. Then I made the mistake of caring about three boys I shouldn’t. And then, when I had the means to the end in my hands, fucking Trey comes along and blackmails me.
I storm into school with a huge ass chip on my shoulder, ignoring the looks and whispers. Since English is in this wing, I have time to stop at my locker, but when I shove my thumb against the pad, I get a red blinking error. I try again. It’s not like my thumbprint can be wrong.
Except it is.
The warning bell chimes and I give up. I have my laptop so I can at least do the work while I wait for the lock to get fixed.
As I head to class, my gaze strays down the hall, but the guys aren’t there. Disappointment settles into my gut. How am I supposed to get answers when I can’t even find them?
The hall empties quickly and a few stragglers rush past me, hurrying to class before the late bell chimes. I step into English just as it happens and don’t miss the narrow-eyed stare of Mr. Reynolds as I slide into my seat next to Meri.
“Nice of you to join us, Ms. Darlington.”
I fight the urge to roll my eyes and dig into my bag for my laptop. Meri sends me an are you okay eyebrow raise and I nod. Same as yesterday, the seats around us are empty. Teenagers are petty little assholes is all I have to say.
I’m acutely aware that Ry is sitting in the same room. Which means the guys are at school. It takes everything in me to keep in my seat and not rush out of the room to find Baz. I’ll see him next period. He can't avoid me then.
A muffled giggle comes from Aine and out of the corner of my eye, I see her next to Riot, twirling her hair and touching his arm every five seconds.
Mr. Reynolds, for all his bluster at students paying attention, ignores them, which makes me even madder. I answer today’s questions with a little more force than necessary and Meri gives me the look again. By the time class is over, my fingers are sore and I’m ready to cram my laptop down Aine’s throat.
The bell hasn’t even finished ringing and I’m out of my seat.
“Ms. Darlington, a moment,” Mr. Reynolds says as I jam my things into my bag.
“I’ll see you in Calc.” Meri gives me a sympathetic look and leaves with everyone else. Ry is the last one out and I don't miss the smug smile he shoots over his shoulder.
“I’m sorry I was late, it won’t happen again,” I say, approaching Mr. Reynolds’ desk, but he just waves his hand, cutting me off.
“I’m more concerned about the homework you didn’t turn in yesterday, Ms. Darlington. That essay is a large portion of your grade and unless you’ve forgotten, despite who your sponsor is, you must maintain a certain GPA to continue attending Neverly.”
I reel back, eyes wide. “I turned it in during class yesterday.”
“You may want to check because I don’t have anything from you. And I deduct a letter grade every day an assignment isn’t turned in, so your window shrinks very quickly.”
He looks as if he’s dismissing me, but I know for a fact that I did it and turned it in on time. I’ve busted my ass catching up in all my classes.
I yank open my bag and pull out my laptop, navigating to the page that maintains all the classwork. I click on English and on the assignment in question, only there’s nothing there. But that’s not right. I check Calc and Science and find the same thing. There’s no record of any work I’ve done at all.
Icy panic crawls over my skin and I click back and forth, certain it’s a mistake.
“There must be a glitch,” I tell Mr. Reynolds, trying to keep my voice from breaking up. “Nothing is showing up, which is impossible. I’ve done all the work since I started.”
“No one in the last four years has had a problem like this, Ms. Darlington. It’s Panchard tech, which you must know is…”
“Fuck.” I slam my computer shut and stuff it into my bag before spinning on my heel. Those assholes. It’s one thing to direct their minions into bumping and tripping me, but to stoop this low?
Riot did say he was going to make my life hell, I just never expected the hit to come like this.
“Ms. Darlington, we’re not done here!” Mr. Reynolds shouts behind me, but I shove the door open so hard it slams against the wall. Several people turn to stare and the whispers start.
I don’t even care. My focus is on the two assholes standing at their locker watching me. Riot has his arms crossed over his chest, a smirk on his lips, as he leans back like he doesn't have a care in the world. That’s about to change.
The bitch Aine, standing too close to Riot, turns to see what they're looking at and when she sees me, her smile turns smug. Her fingers curl around Ry’s bicep and she whispers something in his ear. When his arm snakes around her waist and his fingers disappear under the edge of her shirt, I see red.
Without care who’s watching I storm down the hall, pulling up short, inches from Ry. Aine tries to shove herself between us, but I tangle my fist in the hair at the back of her neck and yank hard, forcing her to step back or lose precious locks. Her shriek echoes down the hall but I don’t care.
She’s not my target, not today.
Now I’m chest to chest with Ry and before I can question my sanity, I pull my arm back, ready to sink my fist into his guts. His jaw hardens and he narrows his eyes right before arms wrap around me from behind, locking my hands down so I can’t move them.
“You’re a fucking asshole,” I grit out at Ry as X holds me prisoner. “And you’re an even bigger one for stopping me,” I say over my shoulder.
I wiggle and try to kick back but he avoids each move like we practiced this dance. A crowd gathers around us and I see phones pointed at us. The lines on Riot’s face grow harder and I watch the muscle in his jaw tick.
“Get her out of here,” he growls at X. “Don’t give a shit where, just out of my sight.”
“You screwed with my homework and my locker. Fix it,” I growl, teeth pulling back from my lips like a wild animal.
He gives me a penetrating look and I swear I see glimpses of want mixed in with the anger. I stop fighting and stare at him, will him to stop being an ass for a few minutes and listen to me.
Someone in the crowd snickers and a wall drops down over his emotions, cutting off any hope of cooperation.
“No idea what you're talking about.”
He shrugs and pushes off his locker and the crowd parts for him. Aine is waiting, her glance at me a little warier now, but she still steps to his side when he reaches for her. His arm goes around her waist and they walk off together. I hate that they look so damned perfect together, a striking picture of light and dark that draws more than a few envious stares.
“You good?” X says too close to my ear when they’re out of sight.
I grit my teeth, contemplating throwing my head back to clip X in the jaw. He must sense the intent because his grip loosens and I yank myself free, reaching down to grab my bag off the floor. I spin around and drive my finger into his sternum, sucking air in through my nose to keep from giving in to the crushing weight pushing down on me.
“No, we’re not fucking good, X,” I all but growl.
Regret flashes in his eyes before he hides it behind a mask of indifference. They are all so good at hiding pain and it’s the one thing I can understand better than most.
“You brought this on yourself, sweetheart. Maybe you should go find Hook and cry on his shoulder?”
With a lifted eyebrow, X turns and saunters off, the crowd once again parting as if he’s some kind of fucking god. I’m so mad that my hands shake.
“You guys better fix this or I’ll make your lives a living hell!” I shout at his retreating back, not caring about the people around us.
“You already have,” he shoots back without even looking at me.
His words hit me like a freight train and I lean back against the lockers. After he’s gone, there’s no more drama, so everyone else wanders away until I’m standing alone, my pulse pounding in my ears. The warning bell chimes and I’m officially late for Calc but I don't care.
If they’re going to mess with my homework, with my grades, why even bother going to class? The halls are so quiet, so empty, that I hear my phone buzz in my bag. I pull it from my bag on autopilot.
Where are you? Are you sneaking around with Baz?
Had to stop at office. Not with Baz, why?
He’s not in class either.
I shove my phone back into my bag, ignoring the new text alerts, and change direction toward the computer wing. I know exactly where he’ll be hiding.
My boots squeak on the waxed floor and it echoes down the empty corridor. There aren’t morning classes down here so I don't see a single person, until I open the door to the computer lab. Baz wants to ignore me, fine, but I’m not letting him avoid me, not when he knows where Belle is.
When he looks up the air in my lungs freeze. Dark circles smudge under his eyes and his hair is a disheveled mess. His ties hangs loose around his neck. I’m pretty sure his shirt’s untucked, too.
“Lab isn’t open until after lunch.”
His voice is strangely monotone and he goes back to whatever it is he’s working on. A twinge of guilt makes me cringe. I push into the room and close the door behind me.
“You’ve been ignoring me.”
And he keeps doing it for several long awkward moments.
But if he thinks I’m going to leave, he’s wrong. I move across the room and drop my bag, then sink into the chair next to him. His laptop screen is lit up with lines of code that mean nothing to me, but it looks similar to what he showed me when we started looking for Belle.
I watch as the bright green lines crawl up the screen and disappear. I wonder if Belle’s location is in there somewhere. I fight the urge to reach out and touch the letters that mean nothing to me, just to be close to her.
“I know you hate me right now, Baz, but…” I suck in a shaky breath. “Did you really find Belle?”
He glances at me from the corner of his eye and I realize that if he decides not to tell me, if he thinks I deserve that kind of payback, there’s nothing I can do about it.
God, she could be this close and I might never know where she is.
All because of secrets that aren’t even mine.
Tears burn my eyes and a tightness builds in my chest until I’m sure the pressure is going to make my ribs crack wide open. Buzzing fills my head and I don’t even know I’m fighting for air until Baz tells me to breathe.
But suddenly I can’t.
Panic digs her claws into my lungs, my heart, until I’m trapped and helpless. Fire burns inside my chest and my brain screams at my lungs to expand, but only a high wheezing noise answers the demand.
“Ever, you need to calm down.”
Baz’s deep voice filters through the fog and I’m aware of his hand on my face, his thumb sliding over my jaw. Tears spill free even as the vise tightens. My fingertips tingle and I can’t feel my lips. I try to ask him for help, but I’m not sure my mouth is moving.
“I think you’re having a panic attack,” his disembodied voice says. “You need to focus on breathing or you’re going to pass out. Look at me.”
It’s like my gaze has a mind of its own, darting around the room unfocused, until Baz takes my face between his hands and holds me still. Finally, I settle on him, focus on the warm, dark chocolate color of his eyes as he inhales and exhales, encouraging me to mimic his actions. I lose myself in the concern I see.
If he cares, then he’ll tell me.
The grip on my lungs eases just enough that I can draw in a wheezy inhale. After a few of those, the prickling in my fingers begins to subside. A few more breaths and feeling returns to my lips.
By the time I’m able to take a full breath, my skin is hot under his touch.
He swipes his thumbs through the wetness coating my cheeks before letting go with a deep sigh.
“You good?”
I shake my head and huff out a half-choked laugh-sob. “Not even close.”
His eyebrows dip down and he avoids looking at me. “I hate saying it, Ever, but you brought it on yourself. Things were good…”
Now he shakes his head and with a tilt of his head, pins me in place with his stare.
“I don’t understand why. It’s like you set out to deceive us from the start. You aren't in our house because of some scholarship, Ever, we all know that. But why bother pulling us in like you did, making us care about you, when you were planning on shoving us away? For fucking Hook of all people?”
I swallow against the lump in my throat. “It’s not like that.”
“Then explain it to me.” He lets out a frustrated breath. “Please help me understand because I feel like a complete idiot right now. I told you something I haven’t told anyone but X and Ry. Christ, I trusted you with that part of me and it meant nothing.”
“It didn’t mean nothing, Baz, it meant everything,” I say earnestly, reaching out to grab his hand. “I swear it will all make sense, I just need a little more time.”
Baz shoves back his chair and stands. “To what? See if you like Luc and if not, then we’re some kind of fucking
consolation prize? Not interested, thanks.”
I grab his wrist before he can leave, pouring every ounce of truth into my eyes and hoping that he can see it.
“If you find Belle, I can tell you guys everything. I just need you to trust me for just a little bit longer. It’s complicated, but if I could, I would.”
His eyes search mine and I will him to see it. My pulse thuds in my ears and my gaze flickers back to the screen. She’s so close. When I look back, some of the fire is gone. He can’t pull away from me, not when he’s the only hope I have of finding my sister and finally being able to tell them the truth.
I move closer. He’s stiff when I wrap my arms around him and lay my head on his chest, but I hear the frantic thump of his heart proving he’s not as unaffected as he pretends to be.
“I swear on Belle that if you help me find her, I’ll tell you everything. I just...she’s the only family I have and I have to do whatever it takes to find her. I hope you can understand that. I hope you can find it in yourself to trust me enough to let me prove to you I do care about all of you. More than I thought I could. None of it was a lie. I feel it, too.”
I look up and smooth a wild lock away from his eyes. The glasses, the careless way he’s wearing the uniform today, the flush on his cheeks and the hunger in his eyes, it’s all overwhelming my senses.
My gaze drops to his lips and I feel the vibration of his groan against my chest. His fingers dig into my hips and his breathing goes harsh.
“You were supposed to go away.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
His lips crash down over mine, our moans mixing together even as he sweeps his tongue inside my mouth, dominating every inch of space, claiming it as his. I tease his tongue stud, knowing what that does to him.
I let him take, even as I give. My fingers tangle in his hair and he grunts, turning us so that my thighs are pressed against the table. He’s in my space, surrounding me until there is nothing but Baz.
For as quiet as he is normally, there’s nothing silent about what he wants. Every touch, every nip, tells me exactly what he needs. My skin grows too hot under my uniform jacket and I want to rip it off, but I don’t want to stop touching him to do it.
He clasps my neck, holding me in place as his desperate gaze flies over my face. My lips feel swollen and I’m clinging to him like he’s my lifeline.
“Fucking swear to me that you’re not playing us,” he demands harshly. “I’ll give you what I have on your sister but I’m going with you, you understand? You want me to trust you again, then prove that you trust me.”
“Yes.” My agreement is instant. I don’t need to think about it at all.
I’d give anything to fix what I broke between us.
“If you’re lying to me, I will fucking destroy you, you hear me? Not just at school, but for the rest of your life.”
My eyes widen even as I nod. I have no doubt he can. In only a day, he wiped everything I’d done in the last two weeks at school, so I can’t imagine how far and wide he could affect my future.
“I understand.”
He leans his forehead against mine and kisses me again, softer this time, until I’m so lost in him I barely remember why I stepped into the room. When he finally pulls back, just enough so I can focus on him, his eyes are shining with emotion.
“Don’t fucking play us again.”
“I’d never do that. I don’t want to hurt any of you.”
One last brush of his lips and he moves away, back to his seat. My legs feel like jelly so I sink down onto my chair. I was ready to let him undress me right here in the computer room so it takes several minutes to get myself under control.
I do take my jacket off and loosen the black scarf around my neck, though.
His fingers fly over the keys, then he pulls out a pen, jotting something on paper.
It’s an address and in North Charlestown, less an hour away.
“She’s there?” I whisper, clutching the paper tight.
“It’s the last address on file that I found.” Baz looks over, searching my face. “You’re going right now, aren’t you?”
“I have to, Baz. God, this isn’t much further than where our foster home was. I can't believe she was that close the whole time.”
I think back to all the hours spent begging the social worker to tell me where she was and I could have walked to that neighborhood. At least it’s in a better area than where we lived in foster care, so hopefully she’s safe.
Even if not, she will be when I find her.
I stand and grab my bag with a shaky grip. This is it. What I’ve been searching for for months. And because of Baz, I don’t have to rely on Peter. I don’t have to listen to his ultimatums anymore.
With more hope than I expected to feel ever again, I hurry out the closest door to my car, Baz on my heels. Peter’s threats will mean nothing after today, which means I can tell the guys the whole truth.
I can untangle this web of lies and we can all be together, including Belle.




Chapter Two
Twenty minutes later, just as I turn off the highway, Baz grabs his phone.
“Ry wants to know where I am.”
When he doesn’t say more, I glance over at him.
“Are you going to tell him where you are?” I ask as I make a left and follow the GPS directions. I know exactly where I am now. There’s a pizza place up ahead that Nate used to take me to and I half expect to see his black Mustang in the parking lot.
I don't relax until after we’ve passed and he’s not there.
He doesn’t know I was arrested or that I went with Peter. I’m sure when I never came home he was livid. Nate tends to view people as property and he made sure everyone around knew I belonged to him.
It was part of the reason why I agreed to go with Peter.
I didn’t trust him after he cut me.
“Do you want me to tell him?” Baz asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.
“I’d rather you didn’t. Not until I know for sure. But I won’t ask you to lie. There’ve been too many of those between all of us.”
“In one quarter of a mile, turn right to your destination.”
Baz texts Ry back but I barely pay attention. My heart is climbing into my throat by the time I turn into a small parking lot. A sign states Livermoore Townhomes. Three identical cream-colored buildings make a U shape and each one has four doors along the front. The landscaping is neat and what little grass is there is well maintained. I exhale a breath. It’s not a shithole.
It’s number nine according to the address Baz found, so I park as close to that unit as I can. I remain still after the engine cuts off, my fingers wrapped around the steering wheel. I feel almost sick staring at the door with a ‘9’ on the front.
There’s a pink bicycle leaning against the building and a bucket of toys by the front door. I haven’t seen my sister in so long that I’m nervous now that’s she so close.
“You okay?” Baz asks, his gaze focused on the door as well.
“I’m fucking terrified,” I admit. “What if she hates me? What if she thinks I just let them take her and I didn’t try to find her?” I turn to look at Baz. “The last time I saw her she was screaming for me and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop them from taking her.”
Baz pries my fingers free and then links them with his own. The strength in his touch seeps under my skin and comforts me like nothing has so far.
“Then you explain it to her. But you can’t do that unless you walk up to the door and ask to see her first.”
He’s right. This is what I wanted and I’m too close to do anything but go knock on the door. I squeeze his hand then let go with a long exhale.
“Thank you. For coming with me. I thought I wanted to do this alone, but now that I’m here, I’m glad you are, too.” With a gulp of fresh air, I straighten my shoulders. “Okay, I can do this.”
“I’ll be here if you need me.”
I give Baz a smile. He knew I needed him here, but he’s also intuitive enough to know I have to do this part alone.
I get out of the car and walk toward the door, pausing next to the bike to run my finger over the tassels at the end of one handle. Belle always wanted a bike. I’m glad she got that.
With my heart in my throat, I knock and wait.
After a minute, the door swings open about five inches until a chain stops it. An older woman with grey hair twisted into a messy bun peeks out. She pushes her glasses up her nose and squints at me.
“Can I help you?”
“Hi. I’m looking for my sister. She lives here. As a foster. Her name’s Belle.” My words are as jumbled as my thoughts. Belle is just on the other side of this door.
I crane my neck trying to see inside, but the limited view shows nothing.
“I’m afraid that I don’t take in fosters anymore. Got too old. Haven’t had one in about three months now.” The woman squints and the furrows on her brow deepen. “What did you say her name was again?”
It takes me three tries to pull the picture of Belle from my back pocket and my hand shakes when I hold it out.
After the woman takes it, I fight the urge to yank it out of her hand. It’s all I have left of Belle.
“Oh yes, I remember her. Only had her a week, though. It was an emergency placement but they found a home for her pretty quickly. Sweet girl but she tried to run away twice. Looking for her sister I think.”
I suck in a breath. It would have hurt less if she punched me in the gut. Sourness coats the back of my tongue and I swallow back the urge to throw up.
“Do you know where she went?” I push forward so hard that the chain on the door tightens with a snap. The woman steps back and shoves the picture at me through the gap. Her eyes narrow behind her glasses.
“Why do you need to know?” There’s a shrewdness in her eyes now as she studies me closer. “I read the file. You took her out of her foster home and into a gang leader’s house. You kidnapped her and put her in danger.”
Hot indignation races up my spine and I stand up straight. She has no idea what really happened. That my foster parents kicked me out.
“She’s my sister and she belongs with me.” I shove my hand against the door but of course the chain keeps it from opening. “Where is she?”
“You need to leave. I can’t help you.”
I try and rein in my agitation and calm my voice. “Please, this is the only address I have. Just tell me where she went.”
She pulls her glasses off and rubs her eyes. Finally she says, “Wait here.”
When the door clicks shut I feel it in my bones and stand, practically vibrating with energy and hope. I glance at the parking lot and see Baz still in the car. He gives me a wave and I give him a thumbs up.
This isn’t the outcome I hoped for, but we’re still moving forward which is more than I’ve done the past few months. The longer I wait, the more I need to move. I bounce on my toes and bite my thumbnail. Five more minutes pass and a lump starts to form in my stomach.
I give in and knock, but no one answers this time.
I knock louder in case the woman can’t hear well, but it gets ignored.
By the time I feel Baz come up behind me I’m pounding on the door with both fists. Panic overwhelms me and I gasp for air, even as I shout for her to open up.
“Ever, you need to stop.”
Baz wraps his arms around me and pins my arms at my side, but I just kick out with my boot, making a much more satisfying thud.
“She knows where Belle is!” I yell. “Open the damned door and tell me!”
A man pokes his head out from number ten and scowls at me.
“I’m calling the cops if you don’t stop banging on the door. If she don’t want you to come in, then go away.”
I turn my rage on him, though Baz tightens his hold to keep me in place.
“She knows where my sister is,” I all but scream. “She’s lying. There’s toys all over, a pink bike, I know she’s here.” I twist suddenly and drive my heel into the door again and leave a satisfying black mark. “I know she’s here, you witch.”
“Those toys are hers, but they’re for the neighbor kids. She don’t have any kids anymore. Not for months. Now, you need to leave.”
“Ever, come on,” Baz urges. “She’s not here. We’ll keep looking. I’ll keep looking.”
My gaze locks on the bike and it finally sinks in. Belle really isn’t here. I wilt instantly and if not for Baz, I would have ended up in a pile on the ground. My anger-fueled adrenaline high crashes at my feet.
“You wanted me to trust you, so now you have to trust me, okay? It may take a while but I will find her.”
With no other choice, I let Baz lead me to the car. I keep looking over my shoulder, hoping that the woman will have a change of heart, but even as Baz tucks me into the passenger seat and pulls the seatbelt around me, nothing moves at number nine.
The last thing I see before we turn out of the parking lot is the pink bike propped up against the building. My heart breaks into a hundred pieces.
The ride back to Mt. Pleasant is silent and when Baz pulls my car into the garage, it’s all I can do to get out and go inside.
I curl up into a ball on my balcony chair and stay there all afternoon, ignoring the barrage of messages on my phone.
Someone knocks on the door at one point, but goes away when I don’t answer. I don’t know what to do. No, I do know what I have to do and that’s the problem. Everything keeps circling back. My only hope is Peter.
I’m right back where I started.
It shouldn’t surprise me, nothing in my life has ever worked out in my favor. Even everything I have right now, it’s tied up in ultimatums. It’s not really mine, I’m just borrowing it until I give Peter the timepiece I stole.
Which is tucked into my brown boot at the far end of my closet.
I didn’t give it to him yet. I’m not sure why, but life has taught me to never show all your cards until you know you can win.
I don’t trust Peter and the timepiece is all I have for leverage.
I’m going to need it now.
It’s dark outside and the house is quiet when I finally pull myself out of the chair. My muscles scream in protest but my stomach’s been trying to eat itself for the past hour and I need to get some food.
The clock on the microwave says it’s past midnight and I squint against the glare of the fridge light. The only thing that looks appetizing is a bowl of grapes, so I grab them and bottled water and start across the kitchen to sit.
Movement outside catches my eye and when I move closer to the window, I see Baz swimming laps. I was such a mess on the ride home that I never thanked him for his help. Now he’s back in the pool, trying to outrun his demons, and I’m afraid that’s my fault.
I completely shut down when we left the apartment, shut him out even though he tried to comfort me. I’m just not used to having people on my side. People who care about my feelings.
Baz stops swimming when he sees me standing next to the pool steps. I changed out of my uniform and into shorts and a tank top. It’s cooler out tonight, so I leave the throw draped over my shoulders. I sink down and sit, dipping my toes into the heated water.
Baz swims closer and then plants his hands on the step closest to my feet and just floats there, looking up at me. His ridiculously long eyelashes are spiked from the water and his hair is plastered to his forehead.
“What's up? Everything okay?”
The concern in his eyes eases the tightness in my chest a little. At least he’s not consumed by demons like last time. Maybe I didn't drive him into the darkness again.
I gently drag my foot back and forth, watching the ripples fan out around us.
“I never thanked you for today. So thank you.”
He studies my face for a few seconds, then he pulls himself closer, his chest moving between my legs while he braces his hands on each side of my hips. His body floats out behind him and in the underwater lights, I can see the way his muscles ripple when he moves his legs.
“This changes what you said, doesn’t it? You aren’t going to tell us why you’re here, what you’re doing with Luc, are you?”
There’s no accusation in his tone, only resolve. Acceptance. We were so close but now, I can't promise him anything.
Guilt makes my cheeks hot. “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I don’t want it to, but I can’t see any way around it.”
Baz shifts even closer and I can’t resist touching him any longer. I trace my finger over his cheekbone, up to his temple, then gently move the wet strands back.
He leans into my touch with a sigh and closes his eyes. After a minute they flutter open.
“I need to ask you something. It’ll probably sound weird, but I can't stop thinking about it so I have to know. Are you in witness protection?”
A laugh bursts from my lips before I realize he’s completely serious.
“Uh, no.”
He pulls himself from the water and sits next to me, leaning back on his elbows. It’s hard to remember that by day, he’s a computer nerd, when there's this much lean muscled flesh right next to me. I try and fail to keep my gaze on his face, instead mentally tracing the deep grooves near his hips that lead me to what’s currently submerged.
I wonder if he’s ever skinny-dipped in this pool.
I’d be more inclined to learn to swim if that was the reward.
A smile brushes over my lips as I imagine it, but Baz gives me a stern look.
“Seriously, everyone leaves a digital footprint but I can’t find anything on you or your sister. It’s government level encryption. The kind of tech you’d see at Panchard honestly.”
It hasn’t occurred to me until right this moment, but would Peter use his own tech to hide Belle? I have a feeling that he wants the timepiece badly enough to do just about anything.
It would make sense.
Baz looks over and pins me in place. I can’t hide my reaction from him.
“You know something. I can’t help you find her unless you tell me, Ever.”
“I’m afraid,” I admit. If Peter has hidden her away, then he’d have the power to make her truly disappear if he figures out what I’m doing. If he catches wind that Baz is helping me, he’ll know.
“Is someone looking for you? Is that why Peter brought you here, to protect you?”
I huff out a laugh and look away. If Peter is the one hiding Belle, then he’s the only one who can tell me where she is. His software is virtually hack proof, I’ve read stories about it. They use it for planting spies into terrorist cells for Christ’s sake. Hiding one little girl would be easy for a man like Peter.
If Baz couldn’t find her, and he’s the resident computer genius, then I have no choice.
Baz sighs. “And we’re back to you not telling me anything.”
I reach out and clasp his hand in mine, lacing our fingers together.
“I want to, I swear. I just...I can’t. Not until I find Belle. I’m sorry, I really am. I understand if you can’t accept that. I’m not sure I would in your place.” I drop his hand but he reaches out and tangles our fingers back together, holding firm but not too tight.
“Look, I hate that you don’t feel like you can trust me enough to tell me…”
I make a sound of protest but he presses his free finger against my lips.
“But I’d do anything to keep Ry and X safe, and if that means lying, just for a little while,” he looks at me pointedly, “then I can accept that.”
Tears burn the back of my eyes. God, I’ve cried more lately than in my entire life. A rotten foster home I can handle, but finding someone who trusts me like this, it makes my heart ache.
“I’m sorry I hurt you.” I look down at our entwined fingers and feel so much, things I never thought possible. “All of you.”
His stare turns distant as he looks out over the pool.
“They won’t understand this. Why I forgave you so quickly. I haven't said anything about your sister, just like you asked, but they’re going to wonder. They could help, too. And maybe you should talk to Peter. He does own the best security software company in the world and I’m sure he’d help if you asked.”
When he nudges my shoulder I fight back the sour taste in my throat.
How can I possibly tell him that Peter is the one behind everything? Would they even believe me? It sounds crazy when I think it. I can’t imagine saying it out loud, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. If Peter doesn’t want them to know about the timepiece, then holding Belle over my head is the only way to keep me quiet.
He probably knew everything about me before he set foot in that interrogation room.
“The next time he’s here I’ll talk to him.”
I will, just not about what Baz thinks. Since I’m sure now that Peter is making it impossible for Baz to find Belle, he’s going to tell me where she is if he wants the timepiece. I’m done playing around.
This is going to end one way or another.
Then I’ll just have to figure out how Trey plays into all this. Why he hates the guys enough to blackmail me into hurting them. It’s too petty. I’d understand if he wanted money, that would make sense. Jealousy? That would be obvious, too, but it feels like more than that.
He has way too much rage toward them for it to be something minor. I want to know why he hates them so much. Then I’m going to get those pictures before he jeopardizes my chance at finding Belle.
Until I know what it is, I’ll let Trey think that he’s calling the shots. I’ll play his little game to keep the guys safe. Even if they never forgive me, I can at least protect them from that asshole.
I just have to keep all these balls in the air and hope like hell none of them fall before I’m ready.




