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      “Beck, man, what are you doing tonight?” I pulled the pizza out of the oven and set it on the plate. It was one of those cheap, cardboard pizzas that everyone loved as kids. They made a great meal for the poor, college student. A buck fifty wasn't bad for dinner, I could pair it with a nice craft beer.

      “Astrid can't hang out, but I have practice with the band anyway. We have a gig coming up this weekend we’re trying to get ready for. We’re planning something different so it requires some extra practices. Later, some girl from Silver Ranch is having a party and asked us to play. Andy knows her and said she’s willing to pay about five hundred for two hours. Then we can mingle.” He sounded distracted.

      “This isn't one of those twitch bitches we all hate so much, right?” About a month ago, the cheerleaders, known to us as the twitch bitches, tried to cause trouble for Astrid. They were no longer a problem. Not that any of us did anything to help Astrid. She managed to take care of herself all on her own. Damn if that wasn't sexy. Although we did have a very strongly worded conversation with her after everything calmed down. We didn't want to steal her glory, but we needed to know she wasn't going to go maverick and disappear on our asses.

      “Nah, I don't think this girl really cares about anything enough to bully anyone. Apparently, she just likes to party and get laid. Astrid knows her actually. I picked her up from a party there last month.”

      Before I knew her. Damn him for having such a casual friendship with her. We were friends. But it was always a little weird given that I tutored her in school, even if it was my idea so I could spend more time with her. Oh, and there was the fact she walked in on me getting a blowjob.

      “Cool, cool. When do you think we’ll all get together again?” Ever since the night of the scholarship showcase, we hadn't spent any time together. Call me a pussy, but for a minute, it really seemed like we all had some kind of weird bond. I had friends at school, and I had Trinity, my sister, but these guys were different. The hockey star, the Rock star, the school nerd, and me, the starving artist. Astrid was the sun we revolved around, giving guys from different walks of life a unique connection. But there were certainly similarities. We all seemed like we had ghosts in our lives we were trying to exorcise, and we seemed stronger when we leaned on each other. Or when Astrid leaned on us.

      “I don't know. Astrid was always the common denominator, but she's been busy with school. Her parents are apparently better, but it's been starting to slip like the old days before she made her dad a deal.” Beck sighed heavily into the phone. Out of all the guys, Beck and I were actually friends before we knew Astrid. Funny how small the world is sometimes.

      Wait. Where was he getting this information? Was everyone hanging out and excluding me from their merry fucking fest?

      “How do you know that?” I tried to keep the hurt out of my voice, but it slipped through anyway. I was an art student. Moods were par for the course, and Beck was used to my over emotionalism by now. Given he wrote poetry he turned into songs, and mostly love songs, he suffered from the same thing on occasion.

      “I called Astrid yesterday when I hadn't heard from her. I wanted to check in. She's ignored all of my advances, but I can at least be her friend.” He acted like he tried to pick her up, but he was eerily shy around her.

      No, not shy. He sent her platonic smiles when she was watching, scorching looks when she wasn’t, and used any excuse to get her to touch him. But he wasn't giving her any of his cheesy pickup lines he used on one-night stands, or making it overtly obvious he was into her. While he said he tried, he really hadn't. He probably didn't know how to act when it was a girl he had actual feelings for.

      How often was he calling Astrid? We had a running chat group I had titled “Astrid's Heroes”, but after a week or so, it fizzled out. I still went to the art room every day to see Astrid, but our relationship was very much teacher-student-esque while I was there. It had to be, or Mr. Music wouldn't hesitate to kick me out of there, and wouldn't think twice about notifying Dan of my shenanigans. I'd rather have more time with her than nothing at all.

      “How often do you call Astrid?” I prodded. If she was taking calls from Beck, then I could call her, too.

      “I try to call her every couple of days so she doesn't forget about me. Jonah already gets her lunches, and Rhys lives across the street. Hell, you even see her in class for some one-on-one instruction. I have to find my time.”

      I could imagine him shrugging. He was passive-aggressive enough that he wouldn't let her forget him.

      “I get it. You don't have an immediate tie to her,” I placated him. “All right. Well, I have some grading to do for Dan, I'll catch you later.”

      “Later.”

      We disconnected and I carried my pizza over to the table. For an artist, I didn't like a mess at all. And crumbs on my couch were definitely messy. Not that the old couch was anything special, I got it half price at the local thrift shop. But small, sharp crumbs digging into my skin always deteriorated my mood. And no one needed a moody Thatcher. I managed to work myself up enough without the help of the inanimate food cast offs.

      The crunch of the pizza as I cut into it satisfied me in a way that few things rarely did. There was no other way to make the pizza than right on the rack. My phone sat quietly next to my plate, daring me to pick it up.

      I could text Astrid. I had her number.

      Chances were, she wouldn't think anything of it. But why hadn't I done it before now?

      Because I was a chicken shit. I’d already promised myself that between trying to go to school and taking care of Trinity, I couldn't distract myself with a girlfriend. Not one that needed a boyfriend to support her as she tried to separate from her parents. And she was going to need it when the time came. Just like I had needed help.

      Only, Astrid didn't need a superhero. She was her own fucking hero. We should buy her a red cape and call her Super Cam. Now, I sat here, so disconnected from a group I really wanted to be a part of. What could one little text hurt?

      ME: Hey

      Wow, that was the lamest text I'd ever sent. I shoveled another bite of cooling pizza in my mouth as I glared at my phone, willing a much smoother line to come to me. Anything that would engage her to chat was better than hey.

      ASTRID: Hey back :)

      I could work with this.

      ME: What are you doing this weekend? I need to have time with you where it's not considered against school rules if we get friendly.

      Fuck! What did that mean? Now she was going to believe I wanted to frisk her in the school closet instead of talking like actual friends.

      ASTRID: oookay. Not sure what that means.

      ME: *facepalm* I meant where I'm not stuck in the role of teacher. Nothing nefarious on my mind. Promise. You want to meet my sister?

      I needed to exit this conversation quick. Clearly, I lacked any social skills when it came to Astrid. Right as I was about to tell her I had to go, the screen lit up with her name dominating the space. The background was a picture of the painting I did at her school during our period together.

      She’d been so stressed, I thought it would be fun for her to relax and see me in my zone. And I was trying to impress her. It was a beautifully abstract picture of her, with her camera obscuring her face. Alluring, but private. Sweet, but with a little deviousness. You had to have a little bit of that when you took pictures of people without their permission, right?

      Without letting myself second-guess the decision, I picked it up.

      “Hey,” I cringed, and I didn't even know why. It wasn't like hey was a weird way to ask for sex.

      “What's up? Your texts were jumping around so I thought I'd call.” Her voice had a slight husky quality that at her age was a promise of what would come. No one would believe she had a voice like that. I had no idea where she got it from.

      I'd never met her mother, but from what Rhys had said, she didn't have a sexy bone in her body, falling more the way of an asexual headmistress that loved doling out punishment.

      Astrid was different than anyone I’d ever known. Innocent, but cynical. Brave but afraid. There was much more to the petite hippie girl than people realized.

      “Sorry, it sounded like I've never held a conversation over text message. I have, I assure you. What I meant was, I never introduced you to Trinity. I think you'd really love her and she's about your age.” Hearing her voice reminded me of our time at school and put me at ease. It was a familiar setting that I could work with. My dumb ass should have called her from the beginning.

      “Really? I'd love that. If she's like you, I'm sure she's awesome. And I'd love to come back to your place again.” She laughed low, the husky tone deepening.

      Was she... flirting? After the bathroom incident, we pretended like it hadn't happened at all. And none of the other guys acknowledged they saw anything, although I'm sure we’d all beat off to the image of water dripping down her naked body more than once.

      “Great. What about Saturday? We can make dinner and watch a movie. Whenever we get a chance, we do a movie night. It's my turn to pick. How do you feel about scary movies?”

      “Oh, Beck just asked me to watch him play Saturday.” Sadness whispered down the line. She really did sound bummed.

      Beck had mentioned having a gig. I should have realized he would ask her to watch him. Astrid hated being in crowds and immersed in people in general, so I hadn't really considered she would want to go.

      “Why don't you come with me and I'll see if Rhys and Jonah want to go?”

      There was the togetherness I'd been missing. Why did it feel like this wasn't what I wanted either? Damn, I needed to make up my mind. I wanted to hang out with everyone. But I also wanted Astrid to spend time with my sister. Just us.

      “I'd love to. But... How many people will be there who would recognize me from school?” It burned to turn her down. As much as I wanted to spend time with her—them—I couldn't get into trouble. And being seen with someone I was tutoring had trouble stamped across it in bright, bold lettering.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone I knew last time. Besides you.” A tapping came down the line as if she were drumming her fingers over some kind of hard surface. “How about Sunday? We could make a day of it after I get out of church.” Her hope pierced the dark mood hanging over my head.

      I loved that she was trying to find an alternative to spend time with me.

      “Trinity won't be here. She works every Sunday at the ice cream shop, but we could still watch a movie. You can pick.” The offer when we would be alone felt suspiciously like a date. That thought turned my heart into a freshly caffeinated jumping bean.

      Did she suck in a short breath? “Yeah, I'd really like that. We can't really be ourselves in the school library. Or even on the lawn. Too many people watch you. You're a bit of a celebrity at school.”

      “What?” I laughed. “I've never noticed anyone acting starstruck or running into walls when we pass by.”

      “The girls are more discreet than that. But come on, you're a hot college student that looks like the more attractive but no less mercurial twin to Jared Leto.”

      I rolled with laughter. I'd heard the reference more than once over the years, but from Astrid's lips, it was fresh and new.

      “I'll have to pay more attention tomorrow. For Sunday, what time can you get here?” The pizza was now cold and forgotten as I waited for her response.

      “Probably by one or one-thirty. I need to change out of my church clothes and then I can be there. Watching a scary movie in clothes I wore to worship Jesus aren’t very comfortable. The dresses Mother Dearest approves of are too stiff and restricting.”

      She chuckled and went on. “Do you want me to bring anything?”

      “Nope. I'll class it up with some Hamburger Helper. And maybe add some Reese Pieces to the popcorn.”

      “I'll see you then.”

      “See you.” I smiled softly at my pizza as we disconnected. Looked like I had some quality time with Astrid to look forward to this weekend.
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      “Okay, so let’s go over this one more time, Ass.” Ryan, who was my best friend outside of the guys, flopped backward on my bed, throwing an arm over his eyes as if he was the second coming of Scarlett O’Hara. His shirt rode up to reveal a thin strip of tan skin over his shorts. It was completely smooth. Like not a trace of a happy trail. I bet the fucker Nair’d it.

      “Do we really have to? You’ve already made me tell you twice.” I slumped back in my window seat, reveling in the fact that Ryan was in my room while my dad was home. It was weird, having a boy in here. When Ryan came to the door, Mother Dearest started to say something I was sure would embarrass me, but Dad jerked on her arm and pulled her away with a pinched look over his shoulder. He hadn’t liked it, but he was upholding his end of the bargain.

      Rhys and I had the misfortune to walk in on his dad and my dad getting nasty. It was traumatizing and eye opening. It wasn’t a good moment for the dads. My pastor father was embarrassed his only daughter caught him in such a compromising position. Rhys’ businessman dad, while also not ecstatic to have been caught, was more arrogant about the whole thing. He was the kind of man that believed everything was his right, and no one was important enough to stop him, or judge him. Funny how he got together with a pastor, especially one like my father who judged everyone. I was just thankful Rhys wasn’t anything like Mr. Bennet. Maybe he was switched at birth. Anyway, I took the opportunity to persuade Dad to give me more freedom, and the opportunity to go to a college of my choice. It wasn’t hard, I only promised I wouldn’t tell Mother Dearest if he complied. Some might call it blackmail. I called it insurance.

      Days after the event, as I liked to refer to it, his battle with his promise was obvious. I pushed to test him, seeing how far he would let me get away with my newfound freedom. I asked to go to Rhys’ game, then Jonah’s debate. I even stayed out to grab a late dinner after the night I showed my portfolio. Dad’s jaw would tighten and he’d glance away as if he couldn’t stand to look at me, but he hadn’t interfered.

      I thought I would have felt guilty for forcing his hand that way. For dangling his loveless marriage over his head in order to get something I wanted, but every time I had even the smallest interaction with Mother Dearest, it hardened my belief that I’d made the right call. Even if it was an unorthodox call.

      The other pointless worry nagging at the corner of my mind was how Rhys would view me from that moment forward. Even the other guys took up a small piece of that particular fear. I shouldn’t have given it so much thought. Rhys and the others, they thought I was some kind of badass now, manipulating the situation to make sure I got the future I wanted.

      Only, I didn’t feel like a badass. I felt terribly normal, trying not to wish my life away, while desperately aching for a time where I could be independent.

      “Yes, bitch. This is your penance for ignoring me so long. I need every inconsequential detail and I needed it five weeks ago.” He huffed.

      I grabbed my favorite pillow and pulled it over my lap, smoothing my hands over the coarse yet soft embroidery. It was ugly in a way that made it beautiful.

      “I already apologized. I had a lot happen and I didn’t want to talk about it.” Ryan was the first one to befriend me, but somewhere along the way, the guys swooped in and pushed everyone else away. Not intentionally, I doubt they even realized I spent less time with Ryan because of them. The bond that seared us together was kind of responsible. It made me want to get to know them better. Learn all the ways we were similar and uncover the ways we weren’t.

      I had apologized. If I wasn’t mistaken, I’d apologized three times. And if he was honest with himself and me, he’d forgiven me after the second time. He was a drama queen that wanted to milk it for all the measly little points it was worth. And every tiny bit of boring information was currency in his book. “It wasn’t like you didn’t have Pat to keep you occupied. I’m pretty sure you were alone maybe five minutes while I was taking time to get my head out of the sand.”

      “That’s not the point. What’s important here is you denied me the opportunity to get the inside scoop while it was happening. I had to speculate and guess from afar while you were avoiding me.” He pulled his arm away from his face and elegantly shoved himself onto his elbows.

      An uncontrollable twitch started at the corners of my mouth as I tried to hold in my laughter. The things he thought were important really brightened my day in a weird sort of way.

      “Fine. It started the night of the party. You know, the night you ditched me to shamelessly pursue Pat.”

      He rolled his eyes. “That’s not what we’re talking about.”

      We’d be here all night if I didn’t start giving him the in-color version of how I became friends with the star hockey player, and the school nerd. Even collecting the town’s hottie mechanic and standoffish art student. Maybe collecting wasn’t the right word. How about began our budding friendship?

      That was definitely the highpoint of my time. I hadn’t had an opportunity to hang out with everyone all together again, but I really enjoyed the time I got to see them. Our friendships were calm in the way only a close friend of ten years could sit in silence with you, or the sense of camaraderie of someone that suffered with you through childhood. We didn’t have either of those scenarios since I was brand new to the lovely Silver Ranch this year, but our relationship was unique. Ryan and Stacey didn’t compare.

      Over the next hour, I laid out in detail, most of what happened. I held the most personal details back that were only for me and the guys. Like the night Beck and I stealthily creeped on Rhys, or when the dreaded shower curtain fell. They were all times that felt intimate and painfully unshareable. It wouldn’t hurt me to tell Ryan about what happened, but I doubted I could actually bring myself to speak any of the words. They were ours.

      “All right. I have to head home. You want to walk me down?” Ryan stretched with a loud, angry cat noise gurgling from his mouth.

      I could walk him down and chance a meeting with the parentals, or I could stay in my room and hide out in my safe haven. If I stayed, there was always a possibility that Mother Dearest would say horribly mean and possibly bigoted things to him. Ryan didn’t deserve that, so walk down with him it was.

      Without giving an answer, I opened my door, listening for a beat to see if either of my parentals was downstairs. It was an unconscious habit at this point, but I couldn’t shake it.

      The polished stairs creaked beneath our feet no matter how hard I tried to be silent. A sharp chiming came from the study, announcing the time as eight long bells rang through the rest of the house. Right as I hit the bottom step, furious clanking scared the Jesus out of me.

      Just great. Mother Dearest was in the kitchen. She wasn’t home for dinner, so I’d assumed she ate out. I guessed not.

      If there was any luck on my side, I could quietly slip Ryan out the door and run upstairs. After our first meeting where he told my dad he was atheist, I hadn’t believed he was too eager to see my parents again either. At this point, Dad wouldn’t interfere, but Mother Dearest was still a wild card if Dad wasn’t around to police her.

      We made it to the front door and I gently turned the knob, widening the space just enough for him to slide through sideways. No use in provoking a situation if there wasn’t a need. By getting him out of the house without running into her definitely went a long ways in avoiding said situation.

      Ryan rolled his eyes and turned sideways to edge through the doorway. Once he was on the porch, he saluted me before jogging down the steps. She had to have seen the beat up car. If nothing else, she wasn’t dumb. I was only hoping I could avoid her before she realized he was gone. She never came to my room, so I’d be in the clear if I made it up there.

      “Astrid. Girl, what do you think you’re doing?” The dry tone of her voice scratched over my skin like a rough and jagged piece of hide. Damn it.

      If it wouldn’t cause more trouble, I would have banged my head against the door a few times. I didn’t do that. That would have only enraged her like the lunatic she was.

      “Nothing. I was showing Ryan out. We were studying.” I babbled and shuffled on my feet. The darkened stairway called my name, urging me to slide along the wall until I was out of her reach. Instead, I curled my toes in my lace-topped socks.

      “Yes, a boy in your room, which your father has allowed. When he has never given his permission before.” Her lipstick stained lips pinched into a sour frown. “Why is that?” She mused more to herself than to me.

      I shrugged, but in a way that was more I have no idea, rather than I don't care. “Maybe because I'm eighteen and will be graduating soon. Ryan is a friend only, anyway.” There was an animal vibe in the air, telling me to make no sudden movements. I hadn't felt this way in several weeks, not since the day Rhys paid a visit.

      Whatever Dad was doing to keep her in line must be wearing off. Almost as if her tolerance to his confusing reprimands was increasing. If I called for him, he would come at least. He could serve as a distraction until I got away.

      “Doubtful.”

      “I don't know, Mom. But I need to study. We have an exam tomorrow in math, and you know I need all the extra help I can get when it comes to that class.” I did, but she didn't need to know that. I sucked royally at math. And she loved to rub my slightly pointed nose in it. Hopefully by playing into her favorite perceived weakness, whatever mood she was in would lift. By dangling the bait in front of her, I doubted she could resist. And I was right.

      “Thank God you're actually trying to get a good grade, although I don't know if there's a whole lot of hope either way. Why we were cursed with such a slow student, I'll never know.” She shook her head.

      “I'll be in my room.” I almost added studying, but that would have been too suspicious.

      Dead silence followed me up the stairs, but I refused to look back. If she was going to have another episode, she would make noise as she rushed me. I held my breath as I forced myself to walk the last few steps at a normal pace. Once I was out of view, I ran to my room, contradicting my furiously beating heart by gently closing the door.

      Sharp edges of my neon glow stars stabbed me in the back as I pressed against the hard surface. A teal, gauzy shirt was draped over a chair, and a stack of papers littered the floor where I'd gone through my backpack earlier. Other than that, the room was immaculate. Much higher than my usual level of clean, my newfound freedom sparked vivacious energy I needed to get out every night before I went to bed. Otherwise, I'd lay there thinking of all the ways I was living my best life right now. And it was glorious, truly, but I needed sleep.

      The stairs were creak free letting me know Mother Dearest had stayed downstairs. Now that I felt safe, I settled on my window seat with my phone. Over the course of the last month, my photos went from slightly creepy and a lot stalkerish, to fun, friend-filled selfies. I still chased the artistic shots, but those were now reserved to my camera. If someone were to look through my recent pictures, it would appear to belong to another random, if slightly awkward teenager. I loved it.

      Night had completely fallen, and the orange glow of the streetlights brightened the street in circular patches. Rhys' black Range Rover pulled into his drive, disappearing behind his house. It was after eight at night, so he was probably getting in from hockey practice. It was approaching winter and he'd been hitting the ice rink even more than normal. He was determined to get a full ride to a university without the help of his dad. And from the last encounter with Mr. Bennet, I didn't blame him. Just... ewwww.

      My phone chimed and I glanced down to see what had come through. Three emojis lit my screen, a serious face, a hockey stick and a little blue SUV, which were code for Rhys.

      RHYS: Hey. Are you creeping in your window again?

      ME: Noooo.

      ME: Maybe

      RHYS: I thought I saw you in the window. Want to come over?

      

      My dad was being willfully ignorant in the study. Mother Dearest was mean mugging in the kitchen. But I'd love to go over there to see him. Wild butterflies tickled the inside of my stomach as I weighed the options. Yes, I absolutely wanted to take the chance at running into Mother Dearest again. Too bad there weren't any tall, heavily branched trees right outside my window. I could have gone old school and climbed out.

      ME: I'll be right there. Leave the door unlocked.

      That comment brought out the inner diva lurking below the surface. It was completely innocent. But the innuendo any stranger would lift from the statement thrilled me. Rhys on the other hand probably didn't think twice about it. We were clearly in the friend zone.

      I grabbed my slip-on toms, letting them hang by the heels from my two forefingers, and opened my door. Nothing.

      My fancy lace socks never left the floor as I carefully skated across the hardwood. If I didn't lift my feet, I stood a better chance of avoiding any pesky sounds from the grumpy staircase. And yes, staircases could be grumpy, especially in the evening when the house quieted and the family settled in for the night. I swore, sometimes the groans of the wood were passive forms of protest from our disturbance.

      Actually, going down was a bit harder, but I managed with hardly any sound. The downstairs was completely quiet. Could it be? Had both my parents gone to bed early?

      Hallelujah!

      I tiptoed down the hallway when low murmuring came from the study. Dang, it wasn't as quiet as I had hoped. At least they were occupied with each other. As I slid next to the cracked door, I paused and held my breath. I’d need to wait for the perfect distraction before slipping by.

      “Trina, seriously? This isn't like you to be so paranoid. It's really not becoming on a woman your age.” Dad's patronizing tone even stung me, and I wasn't a direct part of the conversation.

      “Don't, James. I'm far from stupid. Whatever brought us here wasn't a better job opportunity. It's hardly better than South Carolina, and if I'm honest, this is worse. It's too expensive and the people are terrors. What's the real reason we moved? Are you leaving me?” Her voice hitched on the last word.

      She was actually upset. I hadn't realized she could feel emotion like that. Deep inside the tender part of my heart, this should have hurt me. That he was handling her with such callous hands and obvious indifference, should have tugged on some invisible heartstring inside me. If I had walked in on this conversation the first day we moved here, it absolutely would have. But now? Now I had nothing left for them except bitter contempt and a burning desire to get away from them. Not to become them.

      “If you don't stop with this ridiculousness, you can to go to bed. You know as well as I do our marriage has been a good one. Don't start messing it up now.” A note of disgust echoed in Dad's voice.

      “If that's the way you feel, then fuck you, James. Fuck you and your mother fucking righteousness.” Mother Dearest yelled so loud, I could have heard her from my window seat.

      And that was my cue to run. Their fight would either escalate, or end, and I didn't want to be caught with paint on my hands by hovering around the door.

      I softly exited the house and inhaled a deep clean breath. Anything to wash away the harsh resentment from my skin. Funny how their argument could permeate the air like that.

      As I walked toward Rhys', I kept thinking the same thing over and over again.

      What was wrong with me that I had no heart?
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      The blue door of the guest cottage was so homey, with large planters of flowers on either side. Left over pansies welcomed me with their smiling faces. How they were able to keep the plants alive when winter was coming was a miracle.

      Warm air wafted through the door as Rhys swung it open. A half grin on his face greeted me. That was his version of Ryan going crazy over Vince Camuto luggage. Yeah, that was a lame comparison, but he was so serious all the time. A twitch of the lips would be extreme excitement.

      “Hey, come in.” He pulled back enough to so I could easily slide by.

      “Hi,” I grinned and tucked some loose strands of hair behind my ear like a giggling airhead. I needed to snap out of it. We were cool. We'd hung out before.

      “You hungry?” He led the way toward the little kitchen, and I tried and failed to keep my eyes from roving over his backside in his tight jeans.

      “No, I ate with Ryan earlier.” I headed toward the living room while he stopped in the kitchen to make a protein shake. That was his thing lately. He said he needed to bulk up another five or ten pounds and he was taking it very seriously.

      “Cool. I have some rotisserie chicken left from last night if you change your mind.” He took up the other end of the couch, stretching out as he grabbed the remote. It was really a surprise his long, muscled frame could fit on the couch with me. I wasn't joking the first time I referred to him as Ragnar. He was the size of a Viking, with all the personality of a murdering marauder.

      No, that wasn't fair. He wasn't violent. Only protective and on the quiet and stern side. “What's been going on? I haven't really gotten to see you lately with how much coach has me in practice.” Rhys swiped a large, veined hand over his head, causing the ends of his hair to stand up. He hadn't had a haircut since I'd known him, so his golden blond locks were growing out. It was a good look for him.

      “It's cool. Nothing much has been going on. I'm trying to figure out what to do for scholarship finals.” Royal blue filled the screen as a random commercial played.

      Why didn't he pay for the premium subscriptions so he didn't have the marketing breaks? It was odd and didn’t quite fit with their family image. And it wasn't like he couldn't afford it.

      “Can't you use what you used for Silver Ranch? It was awesome.” His knee touched my leg as he twisted toward me. Lit only by the TV, his beautiful light eyes seemed dark and turbulent.

      “I can. Mr. Music said it's fine to use what I have, but we have the opportunity to change our theme. And the max pieces allowed in the portfolio are eight this time instead of five. I've just been trying to think of something more epic. I'll probably end up using the same pieces anyway. There's nothing else that's jumping out at me.” I sighed. It would be fine to use my current pieces, and Mr. Music said I had a really good shot at winning. Only there was this aching need inside me that screamed for me to continue to make art. Like I could create something that was deeply thought provoking and awe-inspiring. But I had no idea what that would be.

      “How long did it take you to get those pieces together? A couple of days? I can't believe you are a one hit wonder.” He shook his head. “How's your Dad been? Isn't he going to cover your college anyway? I thought you were now only going for fun?”

      I looked away from the screen to lock gazes with Rhys. I couldn't tell you what we’d been watching. All I knew was, I was alone in a dark room, with a cute boy I liked. Even though I'd had little moments alone with Rhys, Beck, Jonah, and Thatcher, something was changing. At first, I was nervous and too focused on getting out, to really let it sink in. Now that I was a bit more relaxed and I knew them better as friends, the warm feelings in my stomach were constantly battling my body for dominance. If these feelings won the fight, my body would burst into hot blue flames. I doubt Rhys would appreciate that.