Chapter Three
“The fuck?”
I look up, my spoon frozen halfway to my mouth, and see Riot poised on the threshold to the kitchen, his glare aimed at me. X comes up behind him and stops. They both look back and forth from Baz to me, incredulousness mixed with confusion and anger on their faces.
I glance at Baz but he’s having some kind of manly stare down with Ry. The way his jaw flexes and hardens is kind of a turn-on. I’m digging this juxtaposing of sides of him.
X grunts, shoves past Riot and goes to the cupboard.
“When the fuck did this happen?”
He grabs a bowl from the cupboard and then sits down across from us, grabbing the cereal and pouring until it reaches the top of the bowl. When he adds milk, frosted O’s spill out onto the table.
I watch the process with my spoon still halfway to my mouth.
Baz leans back and extends his arm across the back of the seat, like X did that first morning. Ry moves into the kitchen, pausing at the island.
“Yesterday.” The challenge in Baz’s tone is unmistakable.
Riot’s eyes flare when Baz brushes his fingertips over my shoulder. Even through my blazer I can feel his touch and my cheeks go hot. Riot slams his hand down on the counter and I jump reflexively. Baz sits up straighter and even X stops chewing.
“Seriously?” Riot grinds out from across the kitchen. “You gave in after one fucking day? Didn’t get enough humiliation the first time around?”
Baz clenches a fist and red creeps up his neck. I reach out and lay my hand on his leg. After yesterday, there’s a new connection between us. He saw me brought low and instead of reveling in my pain, he took care of me.
The thin strands of trust, however tenuous, are there now.
“And what the hell are you doing?” Ry barks at X.
“Eating. What? I’m hungry man,” X says with a shrug, shoving an overflowing spoonful into his mouth.
Riot’s furious gaze snaps from X to Baz to me and with every passing second, his face grows darker.
“Peter will be back on Saturday. I told him we had a problem and that he needed to come home for once. We all have to be here.”
His narrowed gaze locks onto me and I swallow. He thinks this is going to freak me out, but it’s exactly the opposite. I have the leverage now, and if Peter wants the timepiece, he’s going to give me Belle’s address first.
I don’t trust him, especially now knowing that he’s the one hiding Belle from me. I still don’t understand why he couldn’t just ask Luc’s dad for the watch. Even at odds with him, finding Wendi should take precedence over some falling out that happened.
I just have to figure out how to best play this to ensure that I get what I want. The ultimate goal here is to find Belle. She has to be my priority because she has no one else to look out for her.
The boys? At the end of the day they have each other.
That’s the same bond Belle and I have.
When I don’t respond, Riot shoves away from the counter.
“I’m leaving.”
He storms out of the kitchen and X looks at Baz. Some kind of silent communication happens between them and when X looks at me, there’s less accusation. But he’s still wary.
“Hope you know what the hell you’re doing.”
I’m not sure which one of us he’s telling, but he pushes back and follows after Ry.
“Fuck,” Baz mutters, shoving his fingers through his hair.
I sit perfectly still, hands clenched together in my lap to keep from reaching out to him again. I have a feeling that these boys aren't often at odds with each other. Their bond is strong, that was apparent from the very first day.
“You can go with them.”
He looks over at me, and I can see the struggle in his eyes. Giving in to the urge, I lay my hand along his cheek and stare into his eyes. In the sunlight, the dark chocolate color seems impossibly deep, like I can see right down to the center of who he is.
He’s still holding so much back and I don’t blame him. I broke his trust and even though he’s giving me another chance, he’s wary. In the meantime, I don’t want to drive a wedge between him and his brothers.
I just want to find my sister.
“Go ahead. I have to get my things and I’m meeting Meri early to get yesterday’s assignments anyway.”
He nods, his gaze drifting to the door. I don’t tell him I got a text from Trey first thing this morning demanding I meet him before class. That’s a whole other problem I’m not ready to share yet.
Not until I know what Trey wants.
“I started a new crawler last night so come to the computer room at lunch and I’ll let you know if it found anything.”
I run my thumb over his shadowed jaw because I seriously love touching him. Human contact is underrated and you don’t really know how much you miss it until it’s gone.
“I don’t know what that means, but thank you. For everything, Baz.”
“I told you I wasn’t giving up. I will find her for you. And you really should consider asking Peter for help when he comes home. I know he’s not around much anymore, honestly he wasn’t really here before, so we’re all used to it, but at least back then we had…” His voice cracks and he drops his gaze.
My chest tightens. They had Wendi.
I can’t look him in the eyes when he lifts his head. What will they say when they find out Peter’s looking for her, that he didn’t just forget all about her? Will they be happy or mad he didn’t tell them? Will they hate me because of my part?
“Think about it, okay?” he says, interrupting my thoughts. “If Panchard can’t find her, no one can.”
That’s my fear, but I drop my hand and give him a half smile. “You’re a Panchard, too, so I have no doubt.”
His expression changes and he slides out from the bench seat lost in thought.
“I’ll see you at school.” He’s already off in his own world as he walks out of the kitchen. Maybe he’ll discover that it is Peter’s tech hiding Belle and put it together. That way I don’t have to tell him and go against Peter, but he’ll know.
Hell, if he figures it out, I won’t even need Peter.
I grab my bag and phone, see a couple of new texts from Meri, and tell her I’m on my way. I owe her an apology for not answering her last night. She was worried when I wasn’t in class, then more so when I left school, but I was too wrung out to reply to her. Things are looking better now with a little bit of hope.
There are also several texts from Luc. I haven’t talked to him since I ran out Monday night. I’m not really sure what I’m going to say to him. He’s nice and under different circumstances, there might have been a chance, but I’m juggling three guys, two of which aren’t talking to me currently.
I’ll need to let Luc down easy because I really would like to be his friend. But first, I need to apologize to Meri.
Meet me before class?
Her reply is immediate.
Lockers? Hope you have a sexy story starring a certain hot computer nerd. ;P If not then make one up or we can’t be friends.
I laugh out loud. She’s crazy and by far one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. I still don’t know how she and Trey make sense. Not when he’s a dickweed. A dickweed who’s just going to have to wait because his girlfriend is more important to me than he is.
Twenty minutes later, I press my thumb on the keypad and my locker clicks open. Baz also promised my homework would be where it should be, too.
“So, before you deny deny deny, I’ll just say that I saw, with my own eyes, you and Baz leaving school together yesterday,” Meri says, coming up beside me with a hip check. “And because of that, I won’t ask why you didn’t text back because I’d ignore the Pope himself if I was with that fine specimen.”
My cheeks turn pink as I dig around my locker for my Calc book.
“But I do want to know all the dirty details.”
I laugh and pull my head out, slamming the door shut.
“We just hung out. No dirty details. Yet.” I give her a wink and she loops her arm with mine. I ignore the glare from Aine when I walk by, happy that the boys aren’t at their locker yet. At least I don’t have to see her draped all over Riot this morning.
She sits next to him in English of course, but the PDA is toned down today. I’m not sure if it’s because of her or him. He still ignores me, though, and I still get shoulder-checked on the way out by one of Aine’s bitch crew.
“God, they’re so original,” Meri says, falling into step next to me. “So, I know this is weird timing and you’ve only been here for like two weeks, but prom is coming up and I was hoping we could go together.”
I stumble and come to a stop. Heat climbs up my neck and I glance at Meri. Fuck, is she...I’m completely speechless. Is Trey a front or something? It would explain so much, though.
“Ummm…” I’m tongue-tied to the extreme. I like her. She’s the first girl friend I’ve ever had, but what if she misunderstood everything? What if I’ve been throwing out the wrong signals because this is all so new to me?
Her eyes go wide. “Oh crap, Luc hasn’t asked you yet, has he? He said he was going to the other night at his house but then you got sick and went home early. I spoiled the surprise. Shit. Act surprised when he does, okay?”
I’m torn between relief and angst. Prom? With Luc? Yes, I’ve seen the signs all over school, but have ignored them on purpose. Proms aren’t something I do. Or have done. Or ever wanted to do.
“Sure?”
“Unless you’re already going with Baz?” she prods.
“No, no one’s asked me.”
“Good. Then we can double-date. It’ll be epic. We can get together at your place because your bathroom is to die for and bigger than my entire bedroom. When do you want to go shopping? There are really only three places to get a killer prom dress and they keep a list so no one has the same one…”
She keeps talking as we walk, but I don’t hear half of what she says. Do I want to go to prom? With Luc? Can I stomach looking at Trey all night? And what about the guys? My stomach already feels twisted just thinking about them all there with dates.
If I have to watch Riot and Aine be crowned king and queen I might commit murder. It’s bad enough to sit through one class a day with them. I set my things on my desk and walk up to Mr. Reynolds.
He looks unhappy to see me. I have no idea what he has against me but he barely contains his derision when he looks at me.
“It seems you were right. I got a notice this morning that there was a glitch yesterday that caused several students to lose their entire accounts. It’s been remedied and I have your assignment now. Provided you did it correctly, there will be no points taken off for tardiness. Just remember that your place here depends on academic excellence.”
I thank him through gritted teeth and go back to my desk. A glance at Riot shows that he’s staring at Reynolds with narrowed eyes. If he’s mad that I got my assignment turned in after all, that’s his problem. He was the cause of the problem in the first place.
“Everything fixed?” Meri asks.
I only told her that something was wrong with my school account and not that the guys had done it.
“All set.”
The rest of the morning is uneventful, which is a nice change of pace. Baz isn’t in Calc but he’s only there about half the time. He must have some kind of special permission to miss that much. Probably because he’s a genius. Right before the bell chimes, an underclassman comes in and hands the teacher a note.
“Ever, after class the guidance counselor would like to see you.”
I tense and fight the dread crawling up my spine. Summons to guidance are never good. The bell chimes all too soon.
“I’ll save you a seat,” Meri says as we leave the room.
“I’ll let you know when I’m done.”
Hopefully this meeting won’t take long and I can go see Baz after. At least I’ll have a legitimate excuse for missing lunch. I wasn’t looking forward to being that close to Trey for forty minutes.
The urge to throw food in his face might be too much to resist. Picturing his face dripping with spaghetti does make me smile, though, as I head to the front office.
“Can I help you?” the white-haired woman in the office says.
“Guidance?”
“Right down that hall, second door on the left.”
I follow her directions and stop in front of an open door marked Ms. Millay, Guidance Counselor. A young looking woman slams a file cabinet shut and when she turns, her eyes widen before she smiles.
“Are you Ever? Come in, I’m Ms. Millay.”
Her dark hair is pulled back into a low ponytail and she has cheekbones a model would envy. Her black pencil skirt hits just above her knees and she has on a similar styled cream-colored blouse that the girls all wear, but hers looks silkier.
I’ll bet the guys in school have needed guidance a lot.
She ushers me in and motions to a soft looking chair in front of her desk before she moves behind it and sits. The file must be mine because as soon as she settles into her seat, she leans forward and opens it.
“I’m sorry we haven’t met. I try to make it a point to touch base with new students but I was at a conference last week and just returned yesterday. I was part of the committee that evaluated your transcripts, though, so I feel like I know you a little bit. How are you settling in? How are your classes? Any trouble you need to talk about?”
She watches me curiously but I keep my mask firmly in place. School counselors don't really care about how you’re doing. They want to feel important, like they’re really making a difference, but in my experience, they don’t want more than the cursory everything’s fine.
“Everything's fine.”
Ms. Millay smiles like she knows what I’m doing, and sits back.
“Have you given any thought to college? What are your interests? Do you know yet what you’d like to do after graduation?”
I stare at her a little dumbfounded. I don’t think any adult has ever asked me what I planned to do with my future. Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve lived in the moment for so long I haven’t given much thought to what comes after.
After I find Belle.
After we’re together again.
I just figured I’d take care of her and make sure that she had everything she wanted. I shrug and can’t quite look Ms. Millay in the eye. People like her love to solve problems, and I don’t want her to see me as something she can fix.
I’ve been broken for so long that there’s not much hope for me. It’s why I’m going to make sure that Belle has every chance given to her. She will make it. She’ll become something important.
“Your math scores are pretty impressive,” she says, picking up my file. “Have you considered engineering, or perhaps accounting?”
I laugh out loud and she gives me a curious head tilt. Never in a million years have I ever envisioned myself in a fancy job like that. Flipping burgers maybe, or behind the bulletproof glass of a convenience store, but an office job?
“Next Tuesday is our annual college fair. It’s in the gym and we have an impressive lineup of institutions represented. From community colleges, technical schools and even a few Ivy Leagues. We require all students to make three contacts, but that’s never hard to do because there is something for everyone.”
I nod because I have a feeling she won’t take anything less than agreement. She’s one of those people that believe anyone can be anything.
“I’ve pulled a few catalogs that I think would be a great fit for you. Take a look and see what you think. If any pique your interest, let me know and I can schedule a one-on-one interview. It’s good to aim high with a first choice.”
She sets several booklets in front of me and they all have shiny covers with perfectly framed campuses that look like they’d cost more than a house to attend.
It’s a waste of time to take them, but I do just so she won’t start asking questions. I mean, if everything works out, there’s no telling where Belle and I will end up. There’s an entire country to choose from and I think I’ll let Belle decide.
I may not even be around for graduation, depending on how things go with Peter on Saturday. I know he promised me all kinds of perks for helping him, but there’s nothing stopping him from kicking me out once he has the timepiece. I’ll need to make sure I have what I need to take care of Belle before I give it to him.
I ignore the voice in my head asking what happens with the guys if I end up leaving. The ache in my chest says it all. I grab the catalogs and stand.
“I’ll take a look and let you know. I should go before lunch is over.”
She stands when I do.
“If you need anything at all, Ever, I have an open-door policy. It doesn’t even have to be school related. Consider me your confidential sounding board.”
I try not to roll my eyes. No way am I telling her anything about me.
“And remember, you get out of life what you put into it, so give it your all.”
I leave before she quotes anymore inspirational posters. I think I saw that one on her wall actually. The woman in the office barely glances at me as I pass and I make my way down the hall toward the computer wing. I might have time to talk to Baz before lunch is over.
Except I turn the corner and almost run smack into Trey. He’s leaning against the lockers, almost like he was waiting for me.
“Just the person I was looking for.” He gives me the once over and his gaze snags on the catalogs in my hand. His glare turns glacial. “Ivy League? What’s the going rate for a degree these days?” he asks with a sneer. “Fucking a houseful of guys or maybe, just one older man? Since Panchard bribed the school committee to let you enroll, and since you’re living under his roof and all, he’s gotta be getting something out of it.”
He’s a disgusting pig. I go to move around him but he grabs my arm. I see red.
“Get your fucking hands off me or I’m going to kick you in the balls so hard they’ll come out your mouth.”
He chuckles but lets go of my arm. I wasn’t bullshitting him. I’ll drive me knee between his legs if he touches me again.
“Tsk tsk.” His voice turns mocking. “You really should be nicer to me. Those schools won’t mean too much if you’re behind bars, will they?”
“What the hell do you want, Trey?” I grit out.
“Luc’s going to ask you out. Tell him yes.”
My mouth pops open and I stare at him incredulously. “Seriously? Your grand scheme is to blackmail me into dating Luc?” I laugh and shake my head. “I thought he was your friend? Why would you bring him into this? Why make me date him? What the hell do you get out of it?”
“For starters, it’ll piss those assholes off.”
“You’re doing this because you’re mad they kicked you out of their group? You want me to fake date someone you call a friend, hurt him, just to maybe get to the guys? Don’t know if you’ve noticed but they kind of hate me right now.”
Darkness floods his eyes and he growls. “I’m doing this because they don’t deserve any of it. It shouldn’t be them living this life.”
His hands flex into fists and I take a step back. The halls are empty and Trey towers over me. He could do anything and no one would know it. Agreeing is the best course of action for now.
“Fine, how long does this have to go on?”
“Until I decide it stops.” A smirk replaces his scowl. He flips back and forth between anger and glee way too fast for it to be normal. He’s unstable and that’s never a good thing. Unpredictable people are even more dangerous.
“You do realize there’s only a few more weeks of school, right? Pissing off the guys has an expiration date.”
Something dark dances in his eyes. “Oh, this is just the beginning, don’t you worry. Make nice with Luc, Ever, or my dad gets those pictures.”
With that he turns and saunters back down the hall like he doesn’t have a care in the world. A sick feeling crawls up my throat. I want to tell the guys, warn them about Trey, but then I’ll have to tell them what he has on me. What I was doing in Hook’s safe.
My wicked web of lies just keeps entangling me more and more.
I stare down the hall, now empty, and wonder what the hell he’s gonna make me do. Whatever it is, I won’t hurt the guys. A quick glance at my phone shows I have about eight minutes before the bell. Not enough time to get something to eat or to go see Baz, so I head to my locker.
Just as I stuff the useless college catalogs inside, I feel someone stop next to me. My skin prickles thinking Trey came back for more when I look over and see Luc. I exhale in relief and shut my locker.
His expression is strangely blank but I can see the frustration in his eyes.
“So I need to ask, you and me, am I wasting my time, Ever?”
His sudden question takes me aback and I can’t come up with a quick enough response because he drags his fingers through his hair and exhales harshly.
“That answers that question.”
His gaze cuts away from me and I grab his sleeve before he can leave. Despite everything that’s happening, Luc’s a decent guy and I don’t want to hurt him. I also don’t really want to date him, but Trey’s warning rings in my ears.
“We just haven’t really had much time to get to know each other, that’s all. You’re a nice guy…”
He snorts and rolls his eyes. “And here comes the it’s not you, it’s me line.”
“A real date,” I blurt out.
His eyes widen in surprise.
“We haven’t had a real date. Let’s just start there? No race track, no friends hanging around, just you and me? Maybe a movie or coffee or something?”
Finally the corner of his lips quirk up. “Are you asking me out, Ever Darlington?”
“Are you progressive enough to accept?” I tease.
He throws back his head and laughs. His green eyes sparkle and not for the first time I wish that I was attracted to him like I am to the guys, because it would make things so much easier.
But he started out as my mark and I got tangled up with the LB and I can’t see Luc as anything but a possible friend now. I know he wants more, though, and I haven’t figured out how I’m going to deal with that yet.
“There’s a baseball game tomorrow night, but after I’d love to take you to dinner. Just the two of us? And I wouldn't mind at all if you wanted to come to the game, too. Meri always goes to see Trey. You could cheer me on.”
He winks and the cheesy grin he throws me makes me chuckle. The bell chimes and people start filtering out into the hall.
“I’ll think about it. Baseball is kinda boring, though.”
He lays his hand on his heart and gasps. “That wounds, Ever. Deep. But there are also the tight pants for the ladies’ enjoyment.”
I laugh again and see the curious glances thrown our way. People here have nothing better to do than to worry about what everyone else is doing. I have the urge to yell at them to stay in their own fucking lane.
“Can I walk you to class?” Luc says.
I mentally pull back from my old man tirade and focus on Luc and not everyone else.
“Sure, but I'm not letting you carry my books.”
“So, where are we going?”
“Study hall. Room one twenty-two.”
He lays his palm on the small of my back to guide me around a group of students and I realize that I feel nothing. Outside of a little bit uncomfortable for leading him on.
“So is everything okay? I heard you got called to guidance.”
“Yeah, the whole what do you want to be when you grow up speech.”
He chuckles. “We've all been there. They're really adamant about the whole college thing here at Neverly. So what are your plans? Are you artistic? Musically inclined? Planning a career as a one-woman comedy act?”
This time it’s me who laughs loudly. “Umm, no, no, and hell no. Honestly, I’ve never really given it much thought.”
He swings an amused glance my way. “There's like six weeks of school left, you probably should get on that.”
“What about you? You have your entire future mapped out at eighteen?”
His cheeks pinken. “Kinda, yeah. I’m going to University of South Carolina for business and then I’m going to work with my dad. We’ve been talking about expanding Hook Development so I’ll be in charge of the business side of things.”
“Wow. That’s amazing, Luc.”
I give him a side hug just because I’m so damned impressed he’s got it all figured out. We turn the corner to head down the south wing when I look up and my gaze clashes with Riot’s. He's talking to some guy I don't know, but when he sees me walking with Luc, his face goes tight. Anger burns in his eyes when his stare drops to where I’m still half-hugging Luc. I self consciously take a half step away from him, but it doesn't matter now.
He saw enough.
“Maybe something will click for you on Tuesday at the college fair,” Luc says, but I’m barely listening. Every atom in my body is tuned in to Ry as we pass him.
His jaw is hard, his body rigid with tension.
Ry’s reaction gives me a tiny measure of hope. If he didn’t care, he wouldn’t act this way. Maybe there is a chance I can repair the damage I did after all.
Maybe my story can still have a happy ending.
I leave Luc at the door and the rest of the day is uneventful. I don’t get to see Baz until after school and when I get to the computer room, he’s got half a dozen people in there with him.
I get his attention then wait outside the door until he pulls away from them.
“Hey, sorry but I’ve got to help with coding club right now and there’s a race tonight so I won’t be around.”
I let out a frustrated sigh but he shakes his head.
“I haven’t found anything yet so there’s really nothing to see.” He drops his gaze and cradles the back of his neck before looking up from under his eyelashes. “So I know I said I’d trust you, but Ry said you and Luc were getting cozy in the hall today. Is there anything I should know?”
Heat climbs into my cheeks when he won’t look away.
“Umm, we’re going on a date tomorrow night.”
He huffs out a frustrated breath and tips his head back. When our eyes meet again, hurt shines bright. “I really don’t understand this.”
I lay my palm against his chest, over his beating heart. “I know and I’m so sorry.”
Well, Trey is already getting his wish and I haven’t really done anything yet. Baz is hurting. With a mental middle finger at Trey, I grab Baz by the jacket and pull him outside the room. Before he can protest, I shove him against the wall and press my lips to his.
I can’t ignore Trey yet, but I can make sure that Baz knows I do care about him. He groans against my mouth then his arms wind around me, pulling me tight to his chest. His tongue sweeps inside, desperate and demanding, claiming what I freely give.
He flips us around so that I’m pressed against the wall now and he nudges his leg between mine. Now his thigh is very close to where I ache and I whimper into his mouth.
He cradles my face between his hands and pulls back enough to look into my eyes. His pupils are huge and I feel his harsh breath against my swollen lips.
“I fucking hate whatever it is you’re doing and I don’t understand it at all.” His gaze darts between my eyes like he’s trying to discover all my secrets with just a look. “I will trust you, Ever, but not forever. Finish whatever it is you have to do and then you’re ours.”
I explode in a rush of goosebumps. Ours. I love the way that sounds. I nod and he presses his lips to my forehead, leaving them there for several long seconds.
“Now I get to go talk code with a hard-on. Thanks for that.” He steps back, then reaches down and adjusts himself. He’s not lying. My mouth goes dry and he shoots me a wry smile. “Sucks not getting what you want, doesn’t it?”
He disappears back inside the room and I let out a shaky breath.
The balls I’m juggling start to move faster. I have to keep them going for a few more days. Once I talk to Peter, I can deal with Trey.
I’m so close to ending this.
I just need to hold on for a little while longer.