      “It’s been fun. But there's something inside me that won't allow me to not follow through, just like it won't allow me to submit anything that's not my best.” I nodded my head as if that was going to miraculously make him understand the inner workings of my mind.

      He nodded, his face somber. “I get it. That's how I am with hockey. You know, my Dad forced me to do it. The first year, I hated it and threw a fit every time there was practice or private lessons.” His fingers brushed against mine on the cushion as he continued. “It wasn't until about halfway through the second year I saw it for what it was... something I was talented in, that was all mine. My dad pays for the lessons, but I do the work. I score the goals. I sweat and bleed. When I get a scholarship, I can give a big fuck you to Stan and know that I've earned it. I made my own way. So yes, I completely understand.”

      My heart sighed in dreamy satisfaction. How did I get so lucky to meet a group of guys that understood in their own way what it was going to take to get out of our life as it was? I needed those people around me, the ones that were just as driven and dedicated as I was. We would help each other along the way. It was so easy to stumble. But it was also easy to keep going when there were people to take your hand.

      We held each other's gazes for a few seconds longer before Rhys turned the volume up. He settled on The Departed. It was actually one of my favorite movies that my parents never knew I watched. All about corrupted deeds and lonely deceit. A much more potent and concentrated version of my life. We weren’t killing people, but we were drenched in pretty lies.

      Our fingers remained touching, just the barest of hints. It wasn't quite a come on, more like a thoughtful gesture of comfort between friends. A gesture that tingled long after I went home.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, my alarm was my worst enemy. I spent way too much time thinking about the project and not enough time sleeping. I really needed to snap out of it.

      The cheery beep of my phone signaled a message.

      BECK: Hey pretty girl. Meet you outside in 30?

      ME: Yes, please. :)

      Something I’d realized about myself. I wasn’t a particularly cheery person. I didn’t smile easily or chatter incessantly. Then there was the me of text messages. I loved emojis and smiley faces. It was who I wanted to be if I weren’t so awkward.

      I could do thirty. Hell, I could do ten and leave the house in my pajamas, happily.

      Listening to my new favorite, Running with the Wolves by Aurora, I zoomed through my routine. In no time, I was dressed, brushed, and armed with both my lovely camera and trusty laptop. With those two tools, the world was my oyster. Or land of Milk and Honey if I wanted to bring my religion into it.

      Outside, Beck waited in his usual spot, which was far enough up the road to hide him from the parentals’ view if they should look outside. They never asked to meet who I rode with and that was okay with me. They probably thought it was Rhys all this time.

      “Hey, pretty girl,” Beck swept me up into his arms, squeezing me tight to his chest. I loved spending time with Beck. He was a musician, and most likely a player, but I never saw that side of him. To me, he was steady and supportive, even if it meant supporting me in a life drenched in crime. Or trespassing.

      “Good morning. Ready to go?” I beamed at him, and hoisted my backpack on my shoulders.

      “Absolutely. Here.” He handed me the shiny, black helmet and I strapped it under my chin. I knew the drill by now. He was my morning ride. Every morning. In the afternoons too, if he could swing it. He told me that it wasn't fair I got to see everyone else more than him, so this was his claimed time.

      When I climbed on, he grabbed my hands and pressed them against his chest like he always did. This time though, he flattened his palms over mine and with excruciating slowness, he pushed my hands down his torso. I now knew every intimate dip of his abs. My core clenched and I slammed my eyelids shut, letting him lead.

      What the hell was he doing? Please don't stop.

      Right before my fingers would have touched his belt, he moved my hands across his stomach so I completely embraced him. We sat in silence as I listened to his rushed breathing, and I tried to find my own. I was pretty sure I had a mini out of body experience during that whole thing.

      “What was that?” I whispered.

      Beck didn't answer right away. His fingers threaded through mine as he pulled me into him as tight as I could go.

      “I don't know. It seemed like a good idea at the time.” He rasped in that smoky, midnight voice.

      The absurdity of his words sunk in and I busted up laughing, taking Beck with me as we both lost it. He could give me all his good ideas anytime he wanted. I would always be a willing taker.

      “Was it worth it?” I rested my chin on his shoulder.

      “Oh, yeah. I was definitely on the best end of that deal, so yeah. Totally worth it.”

      “I'm pretty sure I made out better. You didn't get to feel my chest and abs with intimate accuracy.” I chuckled, then cut myself off. Images of his hands on my breasts and stomach entered my mind. Nope. Stop that right now, Astrid. That was no way to start the morning.

      Beck must have had the same thoughts as he jerked upright and adjusted my hands over his chest.

      “Time to go.” His voice was muffled as he strapped his own helmet on and took off down the sleepy road.
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        * * *

      

      We pulled up at school in record time. When Beck started taking me to school, for the first few days we were the hot item to gawk at. Now that it’d been a couple of weeks, we were old news and the ever-moving gossip mill found other, more juicy things to talk about. Not that I still didn’t see girls linger by the doors, trying to catch Beck’s attention. I did.

      Sorry ladies. Too little too late, not to mention too much make-up.

      They definitely attempted to channel their inner buxom groupie, but Beck didn’t go for that. He was looking for something more settled. Someone less likely to leave him for a brighter star in the sky. Sometimes I thought that was me. Sometimes, I hoped. But then a rush of ridiculous guilt would settle over me. I couldn’t deny I had teensy tiny harmless crushes on the guys that had so gloriously ingrained themselves in my life.

      Harmless because, other than Beck, none of them had even tossed a fun, flirty wink my way. I couldn’t count Rhys’ hand touches last night. In the light of day, it seemed like it was ridiculously juvenile for me to see anything other than friendliness in the action. We were buds. Of course he wouldn’t be repelled by my touch.

      Beck idled the motorcycle and held his hand up for me to grab onto. I handed over his spare helmet once I was off. He took it from my hands and set it in his lap, crossing his arms over it like he was in a motorcycle photo shoot. I melted when he smirked. The bastard was too good looking for his own good.

      “I can’t pick you up today. Either Rhys or Jonah will be able to take you home.” He reached out and snagged my hand, pulling me closer to him. I shuffled forward.

      “That’s cool.” I smiled shyly. I swore, he did things like this in public because he knew such public displays embarrassed me. Was it weird that lately, these small acts thrilled me too?

      “Awesome.” He murmured. “I’ll text you later to see how your day went.” He squeezed my hand and I stepped back, breaking the contact. Then he was gone and I was left standing on the dirty school sidewalk, staring dopily after him.

      “Hey,” Jonah stopped by me. “I tried to get here before he left, but the man was too fast.” He was slightly out of breath and I looked up at him.

      The skin around his eyes was strained and he had dark circles under his eyes. Otherwise, he was the picture-perfect image of the school geek. He even had a pen clipped to his pocket.

      “Good morning to you, too. What’s up?” I shoved my fingers under the embroidered straps of my bag and faced him. There was barely any closeness with us. He was as prickly as ever, no matter how hard I tried to break through his thick shell. Jonah seemed happy to forever stay on the peripheral of our circle, never talking about anything below the surface.

      “Rhys has to be the one to take you home today. I have something to do after school.” When he looked down at me, his gaze was disturbingly cold and almost absent, like he wasn’t really seeing me at all.

      “No problem. Is everything okay? You don’t look so well.” I moved closer and lowered my voice. “It’s not something at home is it?” We hadn’t talked about his home life hardly at all. Every time I broached the subject, he would guide us back to my life. The most he said on the subject was at the party where I first saw his tattoo. I flicked my gaze briefly down to his collarbone, then back up to his face.

      “Yeah, everything’s good. It’s just a stressful time, I have four AP classes I’m trying to juggle on top of everything else.” Shrill shrieks sounded behind me and it was the perfect opportunity for Jonah to look over my head and away from me. Or should I say, the perfect excuse?

      “Are we still good for the library at lunch?” That was our thing. We met in the library every day, taking up our resident dusty corner to sit and study, or in my casework in Photoshop and catalogue the pictures of the day.

      He bit his lip and slowly bought his gaze back to mine, as if he were forcing himself to move his head. When did I become someone he had a hard time conversing with? I mean, we weren’t gossiping Bettys like Ryan and I were, but we were comfortable in our silence.

      “Probably not today. Tomorrow though.” He touched my shoulder and disappeared into the crowd of pubescent teens, fitting right in with his emo attitude this morning.

      We were friends. Not great friends, but we had a bond. The five of us. And I’d be damned if I let him shut me out when he looked like he desperately needed a friend right now. Or maybe a good dose of NyQuil, but either way, I was the girl for the job.

      I know you have secrets, nerd man. And I’m going to figure them out.
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      “Well, this is unexpected.”

      I snapped my head up from my phone and skidded to a halt, mere lousy seconds away from crashing into Trey. Rhys’ cousin was a complete douche. Not only did he look the exact opposite of Rhys with curling, orange red hair, and a noticeable gap between his front teeth, he tried too hard to be like Rhys’ dad. He was the last person I wanted to see right now. I’d probably never forget how he tried to turn the twitch bitches against me. It hadn’t worked; I took care of that little problem all on my own. All because I’d turned him down in the hallway within one of the first few days at school.

      Looking around, I was a few very unlucky steps away from being inside the boy’s bathroom. Ugh, that smoke pit was probably three times as nasty as the girls, and I had zero desire to find out the truth.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was going.” I inserted enough ice into my voice to freeze the baby hairs on the tip of his nose. I know that sounded weird, but he actually had little hairs on his nose. Too bad he wouldn’t appreciate me snapping a quick picture of the strange phenomenon with my phone. To my knowledge, only old men had such hairs.

      He caught my arm in an unforgiving grip as I backed up. I froze. For the last month, he’d been mercifully absent from my life. I’d see him across the crowded hallway or in the busy parking lot, and that was the extent of it. He never even appeared to be looking at me. Maybe this wasn’t him gearing up to act on his old grudge. Could I call it old? The beginning of school was hardly the past.

      “Let go of me.” Fear trickled down the back of my neck, bringing all of my senses on high alert. If he didn’t let go, I was going to wrench myself away, while doing my best to knee him between the legs. But I wanted to give him the opportunity to do the right thing first.

      He moved his thumb in a seemingly gentle caress. “Astrid, why are you always so hostile? I would have thought since you have your own little harem of boys, my cousin included, you would be more relaxed. Hell, orgasms would do that for anyone.” He chuckled low under his breath as he stepped closer. “They must not be doing it right. You know, I’m more than happy to lend a hand.” He used his other hand to tug on a strand of hair.

      I jerked away from him, but he refused to let go, instead twisting me and yanking me back into his chest so he could close his arms around me. The world darkened and the small sliver of fear morphed into a tsunami, crashing over me. The bright, cheery sunlight cascading through the windows to highlight the bright blue lockers seemed so out of place. This darkness should have covered the sun in solidarity with my mood.

      I stomped on his toes, willing someone to appear in the hallway. My phone. That was how I would get someone to appear. If no one would come, I’d bring them to me. I bucked and tried to head butt him while I unlocked my phone. Beck was the last text in my phone but Rhys was right underneath him.

      “Uh uh uh. There’s no reason to try and call anybody. We’re only having a friendly chat.” He knocked the phone out of my hand and it went sailing across the floor. Then he walked me into the boys’ bathroom.

      No. whatever he was going to do, just no.

      “Stop!” I bit down on his forearm and screamed as loud as I could. “Help!”

      “Shut up, you little bitch.” He shoved me in stall and pulled it closed. “Shit, that hurt. Mother fucker.”

      I scrambled up on top of the toilet, the rough concrete digging into my back as I made it my mission to become one with the wall.

      “What are you doing? This doesn’t accomplish anything, you twat. Help!” I screamed again. I probably shouldn’t have called him a twat, but my anger was rising just as fast as my fear.

      The door trembled, shaking all of the crude pictures and poorly written insults. He punched the door again and the boom reverberated around the small bathroom. Concrete was apparently a good material to amplify the sound. Not that I should ever have needed to know that.

      “That was really unnecessary.” Where moments ago, his voice raged from the pain of the bite, now he was freakily calm. That was it. He was bipolar or had multiple personality disorder. No way did a person make this kind of jump.

      “Help!” I screamed again.

      “Am I hurting you? No. All I wanted was to chat. You’re acting crazy.” I could imagine him shaking his head.

      I smooshed my fingers into the dents of the wall. It provided a weird sense of security.

      “Help!” I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long. My voice was already starting to crack.

      Footsteps echoed down the hallway. This was my chance.

      “Somebody! Help! I’m in the boy’s bathroom!” I rasped out the last word. I needed some water and maybe a hot tea, but hopefully whoever was out there rushed to my rescue.

      They did.

      Trey pushed the door open so hard, it banged against the stall. “Whatever, you’re overreacting.”

      I barely had a moment to see him before he was tackled sideways. Oh god. That was…

      Trey’s head cracked against the floor from a vicious punch. “I told you to stay away from her!” It was Rhys on top of Trey.

      I jumped down and hugged Rhys from behind. He needed to stop. If he got caught, it could seriously jeopardize his season. I think. Right?

      He played hockey for a club, but I imagined they worked with the school.