Chapter Four
“I’m so glad you called!” Meri shouts to be heard over the whine of the bikes.
I debated not going to the race but in the end, I couldn’t stay away. Even though Riot warned me not to come, I decided I wasn’t going to listen. It’s a public place and he can’t really keep me away anyway.
The people we go to school with give us a wide berth, like they don’t even want to be seen near me. Thankfully there are enough town people here that Meri and I can sort of blend in to the crowd. It’s not that I don’t want Riot to know I came, it’s just better if he stays in the dark.
I just want to watch the races, not deal with the angry ass tonight.
“So Luc told Trey you guys are going out tomorrow night. Girl, I can’t keep up. You’ve got more guys than a dog has fleas.”
She shoulder bumps me and I teeter on the edge of the hay bale before finding my footing. I think she’s on her third beer so I’m keeping a close eye on her so she doesn’t fall off.
The bikes roar past and Meri screams out Trey’s name.
I can’t stop the visceral reaction it has on my stomach. Thankfully I don’t drink or I might have thrown up right there. Baz is in Trey’s heat again, but this time Trey stays focused on his own race. There aren’t any incidents on the track tonight and at the last second, Trey pulls ahead and beats Baz by a tire length.
Meri jumps up and down pumping her fist in the air and I can’t help laughing at her enthusiasm.
“I’m gonna go congratulate the winner.” She gives me sloppy wink and for a second I feel sorry for Trey, then think better of it. He deserves it.
The last racers line up on the starting line and my gaze immediately goes to Riot. He’s directly in the middle of the pack, with Luc and X on each side of him. Ry and X high five and I can't help but wonder what happened between Luc and the guys. Maybe tomorrow night he’ll tell me.
I hold my breath when the starting gun cracks and the bikes jump then dive down the first hill. Everyone around me screams as they top the first rise right in front of where I’m standing. Riot’s in the lead and takes the hill faster than the others, getting more air under him. I don’t exhale until he touches down. X and Luc are right behind him but take the jump a little easier. The rest zip by but I barely notice as I track Riot.
My heart jumps into my throat every time he soars through the air. I’ve only seen him race once, but tonight it seems like he’s got the demons of hell nipping at his heels.
“Fucker’s gonna wreck,” a voice behind me growls and I turn to see Baz behind me, his arms crossed over his bare chest. He’s glaring at the track, more specifically Riot as he comes around in front of us again. His front tire wobbles when he touches down and the crowd gasps until he punches the throttle and the bike darts forward.
He’s almost half a lap ahead of the rest of them now.
“What the hell is he doing?” I yell at Baz.
He glares at me. “What do you think?”
“You think this is my fault? He’s the one who’s mad at me.” I stand on the hay bale with my fists planted on my hips looking down at Baz. From here I’m about six inches taller than him now.
“Holy shit, did you see that?” some guy says. “I can’t believe he landed upright.”
I spin around but Riot is already disappearing around the corner.
“Ever,” Baz barks and when I face him again, he dips forward and heaves me up and over his shoulder. His arm braces the back of my thighs and thank god I wore shorts tonight and not a skirt because my ass would be on display for everyone to see.
I pound my fists into his thighs but he just walks into the crowd. I hear people laughing but the jostling keeps me from being able to lift my head.
“Put me down, asshole.”
I wiggle my entire body until he lands a hard slap on my butt. Surprise turns to indignation and I respond in kind, except his leather gear blocks most of my hits and I’m sure he barely feels a thing. It doesn't stop me from trying until my arms burn, though.
“Where the hell are we going?” I grit out. His shoulder digs into my gut and it’s starting to hurt. Just when I’m sure I’m going to throw up, the world spins and he sets me upright onto my feet. I clutch at him until everything stops moving, then slap both hands against his chest.
We’re at the top of the track where the starting line is and somehow it’s down to the last lap already. I watch Riot come barreling around the last turn then open it up, going full tilt toward the finish line even though there isn’t anyone even close to catching up.
Baz steps out in front of Riot’s bike and just barely misses getting hit. Dust kicks up from the sudden stop.
“The fuck, man?” Riot growls.
Baz points at me. “Get the hell on his bike.”
I take a step back, shaking my head. After the way he was riding, there’s no way I’m getting near him. Riot must agree because he revs the bike a few times to drown out what Baz is saying.
“You two need to figure this shit out!” Baz shouts, pointing between the two of us before landing back on Ry. “I’ll hack the fucking BMV and revoke your license if you don’t stop acting like such a selfish asshole.”
I fight back a smile until Baz rounds on me.
“And don’t forget what you need, Ever.”
I sober instantly.
“Don’t come home until you can be civil to each other or you’ll both be sorry.”
He glares at us one more time than storms off toward the truck. I stand awkwardly, wondering what Riot’s going to do. X finishes the race and heads our way, but must see something on my face because he glances at Riot and keeps going.
Luc stops ten feet away and shoves his visor up. Concern mars his features, but I can see it’s directed at Riot. Everyone is worried about him, and tonight’s performance is obviously not normal.
I hear some of the other riders complaining about how dangerous Riot is getting. His actions endanger more than just himself out there. Maybe I should talk to him. I don’t want him getting hurt because of me.
“Maybe we should…”
I don’t have a chance to finish because Riot twists the throttle and gravel spews from under the back tire as he flies out into the darkness. X pulls up beside me.
“The hell did you say to him this time?”
I throw my hands up in the air. “Nothing. Blame Baz, he wanted us to talk.” Riot’s tail light fades and I turn to X. “Is he going to be okay?”
X gives a harsh laugh. “Did you see the way he was riding tonight? No, he’s not okay. I’ll go after him, make sure he doesn’t drive his bike off a cliff or some stupid shit like that.”
Sour coats the back of my throat and I press my fingers to my lips to keep from crying out. X’s gaze softens just a bit.
“He’s not going to drive off a cliff. I’ll find him and talk him down, okay?”
I nod because my throat is too thick to talk. He takes off and I stand and watch until I can’t see his tail light anymore. The crowd thinned out really quickly and I realize that since I came with Meri, I might not have a ride back to the house.
It’s not a long walk, it’s just dark and I’m not one hundred percent sure where I’m going. But Baz is definitely gone and I haven’t seen Meri since she went to reward Trey, so walk it is.
I’m on the couch in the game room half asleep watching Walking Dead when X stumbles in, obviously drunk. I couldn’t sleep without knowing they were safe. Riot isn’t with him and I sink back in relief. I’m not ready to deal with all that anger yet. Not when the fear is still too real.
With narrowed eyes, X sees me and weaves over, kicking off his shoes as he goes. At some point he changed because he’s got on low-slung faded jeans and a t-shirt that hugs him in all the right places.
I didn’t even hear them come in.
“Ever,” he murmurs and drops down next to me. The smell of tequila is so strong I wrinkle my nose. “Found Ry. We had a few drinks and it’s all good now.”
X shifts and slides his arm behind my back. I have no idea what he’s doing, but I’m not going to stop him. When he settles in and exhales, I let out a shaky breath. The last couple of days with Baz have made me realize how much I miss them all. There’s a bone-deep sorrow that happens when no one wants you, and I’d been filling it with temporary fixes all my life.
How crazy is it that I finally found a sense of contentment in some mansion living like a fucking princess? With three irresistible broken princes just down the hall.
X yawns and then slowly slides sideways until his head is in my lap and his feet rest on the far cushion.
“Touch me.”
His whispered request is barely audible and I freeze. After a moment, his breathing evens out and I can breathe again. His dirty blond hair is a riot of messy curls and I start to run my fingers through it.
I reach down and gently push a few strands away from his forehead, then brush my thumb over his temple. He groans and shifts until his arms hold me tighter, one forearm leaning across my thighs, but his head hasn’t moved.
“More,” he murmurs, then sighs loudly as I start running my fingers through his hair again.
The soft curls wrap around my fingers as he burrows even closer. I thread them in and out, lightly scratching over his scalp. X admitted that he’s a player because he’s lonely.
I think we all are.
I didn’t realize just how touch-starved I’ve become, because this simple act is affecting me more than I want to admit. And when X runs his thumb along the skin above my shorts, I suck in a harsh breath, but don’t stop him. In fact, my fingers tighten around his silken strands.
The guttural sound coming from his throat tightens my nipples and they press against the thin material of my tank top. He holds me tighter and turns to press his lips against my skin, a low groan vibrating against me. I need to stop him. He’s drunk and will probably regret this tomorrow.
He still hates me.
A few more minutes won’t hurt, though.
“Everything's different now,” he murmurs, running his nose back and forth right above my belly button. “It was all shit. Falling apart. You came and you settled us, then fucked us over. You hurt us.”
Air lodges in my lungs at the heartbreak in his voice. Guilt makes it hard to even look at him.
He turns his head and red-rimmed eyes look up at me.
“I miss feeling loved. I had that, you know. I grew up with it. Fuck, I miss my Gran so much sometimes.”
The devastation in his eyes takes my breath away. I always assumed that my story was everyone’s story, that being unwanted created the foster system. There are so many reasons, though.
Baz’s story is tragic and heartbreaking. I have no idea what brought X here. Or Riot.
“Tell me about her,” I urge softly, keeping my fingers moving.
“She was bat shit crazy,” he says with a crooked grin. “Not certifiable, but in a fun way. We’d have breakfast for dinner or sit on the roof looking at stars until morning.”
“She sounds amazing,” I whisper.
“She raised me. When I was two my mother decided that drugs and men were more important so she left me with Gran. I had no idea I even had family, but from the second we met, we were inseparable. She showed me what love was. Unconditional and real.”
My chest is already tightening because I know where the story is going. There’s only one outcome that would have put him in the system, that would have brought him here.
I’m not sure he’d be telling me this if he hadn’t been drinking, so I cherish every word he shares. I don’t want him to regret a single one.
“I was almost seven when she just...dropped dead one morning.” His eyes grow glassy and I press my lips to his forehead. “They said it was an aneurysm. They’re unexpected. A blood clot hits the brain and you just...die.”
“I’m so sorry.” I can’t hold him any tighter, but I try.
“They tried to find my mother, but she was long gone, so I ended up in foster care. It’s where I met Ry and Baz. We were in the same group home. Wendi and Peter showed up a few weeks later. I was lucky. I didn’t have to live there long. Baz had been there about six months I think. But Ry, he’d been in foster care his entire life. He has no idea what it feels like to be wanted, to be loved.”
Just like Belle, except Riot didn’t have someone looking out for him. He didn’t have someone to show him that love is real. X shifts and when I look down, his eyes seem clearer. Like he’s not as drunk as he pretends to be.
“Ry needs to fix everything. It’s just what he does. It’s why he fell so hard for you. He looked into your eyes and saw how broken you were and was a goner. In his eyes, you were his to fix. He’s fierce, fucking loyal to a fault, but he holds a grudge when he thinks he’s been wronged. Hell, he still hates Hook and we all used to be tight as brothers.”
I sit up a little straighter. “What happened?”
“No fucking idea. One day Ry went off on him and that was the last time they talked.”
“So you hate Luc because Riot does?”
“No, we stick with Riot because he’s our brother. Whatever reason he has, Baz and I trust him on it.”
“Then why did Baz go against him and talk to me again? Why are you here right now? If Riot had his way, I’d be sitting on the curb outside the gates.”
X sighs and shifts again. “If we thought Ry was serious, yeah, we’d probably stand by him in this, too, but he’s not. He’s hurting but he doesn’t hate you. I know that for a fact. None of us do.”
He lifts his hand and cups my cheek, running his thumb up and down the scar that isn’t hidden behind makeup right now.
“Just because he isn’t talking to you right now doesn’t mean he doesn’t care. Ry is black and white, there aren’t any grey areas with him. But if you weren’t important, he wouldn’t waste a second on you. You’re under his skin and tonight proves it beyond a doubt.”
“He wouldn't even talk to me tonight even after Baz threatened him. He won’t even look at me.” Riot has made ignoring me an Olympic event and he’s contending for the gold.
“Oh trust me, sweetheart, he looks. He’s just so fucking stubborn that he won’t admit you matter a whole hell of a lot to him. He’s hurt. I mean, you’ve gone for Luc twice now. I think Ry could handle it if it was anyone but Hook. There’s history there.”
I stare down at X then narrow my eyes. He’s been talking an awful lot for someone who was staggering drunk minutes ago.
“Are you really drunk or is it an act to lay in my lap?”
The corner of his lip tilts up.
“I’m here, aren't I? And maybe a little bit of both. Had a few too many shots but wanted to see you. I’m a chatty drunk, what can I say. And this is nice.”
He settles back down and drags my hand back to his head, dragging it back and forth until I pick back up where I left off. His soft exhale makes me smile.
“X.”
He makes a hmm noise but doesn't open his eyes.
“I don’t want you to be lonely anymore.”
“Kay,” he mumbles.
I tug at his hair until he opens his eyes. I need him to know what I’m telling him.
“What I mean is, if you remember this in the morning, if you are lonely, I’m here.”
“I hear what you’re sayin’, sweetheart. And if you want Ry, then fight for him. It’s not going to be easy and he’s going to dig his heels in and will be the hardest one to break down, but I promise we want you here. You just need to be sure it’s where you want to be.”
He settles back down and once again, wraps his arms around me and turns his face to rest against my stomach. His raw honestly kills me. I do want them, I just don’t know if I can play both roles and still end up with them. I’m not sure they can blindly trust like I need them to. I know I probably wouldn’t be able to.
I play with his hair until I hear his soft snores start.
The remote is too far away to reach, so the room fills with the muted sounds of zombies and X. It is strangely soothing to the soul. The episode ends and a new one starts. It’s got to be after one now but I’m not tired.
A noise at the door makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up, the dark and zombies don’t make a good combination, but when I glance over, Riot is there, a dark menacing shadow, glaring at me.
A zombie would be less intimidating.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he grits out, moving into the dimly lit room toward where X is passed out practically on top of me.
I throw up my free hand like it will stop him from coming closer.
“Don’t you dare touch him. He came to me and you’re not dragging him away because you’re mad about it.”
He doesn’t stop until his shins press against the couch. He towers over us, so close I can smell the faint mix of tequila and cologne. Hot jealousy flares in his eyes as he looks down where I’m still threading my fingers through X’s hair.
X shifts and moans in his sleep, turning to nuzzle his face against my stomach again. My pulse leaps when I feel his lips grazing softly over the bared skin again. He’s still passed out and doesn’t know what he’s doing, but it feels so good I don’t stop him.
My nipples strain against the thin material of my tank top. I wasn’t expecting so much company tonight. Riot’s gaze drops to them and he scowls.
“Are you going to fuck him?”
His voice is guttural, filled with accusation and lust. I can practically feel the vibrations from the war going on inside him. His jaw ticks as he grinds his teeth, fighting against what his body wants.
It makes my pulse race.
X said that Ry would come around. That he just needed time.
He’s too stubborn to give in like this, but god, I want him to. So badly that I ache with it. No, I’m not going to fuck X when he’s questionably drunk, that’s not how I want to get him back, but the chance to nudge Ry is too good to resist. He’s been making everything hell the past few days. Letting Aine hang all over him, letting her touch him when he knows exactly what he’s doing to me.
He doesn’t like it much when the tables are turned.
I stroke my fingers over X’s cheek, then trail them around to the back of his neck. His gaze follows every single stroke and his throat bobs when he swallows.
“It’s none of your business what we do.”
Ry sucks in a ragged breath then lifts his fire-filled gaze to me.
“He’s drunk. Any fucking pussy will do when he gets like this. You’ll just be another in a long line.”
“Maybe I don’t care,” I goad, watching the desire burn brighter in his eyes. A deep rumbling growl echoes in his chest.
“I told you once, Peep, you want to play games you do it with me. Leave them out of it. You fucked them up enough already. I don’t know what you promised Baz to make him forgive and forget, but if you think I’ll just let you hurt them again, you’re wrong.”
This childish game crumbles at my feet and I wilt. Hurting them is the last thing I want to do. What X told me before he passed out? It changes everything. There’s no way I’m going to stop fighting for these lost boys now.
I inhale a trembling breath and my gaze softens. I’m tired of fighting with them. There is so much hurt inside Riot, so much pain, that I can’t bear to add more. I pat the cushion next to me, on the opposite side of X, and motion for him to sit.
When he doesn’t move, I sigh and look up into his stormy eyes.
“I don’t want to hurt them, despite what you think. Any of you. Everything’s a mess and complicated and if you’ll just trust me, I swear it will all make sense. I do care about you, probably more than I should since we barely know each other, but it feels right. And one thing I’ve learned in all these years is to trust my gut. We’re the same like that I think,” I say softly. “Give me a chance to prove I’m not what you think, Ry.”
He swallows hard as an honest moment of vulnerability crosses over his face. In it, I see the boy desperate for love and the man certain it doesn’t exist. This is why I’m fighting, not only my demons, but his as well.
They’re all worth it, I just need to prove to them that I am, too.
His expression closes off and he stares down at X and me. “I already know what you are. And he won’t remember any of this in the morning.” His eyes shine with animosity. “Whatever he told you is just the alcohol talking.”
I shrug. That may be true, but X can’t undo it now and I won’t ever not know his story.
“Goodnight, Ry.”
I pull the throw off the back of the couch and drape it over X.
He stands there for a few more seconds, just looking at us, before he clenches his jaw and walks out. I exhale the breath I’d been holding and sink back against the cushion.
Peter will be home in two days.
Forty-eight hours until I can come clean and then go get my sister.




Chapter Five
I wake up with a crick in my neck and a snoring boy lying half across me. For several minutes I lie there, content to just look at X. There’s no telling what he’ll do when he wakes up so I mentally brace for the cold shoulder I’ve been getting.
My arm’s asleep so I try to slide it out from under him and that’s all it takes to wake him. I’d have pegged him as a heavy sleeper but I guess not. His eyelids flicker then open and he stares up at me in confusion.
“The fuck,” he croaks, pushing himself up onto one elbow. He looks around the game room, then back at me and blinks a few times as if to clear his head. I brace for the inevitable. Instead, he grins and rubs his hand over his face.
“Thought it was all a dream. Gotta say, sweetheart, don’t mind waking up with my face this close to your cat.”
I smack the top of his head and he cringes and laughs, pushing to sitting with a wince. The loss of his body heat makes me shiver and I pull the blanket around me.
He blinks several more times, then his golden-flecked eyes settle on me. They’re softer now and I could get used to it.
“Morning, sunshine.”
I watch him, hopeful but wary, not sure how much of last night he remembers.
“Fuck, feels like I slept with a dirty sock in my mouth.” He smacks his lips together and makes a horrible face.
“Tequila will do that.”
He cringes again. “Yeah, and we’ve got a test in Science. Fuck that, nope, I’m going to bed.”
He pushes to his feet and sways for a few seconds, then heads for the door. A sinking feeling settles into my gut. He doesn’t remember last night. At the threshold, he pauses and looks over his shoulder.
“I heard what you were saying last night. I’m not sure I’m where Baz is yet, and I sure as hell don’t trust you yet, but sweetheart, you really need to make up your mind what you really want. Ry’s my brother and I’d do just about anything for him, but this time, I think he’s wrong.” His eyebrows dip down. “But you really need to get your shit together and decide what you really want before you drive all of us to madness.”
With one last look, he leaves and I sink back against the cushion, gritting my teeth to keep from screaming in frustration. I want to tell him I’m close to being able to tell the truth, I just can’t.
I’m tempted to skip school, too, but in the end, I decide to go.
I’ve got a date tonight and the last thing I need is to feel even more guilty. I’ve got that covered in spades. They aren’t the only ones I’m hurting, what I’m doing to Luc isn’t right either.
Just as soon as Peter has the watch, just as soon as I know where Belle is, I’m going to bring Trey Reynolds to his fucking knees. Images of revenge get me through the day and after a quick run home to change, I’m back at school sitting in the bleachers with Meri next to the baseball field.
I was right, it’s boring as hell. Even with all the tight pants.
Trey is behind the batter and Luc is the one throwing the ball. It’s a very, very long game of catch where someone stands between them trying to hit the ball.
Finally, Luc’s up to bat and it’s the bottom of something, honestly I tuned Meri out when she tried to explain how the game worked, and he hits the ball so hard that it soars over the guy’s head who’s standing way out there all by himself.
The guys on the bases all run in and they high five and chest bump when they cross home plate. People around us jump up and start cheering. I watch in relief as the two teams line up and slap hands; the game’s over.
“How do you sit through that every week?” I ask Meri as we stand. “It was like watching paint dry.”
“Well, it’s not as exciting as the track, I admit, but once you understand the ins and outs, it’s fun.”
Yeah, I don’t think so. This was my first and last baseball game.
I wait with Meri next to the school until the team comes out of the locker room. Trey and Luc veer off and come toward us and I can’t help the bubble of anger that dances in my gut at the sight of Trey.
The way he smirks at me tells me he knows and loves it.
I can’t wait to wipe it off his face.
“How’d you like the game?” Luc asks, coming up next to me. “Exciting, right? It was close, I almost pitched a no-hitter.” He fist bumps Trey who then slings his arm around Meri’s shoulder.
“So where are we headed?” the asshole asks.
“Ever and I are gonna grab a bite.”
“Cool, so were we. We should go together.”
I wait for Luc to tell Trey that it’s our date, but he agrees instead.
I stare at Luc, fighting to keep my mouth from hanging open. Did he seriously just invite Trey on our date? Date. God, it’s not really one anyway. This is all because of Trey and I’m sure that asshole just wants front row seats to make sure I’m behaving.
His wide grins proves it. Meri must misunderstand my expression because she grins and grabs my hand.
“There’s this amazing Mexican place in town. You’ll love it.”
“Hey, Ever,” Trey says. “Why don't you drop your car at the house and we’ll pick you up. That way you don’t have to come back here afterwards.”
“That’s so thoughtful.” Meri throws her arms around Trey and gives him a soft kiss.
I look to Luc and he shrugs. “Sounds good to me. I’ll see you there.”
Great, hopefully the guys are at the track tonight because I don’t need them witnessing my date. Riot would probably think I’m rubbing it in their faces. Maybe I can get home fast enough to park and wait at the end of the driveway.
With that plan in mind, I hop into my car and take off.
Of course luck is never on my side and the garage is open when I pull in. The guys are pushing their bikes out but they stop when I step out of the car. I glance at the driveway then back at them.
“Have fun.”
I walk off before any of them can say anything but only get about ten feet away when I hear the rumble of an engine. Trey’s quad cab red truck comes into view and my stomach tightens.
Really?
He pulls right up next to the garage and Luc jumps out from the back, swinging the door wide open. Trey leans over the steering wheel and looks out, not at me but at the guys. All three are statues, arms crossed over their chests, identical icy masks in place, as they watch me get into the truck.
Luc glances between them and me after he shuts the door.
“Sorry,” he says close to my ear. “Didn’t think that one through.”
I glance out the back window to see the guys are still there, still lined up unmoving, watching the truck leave. I meet Trey’s eyes in the rearview mirror. No, but someone did.
At the end of the driveway Luc leans forward, draping his arms between the two front seats.
“Can you take us back to school, man? I’m going to take Ever in my car, that way I can take her home later.”
Trey tenses but Luc says something low that makes Meri giggle and his shoulders relax. I breathe a sigh of relief when Trey turns right and not left. We’re back to school in no time.
“See you guys there,” Meri says with a wave.
I watch the taillights until they disappear and turn to Luc. He’s looking at me, a strange expression on his face. Neither of us move until he exhales and leans back on the car next to me, close but not touching.
“What’s he got on you?”
My breath hitches but I try to get it under control before he notices.
“What do you mean?”
He lets out a non-humorous laugh. “I know Trey. I know he’s a dick most of the time and I know when he’s pulling shit. He didn’t like you the very first day and suddenly he wants to double date? It’s a load of shit. What he did, picking you up like that, it was for no other reason than to make sure Ry and the guys saw it.”
He scrubs his hand over his face.
“Shoulda fucking figured that out. I was just pumped we were going out, I never even thought about it. Not till I saw Ry’s face. Fuck.”
His shoulders slump and he drops his head. My pulse races and my heart is breaking for Luc. Not to mention the guilt that is just about choking me right now.
“What happened between you guys? Meri said you all used to be friends?”
Luc snorts. “We were more than friends. The minute they were adopted, we were like family. Peter, Wendi and my dad have been tight since high school. My mom used to joke that they were the three musketeers.”
His lifts his faraway gaze toward school, but I don’t think he sees it, not lost in his memories like that.
“They wanted their kids to have the same kind of bond I guess. I was just glad I wasn’t an only child anymore. Our families did everything together. Vacations. Parties. When my mom…” His voice breaks and I reach out and take his hand to squeeze it. “When my mom died, Dad and I never would have gotten through it without all of them. Wendi especially. It’s like she knew what I needed before I did. She was amazing.”
I turn and lean my hip against the car. “So what changed?”
He lifts his anguished filled eyes to mine. “I don’t fucking know. I think Wendi and Peter were having problems last year, at least that’s what I gathered from my dad. He didn't talk about it with me but she came over a lot, brought the guys and we’d hang out in the game room. I don't know, it all felt fucking normal to me. Then one day last summer Riot just turned on me. Cut me out without telling me why. And of course X and Baz follow his lead on everything.”
Not always, but I don’t tell him that. He tips his head back and closes his eyes.
“They were my family, as much my brothers as any of them are to each other.” He lets out a harsh breath. “I know Riot almost as well as Baz and X, and last night at the track, he scared the shit out of me. I’ve never seen him so fucking reckless before.”
My skin grows tight when I remember Riot flying over those jumps. One tiny stumble could have been disastrous. It’s obvious that Ry is hurting, but I don’t think it has to do with me. At least not all me.
“It kills me to see him self-destructing like this. I wish I could help.”
We stand for a few minutes in silence, both lost in our own thoughts.
“Ry likes you.” There isn’t any animosity in his tone, just resignation. “I admit I was being an ass when I asked you out that first time. I knew he was listening. I guess I wanted to hurt him, you know? It felt good for about five seconds, until I remembered all the shit he’s had to deal with.”
He turns to look at me and I don’t miss the way his gaze moves over my face. At the bit of longing I see in his eyes. He blinks and pushes it away.
“I’m not that guy. Not when...”
He swallows and his throat bobs. My chest aches from Luc’s pain. I wish I could help him and the guys mend whatever’s broken. Luc doesn’t know what it is, maybe Baz or X do.
I doubt Riot will willingly tell me.
“I just want it to go back to how it used to be, you know? I miss them.”
I squeeze his hand then let it go. “Don’t give up, okay? There's still time.”
He stuffs his hands into his pockets and leans back again. “So this wasn’t exactly the date I had planned. I was saving all this fun stuff until at least date number three.” When I chuckle he nudges my shoulder. “So, you still want to get something to eat?”
When I hesitate, he winks.
“Strictly as friends. And nowhere near where Trey is.”
My stomach growls and he tilts his head with a wry smile.
“Well, I guess you do owe me for making me sit through the hellishly boring baseball game,” I tease.
He stumbles to the side, his hand over his heart.
“Harsh. So, so harsh, Darlington.”
“I could go for a pizza.”
“I know a place. Come on.” He leans past me and opens the door to his truck. Now that the boundaries have been established, I can relax and enjoy myself.
Luc takes me to a hole-in-the-wall that serves the best pizza I’ve ever eaten in my life. He spends an hour trying to get me to fall in love with baseball and I pretend to keep falling asleep.
We both ignore Trey’s texts.
By the time he pulls up in front of Peter’s house, my stomach hurts from laughing so much. Ever the gentleman, Luc walks me to the door.
“That was fun. Thank you.”
Luc again shoves his hands into his pockets. “Thank you. I haven’t had anyone to talk to about all that and it felt good to say it out loud.”
I give him a smile, then my lips curl into a teasing grin. “Just a word of advice. If you’re trying to get into a girl’s pants, maybe a little less baseball talk.”
He throws back his head and laughs. “Come on, it’s built-in innuendo. First base, third base, scoring a home run.” The twinkle in his eyes stays but his smile fades as he looks deeper into my eyes. “If I thought I had a chance in hell with you, Ever, I’d never utter the word baseball again in my life.”
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, wishing for the hundredth time that I felt more than mild attraction toward him. But it’s just not there. Everything I want is inside the house, not out here with me.
“Don’t apologize. He needs you more than I do.”
I lean in and give him a hug. “You’re a good guy, Luc Hook.”
He wraps his arms around me and squeezes. “You’re not so bad yourself, Ever Darlington.”
When he pulls back something dances in his eyes before he leans forward and presses his lips to mine. I freeze. After a second he pulls back and chuckles at what has to be confusion all over my face. He boops my nose with his finger.
“Just had to be sure I wasn’t giving up too quickly.”
With a wink, he turns and jumps down the steps, then jogs around the front of his truck.
“See you tomorrow,” he calls out.
He waves after he gets in and I keep watching until his taillights disappear, my fingers pressed against my lips. They tingle unexpectedly and I don’t know what to make of it.
The entry is dark and quiet as I make my way upstairs, lost in confused thoughts. Even after I shower and pull on sleep shorts and a tank top, I can’t stop analyzing that kiss.
It was completely unexpected, brief and closed-mouth. Luc didn't even try to slip a little tongue in. But it was nice. His lips were soft. Still, I can’t help but compare to how it feels when I kiss my boys.
There is no room for doubt with them.
They consume me.
I shake my head and grab a throw off the foot of the bed, wrapping it around my shoulders. Even though I just ate, I want a slice of cheesecake I saw in the fridge this morning.
Hanna even put a note on it telling the guys to save me a slice.
Hopefully they listened to her.
I pad across the dark entry with bare feet and duck into the kitchen. Dim light trickles in from the pool and through the window, I see Baz swimming laps. There’s exactly one slice of cheesecake left so I grab it and a fork and make my way out to the patio.
“Hey.” I give Baz a small wave as I toss my throw onto a chair and step down three steps to sit on the ledge. The water feels nice on my feet and as Baz swims closer, it ripples over my calves, too.
One of these days I’m going to swim.
That I can comfortably sit with my feet dangling in the water is amazing.
Baz stops about three feet away, his hands braced on the bottom of the pool. His body floats out behind him and he reminds me of a merman. A really hot merman.
“How was your date?”
I tilt my head, but he’s not accusing me of anything so I shrug.
“Okay. Not what I expected. We decided to just be friends.”
His gaze burns into mine as he slowly starts to move closer. I set the cheesecake to the side because I’m much more interested in what Baz is doing.
“Was it Luc’s idea to pick you up in front of us?” Hurt swims in the depths of his eyes before he can mask it and I quickly shake my head.
“No, that was all Trey. Luc wasn’t happy about it. We didn't go out with them.”
I feel his fingers wrap around my ankles and goose bumps break out over my skin.
“I saw him kiss you.”
Baz slides his hands up and down my calves, inching his upper body closer with each stroke.
“It was nothing.” My breath hitches when he hits the sensitive skin on my inner knee.
“Did you kiss him back?”
His voice drops lower, then he leans in and presses his lips to my kneecap.
“I thought you said you saw it.”
Oh my god, were knees supposed to be this erogenous?
“Didn’t stay to watch. Pissed me off too much.”
He nips my inner thigh, then moves to the other side and does the same thing. His hands slide along my hips then he grips my waist. When he looks up his eyes glitter in the pool lights, and I catch a glint of his stud as he runs his tongue over his bottom lip.
“But it’s my turn now.”




Chapter Six
“Baz, what are you doing?” I whisper.
I watch as he kisses higher, spreading my legs wider with his broad chest. Water laps at my toes.
“I don’t want your last thought to be of Hook tonight.”
I start to tell him it wasn’t even a real date, but he grips my ankles and lifts until my heels are planted on the edge of the pool, my legs now spread obscenely wide.
“Lie back.” There is a rawness in his deep voice that makes my blood hot. He starts to slide his hands higher, then kisses the inside of each knee.
I do as he says and lie back against the cool concrete, but push up to my elbows immediately because I really don’t want to miss this.
He places a kiss right on my center and even through the thin cotton, I feel the heat from his mouth. A moan bubbles in the back of my throat. His throaty chuckle drives me crazy, but not nearly as crazy as when he slips his finger under the edge of my shorts.
“Oh fuck.” I arch up against his hand and he sweeps one finger through the wetness between my legs.
Baz’s eyes grow hooded and his breathing picks up speed.
I want him to take off my shorts so he can touch me everywhere, but I don’t want him to stop what he’s doing. Especially not when he hooks my shorts with his thumb and pulls them to the side.
Warm breath washes over me and I arch my back. His tongue glides up and over my clit, the ball an electric point of contact. God, I knew it would feel good, but not this good.
“Baz.”
I sink back down, unable to hold myself up while pleasure makes my limbs weak. I tangle the fingers on one hand through his hair and tug, urging him to move faster.
His growl vibrates against my heated skin.
He sucks my clit between his lips, uses the ball in his tongue to stroke circles. I lift my hips, rocking to the rhythm that he’s created. Sweat beads on my skin and I urge him on with broken pants.
It feels too good. It’s been too long since I’ve felt a tongue between my legs, and even then, its wasn’t half as good as this. Baz knows what the hell he’s doing and it’s making me crazy.
He shifts without breaking contact and I feel his fingers slowly slipping into me. Two, maybe three? I don’t know for sure, all I know is that it’s stretching me in the best way and he’s got me on the edge already.
“Fuck.” I clench around him when he hits the spot that almost has me seeing stars.
The hard metal stud behind the softness of his tongue feels amazing. I try to close my legs to ease the build up a little, but the width of his shoulders keep me from moving. He uses his free hand to press down between my breasts, keeping me in place.
I fist my hand in his hair and he grunts, nipping at my clit until I loosen my hold enough so that he can sink into me deeper.
“Baz.” His name falls from my lips when I feel it start to take over. It’s too much. He’s hitting all the right spots inside and out and my body is five steps ahead of me now.
A tremor courses through me and I slam my eyes closed as a thunderous wave crashes over me, making my hips arch up off the ground and the air to leave my lungs.
He keeps me there, draws out my orgasm until I’m gasping for breath, then he guides me back down until I’m a boneless pile of satisfaction lying next to the pool.
With a wicked grin, he kisses the inside of my thigh and moves my shorts back into place. I’m swollen and so wet that I can feel it on the inside of my thighs. I wish I knew how to swim. This would be the perfect way to cool off.
Baz pushes back and eases my feet down and back into the water. It feels colder now, but good. He gives me his hand and helps me sit up. I watch with equal parts embarrassment and excitement as he licks his fingers, his gaze locked with mine.
“I can’t feel my toes,” I joke. “Holy fuck. You’re really good at that.”
“You went off like a fucking firecracker. I’d love to spend a day doing that over and over until you beg for mercy.”
His smile is feral and it sends another zap of fire right between my legs.
“But not tonight.”
He stands and walks up the steps, dripping water all over me as I scramble to move away. His erection pushes at his wet shorts and I’m momentarily distracted. I really want to see what's under that fabric.
“Come on, it’s time for the cuddling part of the evening.”
He helps me to my feet and I walk on shaky legs to an oversized lounge chair. Baz sinks down first and pulls me half onto his lap, then lies back, his arms locked around me.
Even though he’s still hard as a rock, he makes no move to take care of it. When I reach down, he wraps his fingers around my wrist and pulls my hand to his chest.
“Tonight was for you.”
“Why?”
“Because I’ve been wondering what you taste like for weeks.”
“You’ve only known me for a few weeks.”
“Exactly.”
He nuzzles against my neck. “For the record, you taste like peaches.”
My toes curl when he pulls my earlobe between his teeth.
“It’s body wash,” I whisper on an exhale.
“Nah, baby, it’s all you.”
Warmth spreads through my body. I hated it when Nate called me baby. He said it with an almost derisive tone, but when Baz said it, I have to admit my blood went hot.
He kisses my shoulder and his hand strokes up and down my back. It’s soothing. It feels right.
“It’s okay to ask for help sometimes, Ever. It doesn’t make you weak. It actually takes a really fucking strong person to admit they need someone.”
I dip my head into the crook of his neck. How he sees through me like this is crazy. Taking care of Belle meant making sure the people around me believed that I could. It didn’t matter that I felt like I was completely falling apart inside, as long as it didn’t show.
I was strong.
It worked too. So good that people thought I didn’t need anyone else. 
“I know,” I admit. “I’ve just never had anyone around to ask.”
He grips my chin and presses his lips to my forehead. “I’m here now. X and Ry are here. You have more than one someones, okay?”
I nod because all the feels have lodged in my throat.
My life has always been about Belle, about keeping her safe, and relying on only myself to do it because everyone else has let her down. I’ve never trusted anyone with her future, and in turn, never trusted anyone with mine.
Maybe I can share a little bit of the burden.
Maybe I can trust these Lost Boys to keep me safe, too.
∞∞∞
 
Friday at school flies by without a single incident and I spend almost all day Saturday shopping with Meri. It feels like the calm before the storm.
Despite my protests, she took me to a few boutiques that I have to admit, had really cute clothes. I may have given the black card a workout, but I figured that it could all end tonight so I might as well take advantage while it lasts.
I’ve hung up all my new things and lined the shelf with more shoes, still nowhere near enough to make a dent in all the free space, when my stomach growls so loudly I can’t ignore it.
I grab the timepiece out of my boot and tuck it into my pocket just in case. The guys weren’t around when I got back and I didn’t see the town car when Meri dropped me off. Maybe Peter’s planning on getting in later. I warm up the plate Hanna left and when I’m done, tuck the dirty dishes into the dishwasher.
I still haven’t heard or seen anyone and it’s making me a little uneasy. This house is huge and most of the time empty. It’s not natural, which is why I spend so much time in my room.
Just as I hit the bottom of the stairs, the door to Peter’s office swings open and I bite back a scream.
“Oh, I didn’t know anyone was here.” I press my hand to my beating heart.
“Sorry. Ever, could you come here, please.”
I move into Peter’s office and freeze when I see Riot standing across the room. My skin prickles and the timepiece in my pocket feels like it’s pulsing like a beacon.
The manicness that I’ve seen in Peter’s eyes is gone tonight. He isn’t clutching a glass of whisky and his suit jacket is wrinkle free. He’s put together and careful.
“Thank you, Riot, I’ll talk to Ever now.”
Ry’s eyes widen in surprise. His gaze moves between me and Peter and he’s not happy as he makes his way to the door. He probably wanted to stay and listen to Peter tell me to go away. I can’t even imagine the things Ry told him to get rid of me.
He and I definitely need to talk soon.
As soon as the door closes, Peter's demeanor changes and he sinks down into the chair.
“Do you have it?”
Hints of wildness now dance around his eyes. He’s very good at hiding this version of himself from his boys. I don’t sit, don’t move closer. He’s unpredictable and those are the most dangerous of people.
“Ever, do you have the timepiece?” he repeats.
My pulse pounds in my ears. Why am I fighting this so much? All I have to do is reach into my pocket and give him what he wants and I’ll get what I want. But the desperation in his eyes feels like more than a grieving spouse.
I have so many questions. Why was it in William Hook’s safe if he and Hook had a falling out? Why can’t Peter find Wendi? If he has the world’s leading location software, why does he need me?
My gut is screaming that there’s more to this.
I’ve never not trusted my gut.
“The combination didn’t work. It’s not Luc’s birthday anymore.” The hair on the back of my neck prickles when his stare goes cold. “I’m a thief, not a locksmith. I don't know what you want me to do.”
“I want you to do what I brought you here to do. By any means necessary.”
“I tried. I’m not sure what you want me to do.”
Peter slams his hand down on the desk and I jump.
“I want you to get me that timepiece. Convince Luc to open the safe if you have to, just get it done. You should know that your sister’s foster parents have started the adoption application.”
It’s as if a sledgehammer slams into my gut.
“What?” The word wheezes out of my tight throat.
“They plan to adopt her. Soon. Our deal is the timepiece for the address. You better hurry if you want to stop it.”
My heart is pounding a mile a minute and the Mexican rice I ate for dinner is threatening to come back up. This isn’t a man in front of me, it’s a monster. How can a father act like this? How can he knowingly withhold information about my little sister and not feel a thing?
“Why would you do this?” My voice shakes from anger and from trying to keep from crying. He knows where she is. He could tell me and I could go get her.
The desperation in his eyes grows brighter. I’ve seen the same look in the eyes of Nate’s clients. The ones who think they’ll die if they don’t get a fix. They’re the most dangerous because they are at the point where they will do anything for a fix.
Peter isn’t a druggie, but there is something he’s willing to turn into the devil for. That’s what’s keeping me from giving him the watch. The feeling that there is so much more to this.
“Because we have a deal. Because you promised to get me something I need. Because I have to have that timepiece to bring my wife home. Take your pick, Ms. Darlington, but make no mistake that my family will and does take priority over yours. In case you thought you could sway me into giving you the address you need.”
The watch is all but throbbing in my pocket. I want to give it to him so he’ll tell me where Belle is, but I can’t. Not yet. I need just a little more time to consider my options. To make sure that I get what I need from him too. He throws out threats too easily to ignore the possibility that he could be bluffing about Belle.
I don’t trust him and that’s what it comes down to.
“I’ll get it. Give me a few more days, but I’ll figure it out.”
He nods and sits back in his chair. I can see the suspicion in his stare as I leave, but he has no proof. Of course, he could decide to search me or my room. Maybe I should hide the timepiece someplace else for tonight just in case.
My neck prickles the whole way up the stairs. I don’t look back in case he really is watching me, but by the time I close the door to my room, my heart is thundering and my skin feels alive.
I tuck the watch into the linen drawer in the bathroom and pull off my clothes. The hot water helps to ease the strain from my muscles and it also helps me to think. 
I picture Belle being adopted, being taken away from me forever, and my stomach starts to ache. I lean my palms against the shower wall and duck my head under the water, letting it run down over my head, my face.
Belle is going to be adopted if I don’t do something. Do I really have a choice? I need to get to my sister before she’s lost to me forever and I have the means in my hand.
I have to trust that Peter will uphold his end of the bargain and I can’t be concerned about his motives. Not with Belle at stake. If I lose her then all of this will have been for nothing. I know what I have to do, despite the unease weighing me down.
I towel off and wash my face, then pull on a pair of sleep shorts and a shirt. When I look at the girl in the mirror, she’s different than the first night. The gauntness is gone, her cheekbones not as sharp. The haunted look is faded and in its place I see hope, something that has been missing for so long.
Yes, this is the right decision.
I grab the watch from the drawer and give myself a moment to examine it. It’s pretty for sure, and I feel a pang of sympathy when I trace my finger over the name engraved on the front.
I can’t imagine what clue it will give Peter, but that’s not my business. Not anymore. I’ve lost sight of my ultimate goal. The voice in my head was simply warning me not to wait too long.
At the top of the stairs I stop and see light spilling from where the door to his office is cracked open. With my pulse hammering in my ears, I descend the staircase, my bare feet silent on the runner. At the bottom I pause and suck in a fortifying breath. Just as I’m about to knock, I hear his raised voice. I force myself to inhale slower and take a step closer so that I can hear what he’s saying.
“I don’t care what she says,” I hear through the door, “I told you I want her kept sedated at all times. She’s a danger to herself. Need I remind you that she tried to harm her children?”
I press my fingers to my mouth to stay silent.
“I can move her to a different facility if you can’t comply, Dr. Philips.” His voice is harsh and filled with ice. “My wife is to be fully medicated at all times, is that clear?”
A gasp flies through my fingers and I hear his chair scrape over the floor.
“Hold on one second,” he barks and footsteps hurry toward the door.
I sprint across the foyer and duck into the dining room, then search for some place to hide. The office door swings open, spilling bright light across the entry as Peter moves across the marble floor, his shoes tapping as he gets closer.
I curse the minimalist theme and finally duck behind a potted fern just as a shadow falls into the room. He stops and I can almost hear him listening. I pray that my frantic heartbeat isn’t as loud as it seems to me.
After several tense seconds, he retreats and I let out the air I was holding.
“I’ll be there on Monday and I want to know if she says anything about… ” His voice is cut off when the door shuts.
I wait a few more minutes until I’m certain he isn’t lying in wait for me. The foyer is dark and silent as I hurry across the floor and race up the stairs, running right past my door.
What the fuck is going on? Did I really hear what I just thought I did? I second guess every word I overheard but it doesn't stop me from throwing open the first door I come to.
I’ve never been in the boys’ rooms before even though they're just down the hall from mine and I have no idea who I just barged in on, but it doesn't matter. I need them all to wake up.
I flip the switch, throwing blinding light into the room and hurry to the bed.
Riot rolls over and squints up at me.
“What the fuck are you doing in my room?”
His voice is raspy and low and even in my panic, it still makes me break out in pleasant goosebumps. But only for a second. I still need to wake X and Baz.
Without answering him, I run out of his room and fling open the next door. Again I hit the light and again, I’m met with growling protest.
X sits up, running his fingers over his face.
“The fuck?” he mumbles.
I spin around, ready to do the same to Baz and slam into Riot. He’s blocking the doorway and glaring at me. Panic swirls around my stomach like a bad amusement park ride.
My eyes feel as wide as saucers and I flail a bit before I try to shove him out of the way.
“Move. I need to get Baz.”
“Not until you tell me what the hell you’re doing.”
My hands start to shake and there’s a buzzing in my ears.
“Riot, you need to move...I need to get Baz...you have to know…” I’m gulping in air every other word but my heart is racing so fast I can’t catch my breath.
Ry stares at me a few seconds more then nods his head behind me.
“Take care of this.”
X wraps his arms around me from behind, effectively trapping my back against his front. They aren’t going to do this to me again. Immediately I start to twist and buck. They can’t ignore me, not now. Not when I have to tell them about Peter. About Wendi.
A sob lodges in my throat and a strangled sound comes out instead.
“Ry, you need to listen to me,” I finally wheeze out. “Peter knows where Wendi is.”
Ry stops and turns around. X goes rigid behind me. Before I can blink, Ry is right in my face and I’m pinned between the two boys.
“The hell’d you just say?”
“I just overheard Peter on the phone. He was talking to some doctor. He said his wife was a danger to herself. He said she tried to hurt you guys? He's been drugging her... ”
Rage burns in Riot’s eyes.
“You’d fucking say anything, wouldn't you? You get backed into a corner and now you’re spreading lies? You have no idea what we’ve been through. It’s a low blow even for you.”
“It’s true. You have to believe me. Peter brought me here to steal something from Hook, something he said might tell him where Wendi went.”
Ry pushes even closer, wedging me back against X.
“Stop fucking lying,” he grinds out.
Now that the truth is out, I can’t stop confessing.
“He said he’d find my sister if I did this. That he’d help me get custody of her.” My voice breaks and hot tears stream down my cheeks. “She’s going to be adopted if I don’t stop it.”
“A sister?” Ry sneers. “That’s convenient, except there’s nothing in your file about a sister. Just you and your record of trouble. What do you have on Peter, why did he let you come live here? Are you blackmailing him?”
“I’m telling the truth,” I grit out. “Ask Baz, he’s been helping me try and find her, but it’s just been dead ends.”
A harsh laugh escapes Riot. “Now see, this is where you fucked up, Peep. Baz is a fucking genius. If he can’t find her, then she doesn’t exist. He wrote the base programs for the Panchard software, he knows it inside and out. There’s no way he’d come up empty.”
I stare wide-eyed at him and realize he’s made up his mind. I won't change it. Not without proof.
“I did come up empty,” Baz says from the doorway. He steps into the room and shuts the door, rubbing his fingers over his eyes. “I heard what you said about Wendi. I never figured out why I couldn’t find her. It wasn’t until Ever said that I was a Panchard with Panchard tech that something clicked. I’d been searching like a hacker, but the system I designed, the one impossible to get around, was meant for that. I did literally everything it was programmed to block because it never occurred to me that this was coming from the inside.”
X loosens his hold but keeps his arms loosely around me. We all just stand there staring at Baz. His gaze meets mine and he gives me a small smile.
“I found Belle. For real this time. Once I knew what was going on, I went through a backdoor and bypassed the protocol. It was all right there.”
A soft cry leaves my lips and my knees go weak. He found her. I push out of X’s embrace and fly across the room, throwing my arms around Baz. Gurgling half laughs bubble out of my throat.
He pulls me close and I’m surrounded by warm bare skin. It feels too right to be wrong. After a minute, I loosen my hold and Baz glances down at me.
“You really did?” I ask.
He gives me a soft look and a nod. I lean up and press my lips to his.
“Thank you.”
“This is fucked up,” X says, sinking down onto the edge of his bed. He drops his face into his hands and shakes his head. When he snaps back up, anger blazes in his eyes.
“So you’re telling me that Pete knew where Wendi was this whole time? That he’s been pretending to look for her? That he let us suffer thinking she left?”
His voice gets louder with every word.
“That he’s been fucking drugging her?”
The last is almost shouted and I glance at the door. Peter’s still here.
I hurry over and press two fingers again this lips. His eyes are wild and unfocused.
“He’s downstairs, we need to be quiet.”
Understanding floods his eyes and though the anger still blazes fiercely, he nods.
“None of this makes sense,” Riot grits out. His hostile gaze swings to me. “What the fuck did he want you to steal from Hook?”
I hesitate, but the time for secrets is over. I trust that Baz is telling the truth, that he found Belle, so there’s no reason to lie anymore. I reach into my pocket and pull out the watch and hand it to him without hesitation.
His face pales as he studies it.
“This is Wendi’s. She never took it off. Where did you get it?” His stare is accusing, but I see the terrible pain in his eyes.
“It’s what Peter had me steal from Hook’s safe.”
Disbelief wars with the physical proof he holds in his hand.
“Why?”
“I don't know,” I tell him honestly. “And it makes even less sense now that I know he knew where Wendi was. He said this would help find her.”
He can’t need a watch to find someone if he already knows where she is. I rub the throbbing spot between my eyes. I don’t understand any of this and I can’t imagine what’s going through the  guys' heads.
Baz and X crowd close and Baz reaches for the watch.
“Why was Wendi’s watch even in Hook’s safe?” X asks no one in particular. “Why would she give it to him when Peter has a safe here?”
Riot goes rigid next to me before he pulls away. The other two don’t notice, they’re too busy looking over the watch. Ry goes to the window and stares out into the darkness.
I follow, but stop a foot away. He needs space. I can’t imagine what it would feel like to have all this thrown at your feet. Completely out of the blue.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you. I never meant to hurt you guys.” I huff out a laugh and shake my head, staring out the same dark window. “I never even expected you guys. Peter didn’t tell me about you before he brought me here.”
He doesn’t answer, doesn’t even acknowledge I’m standing there, but I continue anyway. There are things I need to say to him and this might be the only chance I get.
“Belle is...everything to me. She’s my reason for breathing, my heart and my hope. She’s everything good and pure in this world and I love her more than anything or anyone else. When I lost her, I thought I was going to die. You lost Wendi, so you must know how it feels.” I stop and take a ragged breath in. “It was my fault they took her away the last time. I did something desperate when I aged out and my foster parents told me to leave, and they basically hid her from me after that. At that point, I would have done anything to find Belle, and when Peter made me that deal, I didn’t even need to think about it. I hate that I had to lie to you, but Peter left me little choice.”
“Where did he find you?” Ry asks, not looking at me.
“I got caught breaking into Panchard. I heard they had the ability to find anyone. It was stupid, I’m not even sure what I was expecting to do. I’m not computer savvy at all, but I was desperate. Peter came to the police station. He offered me the deal. I took it.”
Riot scrubs his hands over his head.
“So you steal the watch and he tells you where she is? Because he said he needed it to find Wendi? When he knew where she was all along?”
Frustration fills his voice and I move to his side, laying my palm against his rigid back to let him know I’m there for him.
“Why the hell wouldn’t she contact someone? Why wouldn’t she tell us she was okay?” Pain breaks free and into his words.
“I don’t think she can.” I recall the bits of conversation I heard. “I think wherever she is, they’re keeping her sedated most of the time. That’s what I heard Pet… ”
A growl rips from his throat and he spins around.
“I’m going to fucking kill him.”
He’s halfway to the door when I realize what he’s doing.
“Ry, no!” I race after him and grab his arm, but it’s like a mouse trying to stop a rampaging elephant. Riot is furious and nothing is going to stop him. “X, help me.”
X is across the room with his arms around Riot just before he reaches the door.
“Let me the fuck go, X. He’s not getting away with this.”
With X pinning Riot’s arms to his sides, I can get right in his face.
“You can’t, not yet. We don’t know where Wendi is. You don’t know why Peter did this. You can’t go charging downstairs and punch him in the face, Riot. There’s no telling what he’d do. We have to play this smart.”
Riot stands still, his chest heaving under X’s hold. Wild eyes meet mine and I can see the fury and pain swirling like a storm inside them.
I lay my hands along his flushed cheeks. “We need to figure out why he wanted the watch, where he took Wendi and how to get her home. That’s what's important right now.”
His gaze locks with mine and I try to be the beacon he needs to pull himself free from his rage. Seconds pass, but I don’t look away. He needs me and I will stand here all night until he knows I have his back.
“She’s right, man,” X says quietly. “I want to bust his door down and fuck him up just as much as you do, but we need to play this careful. Until we know what Pete is after, he can’t know we know.”
Little by little, X loosens his hold. When Riot takes a step away, X clasps him on the shoulder.
“You good?”
Ry grunts, but he nods.
“I think I might know why he wanted the watch.” Baz looks up from where he’s been examining the timepiece under the desk lamp. “There’s a chip. Almost sure it’s Panchard tech, but it’s newer. Prototype by the looks of it.”
He holds up a tiny rectangle between his fingers. It’s no bigger than the end of a pencil eraser.
“What the hell is a protochip doing in Wendi’s watch?” X asks. “Can you read it?”
“It’ll take some time. I don’t know what kind of encryption is on here. I was involved in the early stages of design, but this looks like someone took it a step further.”
“How much time?” Ry asks. What he really wants to know is how long before he can confront Peter.
“I won’t know until I get it into a reader.”
“Days? Weeks?” Ry runs a frustrated hand over his head. “Wendi’s out there drugged up somewhere while that bastard is walking around pretending he doesn’t know where the fuck she is.”
“I know that, Ry,” Baz snaps. He glares up at Riot. “You think I want her like that? Whoever put this chip in the watch did it on purpose. Whether Wendi knew about it or not, I don’t know, but Peter knew it was there. He wants whatever’s on it and was willing to blackmail Ever to get it. If we’re not careful we could lose the advantage, and right now it’s all we have.”
“Do your thing, Man,” X says. “I know you got this.”
Baz nods and hands the watch back to me.
“We have some time to come up with a solid plan.”
He stands and takes my hand. “And I know where Belle is, so you don’t have to worry about Peter holding that over your head anymore. You’re free from his blackmail now. You can do whatever you want.”
I swallow thickly when he squeezes my hand and lets go. I’m not free from all the blackmail yet.
Ry narrows his eyes in suspicion. I hate that he reads me so easily.
“The fuck aren’t you telling us now?”
Heat climbs up my neck as all three sets of eyes focus on me. Shit.
“The night I broke into the safe... Trey caught me. He has pictures. He’s been blackmailing me too.”
X throws up his hands, Baz glares but I don't think it’s directed at me, and Riot loses his shit. He’s storming toward the door again and manages to get it open before I can wrap my arms around him from behind. He all but drags me down the hall with him.
X ducks around us and gets in front of Ry who vibrates with rage under my hands.
“Move. He doesn’t get to threaten Ever and keep walking.”
X nods and crosses his arms over his chest. “I agree. You’re just not going without me.”
The murderous matching grins on their faces scares me. I look to Baz but he shrugs. With a growl of my own, I slip around the front of Riot and press my hands to his chest.
“No. Neither of you are doing anything right now. He said he’d give the pictures to his father, the sheriff, if I didn’t do what he said.”
“If that fucker thinks he’s blackmailing you for sex…” Ry’s eyes go dark. “I will fucking kill him.”
“Oh my god, no. It’s not like that. He’s making me go out with Luc. I don’t know why, other than he wants to hurt you guys.”
“I’m going to fucking hurt him instead,” Riot grits out, fisting his hands at his side.
“I’ll hold him,” X adds.
“No,” I say again. “We need to figure out a way to get the pictures. If you threaten him what do you think he’ll do? I don't know what his endgame is, but this is my future at stake and you’re damned well going to listen to me. And I say leave it alone.”
Riot narrows his eyes and ducks his head until we are practically nose to nose. I can feel his hot breath on my lips and try not to let it distract me. The hallway full of almost naked guys is enough to fry my brain.
“You telling us what to do now?” There’s a hint of something more burning in his eyes now. Challenge maybe? It ignites a fire in me that I didn’t know I had. I press closer.
“Damn right I am.” I punctuate my reply with a poke to his gut. “You don’t get to decide this, Riot. Not when it affects me.”
We’re locked in the stare off until X groans. “Kiss and make up or fuck already. You’re throwing off some serious angry sex vibes right now and it’s waking up Little X.”
It takes a moment to sink in, but when I realize what he said, I burst out into a fit of giggles. Ry shakes his head, but a grin teases his lips. X grins, too, and just like that the tension is gone. Just like he planned I’m sure.
“We need Trey’s phone,” Baz says like X didn’t just tell us the name of his junk. “He probably sent the pictures to himself thinking he was covering his bases, but if I have his phone I can trace them. We can destroy them and he can’t use them to blackmail Ever anymore.”
“Be happy to get that asshole’s phone,” Ry says with a little too much enthusiasm.
“Brute force won’t work this time. If his phone goes missing, he’ll probably panic and send the backup pictures to his father. No, we need to be smart about it.”
“Maybe Meri will help?” X says.
“She knows you guys and Trey don't get along. She won’t go along with it.” Plus she thinks Trey’s a nice guy, just misunderstood.
“We need someone close to him, but that doesn't leave too many people. He’s an asshat.”
I glance at X, then at Riot. There is someone but they aren’t going to like my suggestion.
“I think Luc can help us. He can get close…”
“Fuck no.” Riot glares daggers at me, all amusement from moments ago gone. “Your fake boyfriend needs to stay the fuck away from us.”
“Ry,” Baz tries to cut in. “It’s actually a solid idea.” He looks at me. “Do you think we can trust him?”
“I do,” I say.
“No,” Riot barks.
I spin around. “You don't get to decide, remember?”
This time the anger flying between us has nothing to do with pent up sexual frustration. It’s one hundred percent regular frustration.
“Peep,” he growls.
I step closer. “Don’t you Peep me, Riot. If you don’t want to help me than leave. Because this is the best plan we have.”
After a few seconds, his face goes blank.
“I’m done then. If you’re doing this then count me out. Not making nice with Luc for anyone, not even you Ever.”
He storms back down the hall and slams his door. I freeze, waiting to see if Peter comes out of his office to see what the commotion is, but everything downstairs remains quiet. I let out a shaky breath and turn to X.
“Do you know why Ry hates Luc so much?”
“Always figured he had a good reason. Would take something pretty bad to fuck up the friendship they had so I got that he didn’t want to talk about it. We got his back and that’s good enough for us.”
They certainly have the loyalty part of their brotherhood down.
But this is the best course of action and the sooner we get the pictures deleted, the sooner they can stop worrying about me and focus on finding Wendi.
They both listen to my idea and reluctantly agree. When I go back to my room, I’ve got the timepiece tucked into my pocket. That’s phase one. Phase two starts when we tell Luc the truth and hope like hell I didn’t read everything about him wrong.