      Rhys reared his arm back and I grabbed it with both hands, letting my weight prevent him from landing another hit. “Rhys, I’m fine. He’s not going to do anything. You don’t need to do this.”

      He was calming down. Then Trey started laughing uncontrollably and it set Rhys off all over again. He tensed and removed his arm from my grip so easily, it was pretty pathetic on my part.

      Trey’s head twisted sideways with one more punch right as a teacher ran into the bathroom. And not just any teacher. Mr. Music.

      “Hey. Hey! Break it up.” He used a much deeper voice than I’d ever heard in class. It kind of scared me a little bit.

      Rhys was so taut it was like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to hit Trey one more time or listen to Mr. Music. He didn’t get a choice because Mr. Music grabbed a handful of his shirt and lifted him off the floor.

      Either Mr. Music was incredibly strong, or Rhys allowed himself to be picked up, because Mr. Music was a slender man in his thirties that weighed about a hundred- and fifty-pounds soaking wet. Rhys was easily over two hundred.

      “Astrid? What’s going on?” Mr. Music’s face scrunched up in confusion as he glanced from me to Trey, then to Rhys where he still had a grip on his shirt even though Rhys towered over him. If my heart wasn’t trying to explode from the stress, I’d be doing my best to capture the moment of hilarity.

      Should I answer him truthfully? Lie?

      Fuck, I had no idea what the best solution was. Before he burst in, I absolutely wanted someone to break up the fight. But now that a teacher was here—my art teacher—I wasn’t sure. Rhys counted on his scholarship to catapult him out from under his smothering dad. I couldn’t mess that up for him. Even if he did forgive me, I didn’t think I could forgive myself.

      “Nothing, sir.” I pointedly avoided looking at Trey on the ground.

      “That’s not true.” Rhys easily, but carefully pulled out of Mr. Music’s hold. “I heard her yelling for help and came in to find him blocking her in the stall. He was trying to attack her.”

      What the heck? Why would he do that? The school had a strict no violence policy. There was zero tolerance on this type of offense. It didn’t matter if Trey was the wrong doer, Rhys would be unjustly punished for trying to save me.

      “Shut the fuck up, cousin.” Trey growled but it wasn’t nearly as intimidating as the massive hate-on Rhys was sporting right now.

      “He needs to be punished. He won’t leave her alone unless there are consequences.” Rhys straightened up his shirt, adjusting the loose collar and walked up to me. “I’m going to take her home, but I’ll be back to talk to the principal. I’m sure there’ll be a punishment for me as well.” He adopted the cultured tone I heard the first night we met.

      It wasn’t like he spoke differently when it was only us. No, it was more like he put on airs for the adults, for everyone that didn’t know the real him. The ones that expected him to be this rich, well to do member of society.

      Mr. Music studied me again, then reached down to give Trey a hand up. Why was he still on the floor? He looked completely ridiculous laying at our feet with a blood smeared smile. It also made him seem a little unhinged.

      “Astrid, I don’t think it’s wise for you to go home yet. Why don’t you go to the office and talk to the nurse before you leave. I’m sure after that, you’ll be able to go home. Are you all right?” He stepped in front of Trey as if to hide him from my view. Maybe he thought I’d answer more honestly if I couldn’t see my attacker?

      “I’m fine.” The adrenaline coursing through my body started to slow and left my voice shaky. “Can Rhys stay with me? He was my ride home today anyway.”

      Mr. Music nodded and Rhys didn’t waste any time escorting me from the bathroom. I picked up my phone on our way, and stuffed it in my back pocket. He didn’t take me to the office as we had promised but ushered me into an empty classroom at the end of the hall.

      He let go of my arm as he shut the door, leaning his head against the grainy, paint covered wood. With his back to me, I studied him. Rhys wasn’t a wholly selfless person, so his honesty back there surprised me.

      I also had no idea what to say or what to do to make this better. I was the one attacked, but he was the one that was going to suffer for it, and the feeling wrapping around me as a result, was entirely foreign. Part needless guilt, part sweet gratitude. Like I had this fragile heart that was perilously close to its first crack. I’d never had someone put me before their own agenda, and I cherished the feeling, even if he was an idiot for doing it. His back haggardly rose and fell. The bell rang and students started passing by, their warped and dancing shadows darkening the frosted glass.

      “Rhys?” I took a tentative step forward. He didn’t answer me.

      I kept going, barely lifting my feet from the black and white tile. When I was right behind him, I raised my hands and laid them on his rigid planes of his back. He didn’t soften, but he didn’t reject me either. After a few seconds, I slid my hands over the soft cotton of his shirt until my body was flush against his.

      Hugging him.

      The warmth of his body grounded me as I rested my cheek against the hard muscles under his soft cotton shirt.

      The final bell rang, and other than the lone yell down the hallway and the sound of our breathing, it was completely silent.

      Rhys sighed, and then he twisted in my arms until I was pressed against his front. I sucked in a sharp breath and glanced up into wounded blue eyes. He closed his arms around me and tightened his hold until there wasn’t a scant centimeter between us. His heartbeat steadily thumped where my chin was now touching against his chest. With every inhale and exhale, I moved with him. It was the most intimate moment in my life and it felt right. We fit together.

      “I’m sorry, Astrid.” He lifted a hand to brush hair off of my shoulder, then settled his hand over my nape of my neck. Sorrow filled his eyes, and maybe it wasn’t my heart that was fragile. Maybe it was his.

      “What do you have to be sorry for? You stopped Trey from doing… whatever it was he was trying to do.” I took a deep breath of my own, pressing deeper into him.

      “It’s my fault. I should have taken care of him before now. I’d hoped he was done with his games, but he’s not. I knew he was the reason the twitch bitches targeted you.”

      Oh, yeah. Trey was the entire reason they came after me. With their lame schemes and lackluster execution, at the end of the day, they weren’t a real threat. Or I should say, they weren’t the only threat. Dang. I’d been wary of Trey this whole time, but I didn’t really believe he’d try anything else. No one knew exactly what had happened, but one day the twitch bitches lived to make my life hell, then the next… they pretended I didn’t exist for them. And I guessed, I no longer did. So even though it wasn’t common knowledge, people knew something made them back off. Trey should have been convinced I wasn’t worth it. A small part of me hoped it was behind me.

      “I knew too. But this wasn’t your fault. He’s the narcissist that won’t leave me alone.” I fist his shirt in my hands as if that would relieve him of any misplaced guilt. Because taking on the blame for Trey was ridiculous. It would be like me saying it was my fault that Mr. Bennet boned my dad.

      Gross. Blech. Why did I think of that?

      “What are you thinking? You made a face like something was wrong.” Rhys straightened up.

      “Sorry. I had a flashback to when we found our dads… you know.” I couldn’t bring myself to say it and heat crept up my cheeks.

      He grimaced and then laughed. “That’s a horrible visual. I can’t believe you thought of that now.” The hand on my neck slid down my back.

      An uncontrollable shiver rolled down my spine and he didn’t miss it. The thump of his heart picked up just as mine started to race. He, oh so slowly, lowered his head, keeping our gazes locked the entire time. His breath fanned my lips as his nose ran the length of mine.

      This is it. This is going to be my first real kiss.

      Somehow, one of my hands got under his shirt, gliding along smooth skin over taut muscle. I wasn’t going to question it.

      “Astrid?” Rhys whispered.

      “Rhys,” I mimicked his secretive tone.

      “I—”

      His phone blared from his pocket and I jumped out of his arms.

      What the hell? Why was the universe against me?

      With an apology in his eyes he pulled his phone from his pocket. His relaxed body tensed back up as soon as he glanced at his phone.

      “Fuck,” He cursed, his thumb hovered over the screen as if he wasn’t sure if he would answer it. With another muttered curse, he answered his phone.

      “Dad,” Rhys nearly barked.

      Fuck. Trey must have ratted him out.
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      Would it be weird to hug him again? I needed to hear what his dad was saying, but I didn’t want to be rude by leaning over his shoulder. It would be less awkward if I hugged him. We were apparently on the hugging level now, so that would be fine, right?

      No, I couldn’t do it. It seemed fake, not to mention he would see right through me.

      “I did.” His answer was incredibly cold and another shiver worked its way over me. Only this one was much less pleasurable.

      “No, I will not.”

      Trey was such a douche. I didn’t want him to get away with what he did to me, but I didn’t want Rhys to be punished either. Maybe his dad would make it go away. He was a powerful man in town and he seemed the type to want to throw his never-ending wealth around. I hadn’t witnessed it personally, but it wouldn’t surprise me. That would mean Trey wouldn’t be punished, but at the end of the day, Rhys was more important to me.

      He hung up and shoved his phone back in his pocket.

      “Did you just…hang up on your dad?” My jaw was on the ground.

      A lot had changed since that day, but I still couldn’t see myself hanging up on either of my parentals.

      “He was being a dick.” Like that explained everything.

      “And?”

      “Let’s get you to the nurse. Then I want to get you home so I can come back. Dad’s trying to make this a bad memory, and this time, I’m not going to let it happen. Trey needs to feel the pressure and realize you aren’t fair game.” He said it with such iron conviction that I may have swooned if the situation wasn’t so screwed up.

      Biting my lip, I nodded. There wasn’t anything I could say that wasn’t awkward or lame.

      “Come on.” He held open the door as I ducked under his arm. Lectures droned on as we passed by a couple of classrooms with open doors. Bored stares caught us in the hallway as we walked by. More than a few people perked up when they saw Rhys.

      I know. He’s a god amongst mortals. I almost rolled my eyes. Almost.

      There was about two feet of space between us, and a mile of emotional distance. One minute we were fused together and the next, I was unsure how to behave or what he’d been about to do. He was going to kiss me. But, why now? I could have been making this up in my head, but as we walked parallel toward the office, the air prickled with awkward tension.

      Did he regret our almost kiss? Did I?

      No.

      I didn’t think so. It felt so right.

      Ever the gentleman, he held open the office door sending a brief but absent smile to Ms. Hadley, the young and vivacious secretary. She beamed at Rhys with mooneyes, definitely not the way an employee of the school should be smiling at a student. His godliness must extend past the students at Silver Ranch High.

      Mrs. Greene, the school nurse, stepped out of her office right as we got there.

      “Rhys? Is something the matter?” She looked from him to me, probably wondering why one of us needed an escort. Probably me. This town was old fashioned enough that Rhys wouldn’t need any help. Not as a strong young man.

      She smiled at me. “And who are you, dear?”

      “Astrid, ma’am.”

      “Can we talk to you in private?” Rhys placed a warm hand between my shoulder blades, nudging me gently toward her.

      “Of course,” she moved aside so we could pass and shut the door behind us.

      Her space was small, decorated with tons of bent and worn pictures dotting various cork boards hung on the walls. It had a very grandmotherly vibe going on. Mrs. Greene walked around us, wedging between the exam table and her desk, sucking in her rounded stomach to fit.

      “Come on up.” She patted the table and looked to me, as if I was the one here for her services. She was right. “What’s going on?”

      “I um…” Simple words escaped me as I tried to figure out the best way to describe the douche canoe that was Trey. I knew it had it be addressed, and Rhys was putting a lot on the proverbial line to make sure he was punished, but I needed to pick my words carefully.

      “Trey Bennet cornered her in the boy’s bathroom. I wanted you to look her over before I take her home.” Rhys was matter of fact as he leaned against the wall.

      Would he shut up? I squinted my eyes at him, but he ignored me.

      The way he wore his anger and exuded protectiveness was an attractive contradiction next to the multitude of pink ruffles and fake toy horses in the pictures surrounding him. His jagged edge to their innocent sweetness. It would have been a great picture. Sitting on the exam table with the nurse’s attention was not the time to indulge my drug of choice. Damn, today wasn’t my day. Before the guys swooped into my life, I was invisible. Free to take the shots that needed to be taken. But now, it was as if I was always under someone’s spotlight, even if no one else noticed.

      She twisted toward Rhys, shock and maybe a little apprehension on her face. “Your cousin Trey?”

      “Yes.” Rhys nodded.

      She gulped. “You should probably call your father.” She turned back to me and laid cool hands on my shoulders. “Are you okay, sweetie?”

      Was I? I might feel differently after I had time to process everything, but for now, it didn’t seem like a big deal. It was scary, and Trey had tossed me into a small stall. That was the extent of his actions. At least before he was discovered. If anything, the possibility of what he could have done would tear at my mind more than any physical harm.

      I gulped, wired from the way she seemed to be peeling back the layers of my reaction. “Yes. I’m fine.”

      She waited. I stayed silent. After several long seconds, marked by the ticking cat clock on her desk, she moved on.

      “Okay. Do you want to tell me what happened?” She cast a quick look over her shoulder at Rhys, who stood as my silent sentinel by the door. “Do you want Mr. Bennet to step out?”

      Rhys started shaking his head before I even answered. I doubted anything I could have said would make him leave anyway. “No, he’s okay. He’s one of my best friends here.”

      Her head tilted like I just told her I frequently talked to burning bushes. As one of the most popular guys in school, it did sound kind of ridiculous. But he wasn’t a raging jerk like Trey.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” She repeated.

      Oh yeah. “I ran into Trey in the hallway and he started to taunt me. When I tried to walk away, he grabbed me and shoved me in one of the stalls. I don’t think he was going to do anything.” I crossed my fingers behind my back and hoped I was telling the truth. “He just stood outside of the door. I yelled for help anyway, and Rhys happened to be walking by.”