Chapter Seven 
Peter is in the kitchen when I walk in the next morning.
I never considered that he might have left late last night. He’s rarely around at all and this is a lucky break. I won’t have to wait to set things in motion.
My heart is in my throat as I approach him. The boys are still sleeping, I got up early enough so that I could do this alone.
“Morning,” Peter says distractedly. He pours himself a cup of coffee and goes to move around me but I stay put.
“I have something for you.”
He pins me with his stare until I see it click into place. His pupils dilate and I don’t miss the way his breath hitches. He thinks he’s won whatever game he’s been playing. I fight to keep my face neutral.
“Come to my office, please.”
He’s all business as he leads me across the entry. Inside his office he points to the chair and then closes the door behind us. I admit I’m a little nervous being alone with him, but the boys are right upstairs and I can always shout if I need them. Baz at least knows what I’m doing this morning.
“You had it all this time?”
“Just a few days. Last night...I wasn’t sure I could trust you. Our deal. But I thought about it and it’s why I did all this, to find my sister. There’s really no benefit to keeping the timepiece when we both get what we want by giving it to you. And I hope you find Wendi, the boys really need her to come home.”
A flicker of remorse passes through his eyes and I wonder if he really is sorry for what he’s doing.
“So you’ll tell them why I was here now?”
“I’m not sure that’s in their best interest. I’d rather wait until I have something concrete to tell them. Like that I found her and she’s coming home.”
I nod like that makes sense and slowly pull the timepiece from the pocket of my sweatshirt. His gaze immediately goes to it.
“My sister?” I hold my breath. He could have been lying to me this whole time, could take the watch and tell me to get out, but he doesn’t. He opens his briefcase and takes out a folder. I expected a sticky note with an address not an entire accounting of her life.
We make the exchange and I clutch the folder to my chest, trying to quiet my frantic heartbeat. Peter stares at the watch, completely tuning me out, so I back away slowly.
I wonder if he can tell the chip is missing.
“Thank you.” My voice wobbles and I swallow loudly.
He finally looks up and there’s a calmness in his eyes that wasn’t there before.
“Thank you, Ever. Everything you need is in there. Now if you’ll excuse me…” He gets up and moves to the door, the watch clasped in his fist. I skirt past him and dart up the stairs, hearing the door close behind me.
I thought the boys were still sleeping but Baz is waiting outside my door wearing a low slung pair of sleep pants. His gaze drops to the folder.
“You got it?”
“Yeah,” I whisper. My hands shake as I slide my back down the wall and sit. The weight of the past few weeks pushes down on my shoulders. It should have eased up, not gotten worse.
This is it. What I’ve been working for all this time. But what if it isn’t? I look up at Baz.
“What if it’s another dead end?”
He crouches down in front of me and cups my face. “Then we’ll keep looking. Now that I know it was Panchard tech hiding her, I can get past it if we need to. But you need to see if this lead is real first. Here, I wrote down the address I found. If they match there’s a pretty good chance it’s real.”
He’s hands me a slip of paper and I tuck it against the folder.
I have Belle in my sweaty hands.
“Do you need me to go with you?”
I push up to my feet. “Thanks, but I think I want to do it alone this time.”
“I’m here if you need me.” Baz pulls me into his arms and rests his chin on top of my head. I wind one arm around him, losing myself in all the warm bare skin.
“I’ll let you know when I get back,” I promise.
His lips are gentle on mine. It’s a sweet kiss. One filled with promise. He doesn’t say goodbye or good luck, but I see it in the way his gaze softens.
He heads down the hall and I duck into my room. My hand shakes when I set the folder on my bed, but I can't wait a moment longer. Inside are the answers.
My breath catches when I flip the folder open. Belle looks out at me, her blonde hair shorter but her smile brighter than I’ve ever seen it. Tears burn my eyes as I trace her face with a finger. She looks older even though it’s only been half a year.
She looks every bit the fairy princess she always wanted to be in a pale pink tutu. Whoever took the picture must have been in the audience of some kind of production.
I wasn’t there to see her on stage for the first time.
What else has she done without me?
I swipe my forearm over my wet eyes and leave the file just long enough to throw on some clothes. I don't bother reading anything else because it’s not important. All that I need is the address. I double check and sure enough, Baz really did find her.
I take her picture and the paper and leave everything else on my bed.
It’s Sunday so I don’t have to worry about missing school, not that it would stop me. Not when I’m so close. I put the address into the car’s GPS and realize that Belle is only about forty minutes away in Ashley Forest.
So damned close.
It feels like forever and too soon when the GPS tells me I’ve arrived. I park across the street, a little down from the cream-colored two-story house. It’s a little before ten so Belle should be up. She was always an early riser.
I watch the windows for any sign of life.
What if she’s not here? What if it’s like last time and Belle is gone again? A tight feeling starts in my stomach and makes its way up into my throat. I didn't eat before I left so there’s nothing in my stomach to upset it. Still, the sour taste sits on the back of my tongue.
About an hour later, the front door opens and three people come out.
My gaze immediately finds Belle behind a man and woman. I grip the door handle, ready to push out and bolt across the street to grab her. Something makes me hesitate, though, and it’s not until I look closer that I realize what it is.
Belle is happy.
The couple look like they stepped off the pages of Middle Class America. They are both blonde, the man’s hair medium length and curly while the woman has hers in a side braid, and tan like they just got back from an exotic vacation.
Belle has on a periwinkle colored dress, matching sandals and her hair is done like the woman’s in a shorter side braid. She too is tan. The man has on a navy blue dress shirt, flat front khakis and a tie. The woman is wearing a floral wrap dress and stylish heels.
Belle looks like she belongs to them.
They all walk toward a silver minivan in the driveway, and without a thought, I climb out of my car. I don’t notice the person behind me, but I smell his cologne.
As the van door slides open, a familiar wash of panic crashes over my head. The last time they took Belle away from me she was screaming at me to help her. I can hear her cries echoing in my head. They’re taking her away again. I need to stop them, I need to save her.
Belle throws back her head and laughs at something the woman says, but in my mind all I hear are her cries for help. I throw myself toward the street, but come up short when Riot grabs me from behind.
I struggle against his hold but he’s too strong. All I can do is watch helplessly as Belle gets into a minivan with the man and woman.
My pulse rockets. They’re driving away with my sister. They’re taking her away from me.
“Let me go. I need to get her.” I twist and drive my elbow back, but aside from a loud grunt, Riot keeps hold of me.
“Ever, enough.”
“She’s my fucking sister, Riot.”
“This isn’t what she’d want. To have you half out of your mind, storming back into her life like a crazy person.”
“How the fuck do you know what she wants?” I grind out. The minivan backs out of the driveway then pulls forward, driving away as I watch helplessly. When it turns out of sight, Riot lets go and I spin on him, shoving my hands against his chest. “What the fuck was that?”
Tears burn my eyes. I start to push past him to get into the car, to follow Belle, but he winds his arm around my waist and holds me against him, my back to his front.
“Look around, and I mean really look around. At the house. The neighborhood. There’s a fucking playset in the backyard. A dog. Jesus Ever, take one second to see what’s in front of you. This is what we all wanted. Every fucking minute of every fucking day stuck in some group home, or with a foster family that gives zero shits about you, what did you dream of? What did your sister dream of?”
A home. A family.
“Those people, the ones that have her, they’re the good kind. Do you remember what it’s like to feel loved, Ever? Have you ever felt it before?”
I start to shake and Riot wraps his other arm around me. He surrounds me. Gives me his warmth and his strength.
“Before Wendi, not a single person in my life wanted me.” His lips are at my ear, his chin resting on my shoulder. From the corner of my eye I can see him staring across the street. “I don’t know who the fuck my parents are. X got lucky. His grandma loved him and he adored her. Even Baz, in all the fuckedupness he lived, knew his mom loved him, that she did everything to protect him. Me? No one’s ever given a shit since the day I was born. Who’s cared about you? What about your sister?”
“Me,” I whisper brokenly. “I love her more than anything.”
“So don’t you want her to have love? The kind you get from a mom and dad?”
“She belongs with me,” I grit out.
“Maybe, but are you going to give up the next eleven years to raise her? What about you, Peep? What do you want? College? The chance to build a life that she can be a part of without losing yourself in the process? What would you have done for this chance when you were her age? I can tell you, because I fucking had it. The day Wendi and Peter found me, adopted me, was the day my life started. I had no idea that I could be a part of something like that. A family. She deserves to have that.”
“She’s my sister, Riot,” I grind out. Anger dances under my skin. He wants me to just walk away. To leave her here with strangers when she could be with me? Fuck that. I made her a promise and I intend to keep it.
“All I’m saying is talk to her first. You want to swoop in and grab her and whisk her away, but ask her what she wants, Ever. Because the girl that just walked out of that house was happy and healthy. Can you say the same about yourself right now?”
He loosens his hold and takes a step back.
I hate the way my hands shake. The way he’s making me doubt myself. He has no right telling me what I feel, what my sister feels. A fresh wave of anger rises inside me. Who the hell does he think he is? He wants me to walk away, leave Belle here to live this perfect life? What if it’s not so perfect? What if it’s an illusion like everything else?
Belle belongs to me. I’m her family.
I step up to him, toe to toe, and look into his eyes.
“You want to talk about happy, Ry? You, who is so self-destructive that you risk your own safety running from your demons. You, who can’t open up to anyone because you’re afraid of being hurt. You, who thinks that your pain is the only kind. We are so much alike, you and me, and maybe that’s why it’s so easy and so hard with us.”
His eyes grow darker, stormier, and I see his jaw flex as he grinds his teeth.
“You want to belong somewhere, but you don’t.”
I lash out because I want him to fucking bleed like he’s making me do. This was supposed to be a happy day. I found Belle. We can be together. Instead, I watched her drive away because some asshole guy wants me to be as miserable as he is.
“People like us don’t get a happy ever after with mansions and fancy cars, Ry.”
He steps up until we are nose to nose.
“Say whatever you want, Ever, but this isn’t about me. This is about you and your desire to ruin your sister’s life. To be too fucking selfish to let her live a good life. Go ahead and rip her away because it’s all just a fucking illusion anyway. Family. Love. It’s bullshit because everybody leaves and that is reality. Everyone fucking leaves. You’re right, there’s no happy ever after for people like us.”
Riot turns on his heel and storms away. His truck is parked just down the road and he doesn’t even look back at me. Tires squeal and the back end fishtails, cutting through the idyllic silence of this neighborhood. I stare long after he’s gone, my heart pounding a dull tempo in my chest.
I had no right saying those things to him.
God, I told a boy who’s grown up alone that he doesn’t deserve to be loved. I yank my phone from my pocket and send him a text.
I’m sorry. I was mad. I didn’t mean it.
I glance at the perfect house and the white fence. My heart feels like it’s being ripped from my chest. I try to imagine what it would be like to grow up in a place like this. Safe. With other kids to play with. Food and parents.
A dull throbbing hits between my eyes and I rub the spot.
I didn’t expect to find all this. I thought I’d be driving up to another crappy foster home, one I could pull Belle out of and save her from. I sink back against my car.
What if she doesn’t need saving this time?
If I’m not doing all this to get my sister back, then what the hell is it all for now?




Chapter Eight
Where are you?
Need you at the track NOW
I stare at the missed texts from Baz and X as soon as I pull into the garage.
Ever WTF are you?
Ry has lost his fucking mind
The last one is from X and is only from a few minutes ago. I back out of the garage and take off down the driveway. Thank god the track is close. My headlights cut through the pitch blackness and it’s not until I pull up beside the guys’ truck that I realize the track lights aren't on.
Baz and X are illuminated by my high beams and both are standing on the edge of the track, their backs to me. As soon as I get out I hear the whine of a bike. Squinting into the darkness, I see a tiny orb of light moving around the track.
“What the hell is he doing?”
Baz spins around, his face pale, eyes wide with worry.
“The fucker won’t stop. He’s going to kill himself,” he growls.
As if on cue, Riot flies by and hits the top of the mound. He goes airborne and I hold my breath. Past him is total darkness. How the hell can he see to land?
X steps out onto the dirt and yells but Ry doesn’t even acknowledge his brother. My heart slams into my ribs imagining the worst case scenario. Riot needs to stop.
“What the fuck happened, Ever?” Baz shouts. “He came back and then took off again.”
“We had a fight. I said some things I shouldn’t have.”
Baz scrubs his hand over his face.
“But he did, too.”
The next time he comes around I step out to the middle and wave my arms. He doesn’t even let up on the throttle. If anything he just goes faster, flying by me so closely that I feel the wake of air.
“Riot!” I scream at his back, but he’s gone again. The darkness swallows him up and all I can see is the erratic bob of the headlight as he takes the corners too fast and the jumps too high.
It’s only a matter of time before he wrecks and that’s not going to happen.
Fuck this.
I run over to X and hold out my hand.
“Keys.”
“What?”
“Give me the keys to the truck.”
He side-eyes me but digs them out of his pocket and hands them over. I haul myself up into the cab and jam the key into the ignition. The truck jumps to life with a rumble and I shove it into Drive.
Dirt kicks up from under the tires when I push my foot down hard on the gas. This thing is a beast. Ignoring the shouts from the guys, I drive right onto the track and park the truck across it, blocking the way. With my heart in my throat I jump out, leaving it running, and stand next to it, watching the headlight com around the corner and get closer.
X runs over.
“Are you fucking crazy? What if he doesn't stop? It’s a black truck at night.”
“The headlights are on.” I cross my arms over my chest and lean back against metal. The bike’s whine grows louder over the truck’s idle.
X takes a step forward as Riot gets closer. He’s not letting up. Fuck, maybe he doesn’t see the truck after all. I push off and start to wave my arms in the air, shouting for him to stop.
Ry crests the smaller hill and dips down, coming right at us.
I brace for him to hit me or the truck but at the last minute, he slams on the brakes and swings the bike sideways, almost laying it down on its side. It's a testament to just how good he is at controlling it that he doesn’t wipe out.
He comes up, sitting upright, facing me.
“Get out of the fucking way.” His voice is muffled by the visor but I hear the rage in his voice.
“No. I’m not moving until you stop trying to kill yourself.”
I try to keep the wobble out of my voice. For a second I actually thought he was going to run me over. Now that he’s still, a little more confidence comes back.
“I’m not letting you self-destruct like this.”
He yanks the visor up and glares at me. His eyes immediately find mine and I shift under his stare. The demons he’s been trying to outrun dance in his eyes tonight. “It’s none of your fucking business.”
“Maybe not, but what about Baz and X?” I look over my shoulder to where the guys are watching us. Worry is evident all over their faces, but I’m not sure who it’s aimed at. “You might not give a shit about yourself, but are you so selfish you’ll make them watch it?”
“I didn’t ask them to be here!” he yells.
“Where the hell else would they be, Ry?”
That seems to shut him up for a minute and I take the opportunity to walk closer. His hands are bare, fingers wrapped around the handles so tight his knuckles are white. He doesn’t have on any of his gear, the stuff that would protect him if he crashed.
I know that’s the point, he’s taking chances on purpose, but it makes me sick to think of what might happen to him.
This close I can see the desperation flooding his eyes.
“Move.”
If I step back, if I move the truck, he’s going to go right back to it and I’m afraid he won't stop until the choice is taken out of his hands. I can’t let that happen.
“You need to talk about it, Ry.”
He snorts. “Talking solves nothing. It’s just a bunch of words. Move the truck, Ever, and then you all can all go home and talk all night long if you want to.”
I shake my head. “Not gonna happen.”
He looks past me to his brothers. “Get her the fuck out of the way,” he grits out.
X looks torn but he doesn't move. “Can’t do that, Ry. Not this time.”
His gaze flies to Baz who just shakes his head.
“Fuck all of you.”
“Ry, man, you gotta stop doing this before you get seriously hurt,” X says.
“Choosing sides? Brother.”
A low growl comes from X. “Fuck no, but this shit has to stop. Fucking man up and admit that you’re hurting, Ry. Don’t you think we all are? But it’s not your fucking fault that Wendi left because she didn’t leave. Stop blaming yourself.”
Baz steps to my side and Riot’s eyes narrow even more.
“You said yourself that there was more to all this. That it didn’t feel right from the start. Now we know it wasn’t. Stay, just talk to us.”
He slams the visor down and twists the throttle but before he can move, I leap forward and throw myself onto the back of the bike. It’s not graceful and I almost send both of us to the ground before he catches his balance, but I manage to wrap both my arms around his waist. The seats aren’t made for two riders so I have to scoot tight against him and hold tight.
“Get off the bike.”
I can feel the rumble of his words but I just press against him harder. There’s no way I’m leaving him alone now.
“No, you want to self-destruct, then you can take me with you.”
He twists the throttle once, twice, and the bike revs in warning but I refuse to get off. My heart is pounding so hard in my ears I can barely hear, and the back of my mouth tastes sour.
I don’t think he’d ride like the devil was chasing him with me on the bike, but I’m not one hundred percent sure. This wildly unpredictable side of Ry scares me a little, not for myself but for him. He must be hurting so much to do this.
I lay my cheek on his back and listen to the frantic sound of his heart beating under my ear.
“Get her off the bike,” he barks, but Baz and X both shake their heads.
The bike jumps forward before he stops it again. I squeak in surprise and dig my fingers in harder. Without his gear, I’m only a thin cotton layer away from his abs. They contract under my hands every time I hold tighter. I can feel the hard ridges of his stomach under my fingers.
“Last warning,” he says over his shoulder.
“Not gonna happen.”
We sit for a few more seconds and a growl rips from his throat, even as he yanks his helmet off his head. He holds it over his shoulder.
“Put it on.”
I bite my lip in victory and grab it, fastening the chin strap before he can change his mind. It’s so dark with the visor down I can hardly see and chills dance over my arms. He was riding practically blind. I slam the visor up.
“You’re a fucking idiot, you know that?”
He grunts, then the bike jumps forward again. I squeak and throw my arms around him, holding on tight. He turns us in a wide circle, then heads in the opposite direction. At least he isn’t driving as fast now.
Over his shoulder I can see about ten feet in front of us and hold my breath every time a dark shape looms. When he turns off the track, onto the uneven terrain, I pull myself tighter against his back to keep from bouncing off.
Bushes and rocks litter the path in front of us, but he seems to know where he’s going. I just hope we don’t hit anything. I’m not dressed to take a fall.
Honestly neither is he.
I feel the bike tilt as Riot drives us up and finally, when we even out, he slows to a stop. I wait a minute to see if we start going again, but he shuts the bike off. He gives me an elbow nudge and I slide off, convinced he’s going to start up and take off without me, but he swings his legs over and eases the bike down.
I pull the helmet off and set it on a handlebar. There’s a half moon tonight, giving enough light so I don’t trip over my own feet, but it throws everything into shadows.
He stands with his back to me looking out into the darkness, breathing in and out with heavy breaths. When I move to his side he barely acknowledges me.
“I’m sorry for what I said.”
I whisper the words because it’s so quiet, it feels wrong to talk loudly. Besides, obscured by the night, it’s easier to say what I need to.
“You weren’t wrong, Ry. Wanting Belle is completely selfish, but she’s all I have. She’s my family and without her, I’m just…alone.”
Ry shifts, then starts to walk away. Cold settles into my bones until I hear a soft come here. He moves around a large clump of scrub grass and to my surprise, there’s a rustic looking bench.
I sink down and he sits next to me. The bench isn’t quite wide enough, forcing us to touch along our one side. Heat radiates from him and helps take a little bit of the night time chill off my skin.
“I had no right saying those things.” The low rumble of his voice washes over me and I lean a little closer. He shifts again, then his arm comes out and wraps around my shoulder, pulling me close to his side. He presses his lips to my temple. “I’m sorry. For everything.”
My heart thuds against my ribs. I’ve never heard this tone before.
“I would have done the same thing in your shoes. I’d do anything for Baz and X. Hell, I’d help ‘em both hide a body if I had to.”
I rest my hand on his thigh, sweeping my thumb back and forth.
“Wendi was having an affair with Luc’s dad.”
I freeze, trying to remember what Luc told me about their families.
“I thought they were all friends? William, Peter and Wendi. Since high school, right?” He tilts a questioning glance my way and I shrug. “Luc told me.”
Riot stiffens but he doesn’t pull away.
“Luc knew.” The venom returns to his voice. “Every time Wendi brought us over to hang out, it was so they could be alone. I…fuck.” He drops his chin to his chest. “I caught them one time, kissing like they were fucking starved for each other. They didn’t see me but I heard them. I heard her tell William she was leaving Peter. That she couldn’t pretend anymore, that her life was a fucking lie.”
My mind is spinning.
“She never wanted us,” he says softly. “She wanted to be a family with William and Luc. We were just some kind of fucking consolation prize. That love I told you about? It was all just an illusion. A lie.”
He pulls his arm from around me and drops his hands between his thighs, leaning on his elbows as he stares out into the dark.
“I told Peter.”
His fingers spread and fist over and over.
“I was so angry at her. I went home that night and called him. The thing is, I can’t blame her. Peter was hardly ever home and he and William had a huge blow up and he stopped going to his house. They fought about it a lot. All around it was a shitty situation, but in that moment, all the anger and hurt had a target. Peter clearly didn’t want a family and Wendi, she wanted someone else’s. Where the hell did that leave Baz and X?”
I reach out and take his hand, forcing his fingers straight so I can entwine mine with his. He curls them into my touch and I want to wrap myself around him and hold him so tight he never doubts that he is worth loving.
“And you, too, Ry.” My voice cracks but I don’t care. This boy is breaking my heart.
His breathing turns ragged as he gulps in uneven lungfuls of air.
“This is why you cut Luc out?”
“He was supposed to be my best friend and he didn’t say a fucking thing to me.”
“I don’t think he knew. He told me he doesn’t know why you stopped talking to him. He misses you, Ry. A lot.”
“He knew. How could he not? It was happening right under his nose. She was at his house the night she went missing. I followed her. Saw her and William kiss on the front porch before she left.”
His jaw clenches but then he drops his head and tilts it to look at me.
“What if she gave Hook the timepiece? For safekeeping or something. What if she knew Peter was going to do something that night? Fuck, I still can’t believe he knew where she was all this time.”
“Do you think she knew about the chip?”
“Why else would she hide it some place he couldn't get to?”
“What do you think’s on it?”
His eyes glitter in the dim moonlight.
“Something important enough to steal.”
That reminder brings back the feelings of guilt. I didn’t have a choice but I could have done things differently. Maybe trusted them a little more. I can’t change what has already happened, but I can make sure that they know the truth going forward.
“I really am sorry. I wanted to tell you guys the truth, but Peter said it was better if you didn’t know. In case he didn’t find her. My gut kept telling me something was off, but I didn’t listen. If I told you guys the first day, maybe Wendi would be home already.”
Riot shifts next to me.
“And maybe you wouldn’t hate me.”
He exhales sharply. “It’s not all about what you didn’t say. You hooked up with Luc the day after you said you were ours. What the hell was I supposed to think? I didn’t even know you had a fucking sister, much less that you were looking for her.” He looks at me sideways. “You told Baz, though.”
The hurt comes out loud and clear.
“You trusted him, but not me.”
He pushes to his feet and walks a few feet away, stopping to stare out across the shadowed landscape. He’s right. I wanted them to trust me even though I didn’t trust them. I told Baz about Belle because I thought he could help me.
Selfishly, it wasn’t about trust so much as necessity. If Peter backed out of his promise, I needed a backup plan. I didn’t consider the guys’ feelings. I’ve never had to consider anyone’s feelings but Belle.
It’s easy to see my mistakes looking back.
“I’d say I was sorry, but it feels hollow,” I tell his back. “I’m not used to trusting people, Ry. I mean anyone. Foster parents, social workers, kids in the group homes, I’ve never been able to rely on anyone for anything. I’ve been protecting Belle literally my entire life. My mom walked out and left when Belle was a baby. I took care of her for weeks before anyone noticed. I’ve spent my life making sure that she was safe and loved, that she had everything she wanted and needed. I get that it’s selfish to want to have her with me, to want to take her away from people who love her enough to adopt her, but god, Ry, she’s all I have.”
He turns slowly, then moves until he’s right in front of me.
“Why does it have to be all or nothing? You have the chance to give her everything, Peep, you just can’t see it. You have the chance to actually trust other people, people who care about you.” He crouches down and lays his hands on my knees.
I stare into his shadow-covered eyes, then cup his face.
“So do you. Baz and X love you and you’re scaring the crap out of them. Tell them why, Riot. You shouldn't feel guilty because it wasn’t your fault. Wendi didn’t leave because of what you said. And even if she was having an affair, that wasn’t on you. And…” I take a deep breath in. “Maybe you should talk to Luc.”
Riot immediately withdraws. “Not gonna happen.”
“What if he didn’t know what was going on? What if you cut your best friend out of your life for nothing? He misses you. He’s torn up because he doesn't know why.”
Riot storms off toward his bike and I jump up to follow. I wouldn’t put it past him to leave me here in the dark. We may have had a heart to heart, but he reacts first and thinks later.
“Riot.” I grab his arm and he swings around.
“What, Ever? What do you want me to do? I can barely wrap my head around all the shit you told us last night, and you just want me to what? Make nice with Luc now? The guy who likes you that you’re being forced to date?”
I pull back at the venom in his voice. I can’t blame him though.
“At least talk to him.”
“No.” He yanks his bike up and throws a leg over. I scramble to grab the helmet and climb behind him before he leaves. He surprises me when he waits until I’ve got it strapped on.
We sit on his bike in silence.
“I can’t see past the fact that you’re with him, okay?”
His confession hits me hard and I ease my hands around his waist even as guilt threatens to drown me. I can’t stop yet. We still have to delete the pictures that Trey has, and until then, he has to believe I’m playing along.
I grip Ry harder as the bike jumps to life. Neither of us say anything more on the drive home. I can't assure him that I won’t date Luc and I guess I can't blame him for how he feels.
If I had to watch him with Aine everyday knowing that he was only with her because someone was blackmailing him, I’d probably lose my shit.
“I’m sorry.” But my apology is lost in the night.
Riot may be the one who races bikes like he has nothing to lose, but I have a feeling I’m the one who’s going to crash and burn.




Chapter Nine
Peter is gone again in the morning.
The guys are strangely quiet at breakfast, but when we all leave, Baz gets in the car with me.
“So what happened with Belle? You never told me if you saw her.”
“I did.” I glance at him as I pull out of the garage. “How did Riot find me?”
He ducks his head. “He found the file you left on your bed. Brought it to me asking what the hell it was. I had to tell him, Ever. When I told him what happened last time, he took off after you. He was worried about what would happen if she wasn’t there.”
He went because he was worried?
“She’s there.”
When I don’t say anything else Baz turns in the seat.
“And? Did you talk to her?”
I shake my head because emotion is clogging my throat. Every time I think about seeing her I am torn. A huge part of me wants to drive back to Ashley Forest and grab her and run. It’s the smaller part that holds me back. The part that heard Riot, that wonders if he’s right. Is Belle happy where she is?
Does she want to be there?
“What happened last night?” he finally asks.
We’re almost at school and I’m not sure I can get into it all with Baz right now.
“Can you get the stuff you need off Trey’s phone without actually having it in your hands?” I turn into the lot and start to head to the back but Baz waves his hand to the front. My spot is open again. I guess that’s as good as the guys announcing to the entire school I’m back in their good graces.
I pull in and kill the engine.
“I could try to clone it. It might give me enough information, but I’d have to be close to do it. It’s worth a shot.”
“Let’s try that before we tell Luc everything.”
He gives me a knowing look and I shrug.
“Ry asked. I want to try this for him first. I hate hurting him.”
Baz reaches out and takes my hand. “And I hate seeing you near anyone except us, but it’s fueling the fire to take care of Trey once and for all.”
People walk by, their curious stares directed at us. Let them talk. If Trey doesn't like it, then too bad. He can send those pictures to whoever he wants. But that’s the thing. I don't think he will. He wants something bigger, I just don't know what it is yet.
“I’ll be in the lab at lunch. If you need a little...tech support.”
A wicked grin tips his lips up in the corner and I feel heat climbing my neck. Out of the three, I had him pegged as the quiet one, but ever since we made up, Baz hasn’t made it a secret he likes me.
“Don't you dare screw with my locker or my laptop again,” I warn with a mock glare.
“Or what?” The deep promise in his voice almost makes me back out of the parking lot and drive us home. He jump started my libido the other night and I can’t not picture him between my legs now.
The rumble of Ry’s Challenger breaks the thought and the black muscle car appears in the spot next to us. X climbs out then leans his elbows against my windowsill.
“You ready?”
My glance slides to Ry as he comes around the back of his car. He stops a few feet away from X, but he looks right at me. He’s still filled with attitude, but there’s a haze of wariness that tugs at my gut.
“Ready for what?”
X stands at full height and grins. “Sweetheart, you get to walk into school with the LB today. Didn’t Baz tell you?”
My eyes widen and I swear I see a smirk on Riot’s lips. 
Baz tries to look innocent, but his shit-eating grin tells me otherwise. I probably would have stayed home if I knew what they were up to. X pulls open my door and makes a production of helping me out. Now people are openly gawking.
“You proved where you needed to be last night, sweetheart. Too late to back out now,” X says in my ear.
He takes my bag and slings his arm around my shoulder, and Baz falls into step on my other side. Ry is next to him. We walk into school together and the crowd parts like we’re fucking royalty. 
I’m going to kill all three of them. Slowly. Starting with Baz because he didn’t warn me.
I expect them to leave me at my locker, but I should have known better. They all stop, surrounding me as I grab what I need.
“Ummm, morning?” I hear Meri and peek around X. Her gaze darts from boy to boy before landing back on me. For the first time since we met, I see judgment in her eyes. “What’s going on?”
“Just walking Ever to class,” X says, like this is an everyday occurrence.
But then his gaze moves over her shoulder and his entire body goes rigid. Riot straightens and crosses his arms over his chest. Even Baz takes a step closer to me.
Trey’s eyes narrow on me and I feel Riot take a step toward him. Animosity seeps from his pores. If he gets close enough to throw a punch at Trey, I have no doubt he will. 
“Okay, you guys proved your point,” I say, planting my hand in the middle of X’s chest and pushing against him. Of course he’s so solid he doesn't even budge an inch.
I catch his eyes and incline my head toward Riot, then widen my eyes.
“But seriously, stop messing with my locker or I’ll get the principal involved.”
The boys don’t move for several long seconds and I hold my breath. We may have crossed a bridge yesterday, but Trey still has an agenda and I have to pretend to play along until we can deal with him.
“I’ll fix it sometime today,” Baz says with a shrug. His eyes are distant and cold and I can feel Trey’s gaze moving back and forth between us. “Come on, we’ve got better things to do and definitely better people to do them with.”
His words sting even though I know he didn’t mean me.
All the boys turn and walk away and Meri sidles closer.
“What the hell?”
“They’re messing with my locker again. They walked in with me so they could see my reaction themselves.” I grind my teeth and roll my eyes. “I wish they'd just leave me alone.” I look over Meri’s shoulder and glare. “They thought it was my idea to pick me up at the house, thank you very much.”
Trey’s eyes dance with unconcealed glee. “Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t even think about it when I offered.” He ducks his head just as Meri turns around and slides her arm around his waist.
“It’s okay. You were just being a gentleman.”
By the time he raises his jaw, his eyes are filled with remorse again. But that’s not what has my attention. Baz must have circled around and now he’s standing behind Trey, leaned up against the lockers like he’s just scrolling through his phone. My pulse leaps. I need to make sure Trey’s attention stays on me.
“So do you guys have a game this week?”
Trey’s eyes narrow in suspicion, but I just smile.
“I was thinking about giving it another try. Luc swore it wasn’t as boring as it seemed. Even offered to make me a cheat sheet on who played what position.”
Meri’s eyes light up. “Oh my god, that would be so much fun! You’ll love it, I swear. I was bored to tears until I understood everything and now it’s kind of exciting.” She nudges her elbow back. “And the view is pretty nice, too.”
Trey hauls Meri back against his chest and buries his face in her neck while she pretends to try and get away. His eyes never leave me. It’s fifty shades of creepy. As soon as his focus is on Meri, I dart my gaze back to Baz. His eyebrows are drawn down and when he looks up, he shakes his head. Shit. Nothing yet.
Meri digs into her locker and pulls out her books, then turns to Trey.
“I’ll see you at lunch?”
“Sure, baby.” Trey starts to walk off but Baz gives me a wide-eyed look.
“Ummm, Trey?” He pauses and looks back at me.
I glance at Baz but he’s frowning down at his phone. Crap. I have no idea what to say now. I look around while I search for something, anything, when my gaze lands on a poster. I’m shit under pressure.
“Do you know if Luc’s going to the prom with anyone?”
Baz’s head snaps up and his eyes narrow. Trey grins and steps closer to me as Meri grabs his arm.
“Oh my god, that would be perfect! We could go together. I know this boutique in the city with the best dresses. We can go shopping on Saturday…”
I watch Baz tuck his phone into his pocket and with a shake of his head, he walks off in the opposite direction. I’m not sure if he’s giving up because he didn’t get into Trey’s phone or he’s leaving because of what I said.
“I’m not sure I’m even going, I was just wondering.” I glance at Meri then down the hall where Baz has disappeared. I need to find him to find out if we’re good. “Look, I need to check in with guidance so I’ll see you in class, okay?”
“Ever.” I freeze at Trey’s voice behind me, but paste a smile on when I look over my shoulder. “He’s going to ask, so be ready to say yes.”
Meri giggles, completely missing the threatening look in his eyes.
“Get ready to get your shopping on. This is going to be so much fun.” Her smile is so big and so genuine that I want to grab her by the shoulders and tell her to wake up and see what’s right in front of her.
A conniving, twisted boyfriend.
Without another word I hurry down the hall, but Baz is nowhere to be found. I pull out my phone and shoot him a text, hoping he got what he needed.
Plan B.
His reply makes my stomach twist. He didn’t get it. Shit. That means we’re going to have to bring Luc in and that’s going to cause a whole lot of fireworks.
Riot isn’t in English and it takes everything I have to sit in my seat and not go looking for him. When Mr. Reynolds has his back turned, I pull out my phone and send Baz a quick text. I’m worried Ry will go after Trey, or worse yet, go back to the track, even after our talk the other night.
With me. Everything’s fine.
Where r u?
Headed to Panchard. Be home tonight.
Why?
I wait but Baz doesn’t text back. Panchard is in the city. What do they need there? With a growl I stuff my phone back into my bag and sit back.
Meri scoots closer.
“Hey, do you wanna hang out after school today?”
I glance at Riot’s empty seat. The guys aren’t going to be here all day, and it’s not like I want to just sit around waiting to see them. I hate being at the house alone. Hanna is always gone by the time school gets out and whoever takes care of the gardens must work her same schedule because I literally see no one else but the guys.
I have nothing better to do and it will keep me from wondering why the hell they went to Panchard. Are they going to see Peter? God, I hope they don’t do anything stupid.
I pull my phone back out.
Don’t do anything stupid!
Of course I get no reply.
“Ms. Darlington.” I look up and see Mr. Reynolds standing in front of my desk with a scowl on his face. “Your phone, please. You’ll get it back at the end of the day.”
I start to argue but he gives me a warning look and I hand it over. Great. He’s the only teacher who doesn’t issue a warning first. Now I won’t know if something happens with the guys.
The day lasts forever and by the time I get my phone back, my nerves are shot. I check but there are no new texts. I’m going to kill them later. I meet Meri in the parking lot and she follows me home so I can change, then I climb into her Jeep and we’re off.
It turns out that hanging out means going to the salon where Meri talks me into getting my tips professionally bleached and my hair cut into an edgy pixie style that I actually love. We get mani and pedis, something I’ve never done before, then decide to hit up a couple of stores because I’ve noticed that my clothes are fitting a little tighter lately. Almost four weeks of regular meals will do that.
I actually have a few curves now.
On the way home, we grab a pizza for dinner and eat it in my room while Meri picks out something for me to wear to the baseball game on Thursday.
“I’m so glad you’re going.” She lays on her back on my bed with her head hanging over the side. “I don’t really have a lot of girlfriends to hang out with.”
I feel bad. I’m not using her, but it sort of feels that way.
“Can I ask you a question?”
She sits up and flips onto her stomach. She has her phone in her hand and I’m pretty sure she’s texting Trey. She tosses it onto the bed and cups her chin in her hands.
“Sure, as long as I can ask you one.”
I nod, then sink down next to her.
“What do you see in Trey?”
She tilts her head and her eyebrows scrunch down.
“It’s just… you’re the nicest person I think I‘ve ever met, and he’s… not?”
She lowers her head and rests her cheek on her crossed arms.
“He hasn’t had the easiest life. His dad treats him like crap and his brother pretty much ignores him. His mom tries, she’s actually really nice, but there’s only so much she can do, ya know? I don’t know. He’s good to me. I know he can be a bit of an ass and I’m honestly not sure why he hates the LB so much, but deep down he’s a good guy.”
I bite my tongue. If she only knew.
“So my turn. What’s going on with you and the LB? I thought you were into Luc?”
I push up and sit cross-legged, pulling a pillow against my stomach. I have to be careful what I say. I’m sure that Meri talks to Trey and I’m also sure she tells him things, not to be a spy but because she cares about her friends.
“I like Luc. He’s a nice guy.” I pick at an imaginary lint ball.
She pulls herself up, sitting across from me, and mirrors my position.
“But?”
I sigh. How can I explain this to her without giving away what her boyfriend is doing?
“There’s just more with them, I guess.”
“Riot?”
I can’t quite meet her eyes. “And X and Baz.”
Her eyes widen and she sits up straight. “Wait. With all of them?”
Crap. I duck my head but Meri scoots closer, grabbing my arm.
“Oh my god, are you hooking up with all of them?” The disbelief in her voice makes me cringe and I brace for her contempt. Her mouth opens and closes like a fish out of water. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more jealous of anyone in my life. Tell. Me. Everything.”
I let out a breath I’d been holding and laugh.
I tell her enough to make her jaw drop and as we sit on my bed giggling about it, I realize that I’ve never done this before. I’ve never had a girlfriend to talk about boys with. I’ve never sat in a room and giggled and ate pizza. I’ve never had a spa day or anyone who wanted to hang out with me.
My eyes grow misty and I throw my arms around her in a spontaneous hug.
“Thank you. I‘ve never had a friend like you before.”
She grins but I see her eyes getting glassy.
“I don’t know what brought you here, Ever Darlington, but I’m so glad it did.” We both fight back tears until we laugh. “God, we’re such girls.”
“I know, right.”
With a lighter heart, we make plans to meet up before school then she grabs her things and I take the empty pizza box and chip bags with me as I walk her out.
After I stuff them into the garbage, I grab a water from the fridge. I didn’t realize how late it was and see Baz swimming laps. My earlier ire returns as I make my way out and sit on the edge of the pool.
He finishes and swims over to me.
When he wraps his fingers around my ankles, I pull my feet back.
“Nope, I’m mad at you.”
His eyes widen and he sinks so his knees are resting on the step below me. We’re eye level now. “The fuck for?”
“Where do I start? You guys took off and left me at school and I had no idea what you were even doing first of all.”
He runs his hands down my calves despite the glare I shoot him.
“Told you where we were. And we didn’t do anything stupid. Had to grab a drive to try and read that chip. Didn’t have the right tech here.”
“You could have just told me that.” I pull my bottom lip between my teeth. I’m not used to caring about anyone but Belle. It threw me off all day. “I was worried.”
His eyes soften and he grips me by the back of the knees and tugs until I drop down a step. Water laps at the back of my thighs now but it allows Baz to get closer. He nudges my knees apart so he can nestle between them. He runs his nose down mine. "Sorry.”
I try to keep pouting but he slides back and picks up my legs, trailing his fingers down to my toes.
“I like this.” He kisses right on top of the bright pink polish. “It’s sexy as fuck.” He goes in to do it again and I yank my foot away.
“That’s weird,” I argue but he just laughs. “Okay, then. How about this.” He takes my hand and darts his tongue out to run along the pad of one finger before sucking it between his lips and biting down playfully.
I feel it in my toes, which curl against the cement step.
“You look all girly with matching fingers and toes,” he says.
“Baz.” I half groan his name and he scoots closer.
“And that hair is fierce. It fits you.”
I suck in a breath when his tongue dances along my palm. Swear to god every time Baz touches me I discover a new erogenous zone. I finally give in and tangle my fingers in his wet hair, tugging his face closer so I can pull his bottom lip between my teeth.
His slides his fingers up my thighs and dips them under the hem of my shorts until his thumbs are precariously close to where I’m aching.
“Baz,” I grumble when he touches everywhere but where I want him.
“You want my mouth on you that bad, baby?”
“God yes,” I full out groan.
Baz uses his tongue to apologize and by the time I forgive him, I can’t feel my fingers or my bright pink toes.




Chapter Ten
During science class on Tuesday we get sent to the gym for career day. X and I walk together around to the various booths, him picking up pamphlets and handing them to me. Amused, I take them and slide them on top of one another.
When he hands me information about military school, I lift an eyebrow.
“Really?”
He grins. “You could use some discipline.” His eyes suddenly grow darker and he leans in close. The pamphlet is pulled out of my hand and he sets it back on the table. “On second thought, I have a better idea for that.”
My entire body flushes hot at his innuendo and I use my stack to fan my face.
“Have you ever been spanked?” he asks conversationally as we step away from the military booth.
The brochures go flying and my feet root to the floor. My face must be as red as a beet as I glance around to see if anyone heard. I have a feeling that the guy behind the military table did judging by the smirk on his face.
“I can't believe you just said that,” I grit out, crouching down to pick up the mess I made. X sinks down next to me.
“Is that a yes or a no?”
Before I can think about it I shove him and he topples backwards with a laugh, landing on his ass in the middle of the gym. The teacher in charge gives me a dirty look but I ignore her.
Everyone walks a big circle around us and X is still chuckling when he pushes to his feet.
“Feisty. Maybe military school is for you after all.”
I ignore him and make my way to the next table, aware of the eyes on us now. When X crowds close to me again, I growl.
“If you say one more word about spankings I’m going to hit you in your junk, is that clear?”
He throws his hands up and takes a small step back, an innocent look on his face. If his eyes weren’t dancing I might believe him.
When we get to the University of South Carolina he stops and grabs a couple things for himself. He hasn’t taken information from anyone else. 
“Is this where you want to go?” I ask and he nods. “So what exactly are you going to study?”
I realize that I don’t know very much about these boys that I live with. Graduation is in a few short weeks and then…I have no idea what happens. I wasn’t supposed to be around that long, and I never really considered college before, but now?
What about Belle? a voice in the back of my head says. I fight back the bitter taste of regret and focus on moving my feet, one in front of the other. I look around the college fair. None of this is for me.
“I’m going into international business. Will work for Panchard when I graduate.”
My eyes widen in surprise and he shrugs.
“Or that was the plan. Not sure now, though. All of us were supposed to go work there. Baz has been interning summers since he was in eighth grade. Guess all that is up in the air now, huh?”
I take in his pained expression and reach out to squeeze his hand. I wish I could tell him it’ll be okay, but I have no idea. We haven’t talked about Peter and what he did yet. Or how they plan on finding Wendi. The guys have been too busy helping me get out from under my mess.
I absently grab a few brochures but before I can walk away the girl behind the table smiles. She looks to be a little older than us. Her black hair is bobbed at her chin and she has on trendy glasses that make her look like a sexy librarian.
X is wearing his smirk right now and I almost elbow him in the gut, though I know it’s just his default look around the opposite sex.
“What are your plans after graduation?” she asks me, but her gaze keeps darting to the side where X is standing.
I have no idea what to say. I never thought I’d be going to college, figured I’d be waiting tables all my life. I flip through the glossy pamphlet that lists all the majors and minors. There are so many I can’t process them all.
“You can go in undecided. Then when you’re ready, you declare and you’re good. That way you can think about it.” Her smile is genuine but I can’t swallow back the surge of jealousy when she turns it on X.
“And you?”
“Oh, I already know I’m heading to UofSC.”
Her eyes light with interest and she reaches down, grabbing a card to hand to him.
“I’m Shelby Meyers and I’m also a student guide, so I’d be happy to show you around when you get there.”
X takes her card and I pluck it out of his fingers before he can protest.
“Thanks, we’ll be in touch.” I toss it on the table and grab his arm, pulling him away. I’m aware how it looks but I reacted and now I’m regretting it. Especially when I see the look in his eyes. No wonder Riot looks so maniacal all the time if this is what he feels when he sees Luc and me together.
I owe him a bigger apology.
“Ever Darlington, are you jealous?” The gym lights reflect off the golden flecks in his knowing eyes, and heat climbs up my neck. I ignore it and him and walk toward the next table.
His deep chuckle follows behind me as I move around the rest of the room. I grab half a dozen brochures to keep Ms. Millay happy, but don’t stick around to listen to the speech about why I should attend their institution.
The bell chimes just as I finish and I exhale in relief. A quick glance shows that Shelby Meyers is still checking X out, and I want to go over and wipe the appreciation right off her face.
“Down, girl,” X says in my ear playfully, but his eyes are strangely serious when I look up. He cups my face with one hand and smooths his thumb over my jaw. I tilt into his touch without even thinking. “Nothing to worry about, sweetheart.”
My throat grows tight and I blink away the heat building in my eyes. These boys split me wide open and make me feel vulnerable and powerful all in the same breath. I want to rip Peter apart for what he’s doing to them, and in the same breath, want to wrap myself around them so they never have to hurt again.
I’ve never felt like this for anyone but Belle. It’s bone deep, a part of me now. I see the same reflected in their eyes. Even Riot.
No one’s ever wanted me for just me. Belle and I were a package deal. I knew people didn’t want older foster kids, so I was always the consolation prize. Then Nate took me in because he saw another object to own. I was an afterthought to almost everyone in my life.
Except these three boys.
X walks me to my locker where Riot is waiting. He looks down at the brochures and then back at me.
“Find anything good?”
“Not sure, was just grabbing things to keep Ms. Millay off my back.”
“I found something good,” X says with a wink thrown my way. “This hot little thing recruiting for UofSC.”
I know what he’s doing and I still can't stop the flush of anger that races through me.
I press my thumb to the lock and focus on my locker.
X chuckles then crowds in behind me. I feel the heat from his body along my entire backside.
“If you went to UofSC we could see each other all the time,” he says low in my ear. His hot breath takes away the chill and I brace my hand on the lockers, fighting the urge to shove my ass back. “Go Cocks.”
I glance over and see fire in Riot’s eyes as he watches us.
These guys are killing me.
“Maybe there’s a hot TA who’d like to show me around,” I shoot over my shoulder.
X crowds even closer. “Not gonna happen, sweetheart.”
A locker shuts close by and voices trickle into the bubble around us. When I peek to the left I see several students watching us. With a groan I move away from them but they fall into step next to me. I roll my eyes but secretly smile.
I kinda love that we’ve gotten past some of the shit and that the guys aren’t being assholes in school anymore.
“So what are we doing tonight?” X asks, throwing his arm over my shoulder.
The back of Riot’s hand grazes mine and goosebumps crawl up my arm. I know what I’d like to be doing. My cheeks burst into flames. I can’t even believe I’m thinking about this.
Yes, I’ve been with Riot and Baz, and yes, the thought of having them all makes me hotter than I thought possible, but how would that even work? Could it even work?
Well I’ve seen some porn and I know it could work physically, but how would sharing one girl work emotionally with them? The voice in my head whispers that they haven’t had a problem with it yet. When I really think about it, I don't care what other people think.
I like them all. A lot.
And the envious stares I get walking down the hall with my Lost Boys makes me hold my head higher. I don’t care if they whisper that I’m a slut. That I’m fucking all of them, which I’m not…yet. That makes me smile bigger and I bump my shoulder with X’s.
“I’m sure we can think of something.” There’s just enough suggestion in my voice to make his eyes widen and next to me I hear Riot mutter fuck on a harsh laugh.
“Hope you know what you’re getting into, Peep.”
The way he says my nickname, so dark and full of promise, sends heat right to my center. Yeah, I can get on board with this harem of men idea.
“Once you step over that line,” Ry says in my ear, “there’s no going back. You better be damned sure you want it, ‘cause after that happens, you will belong to us no question. All of us.”
I swallow against the dryness in my throat.
My body is ready to take him up on his offer and then some, but my mind spins in circles. Am I ready for that? Everything is in chaos around us and nothing is certain. Do I want to start a relationship with not one but three guys when my future's so unclear?
But when I look at them, when I’m around them, they’re all I want.
I can’t imagine what it would be like without them.
So what happens if I have to leave?
Baz is waiting by my car, and as if it’s the most natural thing in the world, he climbs into the passenger seat when I get in.
“See you at home,” Ry says, kissing the top of my head.
My stomach tightens and a strange emotion burns in my chest.
Home.
Home is where the heart is. I read that once on a throw pillow one of our foster moms had. Our heart definitely wasn’t in that house.
Belle has always been my home, because she is where my heart is, but hearing Riot say it like that makes me realize that this place is starting to feel like home, too.
I’m just not sure which home I belong in anymore.




Chapter Eleven
Wednesday, right before lunch, I turn the corner that leads to the computer lab, intending to spend it with Baz, but a large body is right there and I pull up short. Trey looms over me, his arms crossed.
“Figured you’d be going to see Baz,” he sneers. “Been doing that a lot this week. You must think I’m an idiot not to know what’s going on. You seem to have a hard time following directions, Ever.”
“Does it matter? The guys aren’t happy I’m hanging out with Luc. Isn’t that what you wanted? To piss them off and hurt them?”
Trey throws his head back and laughs. “You really think this is just about you being with Luc to piss them off? I thought you were smarter than that.”
He takes a step closer and I back up. The look in his eyes makes me want to turn and get out of there as fast as I can. The halls are empty and I’m not entirely sure he wouldn’t hurt me. 
“That was me fucking with you, Ever. I wanted those assholes to suffer a little, but my end game? It’s going to fucking blow all of ‘em right out of the water. And you’re going to help me. I wasn’t even sure how I was going to pull it off, but then you were there with a huge red bow, delivered like it had all been planned. I couldn't have asked for a more perfect moment.”
He waves his phone in my face like I don’t know what’s on it.
Dread sinks to the pit of my stomach. “What do you want?”
His twisted grin grows even darker as maniacal excitement dances in his eyes. “Friday night, when they’re all at the race, you’re going to let me into the Panchard house.”
I snort. Like hell am I letting this crazy person into their home.
“Oh you will, Ever.” His voice goes menacingly low. “And then you’re going to break into the Panchard’s safe for me, or I’m sending these pictures to my father and you’ll be going to prison for a very long time.”
“Why?”
“That’s none of your business. All I care about is the fact that you’re already a little thief so you shouldn't have any trouble getting into it.” He takes a menacing step closer, looking over me. “I don’t give a shit about you or them. I’ll turn you in without a second thought, so if you think you’re gonna play me, well that would be really fucking stupid. Have a nice lunch, by the way.”
I stare after him when he walks off, then stumble down the hall into the computer room. Baz smiles until he sees my pale face. He’s across the room in a blink.
“The fuck happened?” He wraps an arm around me and helps me to a chair.
“Trey. He…he wants me to break into Peter’s safe.” I clutch at his hand and try to slow my frantic heartbeat. “Baz, we have to get those pictures or I won’t have any choice.”
∞∞∞
 
“What the fuck is he playing at?” Riot growls.
We’re sitting around the kitchen island, full plates in front of each of us since no one but X has eaten anything. Not after I told them what Trey told me.
“We need his phone,” Baz says. “It’s the only way to stop him from blackmailing Ever. He had a blocker installed, I couldn’t get past it remotely, so I need to connect directly to it in order to see where he sent the image files.”
“Then I’ll grab it and you can do your thing.” Riot shoves back his chair and starts to pace. We’re running out of time, and there’s only one logical solution. There’s a game Thursday night. It’s the perfect time for Luc to get Trey’s phone for us.
But in order to do that, we need to tell Luc what’s going on.
“We don’t fucking need Hook,” Ry grits out like he knows what I’m thinking.
“We kind of do,” Baz argues quietly. “He’s our best bet at getting hands on Trey’s phone.”
“You want to trust him? What if he turns around and tells Trey what we’re doing? What if he fucks Ever over? You know what will happen, that asshole will send the pictures to his father, that’s what. I’m not letting Ever go to fucking prison for something Peter made her do.”
Riot storms out of the kitchen, and with a sigh, X follows, but not before he grabs his plate. When it’s just Baz and I, his stare turns on me.
“Do you really think we can trust Luc? Ry’s right, Ever, if this backfires it means you could go to prison. It’s a huge risk.”
I know how much the guys mean to Luc and I’m almost certain he’ll be on our side. I just wish that Ry would talk to him, clear the air and hear Luc’s side of the story.
There are always two sides.
If William and Wendi were having an affair, then maybe William could help us find her. I haven’t brought that up to the guys yet. They won’t trust one Hook, so asking them to trust two is out of the question right now.
I need Luc to come through, and then we can work on the rest.
“I trust him, Baz. The other night when he was telling me about you all growing up together, he was devastated that he’s not part of your family anymore. He says he has no idea why Ry cut him out and I believe him. I think there’s more to this than what Riot thinks he knows.”
“This is going to blow up in our faces.” Baz scrubs his hand over his face. “Come on, we might as well get it over with. Text Luc and tell him to come over.”
“You’re not going to tell Ry?”
“Fuck no. You think he’d stick around if he knew? Nope, we’re gonna ambush him and pray like hell he doesn’t kill Hook.”
Less than an hour later, I’m questioning if Baz and I are insane.
“I’m going to fucking kill all of you,” Riot growls when Baz and I walk into the game room with Luc on our heels.
“Shit. Let me guess, you didn’t pass this get together by Ry, right?”
Baz shuts the door behind him and I swear I hear Luc swallow.
“You got some titanium balls, sweetheart,” X says from the corner of the oversized couch. He tosses the remote onto the coffee table and pushes to his feet. His gaze flicks between me and Luc.
“It’s the only way and you know it. All of you.” I look pointedly at Riot.
He snarls and shoves to his feet. “I don’t need to listen to any of this. I told you no already.”
He goes to move past us but I grab his arm. He swings around so fast I stumble, but his hand on my hip steadies me. I don’t miss the flare of heat in his eyes and I’m sure he doesn’t miss the way my breath quickens.
We are fire and gasoline and nothing has changed that.
I grab a fistful of his shirt and yank him down to eye level. Of course he lets me because there’s no way I could move that boy unless he wanted to be moved.
“No, you don’t get to walk away, Riot, because this isn’t your choice. This is my fucking future at stake and I’m calling the shots. Sit your ass down so we can come up with a plan to keep me out of damned prison.”
His pupils expand during our stare off, but I see a glimpse of fear in the depths of his eyes.
“Fine,” he grits out. “For you.”
He ignores Luc as he moves back to the couch and falls back into the seat next to X. X looks at me, throws his hands up and sits, too.
“Not gonna argue with you.” He pats the seat between them and winks. “But you have to sit here.”
I roll my eyes but move to the couch and sink down next to him. He drops his arm around my shoulder. I catch Luc’s stare as his gaze moves from X to Ry and back, eyebrows dipping down.
Baz nudges him and they also move to sit, though Luc chooses a separate chair. Ry glares at Luc then wraps his fingers around my upper thigh. I can almost feel the testosterone flooding the room.
“You touch her on prom night and I will kill you.”
I elbow Riot and he grunts.
Luc pulls from his confusion and his jaw hardens. “Aren’t you going with Aine?”
No one misses the accusation in Luc’s voice. Ry’s fingers tighten.
“Not the point. Ever is with us.”
“So you brought me here to tell me that?” Luc finally says. His gaze settles on me. “You said it was important. You could have told me that yourself.”
I scoot forward until I’m on the edge of the couch. “That’s not why I asked you to come.” I shoot Ry a glare before I face Luc again. “I…we need you to do something, but first I have to tell you something.”
Luc scrubs his hand over his face. “Nothing good ever comes from that phrase.”
X chuckles next to me and I glare at him.
He gives me what? eyes, but I ignore him and turn back to Luc, rehearsing in my head what I need to say. Any way it comes out, it’s going to sound bad. I just hope he’ll listen to it all before making a decision.
I open my mouth but Luc beats me to it.
“You’re with both of them?” His eyebrows dip down and his gaze moves from where Riot is holding my leg to X’s arm over my shoulder. It felt natural when we sat down, but I never thought about what it would look like to someone outside our group.
I swallow nervously. It’s not like it’s normal for a girl to be with three guys. Hell, I haven’t even wrapped my head around it yet, but it feels right and that’s all that matters.
“Actually all three of us,” Baz says with a devious grin.
Luc’s eyebrows furrow even deeper.
I can feel the heat climbing into my cheeks.
“And how exactly do I fit into this?”
“You don’t,” Riot growls.
“Just stop.” I let out another sigh. “There are some things you need to know about Trey, but first I have to tell you something. I ahh…” God, this is harder than I thought it would be. Riot’s thumb strokes back and forth, calming my nerves. “I broke into your father’s safe the other night.”
Luc’s mouth pops open. “What?”
“There was something I needed to get…”
“You broke into my father's safe?” Luc jumps to his feet and his cheeks turn a mottled red. “What the fuck, Ever?”
“Sit down,” Riot grits out. “You wanted to help, then start by fucking listening to her. I didn’t want you here, for the record, but Ever trusts you. They think we need your help.”
Luc sucks in a harsh breath and starts to pace. At least he didn’t leave. I glance at Baz. We talked about how much I should reveal to Luc and decided if he was in, then he was all the way in. Ry wasn’t going to like it but judging by Luc’s initial reaction, it was the right call.
“Peter found me after I was arrested for breaking into Panchard Enterprises. He offered me a deal. If I stole a timepiece out of your father’s safe, he’d find my little sister.”
Luc stops walking and laces his fingers behind his neck, dropping his head. When he looks up from under a fringe of blond hair, I hold my breath.
“Peter asked you to steal something from my dad?”
“Wendi’s watch,” Ry says in a low voice. “The one she never took off.”
Sadness flashes over Luc’s face. “I remember it." Confusion covers his face again. “Why did my dad have it in his safe?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Baz offers. “There was a chip in it.”
“Panchard tech, I assume.” Baz nods at Luc. “Have you decrypted it yet?”
“Not yet. It looks like something I had in development but it’s been altered.”
“And it was in the watch, in the safe?”
He’s looking at me again and I nod. “So here’s where things get a little complicated.”
Luc lifts an eyebrow. “Breaking into a safe in a locked office isn’t complicated?”
I shake my head. “Trey caught me that night. He has pictures. He threatened to give them to his father if I didn’t do what he said. Said I’d go to prison for a long time.”
“What did he tell you to do?” His words come out slower, like he’s trying to figure out the joke before I get to the punchline.
I can’t look at him and even the guys duck their heads. I don’t want to hurt him, but there’s no way around what I have to say.
“Date you.”
The only sound in the room is a harsh intake of breath, followed by a growl.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Luc’s face goes beet red and he fists his hands at his side. Both Riot and X shift on the couch, tucking me just a little bit more behind them. Luc turns his murderous gaze on me. “Why the fuck would he do that?”
He’s pacing again, but stops every few steps to throw a glare at me. I don’t know why and that’s just one more mystery added onto the pile.
“I know why. Because he’s a fucking asshole. Always has been.”
X and Riot relax a little but I sit up straighter. “You’re not mad at me? I really am sorry…”
“I told you the other night, Ever, I could see Ry was into you and I wasn’t going to hurt him like that.” I feel Ry tense behind me and his hand stops rubbing along my leg. “So what do you need me to do? I’d really love to pay that bastard back.”
“First, he can’t know anything’s up. Nothing can be different. Until Thursday anyway. You guys have a home game and I need Trey’s phone. We need you to get it for us. You’re the only one who can get close.”
“Done.” Luc doesn’t even ask any more questions, he just agrees.
I can see the longing in his eyes when he looks at the guys. At the room. They must have spent a lot of time down here together. I didn’t notice it at the time, but Luc’s game room looks a lot like this one. I bet he did it on purpose.
“We should tell my dad. He might be able to help. He’d know why the watch was in his safe.”
“We’re done here,” Riot growls, pushing to his feet.
“Ry.” I grab his hand to keep him from storming out.
Luc gets to his feet, too. “What the hell is your problem, man?”
“You and your father are the problem,” he grits out.
Luc’s face turns red. “What the fuck did my dad ever do to you? He loves you all like his own kids, for Christ’s sake.”
“Is that why he was fucking Wendi?” Riot explodes.
Three shocked gazes swing to him and I push to my feet, wrapping my arm around Riot’s arm. His entire body is shaking with a combination of rage and hurt.
Luc takes a step toward Ry but X swings around first.
“The fuck did you just say?”
When Riot remains silently fuming, I nudge him. “It’s time to talk about it.”
His tortured gaze meets mine and I turn so that I can wrap my arms around him. He has to stop blaming himself and this is where it needs to start.
“Ry, you can’t keep carrying this all alone. They’re your brothers. You need to talk to them. The time for secrets is over. If we’re going to get through all this, we need to trust each other.”
Baz looks at me, concern on his face, but I can’t do this for Ry. He needs to do it for himself. Ry tightens his arms around me and buries his face in my neck and I can feel his ragged breaths.
“They’ll hate me,” he says hoarsely.
I pull back so that I can look into his eyes.
“They love you.”
“Peter…”
I growl. “Peter did what he did all on his own. It had nothing to do with you. He’s at fault. You can do this. You’re fearless, remember?”
I step back and take his hand, leading him back to the couch. When he sits, he pulls me with him so that I’m half on his lap, his arm wound around my waist.
“I caught Hook and Wendi kissing. Heard them talking about how she was going to leave Peter.”
Luc’s face pales and he sinks down onto the chair. X starts to pace, but Baz doesn’t look surprised. When I look at him he shrugs.
“Peter was never around. After they adopted us, he just sort of stopped trying. Spent all his time at the office. I heard them arguing one night. They came back to Mt. Pleasant because it’s what Wendi wanted. Peter never wanted to be here.”
“Yeah, well, she never wanted us. She planned to leave Peter and move in with William and Luc. She didn’t care what happened to us.” Bitterness coats Riot’s tongue. “Guess it doesn’t really matter much now, we’re all eighteen. Adults. Can do whatever the fuck we want.”
“That can’t be right.” We all turn to Luc who looks like he’s going to be sick. “Is this why you stopped talking to me?”
“You can’t tell me you didn’t know your father and Wendi were fucking.”
Luc jumps to his feet. “They weren’t fucking. There’s another explanation for what you thought you saw.” He drags his fingers through his hair and looks around with wild eyes. “Is this why Wendi ran? Because Peter thought she was having an affair?”
“She didn’t run,” Baz says, dropping onto the couch and sinking his hands between his knees. He drops his head with a long exhale. We said no more secrets. “We have some pretty damning evidence that Peter had Wendi committed. That he’s kept her sedated this whole time and that the reason is on the chip that was in your father’s safe.”
“We have to tell him,” Luc says hoarsely. “He’s been out of his mind, he’s paid three different private detectives a fortune to find her. He needs to know what Peter did so he can bring Wendi home.”
I glance over and see X sitting on the floor, his arms around his knees. He hasn't said a word. Disentangling from Riot, I move over to him and sink down next to him.
“X?” He lifts his head and his eyes are glassy, but hard.
“She was going to fucking leave us,” he grits out. “Everything was a fucking lie so why are we even bothering now?”
He pushes to his feet and storms out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
“Well that went fucking well,” Riot grunts.
I watch him follow after X and drop my head.
Maybe all of this was a mistake after all.