      “Lucky that.” He murmured.

      The nurse inspected my arms and neck, everywhere that was visible for signs of bruising. She hummed when she was satisfied and stepped back. With thin lips pursed to the side, she sent a brief but flat look toward Rhys. Warmth slowly seeped back into her gaze as she turned back to me. What was she thinking that put that strange look on her face when she had looked at Rhys?

      “All right, sweetie. I’ll write you an excuse for the rest of the day. Stop in sometime tomorrow so I can check on you.” She patted the back of my hand and moved to the cluttered desk in the corner, fishing out a small rectangular notepad out of a stack of loose papers.

      She glanced up. “You can go now. No need to wait for me. I’ll walk this straight to the office.” She smiled and went back to writing the note.

      Hopping off the table, I led the way with Rhys close on my heels.

      “That was weird.” I whispered as soon as we were a decent way down the hallway. The way it echoed in here, you could never be too sure how far words carried. It reminded me of the time I went on a field trip to Washington DC my sophomore year, and they took us to the whisper spot in Statuary Hall. It was kind of freaky how well you could hear the whispers from across the room.

      “Very.” Rhys agreed.

      The bell rang as soon as we exited the building and Rhys picked up the pace. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before the seniors start crowding the parking lot. Then I have to get back.”

      His Range Rover was immaculate in a way that a teenage boy’s car shouldn’t be. It was a little eerie honestly. Not that I’d been in many boy’s cars, but even Beck’s prized ride wasn’t this clean. Either Rhys was a neat freak, or his mom had it detailed for him.

      The air was so thick inside the confined space, I wanted to roll the tinted window down for some fresh air. I didn’t.

      “Are you all right?” I asked tentatively. My palm itched to touch him, but I kept it in my lap.

      “No.” His short answer was terse and livid.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      He gripped the poor steering wheel so hard; I was surprised it didn’t bend under his hands. “No, I fucking don’t.”

      I blew out a breath. Okay then. I could leave it alone if that was what he wanted. For now.

      The bright Colorado sunshine glared at us so hard, not even the solid tint job protected us.

      What was going through his head? And why couldn’t I comfort him like a normal person instead of being a weirdo by sitting here, keeping all my awkward words and unsure touches to myself. I wished I was the kind of person that could converse easily. Even with Stace, she was more of the comforter in the friendship, not that I ever gave that much of myself to need comforting. She was a great friend because she helped me focus on everyone else in our school.

      We pulled up at my house and he put the Rover in park. The sound of our mutual breathing drowned out any outside sounds as we sat in stilted silence. Not the good and companionable kind. This was a two-sided silence. His driven by the overabundance of emotions, anger maybe? Mine a forced reaction to his.

      I took a deep breath and twisted in my seat. He was my friend. Acting like this was ridiculous. “Will you call me later?”

      At first, I thought he was still trapped in whatever smothering emotions that held him hostage, but his large hand covered mine.

      “I will. Will you be okay here?” With my parents, was what he doesn’t say.

      But I had been. I’d been alone with the parentals every night and whenever I stayed home on the weekends. Was he really concerned over this now, with Trey so fresh on our minds?

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because you’re coming home before half of the school day was even over. I know your dad’s kept his end of the deal for the most part, but your mom’s a wild card. And if she thinks you’re skipping… I just don’t want you to get in trouble. You can hang out at my place until school’s out if you want. I have practice after, but I can stay with you as soon as I’m done.”

      My insides were smiling at this gentle giant of a Viking. His white blond hair fell haphazardly over his forehead as he leaned his arm on his steering wheel. He was extremely handsome in an annoyed sports model kind of way. Too rough around the edges to be a proper model, but with enough animal magnetism to draw eyes everywhere he went.

      The people of Silver Ranch worshipped him, and I doubted much would change over his life. No matter where he went, girls would wish they were his one and only, and men would compete for best friend status while secretly hating him. I didn’t have any desperate illusions that I would hold a piece of his life forever. Maybe not even past high school. But until the time came when he went off to do big things, I’d enjoy the time I had.

      The gushy feelings on the inside managed to tip the corners of my lips in a smile. “She’s going to get a call anyway. Even with the excusal, I doubt they’d take me off of the automated call list. I might as well work on some of my art. I still need to figure out what I’m going to do for the final portfolio, or if I’m going to keep my original one. Thanks though. Call me later, if you want to hang out.”

      I bent across the shiny console and kissed him on the cheek. My heart raced around my chest as I sat back. That was a first for us. Rhys’ eyes widened, just as surprised as I was with my actions. But we were hugging friends now. What was a cheek kiss?
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      She waved awkwardly before she disappeared inside that hellhole of a house. I wish I already had my own place. It would be too easy to offer her a safe place to stay. Whether or not she would have accepted the offer, I didn’t know. But she had asked Thatcher about his spare bedroom.

      Reversing, I went the opposite direction to avoid driving by my house. Dad was worse than a freaking idiot if he thought I would let this incident be brushed under the money rug he swept everything else that could ruin our name. Even though I reported it, Dad was probably at the school with the superintendent now, trying to throw money at the problem.

      My phone buzzed and when I glanced down, Trey’s name flashed on the screen. Why the hell was he calling? The phone had gone off almost continually, but where I thought it was Dad, maybe some of the calls were Trey’s too.

      Fucking Trey. Good thing I had to go to the bathroom during class. Damn, I left my books, backpack and everything, in class. Hopefully, Mr. Beach would set it all by his desk. He was pretty cool, a huge hockey fan. And he never took any of Trey’s shit, which made him okay in my book.

      My phone dinged again, this time with a text.

      TREY: Dude, call me. It wasn’t what it looked like.

      It was exactly what it looked like. Trey had a rancid history of attacking girls. I foolishly thought all this was behind us. But that made me the fucking fool now, didn’t it? When he sicced the twitch bitches on Astrid—and she shut that shit down splendidly—it should have alerted me to remain watchful. Trey was one of the most arrogant and egotistical psychos out there. With his past, he wouldn’t be able to let it go.

      I even mentioned to the others that we’d have to address it, but days turned into weeks, and when nothing happened. I thought maybe he was turning a new leaf. But now, I was kicking myself in the ass.

      When I parked at school, I wasn’t at all surprised to see Dad’s Bentley at the front curb. Since we caught him with Mr. Scott, we’d barely spoken ten words to each other, and that was just fine with me. We had nothing to talk about that held any meaning, so why talk at all. Mom was the only one I cared about. And she was a shell of herself anymore. Only caring about her next spa day or being seen at the ladies’ luncheon.

      Spinning my keys around my index finger as I entered the building distracted me from violent thoughts toward my Dad and Trey. Going to prison right now wasn’t in my plans.

      I blanked my expression, sucking any type of compassion inside so deep, all that was left was my anger and need for justice. My ass of a dad could do whatever he wanted, but Trey needed to get a taste of what his life would be like if kept on this path. Not for a second did I believe he’d actually change. But every mark on his record got him one step closer to getting locked up for good.

      To give myself a few more minutes before the hell storm I was about to walk into, I stopped to get my backpack before tracking Dad and Trey down. Dad, Trey, and Mr. Copeland were all seated in the principal’s office. How did I know they’d be waiting on me?

      Mr. Copeland stood up when he caught sight of me. “Mr. Bennet. Please sit. Mr. Music has notified me of a rather disturbing incident. I’ve heard young Mr. Bennet’s side, now I’d like to hear yours. I’m sure you’re aware that either way, a physical altercation on school grounds must be punished.”

      Dad straightened in his chair, smoothing a hand down his tie as he opened his mouth.

      “Save it, Mr. Bennet. I’m sure you’re also aware this is my first year here at Silver Ranch. I assure you, I cannot be bought to make this disappear. I already received a less than pleasant call from the Superintendent.” He frowned in severe disapproval.

      “Now, Mr. Copeland. This is hardly a school matter. Both boys are in my care. I’d say this was more of a family matter, wouldn’t you?”

      The principal studied Dad with a shrewd gaze and my respect for him went up exponentially. It seemed he wasn’t taken in by Dad’s bullshit. “Maybe that would be the case if this were simply a dispute between the two young Bennets. But we both know that’s not the case. Now Rhys, please tell me what happened? I understand you took Astrid home.”

      The last wasn’t a question, so Mrs. Green must have talked with him.

      “I was excused from class to go to the restroom, and as I approached, I heard Astrid’s cry for help. She was scared. I rushed in, and Trey,” I said with a sneer at him before turning back to the principal, “had her trapped in one of the stalls.”

      “Was he doing anything to her?” Mr. Copeland probed.

      “Not yet. He was standing at the door, holding it closed. But he has a history.” I left that out in the open.

      “Now wait a minute, son. That’s not for discussion here.” Dad’s face turned a bright shade of eggplant. Purple was an off color on him with such light gray hair and a fair complexion. Astrid was rubbing off on me if I was noticing color schemes. Trey remained silent but chose to shoot ice shards at me with his eyes. As if I would cower from him. Please.

      Mr. Copeland held up a hand to silence my father. “What is this history, Rhys?”

      “That doesn’t have anything to do with school and should have no bearing on what happens here today.” Dad huffed.

      “That may be, but I would like the context of what happened, so I know how to proceed in order to make sure all of our students are safe.”

      “You’re acting as if Trey’s a common criminal. That he is not.”

      I interrupted them before they argued anymore. My dad would persist until he was blue in the face if he thought he would get his way. And as one of the majority owners in town, he always thought he’d win.

      “The first year Trey stayed with us, when we went on vacation, a young girl accused Trey of attacking her. Nothing came of it. She recanted her statement later. Then the year after, one of my father’s associates had a maid come forward describing an attempted rape. Everyone knew it had to be Trey. Who else has a mop of curly red hair and a gap in his front teeth? We had all recently attended a party at his house. There were never any charges, but I thought you should know.” I avoided both Trey and Dad like they were the plague waiting to infect me at even the minutest eye contact.

      “I see.” Mr. Copeland locked his fingers on his desk as he stared Trey down. He looked as if he was struggling to keep the disgust off of his face, but regardless, a small twist of his mouth and twitch in his eye belied just how enraged he was.

      The several weeks of calm and quiet after we caught our dads fucking, was over. The indignant displeasure wafted off of Dad, clouding the room with its sick perfume. Oh yeah, there’d be hell to pay for airing our dirty laundry in public. Even though it wasn’t exactly a town announcement, to him, this was practically a declaration of how sullied our family actually was. Like everyone didn’t already know that Trey was a waste of space.

      Finally, Mr. Copeland glanced back at me with something like remorse in his eyes. “Trey, you will be suspended for one week, out of school. I expect you to stay far away from Ms. Scott when you are back in school. And Rhys, I’m sorry, but anytime there is a physical altercation, our standard is three days suspension. It is my understanding that you attacked Trey.”

      “I did.” I nodded. Of course I took the opportunity to rain down a little hell on Trey. I didn’t want to admit it, but something deep inside whispered that I always would, as long as I was forced to have him in my life.

      “Then today marks the first day. You may collect work from your teachers and then please immediately vacate the property.”

      “What about hockey? Scouts are coming in the next few weeks to the games, and the club follows school recommendations. Neither of my boys will be able to play, and Rhys is looking at going pro.” Dad spluttered.

      Oh, God. My breath stopped coming as I thought about the repercussions of that. Everything I’d been working towards this last year was to get a full scholarship and get out of here. On my own merit, not on my father’s oily back. Did I jeopardize that? The urge to pummel Trey burned through my body, but I fisted my hands at my thighs. That wouldn’t do me any favors right now.

      “I’m sorry. I really wish I could help, but under the circumstances, there’s nothing I can do.” Mr. Copeland said the right words, and when he locked gazes with me, I believed he was sorry. He wouldn’t do this to me if he felt he had a choice. But if I learned nothing else today, Mr. Copeland was a rule follower.

      “That’s not good enough. Once I get my boys home, I’ll be making some phone calls.” Dad stood and motioned for us to follow him.

      The club was on break this week, so there was no one there to call. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had personal cell and home numbers for every decision-making board member.

      After all that I shared, even if it jeopardized my scholarship, hopefully it would at least put a leash on Trey.

      I stiffly walked out ahead of both Trey and my dad. They didn’t make a sound the whole way out of the school. Good. If either tried to talk to me, I’d fucking pound them into the lockers. This whole situation was my fault really, but at the moment that didn’t matter. It was their fault. If Trey wasn’t a walking rapist waiting for the right opportunity, and if Dad wasn’t an arrogant douche forcing his will on everyone, none of this would have happened. This was their fault.

      When the cool autumn air hit me, I pulled in a burning breath and headed toward my Rover.

      “Rhys,” my name was a whip across the parking lot.

      I turned around and faced my father, shoving as much contempt as I could into my dead stare. This man was nothing to me. He knew it. He just didn’t care. I was the heir of his inherited legacy and he believed sooner or later, I’d want to claim it. Wrong.

      “I’ll expect to see you at home.” He gave me his back as he slid into the pretentious but understated Bentley. Trey tossed me a hate-filled glare as he sauntered over to his own black Escalade.

      He hated that car. All because mine was a few thousand more. But to him, he felt it was a direct snub from my dad. Only, it wasn’t. Dad wouldn’t let him drive anything that was beneath our station.

      In the car, I called Beck. Out of all the guys, he was the only one that wouldn’t be in some type of class right now. Thatcher might not be, but he was still in college.

      Fuck it.

      I would dial them all and see who was available. The call connected to my speaker as I started out of the parking lot. Beck picked up first.

      “Hey man, hold on a second.”

      “Sure.” His voice was muffled as he answered. He was probably under a car or some shit right now.

      Thatcher was next. Without waiting for Jonah, I started in.

      “Trey tried to corner Astrid today.” Thatcher and Beck both cut me off with harsh curses.

      “What the hell, man? I thought we were done with him.” A loud crash came down the line.

      “You okay there, Beck?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I knocked over one of our carts. What happened?” That sounded like a lie, but I let it go.

      “Please tell me Trey didn’t actually succeed in what he was trying to do. His stunt with the twitch bitches was bad enough. Was it those freshman asses?” Thatcher’s voice echoed slightly, like he was in a bathroom.

      “This was all him. He cornered her in the bathroom.” I expelled a deep breath. I ran through the same history I shared with the principal and by the time I finished, the line was dead quiet.

      Why did I call them? It wasn’t like I actually expected them to do anything. Trey was already suspended for a week. As ridiculous as it sounded, I wanted to talk this out with someone that wasn’t Astrid. For some insane reason, she acted like this wasn’t a big deal.

      “That’s not good at all. We’re not far from the end of the first semester. I could probably persuade Mr. Music to let Astrid off campus for our sessions. Are schedules set for next semester already?” Thatcher asked.

      “Yes. I don’t think that’s going to deter Trey if the suspension doesn’t do its job.”

      “Guys like that don’t ever learn their lesson.” Beck made a noise. He sounded like he knew exactly the kind of guy we were dealing with.

      “Damn, okay. Until we can figure out a way to make Trey realize that messing with Astrid isn’t a good idea, we need to stick to her as much as possible.” Beck said.

      “Agreed. But she’s going to hate it. She likes her independence too much.” Thatcher responded.

      I sighed. “Agreed. Let me see if I can get Jonah on the phone to see if he has any other time to spare. We already chauffer her to and from school and catch her at lunch and in between classes when we can. I don’t know how we’re going to stick to her any more than that.”

      “Talk to Jonah and let us know. We’ll both think on it. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t worry me that she lives right across the street from you.”

      We disconnected as I pulled into the drive, but I went straight to the cottage. If Dad wanted to chat, he’d have to come to me.
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      The next three days sucked. Bad.

      Rhys couldn’t actually hang out, but did send me a text letting me know of his suspension. A few nights this week, I tried to sneak out, but my parentals were oddly watching a show together. It was a religious show, but still…they were doing it together. Their angry body language shattered the illusion they were enjoying themselves, but they stayed there for hours. So I stayed in my room, watching for his Rover, but it never left. At least I’d get to see him tonight.

      Jonah was practically MIA. Every time I saw him, he pulled a Houdini and disappeared. Other than a few distracted greetings and lukewarm escorts to class, he hadn’t even sat with me at lunch. With Trey out of school, I guessed I didn’t actually need him to be my shadow. But I thought we were past that, that we were actually friends.

      On the plus side, Mother Dearest had also been mostly absent this week along with Dad. And last night they let me know they’d be gone this weekend. On another Bible retreat. Dad tried to get me to attend as a youth counselor, but I politely declined. And thanks to his dirty little secret, he didn’t push it. Which was great for me, because now I had more time to spend with the guys.

      The doorbell rang and I slammed my computer shut, and raced down the stairs.

      Beck was at the door, looking every inch of the misunderstood rocker, in a black band tee and shredded jeans. They hugged his body in all the right places. The blond scruff on his jaw enhanced his knowing smirk.

      “Hello, pretty girl. Ready?” He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels.

      “Hell yeah. Now that I know what I’m in for, I can’t wait. And I’m prepared to capture the magnificence of Midnight Marionette.” I held up my camera bag that was strapped over my shoulder.

      “Then let’s roll. Everyone’s meeting us there.”

      I paused. “Even Thatcher? I thought he wasn’t going to come. He was worried about being seen with us high schoolers. Me specifically, since he tutors me.”

      “I guess he changed his mind. I talked to him about an hour ago and he’s definitely coming. I doubt the people there will know he tutors you. How many people really see him with you or know why he’s there. Thatcher’s just paranoid.” Beck laughed under his breath.

      He held out his arm as I locked the door, waiting patiently for me to latch onto him. Tonight, being alone with Beck seemed different. He’d never picked me up at my house before unless it was to take me to school. Even then he parked down the road and waited for me to come out. And something about this spoke of a first date. I mean, other than the fact that our three other friends were waiting for us, and he wouldn’t actually be spending time with me in the club. Or not much after they went on stage. “Do anything interesting today?” He started the conversation as soon as we were strapped into his sweet ride. The mild yellow glow of the streetlamp highlighted a spec of dust on the dash. Beck wiped it off with a loving caress. There was nothing Beck loved more than his baby. I snickered.

      “Nah, just some studying and housework. Super titillating stuff. You?” I twisted in my seat to take in the full picture that was Beck. With his seat leaned back and one arm carelessly tossed over the steering wheel, he looked like the bad boy that promised a good time. For once in what seemed like forever, I was able to snap a picture. When I glanced down, a cheesy grin couldn’t be stopped. Beck was in profile and completely unaware since I learned my flash lesson. It was shadowed and edgy, and absolutely exquisite. This was going in a frame whenever I was able to move out.

      I glanced back up when Beck didn’t answer me. His easy-going manner was all but gone and if it wasn’t a trick of the light, his face had paled significantly.

      “Beck? Did something bad happen today?” Without any direction from me, my hand closed the distance until my fingers curled around his muscular forearm.

      Startled, he glanced at me before switching out hands on the steering wheel and catching my hand in his own. Another few seconds passed as a leather necklace hanging from the rearview mirror swayed with the gentle motion of the ride.

      “Yeah. But it’s all good now.” He finally answered without the usual heat he packed into his words.

      “Are you sure? It didn’t seem like nothing. And I… we’re friends, right? Friends lean on each other? If you need to talk about something, I’m a good listener. I can’t guarantee I’d give the best advice, because, you know, I’ve been pretty sheltered. But I can definitely listen.” Wow, that was the most awkward speech ever. After that, he’d probably rather take me back home than spill any of his secrets. I hadn’t exactly instilled trust with my babbling.

      He grinned and brought my hand up to his lips, pressing a soft kiss on the back of my hand. His lips were soft and sweet, so different from the callouses that decorated his fingers from years of mastering the guitar.

      “It isn’t pretty. I don’t know that I want to rope you into the ugly truths of my life. I’d like to think you see me as this luscious sex god that you can’t get enough of.”

      I laughed and he joined me.

      “I do think of you that way. You’re definitely the only Rock star I know in real life. And whether you’re big time or not, there’s something magical about when you get onstage. But I know art. And no matter what medium you choose to express yourself in, the ones that are truly great, that call out such strong emotions others will never experience in their own life, they had a pain so deep, they used art to escape it all. No that isn’t right. Artists aren’t trying to escape their life, they’re sharing their pain with the world so they aren’t alone. To be as great as you are, Beck, I know there’s pain and ugliness. But I want to know it. I want to know you.” I leaned my head back against the headrest. It was almost like my words were too heavy, and to speak them, I needed the extra support.

      Beck squeezed my hand so hard, I doubted he realized he had done it. “All right, pretty girl. I want you to know me too. Do you remember that day when I fixed your taillight?” He waited a beat for my response.

      “Of course. You were my first hero. How could I forget?” I ran my thumb over the back of his hand.

      He returned the small smile. “I’m glad. I’ve never been anyone’s hero before… I’m sure you remember my mom stumbling through the back. She was high out of her fucking mind. I’d like to say that was unusual. But it wasn’t. That’s been my life for years. She’s always had an addiction problem, but it’s spiraled since I graduated. And today? Today one of her dealers came knocking, asking me to pay up for her drugs. For years, she got it from some lowlife and I have no idea what she did in exchange, but she didn’t give him money. And I doubt he gave it to her out of the kindness of his blackened heart. I don’t normally see it. Except for today. Apparently, now she’s going to this dumbass, who gave her a tab.” He shook his head.

      “Wow, that’s… I don’t even know what to say. How much of a relationship do you still have with her?” Poor Beck. How hard would it be to watch someone close to you wither away from self-destruction? My own parents seemed larger than life most of the time.

      “A faux relationship. She comes around when she’s crashing or to ask for money. She tries to walk me down memory lane, but at this point, there’s nothing happy to remember.”

      “Then why do you let her stay in your life, Beck? You’re loyal and kind, and something really special. You shouldn’t waste your time on someone that doesn’t appreciate you.” Did that make me a bad person because I was so willing to throw my parentals away? Especially if Beck held on to a worthless parent so strongly?

      He grimaced but kept his attention firmly on the road. “Sometimes there’s nothing I’d like more than to permanently kick her out of my life. There are days where I tell myself I won’t take care of her anymore. Cut her off completely with a cruel kick to the ass. But then, I remember how she took care of me my whole life on her own. My dad was never in the picture. Or if he was, I was too young to have any actual memories of him. I only know what she’s told me. She’s been into drugs ever since I can remember. But would it have been so bad if I wasn’t there? Would the drugs have called to her so desperately if she wasn’t stressed from caring for a young kid?” He sucked in a shuttering breath and I squeeze his fingers. “I can’t make myself let her go. I guess I feel like part of the blame lies with me.”

      I wanted to spill all the words of comfort I could possibly think of, to let him know I admired what he did. What was the proper meaningful combination of words that would show him the hero and saint he really was? Instead of saying anything, I pulled our hands from his leg to my lap, cupping his hand in both of mine.

      “What about you? From the little I know from you and what Rhys has shared, your parents are bastards. Any chance you’ll keep them in your life after you move out?”

      Ugh. The downside to having friends, and getting to know you conversations, they expected you to talk back. How nice would it be to ask as many personal questions as I wanted while escaping them altogether? Unfortunately, that wasn’t how the world worked, and if I wanted Beck to be a real friend, I had to share.

      “No, no chance at all. I won’t even feel guilty. If those feelings existed in me, I wouldn’t have been able to blackmail my dad. I’d love to say I have as big of a heart as you do and want to keep even the smallest relationship with them, but I don’t. Every day I pray for the end of my time with them. Sometimes I look at them and try to pick out the traits I inherited, either moral or by personality, and I’m convinced I was adopted.” A wry smile twisted my lips. “If it wasn’t for the fact that I clearly am from their loins, I’d know I was. How can someone be so different from their parents when they were all I grew up with? It doesn’t seem possible.”

      Beck adjusted in his seat, relaxing into the backrest. He glanced at me and held my gaze for the fraction of a second before he continued driving. “I get it. How did I turn out the way I did with a junkie mom? It probably happens more than you’d think...” He watched a car pass us before flicking his gaze back to me. “What really happened before Rhys showed up that day? He never really said, and you never brought it up.”

      I twisted until I faced him fully, sitting sideways in my seat. The stretch of highway we were on was void of any streetlights and very few businesses, so the only light was from his outdated dash. Something about the darkness made it okay to share. And after seeing his mom, I didn’t think he was one to judge me.

      “It’s never been outright abuse. It was always comments that made me feel less than I was. Or manipulation to make me do what they wanted. But even then, they tried to make me believe I was lucky to have them as parents. Dad wasn’t really a contributor, just mostly guilty because he allowed it to happen. But since we moved here, Mother Dearest changed.”

      “Mother Dearest? Isn’t that a movie?” His face scrunched up and I laughed.

      “Yeah, but the movie was Mommie Dearest. I just didn’t realize how true it would become to give her that nickname.” I shuddered. We entered a more populated part of town, slowing our speed and hitting a small amount of nighttime traffic.

      Next to me, Beck straightened. “Wait, your mom hits you?” His voice turned glacial, nearly searing me with each word.

      “Not often. Not even regularly. But too much for my liking. It’s fine though. Since my dad agreed to keep her in line, she’s been mostly fine.” Did that one day count? It was a fluke and Dad wasn’t there to rein her in.

      “Mostly?” That one word was like a flame in the dark. Isolated and deadly. I watched the car in front of us, reading the many yoga and Colorado bumper stickers attached to the back hatch. If I looked at Beck now, it would make our secret telling more real, and I needed the comfort of anonymity, even if it was a pretty lie.

      “You caught that, eh? You know, it’s hot in here. How do I roll the window down?” He had manual windows, so I started to spin the handle. Maybe he’d get distracted with my lack of knowledge of older cars. “What year did you say this was?” The sudden rush of cold air hit me in the face and cooled some of the heat in my cheeks.

      “Stop changing the subject. Has it happened since the agreement you made with your dad?” We were close to the Iron Horse now. Another couple streets and we would be there.

      As much as I had wanted to have this conversation, I was now over it. He would feel sorry for me, and I didn’t want that.

      “Only one incident and it was hardly anything. I’ll be out of the house in just over six months anyway.” The draw to hang my head out of the window and avoid looking at him at all was very tempting. I hadn’t done it since I was about ten when I felt like the cute lab with flapping lips.

      “Astrid, it only takes one incident before your life is changed forever.” Now we were on the last road. The sign for the Iron Horse winked back at us in fluorescent white lighting.