Chapter Twelve
When I wake up on Thursday morning, there’s a large manila envelope on the floor by my door. Someone must have slipped it under when I was sleeping.
I swear I can't take any more drama.
My name is written on the outside so I grab it and climb back into bed, then slide my finger along the seam to open it. Inside is a sheaf of papers in a binder clip and a note.


Ms. Darlington,


This is the petition for custody of your sister. Everything has been filed and the court is only waiting for your signature for it to be finalized. Attached is a check to get you settled and there is enough for college, as per our agreement. The title to the convertible is also included and it is yours, as are any clothing and personal items you may have purchased.
 
Our business is concluded and the agreement fulfilled. Our paths need not cross again. Please be out of the house by Sunday night as I would like things to settle back into a normal routine as soon as possible.


Regards, PP
I stare at the letter, reread it a dozen times. Each time my skin grows colder. Under the binder clip is a folded check and I pull it free. It’s made out to me. Five hundred thousand dollars. My empty stomach twists into a knot as a sour taste fills my throat.
Half a million dollars.
That’s what it’s worth to Peter to have me out of the boys’ lives forever.
I’ll never see this much money in my life. And Belle. I finally have her in my hands. My vision blurs and I shove my hand against my mouth. It’s a fucking bribe and I know it.
That not what’s making me ready to throw up, though.
The thing making me feel sick is that I don’t know if I’m going to take it and run, or not. With that amount of money, Belle and I could be together anywhere.
I should be happy because this is exactly what I wanted.
Or it used to be. Now everything is a confused mess and I don’t know what I want anymore. I try to wash away the uncertainty in an extra hot shower, but it doesn't help.
My stomach is so uneasy that I don’t bother trying to eat breakfast and just grab a granola bar and stuff it into my bag for later. The guys aren’t home and the car is gone when I leave, but I see them when I pull into the parking lot at school.
X looks like he didn’t get much sleep last night and he leans against the car with a pair of dark sunglasses on. I don’t miss the look Ry and Baz share before Ry claps X on the back and we all head inside.
Luc’s at his locker when we walk past and he glances at X. Everyone is worried about him. I tap Ry on the arm and then incline my head toward Luc. His jaw tics but he nods.
“He okay?”
Luc looks like he didn’t sleep much last night either.
“How are you?
He gives me a look and I duck my head. “Sorry I dragged you into this, I just didn’t know what else to do.”
Luc nudges my chin up with a finger. “I’m glad you did. And maybe this will help fix things between us.” He drops his hand. “Or maybe not.”
I look over my shoulder and see Riot glaring a hole in Luc.
“That might be more about me than your dad.”
“He’s always been like that. Protective of the people he cares about.” His gaze drops to me, suddenly intense. “I get it. I’d be the same way if you were mine.”
“Isn’t she, though?” Trey’s voice cuts between us and I go rigid. I see the same reaction in Luc along with a flash of anger. With a subtle shake of my head, I let him know he can’t act on it. Not yet.
“So did Ever ask you to prom yet?” Trey leans his shoulder against the locker and lifts an eyebrow. “Mer hasn't talked about anything else since you asked if Luc was free.”
An unspoken conversation happens between Luc and I as heat creeps up my neck. I don’t know what to do.
“Figured since Riot asked Aine and X is going with Shae, you’d want to ride with us and not them?”
Trey is the picture of innocence, but I can see the pleasure he’s getting out of this in his eyes. I know he saw the pain before I could hide it.
“You didn’t know?” he taunts under the guise of innocence. “I’ve been listening to Aine in Econ for a week talking about her plans for after the prom. If you get my meaning.” He winks and my stomach sinks. Nothing has been mentioned, but Trey wouldn’t lie. Not when the truth cuts so much deeper.
I look up at Luc and shrug. “You busy?”
He looks over my shoulder again and scowls. “I’d be honored to go to the prom with you, Ever.” There’s a harshness in his voice that Trey doesn’t miss and his eyes narrow.
We’re too close to screw it all up now.
“Can’t wait to see you play tonight. Maybe this time I’ll get it.” I give Luc a huge fake grin and touch his arm to remind him to stay cool. The vein in his temple throbs, but he ducks his head and I hear a harsh inhale.
“Ready, man?” Trey guy-punches Luc on the arm and starts down the hall walking backwards.
“Eye on the ball, Hook,” I mumble out of the corner of my mouth, still smiling for Trey. I think that’s the correct baseball term anyway.
Luc turns to me, a matching smile on his face. “I’m going to fucking kill him when this is over.”
“Line forms to the left.” We part ways and I head to my locker now. By the time I get there Ry is waiting, a scowl on his face.
“The fuck was that about?”
“Asked Luc to prom.” I press my thumb to the pad and pull my locker open. Riot is uncharacteristically quiet as I get what I need and shut the door. His face is pinched.
“I asked her before…”
I shrug to hide the hurt, then suck in a breath. “You should know she’s telling everyone you two are fucking on prom night.”
Okay, that’s not exactly what Trey said, but I’m sure it’s not far from the truth. If they haven’t been already. I duck around Ry before he sees it all over my face and head to English. Of course he falls into step with me because he’s going there, too.
Meri was supposed to meet me before class. Where the hell is she?
“Peep,” Riot grinds out.
I walk faster and hear him swear behind me. I’m almost at the door and the second bell chimes, but Ry grabs my arm and pulls me past it. Three doors down, the music room is empty and he drags me inside, letting go as soon as the door closes.
He swings around, planting his hands on the door to cage me in, and presses his entire body close. His eyes are wild and before I can even say one single word, his lips crash down over mine.
Everything inside me responds and I drop my bag to wind my arms around his neck. Ry groans, pressing harder against me. His tongue sweeps inside my mouth, owning me, claiming every inch of space.
But this time he’s not the only one hurting, the only one mad.
I grab the hair at the back of his neck in my fist, holding him still so that I can devour him. He doesn’t get to be pissed at me for Luc. I would never have said I’d go if Ry wasn’t going with fucking Aine.
I growl at the thought of her name.
Ry digs his fingers into my ass and lifts until I’m pinned between him and the door. I lift my legs, wrapping them around his waist, digging my boots into his back.
My skirt rides up and I feel Riot hard between my legs. When he shifts, a sizzle of pleasure explodes and I moan loudly. Immediately I rip my mouth away from his.
“Ry…” I pant.
His pupils are blown, not a speck of color left, making him look half crazed. His gaze drops to my mouth before he dips his head and dives back in. He stops long enough to growl “you’re mine” then he’s kissing me again.
I suck air in through my nose, grinding against him while fighting a battle I’ll never win. It’s not until the late bell chimes that I remember we’re even at school.
“Ry, we need to get to class,” I whisper against his lips.
“We need to finish this,” he growls, taking my swollen bottom lip between his teeth and tugging.
“Maybe, but not here.”
His eyes slowly focus and my lip pops free. But he doesn’t let me down. I cling to him, as we both fight to get our breathing under control.
“This would be a lot easier if you put me down.”
“Not yet.” His smoky grey eyes pin me in place. “You’re making me insane. Seeing you with Luc…it’s fucking with my head. Not doing it anymore.”
I get it. I drop my forehead against his.
“Just a couple more days, okay? Then we can figure it all out.”
He loosens his hold and I slide my legs down until my feet are firmly on the floor. He steps back and then smooths his hand, deliberately slowly, down over my skirt until it hangs where it should.
My lips feel swollen but there’s nothing I can do about it. Hopefully no one will notice. Ry hands me my bag then opens the door, letting me step out first.
The halls are empty as we make our way to class in silence.
I want to say something but I don't know what and then we’re there and it’s too late.
Ry and I walk into class and Reynolds shoots us a glare but says nothing. Why the hell don’t the teachers call out this shit? I glare because if it was just me, I’d be in detention for a week. Mr. Reynolds looks at Ry and his jaw tightens but he turns back to the board, resuming his talk about finals that are coming up.
I sit in my usual seat next to Meri who is giving me crazy side-eyes right now and pull my laptop from my bag. The chair on my other side scrapes over the floor and I freeze.
Riot drops down then slouches back.
Everyone in the room, Reynolds included, stops to look. He recovers faster, but even after everyone looks away, I feel Aine’s eyes on me. When I turn, her glare cuts across the room and if it were a knife, I’d be on the floor dead.
“What are you doing?” I ask out of the corner of my mouth.
“Told you. Not playing games anymore, Peep. You are ours and I’m letting everyone know it.” He reaches out and grabs the corner of my desk, hauling it loudly over the floor until it's up against his.
I either need to scoot my chair over or sit in front of nothing now.
Mr. Reynolds sighs but doesn't even turn around, just keeps writing today's quote on the board. I relent and move and Ry drapes his arm over the back of my chair.
The whispers fly around us. I don't know what he thinks he’s going to prove by doing this, except piss Trey off. But then again, that’s probably exactly why he’s doing it. I want to bang my head on the desk.
Riot toys with the short strands at the back of my neck during the rest of class and when the bell chimes, he grabs my bag and slings it over his shoulder, despite my growling request to give it back.
He saunters out of the room, his arm slung over my shoulders and when I try to elbow him in the gut, he twists sideways and pulls me closer. Meri walks with us, a few hesitant steps away from me. At the door to Calculus, I exhale a sigh of relief and reach for my bag.
Ry hands it to me, then uses his body to back me up against the door. I see his intent and my eyes go wide, but it’s too late. His lips come down on mine, lazier this time but no less intense. His tongue slips between them and he cups the back of my neck, holding me still until he’s done showing everyone that I am his.
I hate the way my body betrays me, arching against him, going heavy with want. The urges he awakened in the music room come crashing back even stronger.
There are too many people watching us. Part of me doesn’t care but the other part is furious that Ry is jeopardizing our plans. Everything hinges on tonight. I slide my hands between us, planting them on his chest and shove until he stumbles back.  
Half-lidded eyes full of hunger takes my breath away.
“Seriously, Ry?” Baz breaks between us and sweeps his arm out, herding me along in front of him. I stumble a little on weak knees. As soon as we walk through the door, all eyes turn to us.
I guess we were putting on a show.
“Sit,” Baz grumbles under his breath.
“It’s not my fault,” I whisper.
“I thought you were going out with Luc?” Meri says from my other side. “Didn’t you just ask him to prom this morning?”
Baz grunts. “No fucking wonder,” he says under his breath.
“He’s going with Aine,” I hiss out, tired of being blamed for something I didn’t start.
“Fix this then, fuck.”
Like he's not the same guy who had his face buried between my legs a few nights ago. I start to tell him that but he cuts a glare at me and then looks around the room. It’s strangely quiet and I realize that everyone is eavesdropping.
I slump back in my seat and when the rest of the class realizes the drama’s over, they face forward for today’s lesson.
Meri leans over, eyebrows drawn down and a frown on her face. “So are you going with Luc or not?”
“I am.”
She chews on her bottom lip as she contemplates something. Finally, she looks over at me. “Luc’s a nice guy, Ever, if you’re not into him you shouldn’t encourage it, because he really likes you.”
I cringe under the judgment in her eyes. I wish I could tell her what was going on, but I’m not even sure she’d believe me. I know how it looks to everyone else, and I know it looks like I’m using Luc. Especially after Riot’s little demonstration.
But for now, I have to keep skirting the truth and hope that when the time comes, she’ll understand.
“I know he’s a nice guy, that’s why I asked him to prom. Don’t worry, everything is good.”
I tell the lie even though I can still taste Riot on my lips.




Chapter Thirteen
The game starts at four so after school I run home and change and make sure the guys are on the same page with the plan.
Luc texts to let me know he’s ready and that he’ll meet me outside the locker room a minute after everyone else leaves.
I’m meeting Meri there, so at three-thirty I head back to school. If everything goes right, after tonight I’ll have one less thing to worry about.
Once that threat is gone, I can try and figure out exactly what it is I want.
I’ve ignored the manila envelope under my mattress all day, not willing to think about it until things with Trey are resolved, but I can’t do it forever. Time is ticking away and she'll be adopted soon if I don’t do something.
I keep picturing Belle with that happy smile on her face and hearing Riot’s words; Am I doing this for me or for Belle? I shake away the thoughts and head for the baseball field. From what I overheard, the rivalry with Mercy is older than time and the bleachers are packed.
I text Meri and see her stand and wave. She’s halfway up on the home side, and I make my way to her. Thankfully the school is right behind us, the seats between the school and the field. 
I sink down next to her and tug on the Neverly Crocs baseball hat she insisted I had to have. It’s ugly as crap with a huge crocodile head on the front, a baseball between its teeth.
“I was right, that outfit is hot.”
At least my clothes are cute. I’ve got on new black denim shorts, a white and grey baseball shirt that Meri tied a knot in when she picked it out to expose a few inches of stomach over my waistband, and black and white chucks.
She’s wearing similar shorts and shoes, but her shirt has STUART across the back. The Mercy Warthogs are already on the field warming up, and I keep glancing behind us at the school, waiting for our guys to come out.
My legs bounce up and down as I envision all the things that could have gone wrong already. The least of all being Luc getting caught stealing Trey’s phone.
When the doors finally swing open, I let out a sigh of relief.
The guys amble down the small hill and onto the field to warm up amongst a spattering of applause and a chorus of boos. With everyone's attention on them, I notice Luc lingering by the door, pretending to tie his shoes.
“I’ll be right back,” I tell Meri. “I’m just going to go wish Luc luck.”
I make my way down the bleachers and over to where he’s waiting.
“Do you have it?”
He shakes his head. “There wasn’t a chance, but his locker combination is 1969 and his locker number is 15. His phone is in the green jacket’s pocket.”
I can’t see any of the players. “Won’t it look a little obvious if a girl is in the boys’ locker room?”
“No one will be in there until the game's over, but some of the guys run in when we go out onto the field, so don’t take forever and you should be good. Look, I gotta go, I’m starting tonight.” He jogs off toward the field, then looks over his shoulder. “I’m sorry I couldn't get it for you. Be careful.”
After I look around to be sure no one is watching me, I duck into the school. My steps are loud in the silence. The boys’ locker room is just down the hall and I pause in front of the door. My heart is pounding and a thin layer of sweat covers my palms.
Everyone is outside getting ready to play.
No one is going to catch me.
I reach for the handle and my phone vibrates, making me jump.
Where’d you get to? Luc’s warming up.
Shit. I forgot Meri was waiting for me.
Vending machine. Need anything?
Root beer. And gummy bears.
The vending machines are on the other side of the gym and I make a mental note to stop before I go back to sit with Meri. Baz said he’d be here, but I haven't seen him yet. We can’t do this without him.
I push open the door and head into the locker room, wrinkling my nose at the smell of too many boys. It’s bigger than I expected with rows of lockers lined up in the middle of the room and open showers at the end. I search for 1969 and jump at every noise that filters through the pipes and air conditioning.
My paranoia grows with every passing second.
It’s not until I make it to the very last one that I realize I’ve been searching for his combination not locker number. I glare at the number 60 and start back to the first few.
The door creaks open and my feet freeze. Shit. I press my back against the cold metal and strain to hear where they’re going. It could be Baz, but it could be someone else, too.
If I get caught in here, I won’t get a second chance.
Footsteps get closer and when a shadow falls over the floor at the end of the bank of lockers, I hold my breath. I’m tempted to close my eyes and play the if I can’t see you, you can’t see me game.
“Ever?” The whisper reaches my ears and I wilt in relief.
“Over here,” I croak.
Baz rounds the corner, already reaching for his laptop. “Where is it?”
“I was getting ready to get it when you came in and scared the shit out of me.” Now that I can breathe, I hurry past him to locker 15. The locks are the old-fashioned kind with a dial, so I spin to each number and pull, popping it open. A quick check of pockets and I find Trey’s phone. “Got it.”
Baz takes it, sinks down onto a bench and pulls a chord from his pocket. “This should take about ten minutes. Go make sure no one comes in.”
That wasn’t the plan.
“How exactly do I stop them? And what if it’s Trey?”
“Figure it out,” he says distractedly, already hitting letters on the keyboard.
Figure it out, I mouth as I make my way back outside the room.
The school is still silent but I can hear the crowd cheering. I get my phone out and text Meri.
Machine ate my money. Janitor is trying to help. Give me ten.
Luc pitched a no hitter this inning!
Great!
I have no idea what that even is, but it sounds good. I glance at the door every five seconds, hoping Baz gets what he needs.
I don’t want to break into Peter’s safe tomorrow night.
There’s a Sudoku app on my phone, so I open it and start on the easy level. What the hell could Trey even want in Peter’s safe? Baz said that Peter keeps cash in there, but that’s it. Is this about money? How is stealing money going to hurt the guys?
Holy shit do I suck at Sudoku.
I try another easy game, but can’t quite figure out what number goes where. It has to have been ten minutes, but when I check, only five have passed. I’ve just started a new game when voices echo down the hall.
I stand up straighter as two players come around the corner, but they stop when they see me hanging out outside the locker room. I think one of them is Justin, but I don’t recognize the other one.
I tap out a quick warning to Baz, then pocket my phone.
“You turning into a cleat chaser now?” Justin asks with an interested grin. “I’ve seen you with Luc and Riot had his tongue down your throat this morning. Hell, I saw you with Trey the other day, too. You making the rounds? ‘Cause I wouldn’t say no if you are.”
He gives me a wink and I shove off the wall. I let my gaze run up and down him and he sticks his chest out.
“Nah, nothing I see interests me.”
His face darkens and he takes a step toward me. The guy with him claps him on the back. “Man, she’s wrapped up with the LB, you really want to go there?”
“She’s not too wrapped up if her boys are fucking Aine and her crew.” The sneer on his face makes me want to punch him, but I pretend his words don't affect me. “And where the hell are they then? Nah, they’re just playing with her and I’ve had their leftovers before. Don’t matter much to me,” Justin says.
He pushes into my space and his friend throws up his hands and mutters your funeral then walks away, leaving me here alone with Justin.
“What’s so fucking special about you anyway? You’re really not that hot. The short hair makes you look like a guy, but maybe that’s what they like. That why they’re so close? Sticking it to each other?”
“Why, you jealous they don’t want you?” I goad. “’Cause you’re not good enough?”
“Bitch,” he growls. “I’m better than you. After they pass you around a few more times, you won't be worth much.”
I hate that his words remind me of Nate. How he used to say almost exactly the same thing and I believed him. But not anymore.
“Get the fuck out of my face, Justin.”
“Oh, so you do know who I am?”
“You’re the guy who put his dick in that walking STD, Aine. Yeah, I know who you are and I suggest that you back the fuck off.”
His gaze rakes over me and he surges forward, pressing me into the unforgiving wall. “Who the fuck’s gonna make me?” he growls. “I could snap you in half and no one would care.”
He’s big like Trey and I hate the way his body dwarfs mine. I have no doubt he could break me and so much more, but he’d have to get past X first.
My eyes meet furious gold-flecked brown. I’m not a damsel in distress, but I’m damned glad to see X.
“How bout I snap your ass in half, Mills.”
The growl comes from behind him and he pales and steps away from me.
Not giving Justin time to recover, I slam my knee up and into his balls. He squeaks and drops like a sack of potatoes at my feet, then rolls onto his side, cupping his junk.
“Try that again, asshole, and I’ll cut it off next time.” I step around the writhing idiot on the floor and wrap my arms around X. He looks better tonight. Whatever demons were dragging him down are gone for now.
“Remind me not to piss you off, sweetheart.” X presses his lips to my temple as Justin stands and hobbles away in the opposite direction.
When he’s gone, X pushes the locker room door open and yells, “Wrap it up, man!”
Baz mumbles something but the door swings closed and cuts him off.
“You look better.”
He shrugs and leans back against the wall. “Just needed to process this shit.”
“If you want to talk, I’m here.”
He nods and I lean next to him.
“Where’s Ry?”
“Keeping an eye on Trey. You didn’t think we’d let you do this alone, did you?”
My heart thumps at the way he’s looking at me.
“Sweetheart, I told you, and Ry reminded you today, you’re with us now. We’ve got your back and nothing is going to touch you. You need to trust us.”
He pulls me in front of him and kisses me softly. I sink into it, laying my palms on his chest. X and I haven’t taken that next step yet, not like I have with Ry and Baz, but there doesn’t feel like there’s a hurry. X is the steady one. When I first met him I thought he was the goofball, the one out for a quick laugh, but he’s so much more than that.
He’s desperate for a connection that means something. I only hope I don’t let him down.
The door swings open next to us and Baz comes out.
“Yeah, keeping an eye out my ass.”
“You get it?” X asks and I hold my breath.
“Yep. Followed the trail right to his school laptop. After that it was easy to destroy the pictures of Ever. May have completely wiped his phone, too, after I made a copy of every email and image he had.”
“So it’s done? No surprises. No more blackmail. It’s over?”
Baz smiles at me. “Yeah, baby, it’s over.”
I twist and throw my arms around Baz and he swings me around in circles. I laugh freely for the first time in a week. I can’t believe he did it. Trey is out of our lives and there’s nothing he can do to me now.
He can’t hurt my boys any more.
X sends a text to Ry to let him know and we head outside together.
Things are finally looking up, which means I have some hard choices to make now. That dark cloud follows us all the way to the bleachers where we watch the entire game.
When it’s over, I tell Luc the good news, and the Lost Boys and I go home.




Chapter Fourteen
Friday morning at breakfast, I tell the guys about Belle.
About what Peter did, getting me custody if I signed the paperwork, and then I tell them about the check and the stipulations attached to it.
If I want to get custody of Belle, I have to walk away.
“So everything we did last night was so that you could, what? Leave?” Ry grinds out, pushing up from his chair.
“Sit the hell down,” I bark at him. “And stop putting words into my mouth, I’m tired of it.”
“What about other things in your mouth?” X asks with a wink, but I can see the strain around his eyes. He’s worried I’m going to cut and run, too.
What we did last night should have made us stronger. We slayed a dragon together. But I’m the weak link and I hate it. I can destroy everything.
“I just… I need to talk to my sister first. I have to listen to what she wants.” I meet Riot’s unwavering stare and see understanding in his eyes.
What he said affected me more than I admitted.
“I don’t want to leave…”
When I pause, Baz sits back and pushes his glasses up his nose. “But?”
“But I did all this to be with Belle. All the lying, all the pain, it was so that I could find her. I never expected all this.” I wave my hand around the table, my eyes burning with unshed tears. “You guys screwed it all up,” I choke out on a half sob, half laugh.
All three are uncharacteristically quiet.
“I don’t know what to do,” I whisper brokenly. “If I don’t take Peter’s deal, where does that leave me? I can’t stay here. I won’t have any money. I don’t even know if I can finish school because he pulled the strings to get me in there.”
The repercussions of staying fall at my feet. I’m not prepared for any of it. Half a million dollars could set me and Belle up for life if I’m careful.
“Fuck that noise,” X says. “You stay here. This is our house, too. You stay and we find Wendi and we straighten this shit out. If you want Belle, then we’ll go get her and bring her here, too. Let Peter try to fucking kick you out. We have leverage now.”
X’s glare is fierce and I’m at a loss. The determination is reflected on all the boy’s faces. They will fight for me, with me. No one has ever had my back like these guys do.
“Stop making me fucking cry,” I grit out, swiping my hand over my wet face. God, these boys make me such a girl.
“Wanna skip today?” X asks.
“Hell no.” I get up and grab a paper towel and wipe my face. “Today I get to tell Trey to go to hell, I am not missing that. The blackmailing asshole is done and I want to be the one to tell him so.”
“Does that mean I can punch him now?” X asks a little too hopefully.
While I’d love nothing more than to see Trey with a black eye, I don’t want X to get into trouble. They may be academically untouchable at school, but that doesn’t mean they can’t get suspended for physical violence.
“Maybe at the track. Isn’t racing a contact sport?” I ask innocently.
When I wink, he jumps from his seat and grabs me around the waist, hefting me up until we are nose to nose.
“I’m going to teach you to swim and then we are totally skinny dipping every night.”
I don’t know where that came from but I nod my head with a laugh.
“If you had made that deal to start, I’d probably be as good as Baz by now.”
“Oh, you’re already very good in the pool.”
Baz walks past and trails his hand over my lower back, sending a spiral of heat right to my core. He’s actually the one who’s the best, I just get to lay there and enjoy it.
“We should get going if we’re going, or we could stay home…” he says with an enticing grin, then he steps close and kisses the back of my neck. I’m the filling in an X and Baz sandwich and oh my god, it’s almost impossible to keep from groaning.
My skin is alive and every nerve ending tingles at the ready.
With a deep chuckle Baz steps away, brushing his fingers over my arm. 
I love that they touch me constantly. I’m not even sure they realize they do it honestly, but none of them can walk past or be close without reaching out for me.
It’s thrilling and terrifying to have these boys in my orbit. X lets me slide down slowly and by the time he sets me on my feet, I can feel the hardness pressing at his pants.
He leans down until we are forehead to forehead, the gold and green flecks reflecting the light. I love his eyes. They change every time I look into them, like a kaleidoscope.
“I know you’ve had some fun with Ry and Baz,” X murmurs. “And I’m not saying I don’t want to, I just want you to know that there’s no hurry for us. I like you, Ever, and I like being around you. You settle me and I feel like I can breathe when you’re around. I’ve used sex as a distraction too many times to know that I want it to be different with you. I want it to mean something more.”
I cup his face between my hands and softly press my lips to his.
“It already does,” I whisper, locked in the sincerity pouring from his eyes.
I clear my throat and blink away the burning that’s happening again. Ry is watching us, his face strangely peaceful. Content. But I don’t miss the hunger in his eyes either.
X smacks my ass, breaking the moment. “Let’s go.”
I return the gesture when he walks past and he sends a saucy look over his shoulder. Ry moves to my side as we leave the kitchen and leans in close.
“He doesn't speak for me, Peep. I can't wait to be inside you.”
If a body could spontaneously melt, I’d be a puddle. As it is, I have a hard time walking the first few steps. Ry’s low chuckle tells me he knows what he did.
X and Baz walk ahead of us. Why have I never noticed how amazing their asses look in the school uniform? When Ry catches me I wipe invisible drool off my chin. He rolls his eyes and I grin.
I wish I could bottle this exact second to remember it always. It feels comfortable, like this is where I belong. It feels right. I’m truly happy in this moment. Ry tangles his fingers with mine.
“I want you to remember this, Peep,” Ry says in my ear as if he can read my thoughts. “It could have been like this from the beginning if you would have trusted us. No more secrets, got me?”
“I got you.” I roll my eyes and bump him with my shoulder, then he ducks down and swoops me up off my feet bridal style. He sprints to the garage while I hold on for dear life until he stops.
“Ry stop. You’re going to drop me.”
He dips his head until our lips are only a whisper apart. “I gotcha, Peep. I’d never let you fall.”
He steals a quick kiss then sets me on my feet. I’m breathing faster and there’s an excited flutter going on in my stomach that has nothing to do with being carried across the driveway.
He’s not even winded.
“Tell me you feel me,” he says, cupping my chin. Out under the bright sun, his eyes are a softer grey, but I can still see the darker streaks hiding around the edges. It’s like looking into his soul. 
“I feel ya, Ry. We’re doing this together. Whatever this is.”
“Damn straight we are,” X calls out from inside the garage.
Ry grins at me. “Too late to run now, Peep.”
But I have a feeling it was too late the moment I laid eyes on these three boys.