      “Believe me, I know. Isn’t that how I got that sweet deal from my dad? All from impeccable timing. Another five minutes and I might have missed the opportunity completely.” They could have been done and gone if we walked in five minutes later. Yuck. Now I was picturing how they could have been finished so quick. A full body shiver of revulsion rolled from head to toe.

      We whipped into the parking lot, and pulled into the same spot as last time. There wasn’t a sign with his name on it. Was this known as his spot? Kind of convenient.

      “This is serious Astrid.” The lighter side of Beck I was so accustomed to, fled the car. In his place was a fierce warrior of a man. “I have my own place. If your mom’s home, I want you to come to me. Whether I’m home or not, I don’t care.”

      “My parentals have been much more lenient, but I highly doubt they’d be okay with me gone every second of the day they were home. That would be crazy suspicious. They’d probably believe I was channeling the whore of Babylon, ringing in the end of the world. And anyway, I’d cramp your style. It would be hard to have any of your groupies over if you have a high schooler lounging in your living room in her pajamas.” I jerked a thumb toward the club and laughed awkwardly. Damn, not a strong move. Why did I bring up the groupies? Why did I remind him I was still in high school?

      He didn’t laugh with me. With slow precision, he reached for the keys and turned off the Mustang, while keeping direct eye contact. And not the fluffy and besotted type of eye contact. No, this was the kind that made me feel like a rabbit caught in a snare while staring down the wolf.

      “I haven’t entertained a groupie since the night of the last concert you attended.”

      My mouth went slack. He’d literally struck me speechless. And I was pretty sure my brain short-circuited. Was this a come on? Was he hitting on me?

      His lips pressed together as his eyes sparkled with contained laughter. That snapped me out of my daze.

      “So, have you entertained regular girls or have you just had the peanut butter on hand?”

      He threw his head back and roared with laughter and it was so infectious, I soon joined him. “You think I’d punch the munchkin with peanut butter? It does have natural oils and is quite tasty, but I assure you, I only use those types of lubricants for the benefit of my partner.” He smirked. “I’m more of a baby oil type guy.”

      He was seriously talking about masturbation with me. The heat in my cheeks was hot enough to fry an egg on. Should I tell him how I beat the button? No, that would throw this into a whole other level of awkward.

      He closed my mouth with a finger under the chin. “Ready?”

      “Yeah,” I squeaked. In record time, I got the seatbelt off and my hand on the door, but he stopped me.

      “Astrid?” He waited until I looked at him before he continued. And he waited quite a bit because I was trying my best not to turn around. When I did, he wasn’t the debonair lothario he was a few seconds ago. “In all seriousness, my offer is a real one. And I want you to take me up on it. The only time I’m not there after work is when I’m practicing with the band, but sometimes we do it there. You might see my mom. When she’s strung out, she can look kind of scary, but she’s harmless.”

      He ran a hand through his buzzed hair. It was almost like he was afraid of my response. Or at the very least, anxious. I wasn’t so easily scared off, and he was right. I’d already seen his mom. As long as he didn’t judge me for my parents, I wouldn’t judge him for his.

      “I’d love to take you up on it. I can’t leave my house all the time, but I can come over as much as I can. That will at least limit the time around my parentals.”

      He nodded.

      This time it was me who stopped him when he started to open his door. He loved a mom who didn’t deserve his love. He took care of her when she did nothing but bring him heartache. How different from my own, where I prayed every day to find a way to leave sooner. And the knowledge that once I did, I was gone without so much as a goodbye. “Do you think I’m a bad person? For wanting to get away from my family so bad?” I bit my lip. My feelings were dangling on this line between us and it would take nothing for him to crumple them in his hands. He seemed like a knight in rock band armor while I was the ungrateful street rat, with a penchant for spying on people.

      His smile was soft but infinitely melancholy. “No, it makes me wish I were stronger when it came to my own mother. But I don’t think I could ever do that.”

      I opened my mouth to say…something, right as someone banged on my window.

      As much as I hated and loved that this conversation was over, I was excited to see the other guys. They promised me a fun night out without any trouble. I couldn’t wait.
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      “Why the sad faces?” Thatcher grinned as he bent down to peek in the car.

      A huge smile spread across my face. I saw him every school day for an hour, but I loved having time with him outside of class, where we could be Astrid and Thatcher instead of teacher and student.

      “No sad faces.” I said as I pushed the door open. He stepped back and allowed me to join him in the beautiful night air.

      He looked from me to Beck with an odd expression before it cleared completely. “I have a table all set up for us.” He placed his hand on the small of my back when I started walking toward the back door.

      I stiffened, then forced myself to relax. This was new. When did Thatcher start to touch me so freely? At school there was always two to three feet of distance between us at all times, in case nosy students happened by wherever we had set up that day. The heat of his hand burned through my shirt but not in a bad way. More like a way that spelled trouble. The good kind? With Beck on my other side, and my entire body vibrating from the tension, I thought it was the bad kind.

      Before this last month, boys were the last thing on my mind, but now, with my future appearing brighter than it ever has, all of these distracting thoughts invaded my mind anytime I thought about the guys that rallied around me. It was weird. I couldn’t say I was a fan of these raging hormones racing through my system and giving me ideas I should not be having. Especially not about more than one person.

      “You don’t want to be at the table. Astrid will miss the best parts of the show.” Beck sidled up to me and slid his fingertips along my forearm until he linked our fingers.

      “The table is the best way to see you play. She can see the whole stage without people trying to trample her.” Thatcher moved his hand a fraction south and my eyes popped open as both boys stepped up beside me and glared at each other.

      “How about we start at the table and when it’s time for Beck to go on, we’ll sit at the front where I was last time?” There, problem solved and everyone’s happy. I gripped the camera bag in my hands, clutching it to my chest.

      A tense silence settled over us before a rowdy car of teenagers thumped by, their boisterous laughing staining the frigid air.

      “Sure. If that’s what you’d like to do, that’s what we’ll do.” Thatcher shrugged like it was no big deal and smiled down at me.

      “Perfect. Awesome. Let’s head inside and see if the other guys are here yet.” Beck slipped the strap of his guitar over his head, clapped his hands and started for the door. He was slightly less ecstatic than Thatcher, wearing a scowl as he went.

      We walk in an awkward blob until we reach the paint scraped door, where we moved into a single line. Maybe this wasn’t as awkward as I really thought it was. I had a tendency of seeing awkwardness everywhere, so chances were high that my presence was the reason for the uncomfortable air floating around us.

      Everything was the same as last time. Stagehands nodded at Beck as he passed, desperate groupies huddled in a circle shooting come-hither smiles our way. They recognized Beck, but when their gaze landed on Thatcher, a split second of confusion crossed their faces before straightening up and pushing their breasts together.

      Yeah, I know. Having Beck and Thatcher in the same room is something dangerous.

      This time when we entered the makeshift lounge for the band, it looked like the festivities had already started. Rhett and Will, two of Beck’s band mates, each loosely held a girl on their laps, eating each other’s faces like it held the key to eternal youth. Not an attractive sight. At all.

      Thatcher caught my hand and tugged me toward the door. “Seriously, man? This is where you bring Astrid? I’m taking her out front to wait for Rhys and Jonah.”

      Beck whipped around and stalked toward us. “This is my band. She’s been here before.” He rumbled his indignation. When his chest touched my shoulder, he stopped. The glare he sent Thatcher didn’t speak of their easygoing friendship. It said things weren’t all sunshine and peanut butter frosting from Beck’s perspective.

      Andrew, leaning in the darkened corner with a bottle of water, waved at me over Beck’s shoulder like the adorable high school boy he was, and I returned it with a half-smile right before Beck shifted and blocked my view of the room.

      Thatcher dipped his head next to mine and spoke so low, only Beck and I could hear him. “I get that. But I know Rhett and Will. In less than five minutes, those girls are going to be topless at least. You can’t seriously be okay with Astrid being here for that?” He shook his head and moved to grip my wrist instead of my hand. His fingers loosened when he stepped into me, much the way that Beck was, creating an awkward Astrid sandwich.

      I peeked around Beck, and sure enough, there were now hands under tight tank tops. They were going to stretch out the cotton, and then they’d look silly walking out with weird pockets where the shirt wasn’t painted onto their skin.

      This was a time I wouldn’t bet against Thatcher. And he had a point, I didn’t want to be here when clothes were shed. Heat scorched my cheeks just thinking about where this scene was headed. Now if I could be hidden behind a shelf where no one could see me that would be a different story. But I wasn’t. I was in the center of the room where others could easily focus on me.

      Beck twisted around, froze, then slowly faced us again. His face was grim and there was an apology in his eyes when he met my gaze. “I’m sorry Astrid. It doesn’t usually get like this before the show. I would have sent you out front already if I knew these jackasses were in this kind of mood. Why don’t you go on out, and I’ll get you when our set is done?” He touched my elbow and stepped back, releasing us from the room. He might as well have pushed us through the door.

      I kept my gaze over my shoulder, watching Beck as Thatcher pulled me out of the room, until he was no longer visible.

      “Jesus, Astrid. You’ve really hung out back there before?” Each word pounded into me with their judgment and I snatched my hand from his.

      “Yes. I’ve been back here with Beck. What does that matter?” Did he think I was some ten-year-old that thought babies were immaculate conceptions, bestowed on the truly Godly women? Please. He grunted as I shoved past him, heading for the door that nearly vibrated with angry bass. Perfect. It was an answer to my rising mood.

      Thatcher grunted again, and caught me right before my fingers would have touched the dented metal doorknob. He spun me around and when I looked up at him, his tortured eyes met mine in a desperate apology. Coal black hair fell over his eyes, giving him a devilish James Dean look before he raked his hair away from his face.

      “I’m sorry. That came out wrong. I didn’t mean to imply that I thought you would act that way.”

      Wait. He thought I participated in skeezy backdoor orgies? Did he not know me at all?

      “Okay, maybe I made that worse. The expression on your face says you want to kick my ass five ways from Sunday.” The corners of his lips quivered, and only made my foul mood darker. “You’re a good girl. I know that. To think of you in a nasty setting where people are nearly having sex on a couch that has more STDs than an underground whorehouse… it just doesn’t sit well with me. Mainly because I bet you’ve never had sex.” On his last word, his eyes popped open like they were threatening to vacate his sockets.

      “Excuse me?” I screeched. I opened my mouth to… something. I didn’t even know what I wanted to tell him, but it would have been epic and appropriately put him in his place. Instead, I gaped at him, doing my best impression of a pitiful fish out of water.

      “Damn it. Fuck. I—” he slipped his warm hand in mine and pulled me down to the other end of the hallway, cramming me in some type of supply room. Actually, it was more of a luxury supply closet. There was a fresh linen glade air freshener in the corner that upped the fancy.

      He turned me so my back was against the wall and his hands clamped on my shoulders. If I didn’t know better, I’d have believed he was trying to keep me standing upright. But I wasn’t the one making a fool of myself and spitting out ridiculously inappropriate things.

      Sweat beaded around the edges of his hairlines as he pursed his lips. The sight nearly pulled a laugh from me. He seemed to be afraid of what he would say next, keeping his mouth shut for good measure.

      “I am a virgin.” I blurted and winced. “So, you had that right. But I’m a big girl. I don’t need you hovering over me, protecting my blushing virgin eyes from the sight of a boob. I’ve seen one before.”

      His face slackened and then he was the one rolling with laughter. His head fell in the crook of my neck, his hands sliding down my arms as his whole body rocked. “I never know what you’re going to say. That was amazing.” He laughed for another solid twenty seconds before he lifted his head.

      With eyes bright with mirth and a crooked grin to make even the baddest of bad boys weep from envy, he bent closer until his forehead almost touched mine. Almost.

      “So, you know what boobs look like?”

      “Really? That’s what you’re stuck on?” I snapped. Damn, I needed to get out of this closet and go find the others. The temperature ratcheted up with every second that went by.

      “We could talk about you being a virgin,” he crooned.

      “No. Unless you want to talk about your pierced dick.” Now all kinds of thoughts were roaming through my head. Mainly his pierced dick. I flick my gaze down toward his crotch and back up. That was an accident. I totally hadn’t meant to search out his man wand.

      His fingers left my wrists and gently clutched my waist beneath my jacket. The molten heat from his hands seared past my shirt. I’d be surprised if there weren’t hand shaped scorch marks marring my top.

      He shuffled a step closer and the earthy smell of his cologne teased my nose. My eyes may have fluttered shut for the briefest of seconds.

      “Astrid. You aren’t thinking about my cock, are you?” He moved his head to the side of my neck, his hot breath whispering over my chilled skin. Funny how I could literally be melting into a puddle while goosebumps reigned supreme over the back of my neck and down my arms.

      “I was just trying to point out that you obviously lacked virginity, since you wanted to remind me that I have an abundance of it.” Abundance of virginity? Lame. “You’re making this very awkward for me.”

      His crooked grin morphed into a full beam. “Have you even had your first kiss yet?” His voice was still low and melodic, doing crazy things to my insides.

      “Yes. But it didn’t count.” I whispered, mesmerized by the green flecks nearly dominating the brown in his eyes.

      “And why is that?” Genuine curiosity entered his eyes. One thumb stroked my side, lulling me into a false sense of security.

      “Because it was a joke. It wasn’t real. The guy was playing on the crowd and didn’t think anything of it.” I looked away from the intense eyes that seemed to see right inside me. Please don’t ask me who it was. I won’t tell.

      “That’s a shame.” And he really did sound offended on my behalf.