Chapter Fifteen
We hear the rumors as soon as we get out of the car.
After the game last night, in the locker room, Luc allegedly punched Trey in the face. Nobody seems to know why.
Not only do I get to tell Trey to eat a bag of dicks today, I also get to see him with a shiner. This might be the best day I’ve had at Neverly Prep.
I walk into school with my boys, this time with my head held high. Today I feel like a fucking queen. Everyone turns to watch us walk down the hall. We stop at Luc’s locker on the way in and his wary gaze travels over the guys before settling on me.
“Did you really punch Trey?” I ask, unable to hide my huge grin.
A smile teases the corner of his lips. “Maybe. Was just him and me in there. He might have tripped or something.”
Ry huffs out a laugh. “Into your fist?”
“Been wanting to do that since I found out what he’d been doing to Ever.”
Ry surprises us all when he holds out a fist. It takes a minute for Luc to bump it.
“Thanks, man.”
I’m not sure who’s more surprised, but the tentative smile on Luc’s face warms my heart. There’s still a lot of shit between them that we need to figure out, but for right now, it’s a step in the right direction.
I slide my arm around Riot’s waist and he pulls me close enough to kiss my temple.
“See ya at lunch,” I toss out and Luc’s eyes go wide.
Yeah I might have just invited him to sit with us, and the guys better be okay with it. He punched Trey for me. That deserves an olive branch. As they pass him, Baz and X fist bump him too, and I can’t help but notice Luc’s grin long after we walk away.
“I know what you’re doing,”Ry whispers in my ear.
I widen my eyes innocently. “You means walking? With you? A for observation skills, Ry.”
He shakes his head but I see the smile teasing his lips.
“You’re trouble.”
“Oh, another A. And you’re on a roll.”
“Just call me butter.”
I stop in the middle of the hall and my jaw drops. “Did you seriously just make a joke?”
His eyebrows dip down but X sidles up next to me. “Why are we watching him?” he asks in a theatre whisper.
“He just made a joke,” I say from the corner of my mouth.
“Yeah, Ry used to crack jokes all the time.” X glances down at me. “You’re good for him, Sweetheart.”
I watch the expressions flicker across Riot’s face. He feels so much guilt, takes so much responsibility for what happened and none of it is his fault. I wish I could reach inside him and pull it out.
“Let’s go.” Riot’s gruff voice pulls me from my thoughts.
When I look in his eyes, hope ignotes in my chest. The darkness from before is a little lighter. Maybe I can help him.
I step to his side and duck under his arm. He drapes his over my shoulder again like it’s the most natural thing in the world. It’s hard not to wrap my arms completely around him and show him that he’s not alone.
His eyes burn with hunger as he looks down at me.
“Get a room,” X teases. “We should go to mine though, Ry is kind of  a pig.”
Riot knocks him with his elbow and we start to walk again. I catch Baz’s gaze and he smiles. This is how it should be. I can feel it.
“Lucas Hook and Trey Stuart to the office, please.”
Everyone turns to look at Luc when an announcement comes over the intercom. Now they know the rumor is true. Luc saunters down the hall toward the office like he doesn't have a care in the world.
More than one guy claps him on the back. Guess Trey wasn’t as important as he thought he was. I just hope Luc doesn't get into too much trouble though. There’s only a few more weeks of school left.
Meri’s at her locker and I nudge the guys to keep going so I can talk to her. She barely said a dozen words to me last night while we watched the game. I’m not sure if it was because the guys were with me when I got back, the fact that Ry couldn’t keep his hands to himself, or that Luc pointed to me after he hit a home run.
I know she doesn’t understand what’s going on and I wish I could explain it to her, but not while she’s with Trey.
“Hey.” I step up next to her and open my locker.
She slams hers shut and spins away from me, but I grab the strap of her bag.
“What’s the matter?”
Her eyes are rimmed red like she’s been crying and I take a step toward her.
“What’s wrong? Did Trey do something?”
“Why do you always ask that?” she shouts, drawing the attention of everyone in the hall. “God, Ever, he’s been nothing but nice to you since that first day and all you’ve done is bad mouth him. Did you tell Luc to hit him last night? You’re such a fucking hypocrite, stringing along four guys, playing them off each other. Do you want a fifth? Is that why you keep trying to drive a wedge between me and Trey?”
I’m so stunned I can't move. Can’t speak. The venom in her voice has all but paralyzed me.
“It’s because your boyfriend’s a dick,” a low voice growls behind me right before strong arms wrap around and pull me back. I pull strength from the warm, solid body propping me up.
Meri’s eyes narrow. “Of course you’d say that, Riot. You hate him for no reason, too. Now you’ve turned one of his best friends against him?” Her anger is directed at me again. “I can't believe I thought you were my friend.”
My mouth falls open as she storms away, not even giving me a chance to defend myself. Tears burn my eyes even as Ry turns me in his arms and pulls me to his chest. His hand goes to the back of my head, holding me tight.
I can’t believe Meri would say that to me. I thought friends gave each other a chance to explain. Friends have each other’s back and that’s what I’m doing. Trey is a piece of shit and Meri deserves better.
I fight to be free of Riot’s hold. I won’t cower, won't let the curious eyes see me fall. I open my locker and take out my things, then shut it softly when all I want to do is slam it closed. With gritted teeth, I head toward English, Ry by my side. His dark look dares anyone to say anything, but I hear the whispers behind us anyway.
I’m easy.
I tried to steal Trey from Meri.
The LB pass me around like a joint.
A growl rips from Riot’s throat, but I twine my fingers with his and squeeze. It doesn't matter. None of these people get to define who I am. A lifetime of being unwanted has already done it and I have nothing to prove.
“Fucking idiots,” Ry grinds out. “Don’t matter what any of them say, Peep. We got you. Nothing's gonna touch you. Hell, you even got Golden Boy on your side now.”
The fact that Riot lumped Luc into my supporters means more than all the shit going on around me. If he can try to get past his differences, then I can put on my big girl panties and do the same.
I’ll give Meri a chance to cool down and maybe after this all plays out, I can explain and she’ll understand.
Outside of English I stop.
“Hold on, I need to know what’s going on with Luc.”
What happened?
Halfway through class he answers.
Three day suspension.
I’m sorry.
I’m the one who punched him. I’d do it again too. Worth it. ;P See you at the race tonight?
Steely grey eyes track my every movement.
“Are you guys racing tonight?”
“X and I are.”
See you there. And thank you again.
<3
“He got suspended,” I tell Ry as we walk to our seats. “Should we do something?”
“Nothing to do, Peep. Just gotta wait it out.”
I actually pay attention to the rest of the class as Mr. Reynolds goes over what will be on the finals. Then he gives us an essay assignment that’s due on Monday.
Habit has me looking to Meri, but her chair is empty. I really hope she’ll listen to me because I don’t want to lose her as a friend. Maybe when she finds out what Trey did, she’ll believe that I would never try to take him from her.
The mere thought of being around Trey on purpose makes me want to vomit. Maybe before he showed his asshole side, but not now. Not ever.
Riot hands me off to Baz in Calc and then X is waiting to walk with me to lunch. It’s not until that moment I realize that they haven’t let me out of their sight this morning.
“Is something going on?”
X looks around in confusion. “Uh, lunch?”
I jab him in the ribs. “Why have you guys been on me all morning?”
When his eyes start to dance with what I know will be a sexual reference, I clap my hand over his mouth before he can say it. Then I feel something slimy and wet move over my palm and yank my hand away, scrubbing it on my skirt.
“Did you just lick me?”
He’s about to deny it when a screech echoes down the hall. Everyone stops walking and turns to gawk.
“I already bought a dress, you can’t back out now!”
I crane my neck to see over the heads, but bodies block my view. I already know who’s doing the yelling, though. There’s no missing Aine’s high-pitched angry voice. I shove my way through the crowd, elbows flying, with X on my heels. Of course they move for him.
Aine has her hands on her hips and her posse behind her. She’s got her finger in Riot’s face and I can tell the bored look on his face hides how pissed off he is.
“Get over it and find someone else.”
“Everyone else has a date already. It’s next week!” she shrieks.
Riot shrugs. “Not my problem.”
Aine pokes her red-tipped finger into his chest. “You asked me, so you owe me this.”
His eyes narrow and he pushes her finger away. “And I don’t owe you shit, Aine. You asked me and I didn’t have a better offer. Now I do. ”
When his gaze lands on me, Aine whirls around.
“You.” Before I can blink she’s in my face, her fingers wrapped in my jacket. “Luc wasn’t enough? Stealing your best friend’s guy wasn’t enough? Exactly how many dates do you have to have? Riot is my date. Shae is going with X. Get over yourself, Ever, there’s nothing special about you.”
She shoves me back and lets go and I stumble into X. His strong hands lock onto my arms steadying me, then he steps back, letting everyone know that I am running this show now.
The energy of the crowd shifts.
Aine really didn’t think this through.
I take a step toward her, then another. All the pent up anger bubbles to life inside me. She must see it because her eyes widen and she looks around for help. When her gaze lands on Riot, her head tilts with accusation.
“Really? This is what you’re passing up for that?” she sneers.
I fist my hand at my side and a ripple of excitement washes over the students around us.
“Aine,” I say softly.
“What?” She turns and roll her eyes at me and my fist shoots out, popping her in the jaw.
I don’t hit her hard, but you’d think I drove a knockout worthy uppercut to her chin. She stumbles back and howls, holding her face in her hands.
Now I roll my eyes.
“She hit me,” Aine sobs. Her tear-filled eyes peek over her fingers at Riot. “Are you going to let her get away with that?”
With a sigh, Riot moves toward me and I don't miss the glimmer of satisfaction that flashes in her eyes. Her tears have miraculously stopped, too. Ry stops in front of me and when I look up, he shakes his head.
“Don’t tuck your thumb next time, Peep. You could break it.” He ducks down and claims my lips in front of everyone.
I hear a few burn comments mixed in with laughter, but I’m too busy kissing him back to care. He devours me right there for everyone to see until the deep voice of Principal Camden breaks through the noise.
“What going on here?”
Riot kisses me for a few more seconds, making the principal wait. When he pulls back, my lips are deliciously swollen and I can’t catch my breath. Holy shit. If anyone in school doubted where I belonged, they don't now.
I stare up at Ry and he winks.
“She hit me, Principal Camden,” Aine whines. She’s holding her chin so I can’t tell if I did any real damage or not. Some bruising would be sweet, so that when she looks in the mirror all week, she’ll remember me.
“Ms. Darlington isn’t it?” Principal Camden asks, his gaze swinging to me. He briefly glances at Riot and X, then squares his shoulders and looks at me. “Is this true?”
“I did hit her, yes. That high-pitched whining was hurting my ears.”
A few muffled chuckles morph into fake coughs when the principal glares at the crowd.
“Everyone else get to lunch. You three, in my office. Now.”
He points at Aine, Riot and me.
“The going rate for hitting a fellow student is three days, right? That’s what you gave Luc. I’ll just take that and make it easy on you.” I look him directly in the eyes. I’m not going to cower. I own my shit and I knew exactly what I was doing when I punched Aine.
Feeling fucking good aside.
He looks flustered for a moment while Aine whines that it’s not enough time. That I should be expelled for a week and not be allowed to go to prom. Riot curls his arm around my waist.
“Unless you want to get the school board involved because you’re favoring the male students, I’d leave it how it is. Wouldn't want to be called sexist now, would you? Not after last year’s little...problem.”
Principal Camden pales just a little then he straightens his tie.
“Three days is sufficient. Just…keep your hands to yourself when you return, Ms. Darlington. There’s only a few more weeks of school and you’ll be graduating and heading off to greener pastures.”
“Like the cow she is,” Aine says under her breath.
“Aine, enough. Go see the nurse and make sure everything’s okay. Ms. Darlington, I don’t want to see you back here until next Thursday morning.”
I give him a curtsey and he rolls his eyes and walks away, saying something about retirement under his breath. Riot chuckles and X leans in for a quick kiss.
There’s a sharp intake of breath and we look over to see Aine staring at us. Before she can say anything, I wrap an arm around each of my guys.
“Find another date to prom, Aine,” I tell the thickheaded girl.
“What about me?” Shae asks. Her gaze moves from Aine to X. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Sorry, my girl doesn't like to share. Maybe you two can go together?” X says with a wink.
We leave the slack-mouthed girls behind and I grab a few things I’ll need from my locker. Thank goodness assignments are digital so I won’t miss any work due.
“You do know it’ll be all over school in about ten minutes, right?” I tell them, like they don’t know it already.
They both shrug. “We have two and a half weeks of school left. Who gives a fuck what they think?”
As we walk out, X texts Baz to let him know what’s going on. By the time we get to the car, he’s jogging out the side exit.
“You seriously punched Aine in the face?” are his first words to me.
“It was just a love tap,” I argue, but Baz just laughs and pulls me in for a hug.
“Well you got Ry out of going to prom with her, so that’s something.”
Ry leans back against the Challenger. “So what are we going to do until the races start tonight?”
X gets a wicked grin on his face. “I don't know about anyone else, but I’m feeling a little hot. A swim sounds good about now. Clothing optional, of course.”
I roll my eyes but have to admit, it does sound pretty damned fun.




Chapter Sixteen
We do swim all afternoon, but everyone keeps their suits on.
Mostly because I told X if he took his off, I’d hide all the snack cakes that Hanna buys for him that he thinks no one knows about. I’m not quite ready to be surrounded by three naked guys who look like gods.
After we get too tired to swim, we end up in the game room, sprawled on the couch eating popcorn and watching Walking Dead because I’m addicted now.
X has his head in my lap and I’m drawing circles around his ears, Ry is next to me, his arm around my shoulders, hand driven into the bag of popcorn in his lap, and Baz is sitting on the floor between my legs, his fingers toying with my ankles.
Every once in a while his drags his fingers up the back of my legs and then around to my inner thighs. I don’t know if it’s on purpose or not, but each time he goes a little higher.
Each time my breath hitches.
It’s getting really warm in here despite the air conditioning.
X shifts and turns his head so that his cheek is against my stomach now and he’s cupping my upper thigh with his fingers dangerously close to the apex. My breath catches when his thumb starts making small circles. As if they coordinated it, Ry brushes his fingers along my collarbone.
There isn’t an inch of my body that isn’t pebbled with goose bumps now and I’m having trouble focusing on the life sized zombies on the screen. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not going to stop it. Not when it feels so good.
We turned another corner today and I’m reaping the rewards.
I just don’t know what they are yet.
My pulse speeds up when Ry leans in close and presses his lips to the spot where my neck and shoulder meet. I can’t hold in the low groan any longer. Baz slips his hand to the inside of one thigh and X has the other. Slowly they inch my legs apart until there’s enough room for X to move higher.
“Did you guys plan this?” I ask breathlessly.
Ry chuckles against my neck.
“It might have come up in conversation.”
The idea that they actually talked about doing this to me has heat shooting through my entire body.
X turns his head and presses a kiss right at the top of my shorts before pulling the band down a bit to expose an inch of skin. I’m glad I only threw on loose shorts and decided against panties after we swam.
“Figured when it happens, it happens.” X’s lips moving on my bare hip bone makes me jump. “Guess it’s happening.”
“Oh.”
That's all I can coherently say because Baz is moving his fingers slowly up the inside of my thigh, dipping under the hem even as X pushes the waistband lower. They both pepper kisses along every inch of bare skin they can find and I swear I’m ready to combust.
“Lift,” X murmurs against me and when I do, he slides my shorts down over my hips. Baz takes them the rest of the way off.
I’m naked from the waist down now, but don’t feel exposed. Not when I’ve got all three boys draped around me like the best kind of blanket.
“Relax and just feel,” Ry whispers in my ear.
He eases me back so that I’m leaning against his chest, one of his arms anchoring me there which allows X to lift one of my legs and prop it on the couch.
I’m spread open in the flickering light but before I can feel self-conscious,  their fingers start up again. I’m not sure who’s who now, X’s head blocks my view until Ry tells me to close my eyes.
I can feel his erection pushing into my lower back and it makes me realize exactly what we’re doing. I wait for panic, or even a sense of wrongness, but it’s the opposite.
This feels incredibly right.
It may not be conventional, but in this moment, I finally accept that these three guys are mine. We belong together no matter what.
I give myself over to the sensations as they creep through the darkest corners inside me. Slowly the feelings of being unwanted, unlovable, are replaced with a sense of belonging.
I am theirs and they are mine.
One of them groans, a deep, raw sound that sinks down to the very core of me.
“Pretty, isn’t she?” Baz rasps.
“Fuck yeah.” I feel lips press a light kiss right over my clit and I gasp.
When a hot tongue swirls over it, I let out a cry that makes Ry growl in my ear. He gets even harder against my back and I wish I could reach around and wrap my fingers around it. Make him feel as good as they’re making me feel.
“God, you look hot.” He nips at my earlobe, then just below on my neck. “I wasn’t sure I could share you, Peep, but knowing they feel the same way about you, watching them worship you like this, it feels right.”
Fingers slide over my opening and I go to buck my hips, but strong hands hold me still.
“Kiss me.” The plea turns into a cry when fingers slide inside, but the sound cuts off when Riot’s mouth crashes over mine.
I cling to him, give him everything I have as the pressure starts to build between my legs. More fingers slide in, making me so full that I see stars, and then one of them sucks at my clit.
I whimper and Riot growls in response, deepening his kiss, dominating my mouth. Feelings come from everywhere and overwhelm my senses. They all play me perfectly, each building on the other’s rise until I am perched so close to the edge it won’t take anything to push me over.
Ry rips his lips free and runs hot kisses up my neck.
“This is just the beginning,” Ry whispers. “When we get home tonight, we plan on owning you, Peep. So you better be ready to give us everything you have. Open your eyes.”
I do and the sight nearly makes me climax right then.
Baz curls his fingers to hit just the right spot and X sucks my clit between his lips as he pumps his fingers in and out. Riot loosens his hold and my hips buck up as I arch my back.
Tension coils so tight that it hurts. My breathing is labored as I climb higher than I thought possible. The room fills with the sound of my whimpers, of fingers in wet flesh, of the boy’s encouraging groans.
“This is ours now,” Ry grits out. “You are ours now.”
His words push me over the edge. Riot slams his lips over mine, swallowing my cries as I bursts into the most explosive orgasm in my life.
I fall apart in the arms of three boys who are there to help put me back together again.


∞∞∞
 
At seven, Riot and X get changed into their gear while Baz and I get to keep it casual. As we get ready to go, I keep glancing at the guys, feeling more vulnerable than I’m comfortable with after what happened in the game room.
I shouldn’t worry though. Every time I catch one of their gazes, all I see is unconditional acceptance. And hunger. God if someone could spontaneously orgasm from just a look, I’d be writhing on the floor.
I probably will be later.
Ry’s promise echoes in my ears, sending a flush of heat between my legs.
He grins like he knows where my thoughts are going.
Just as we’re about to leave, my phone vibrates.
I’ll be there at eight. Don’t forget our deal or you’ll pay.
I stare at my phone until the guys notice.
“What’s wrong?” Baz is the first one at my side and I show him my phone.
“How does he not know the pictures are gone?” My eyes go wide. “What if he had backups somewhere? Or printed copies?” My heart is clawing its way up my throat. “Baz?”
I hate how weak my voice sounds now.
“Impossible,” Baz says. “The tracking software I use is my design. I can follow the path of anything digital. I think…he just doesn't realize they’re gone. I left the folder on his phone, but it’s empty. He must not have checked it.”
“So you are one thousand percent sure he has nothing?”
At his nod I relax a little and exhale.
“Absolutely sure. Well, there may be some questionable porn on his phone now.”
X chuckles and Ry wraps his arm around me. The comfort of being around them is something I could get used to. I hope I’ll get the chance. It seems like every time we get close, something happens.
It’s hard not to constantly wait for the other shoe to drop.
“If Baz says he’s sure, then he is. He’s a fucking genius with computers. You’re good, sweetheart, don’t worry.”
I catch Ry and Baz sharing a look, but when Riot nods, I let out a breath. If they believe it, then I have no room to doubt it. I push aside the unease and try to focus on the moment.
“Well, we should head to the race and kick some ass then.”
The bikes are already loaded into the back of the pickup so we all climb in and head to the track. Since Baz isn’t racing, he stands with me to watch. I look for Meri on our hay bale, but she’s not there. I guess since Trey isn’t racing, she didn’t come.
More and more people arrive until there is a bigger crowd than last time.
“Ry’s racing,” is the explanation Baz gives me when I ask.
The races start like always but it looks like there will only be two heats tonight. The first one starts at eight, just as my phone starts to vibrate. I don’t even bother to look at the screen. It buzzes continuously for half an hour and I get sick satisfaction from knowing that Trey is probably at the house wondering where the hell I am.
I wish I could see his face when he discovers that the blackmail folder is empty.
Finally, it’s time for the second heat and I tune out everything except the racers. The energy in the crowd shifts and people press forward, getting as close to the track as possible.
Ry and Luc line up in the middle of the pack at the top of the hill, but I don’t see X.
“Where’s X?” I ask Baz.
“Said he was having trouble with his throttle. Going to sit this one out and watch from the top.”
I turn my attention back to the line and see Ry and Luc fist bump.
There’s hope for them yet.
The lights blink red, orange and green, and the roar of the bikes taking off fills the air. The sound raises goosebumps on my arms and I hold my breath as the bikes rise up over the first hill, soaring through the air in front of me.
Riot’s a bike length ahead of Luc and the rest of the pack are right on their heels.
It’s amazing to watch them control the bikes. To get that much air and land without wrecking. They make it look easy. Especially Riot. He flies higher, goes faster, and rides harder than anyone else out there.
The strength and determination to get that good is part of who he is. He tackles everything with the same fierce dedication. I suck in a shaky breath. Tonight is going to wreck me in the best way, I already know.  
After tonight, there’s no going back to the way it was.
Whatever happens with Belle, I’ll have these Lost Boys by my side.
When the bikes come around again, the lead between Ry and Luc has grown. Riot’s putting it all out there tonight and it makes my blood turn to liquid fire watching him.
“He’s crazy good,” I half shout at Baz.
“Why do you think all these people come? It’s not to see a bunch of amateurs riding in circles.” He winks and I shake my head. The guys that race Ry aren’t amateurs. They’re all hellishly good. 
But Riot is better.
As the bikes come around again, Baz pulls his phone from his pocket. It reminds me that mine has stopped the incessant buzzing. Trey must have finally given up.
Even over the bikes I hear Baz suck in a breath. His dark eyes glitter under the track lights when he looks at me.
“I’ve got something.” His gaze widens and my heart slams into my ribs.
“The chip?”
When he nods, I grab his arm and we push through the crowd. 
Once again my phone starts to vibrate. I should have put it on silent before we left. I’m done giving Trey any more of my time, even if it’s just a thought.
Once we’re on the outside edge of the crowd, Baz looks toward the hill and I see X jogging toward us.
“I texted him,” Baz says, scrolling through his phone and typing in various intervals.
“‘Sup?”
“Got notification that the decryption is done.”
X’s eyes go wide and he steps to Baz’s side.
“What’s it say?”
The lines in Baz’s forehead get deeper the more he reads.
“So it looks like Peter transferred money to an anonymous account right before he committed Wendi.”
“You think he paid off the doctor?” X asks as Baz scrolls faster.
My phone won’t stop vibrating with new messages, but I ignore them. Maybe tomorrow I’ll get a new phone so he doesn't have my number anymore. Trey can jump off a cliff for all I care. This right here, this is what matters.
We finally have some answers.
“I don’t think so. The account belongs to… Peter’s transferred a total of four hundred thousand into an account linked to… Trey?”
I squint at his phone. “That doesn't even make sense…”
“Maybe you’re not the first person in this house that Trey’s been blackmailing,” X says with a growl.
“What the hell could Trey have on Peter? He owns the world’s biggest security software company.” I glance at X but he’s focused on what Baz is doing.
The whine of the bikes in the background pulls at my attention. I want to watch Riot. To assure myself that he’s safe. Like my eyes on him will make sure he doesn’t wreck.
It’s illogical, but I can’t help what I feel.
I want to keep all these boys safe, now that they’re mine.
“His father’s the sheriff, maybe he knows something about Wendi?” I try to make a connection in my head, but Baz shoves his phone at X.
“What the fuck is this?” X’s gaze moves over the tiny screen. “Is that…”
“Yeah, I think it is.”
Baz drags his fingers through his hair and looks at X. He’s acting really weird and they keep doing that thing with their eyes where they talk without saying anything.
“What’s on the chip?” I finally ask.
Baz flexes his jaw and he looks at the phone again, like he needs to see whatever's on there one more time. His gaze flickers to each one of us and it stops on me. Confusion and disbelief war with each other inside his eyes.
“I think… I think Trey is Peter’s son.”
“What?” The word explodes from my lips. “Peter has a son?”
“Not that we knew. Let me see if I can find anything else…”
“Ever!”
I turn toward the parked cars when I hear my name over the noise of the bikes. Meri races toward us and skids to a stop. Mascara is running down her face and she’s crying and trying to catch her breath.
“Thank god you’re okay,” she sobs, throwing herself at me and wrapping her arms tight around my waist.
“What are you talking about, Mer?” I can feel her shaking in my arms and I meet X’s startled gaze over her shoulder.
She pulls back, but keeps her fingers tight on my arms.
“Trey called me earlier and he wasn’t making any sense so I went to his house. I saw the texts he sent you and I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but he said he was going to make you hurt in the worst way possible. I tried calling you a hundred times but there was no answer. I thought…”
Her shoulders shake when she breaks down again, but when she lifts her terror-filled eyes to me, my entire body goes cold.
“He took his father's gun and ran out. I called his dad and he knows, but I had to make sure you were okay.”
I look at the guys in alarm as dread crawls through my veins.
“We need to get you out of here,” X growls, stepping up to my back and wrapping himself around me.
The crowd cheers as the announcer calls last lap.
Baz crowds close, too, looking at the people around us. There are hundreds here tonight. Trey would blend right in. The back of my neck prickles with a million tiny bee stings.
Meri clutches my hand and huddles close to me.
“I don’t understand what happened. Why he went crazy like this,” she says through her hiccups.
I pull her close. It’s time for the truth.
“He’s been blackmailing me, Mer. Tonight he wanted something in Peter’s safe, but I blew him off. I thought it was over.”
X starts moving us toward the hill where the truck is parked, but the crowd is thicker at the finish line now that the race is almost over and it’s impossible to move through huddled in a group.
“He wants to hurt you because of that?”
Baz steps in front of me and I wrap my arm around Meri’s waist to keep her close. X follows very close behind. Every elbow jostle sends fear skittering up my spine.
The crowd explodes as the bikes fly over the finish line, cheering and throwing their arms in the air, creating even more of a bottleneck as we try to push through.
I haven’t begun to process what we learned tonight, but Trey wanting in Peter’s safe makes more sense now. If Peter is really his father, and the information was encrypted onto a chip inside Wendi’s watch, then someone didn’t want that known.
They don’t deserve what they have.
Trey’s venomous words suddenly spring into my head. It’s what drove his anger. Why he wanted to use me to hurt the LB. Because in his mind, he was the one who should be living that life.
It should have been him.
My knees go weak and I almost fall.
I twist my fingers into the back of Baz’s shirt and try to shout his name, but it’s too loud. Trey wants to hurt me, but not like Meri thinks. Bile crawls up my throat.
He’s going after my boys.
I need to stop him.
I spin around and grab X’s shirt.
“I know what he’s going to… ”
A gunshot splits the night and for one split moment, everything goes utterly silent. I hear my heart thud heavy in my ears for one, two, three seconds.
Then someone screams.
People turn and stampede away from the finish line, causing utter chaos and panic. I try to fight my way toward it but keep getting knocked back. I see Baz grab Meri as he tries to get her out of the way. When someone shoves into me hard, I almost go down, but X grabs me from behind and yanks me toward the announcer’s booth.
The wail of sirens start and gets louder by the second.
I twist and fight to get free, but X refuses to let go as he drags me into the small building tucked into the shadows. Baz runs in with Meri in front of him and she collapses in the corner, pulling her knees to her chest. Tears stream down my face as I fight my way back to the door but X won’t move.
“X, let me go!” I scream to be heard over the chaos around us. “Riot. Trey went after Riot.”
He wraps his arms around me and tugs me against his chest, holding me tightly as he crouches down out of sight. He’s shaking and I can’t stop the tears that are streaming down my face.
“X, please,” I beg through my tears, clawing at his shirt. “Riot’s out there.”
The raw devastation in X’s eyes, the helplessness I see ravishing Baz’s face as he huddles near Meri, it kills me and all the fight leaves my body. I sag against X and sob.
He cradles my head and his body shakes as badly as mine.
“I know, sweetheart, I fucking know.”




...The story will conclude with Ever After
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