      The electric moment we were sharing evaporated, and Thatcher put several feet between us. Caught off guard from the sudden change, I swayed forward before I caught myself. Thatcher took a step toward me, but when I found my balance he stayed where he was. What was he doing? Was this all some sick game to him? I swear to God; these boys were going to send me to an early grave from sexual frustration.

      “What are you doing?” He looked suspicious, standing all alone on the other side of the supply closet.

      “Letting you cool down a minute before I take you out of here. Your face is flushed and anyone seeing you would believe we’d come in here for nefarious purposes.” He slowly moved forward and edged around me, careful not to touch any part of my body. His hand landed on the doorknob beside me, and he stilled. Looking into my eyes, he delivered a deliciously destructive word bomb that decimated my brain. “You’re right, you’ve never been kissed. Not properly. And maybe, Astrid, I can help you out with that. But not now. Not in a dingy supply closet in the back of a dirty club. But… someday.” He pulled the door open, pushing me through and leading me back to the door that would enter the main part of the club by soft fingers on my forearm.

      Wow. That was sizzling hot. So hot, I followed behind him with a goofy grin lighting my face. If anyone tried to talk to me, I’d have smiled right through them, not able to string coherent words together. That was a good thing. If Thatcher asked me a question, I’d spout some nonsense about piercings and lack of experience. Definitely not anything that would make him want to follow through on his promise. And I did want him to kiss me. Didn’t I?

      But Thatcher wasn’t the only guy to fill my thoughts lately. I couldn’t admit it out loud, but I could admit it to myself. I was starting to have pesky feelings for more than one guy. What did that mean, were they each pursuing me in their own way? Would I have to choose one over the others?

      Would I lose all my friends in the process?
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      We found an empty table close to the bar, where Thatcher settled me on the stool, before heading to get us drinks. While he was gone, I slipped my phone out and took a few shots of the crowd. The last time I was here was barely over a month ago, and so much had changed. I essentially went from invisible peeping Tom, to slightly less visible friend to a Hodge podge of guys I somehow collected. I loved having actual friendships, but at the same time, I missed being on my own, taking pictures when no one knew I was watching.

      It was nearing the end of the opening act but neither Rhys or Jonah had shown up.

      Glancing around, I swept the full room, catching sight of Thatcher making his way through the crowd with two drinks held above his head, and I’d almost turned away before I noticed Rhys. Like the hockey god he was, he was on some kind of platform in the back corner, surrounded by a small crowd of his own. I recognized several people from Silver Ranch, but there were still many I didn’t know. And they were all vying for his attention.

      The ironic thing was, he didn’t appear to care they were there, or even notice. Two girls sidled up on either side of him, rubbing gawdy, manicured hands over his chest. They were too far away to really see their nails, but something about their appearance screamed desperate housewife in training.

      I pulled the camera bag over my head and attached the small range lens. Thatcher was just getting to our table when I lifted my baby to my eyes and zoomed in. After adjusting the focus, I captured the utter disinterest in Rhys’ face as he politely, but firmly removed the hands from his body. As he walked away, I snapped a few more, really focusing on the girls. Their expressions were offended and dejected while looking like their one shot at happiness was trotting away on a one-way train, never to come back.

      Rhys might not like these shots when I showed him. And I would show him, because he was my friend, and I didn’t want that type of secret between us. But I didn’t believe he could deny the beauty in the rejection. These pictures were a life lesson that many people would experience in their lives over and over and over again. To have something they desperately wanted within their grasp, maybe even touching distance, only to have it slip away no matter how they begged, bartered and prayed for it to stay. And it didn’t apply solely to a person. It could be the promotion they busted their asses to get, the ideal marriage they clung to, or even… the style of life they were determined to live. No, there was so much ugly truth in these shots. Because few rarely got what they wanted. And even if they did, it usually wasn’t what they thought it would be.

      “What are you taking pictures of?” Thatcher peered over my shoulder to catch a glimpse of what held my attention.

      “Rhys and his devoted following.” I flipped through the images slowly so he could see each of them.

      “Damn, Astrid. You really have a way of capturing emotion. And I’m not saying that to make you feel good. You really do have a gift when you let it out.” He whistled under his breath.

      “What do you mean, let it out?” My brows scrunched up. Anytime they left me alone, I was working on my craft. Especially during art with Thatcher. I just didn’t have that much alone time anymore. It wasn’t like the twitch bitches were still out to get me. They’d left me gloriously alone since the reckoning, thank God. But the guys didn’t put too much stock in it, apparently.

      “No, there’s a difference between school art and Astrid art. What you work on for Mr. Music most of the time is fluff. It’s good, but it’s nowhere near when you’re left to your own devices. If you want to make a career out of it, you need to get in the zone like you just were. However that works for you, you need to recreate it. That’s when you make beautiful pieces that speak to the soul and tear out the heart. When you try to please others, that’s when you lose the spark.”

      I tipped my head back, my rapid thoughts and wandering emotions tearing into two different directions. On one hand, his words created such warmth inside me that I could have melted into an Astrid puddle right on the spot. Then on the other, I was miffed he thought I didn’t give every project my all. I did. Only there was a disconnect when it wasn’t what I wanted to be shooting.

      Maybe that was the difference. Assignment versus interest? Food for thought at another time.

      “Wipe that scowl off your face. You’re talented. You know that. But I won’t be the person that helps you build your career on false compliments. If you count on me for nothing else, know I’ll always tell you the truth.” His face was so solemn and his words so serious, the irritation leaked right out of me.

      Thatcher was that person. He was my mentor and friend, and the one that lectured me constantly about what I could be. Just never this direct.

      “I know that. Thank you.” I squeezed his hand that was on the table in front of me, then dropped my hands to my lap, leaving the camera on the table. “What did you get me?”

      That perked his spirits right up. “Well, I got you your first alcoholic drink.” He wiggled his eyebrows in a very uncharacteristic move for Thatcher.

      “How do you know I’ve never had alcohol?” I replied haughtily.

      He merely lifted a black brow. “Astrid. Do we need to rehash the closet?”

      “What about a closet?” Rhys slid onto the stool across from me.

      Damn, no. I didn’t want to rehash the closet anytime, especially when Rhys or one of the others were present.

      “Not really the closet. Just a specific conversation. How’s it going man?” Thatcher reached out a hand to Rhys, who reciprocated the sacred greeting of the brotherhood.

      “Have you heard from Jonah tonight?” For the last few weeks Jonah had been distant. Distant from the friendship we had started to build, anyway. He’d agreed to come to the concert tonight with us, the first time we would all be together since the portfolio. I saw them all on their own at various times, but when we were together, it was special.

      My stomach tingled at the prospect of having them all in the same place. And if anyone had talked to Jonah, it was probably Rhys. Beck had some kind of weird grudge against Jonah, and Thatcher wasn’t around that often. The one common denominator Jonah had with Rhys was school. They often coordinated who was walking me where and when, annoyingly.

      “Only at school yesterday.” Rhys picked up the drink Thatcher placed in front of me and took a sip. He made a sour face. “What is this crap? That’s not a virgin drink.” He speared Thatcher with a death glare to rival Darth Vader. I mean, if you could have seen his glare, I bet it would have been fierce.

      Thatcher rolled his eyes. “Like you don’t drink at parties. And probably have for a few years now. Astrid is halfway into her senior year, man. She needs to live a little, and she’s with us, where she’s safe and looked after. We can’t keep her innocent forever. And isn’t it better that we’re around, than her experimenting without us.”

      Rhys grumbled his displeasure but didn’t say anything to dispute Thatcher’s words. I huffed and incorporated my own glare. At first it seemed like he was acknowledging my rightful adultness. Then he went on to make it seem like I was a kid sister that needed their watchful eye to grow up. And come on. Experimenting without them? Really? I had no other friends outside of these guys and Ryan. Although, I could probably get Ryan to take me to a gay club. I perked right up as the possibilities raced around my mind. Maybe I could find enough anonymity in the crowd to enjoy myself.

      “Anyway, Jonah said he might be a few minutes late, but he’d be here. He said he had something to do.” Rhys shrugged.

      We fell into an easy silence as we watched the opener. It was a different band from last time, lulling us with sorrowful tunes of unrequited love and the sharp clarity brought by the pain. As nonchalant as I could, I pulled the drink toward me and pressed my lips to the cool glass. How odd that Rhys had made a sour face. If anything, it was too sweet. Was this what alcohol tasted like? I couldn’t even taste it. Where my glass was full of frothy pink liquid, Thatcher’s was filled to the brim with dark amber liquid. A thin film of froth neatly sat on top, unlike my crazy bubbles.

      Thatcher smirked as I tried his drink, and outright laughed when I gagged.

      “Gross. What is that? Cat pee?” I gulped a good bit of my fruity drink to clear the rancid taste from my mouth.

      “It’s beer, Astrid. Nothing crazy. Glad I didn’t get you a beer?” His eyes sparkled with gentle amusement, and even Rhys couldn’t hold his own laughter in.

      “I’m going to grab my own beer before Beck comes out.” Rhys rapped two knuckles on the table before he left.

      “Wait. How is he going to get a beer? He’s eighteen like I am.” I twisted in my seat to watch him approach the bar.

      “Well, he either has a fake ID, or they serve him because he’s the beloved hockey star.” Thatcher said like I was a bit dense. I guess in things like this, I was.

      “Huh.”

      The opening act finished their set and after a few well-placed fist pumps they left the stage.

      “Ready to go to the front?” I was ready. Excited for the vibrations that played through my body from being that close to the stage. It was sadly absent being this far back.

      Thatcher sighed. “If you really want to be up there, I guess.”

      I laughed. “All right, grumpy bear. As soon as Rhys is back, we’ll go up front. Let me text Jonah to let him know where we’ll be.”

      “No need. I’m here.” Jonah leaned on the table next to me and smiled a small, strained twist of the lips.

      Something was going on with him, but he wouldn’t talk about it here. From the tiredness around his eyes, and the three wrinkles present in his shirt, it wasn’t good. I’d have to catch him after school. Really put my stalking skills to use.

      I smiled and lifted my drink. “Better get something if you want it. We’re going to the front of the stage to see Beck rock out with his cock out.”

      His smiled turned genuine. “Is that so? I didn’t realize this was that kind of club.”

      “Hey now. We can’t give Astrid too many firsts in one night. We’ve already given her alcohol.” Thatcher lifted his chin in greeting.

      Jonah studied the half full glass in my hands. “Hmm. Let me know if you start to feel tipsy. We’re only starting with one drink, right?”

      “We might have two. I don’t know yet, the night’s still young.” I slid a side eye at Thatcher to gauge his willingness to buy me a second drink. After all, I was at his mercy.

      “Two’s the limit. That’s still enough to have plenty of fun.” Thatcher winked.

      Jonah shook his head, then watched the workers prepare the stage. Someone was impersonating a wet blanket tonight. That was okay, I’d have enough fun for the both of us.

      Rhys came back and we shoved our way through the crowd, earning heated glares from more than a few people, to get to the front.

      Rhys stopped at the fence where one of the aging security guards had perched himself quite comfortably. “We’re here with Beck. He said we could watch the show from the chairs.” He motioned to a section of old metal chairs lined up in front of the gate.

      The guard nodded and pulled the gate back so we could pass through. The heated glares became envious sneers and I smiled a little on the inside. It wasn’t nice to find satisfaction in others’ jealousy. In fact, it went against the biblical moral code to be covetous of anything. But I couldn’t help it. I was human.

      We settled with Thatcher on one side and Rhys on the other, with Jonah taking up the last seat on the other side of Rhys. As we got comfortable, Rhys shifted so his leg touched along the length of mine, sending a wave of goosebumps down my arms. Thatcher sprawled back in his chair, lining the back of mine with his arm.

      Sitting up straight and rigid, I balanced the camera bag on my lap, and held the glass in one hand. Damn, damn, damn. Colliding memories assaulted me. Rhys in the empty classroom. Thatcher in the closet. Not to mention all of Beck’s flirty behavior and teasing touches. How did this happen? These boys were pursuing me in their own unique ways. But there was no way they could be aware of the other’s intentions. The only one not in the game was Jonah.

      I peeked each way to see what the guys were doing, but there were no suspicious postures that made me believe they even realized how proprietary they were sitting with me. The only one that might have noticed, and I couldn’t be sure, was Jonah. With a slight frown that pinched his brow, he glanced at each of us then quickly looked away.

      I let out a small exhale. If he thought anything, he wasn’t voicing it. The last thing we needed at Beck’s show was drama.

      “Thatch!” A high pitch squeal sounded behind my head. Thatcher and I both turned toward each other to see who was behind us.

      Ah, I’d recognize that bleach blonde hair anywhere. Standing behind us were three girls, and one of them was blowjob girl. I wanted to hate her because of her connection to Thatcher, but she didn’t emanate any type of hostility, even when her eyes flicked to the back of my chair. In fact, all three girls completely ignored the rest of us. Hard to hate someone when you didn’t even pop up on their radar.

      “Em, what’s up?” Thatcher removed his arm so he could face them more fully. His face was polite and friendly, but it didn’t express the emotions one would have expected of an ex-lover. Or maybe still lover? Shit, I hadn’t even considered he might still be sleeping with this girl.

      What was wrong with me? I didn’t like the feelings and instincts surfacing lately. Unsuccessfully, I tried to stuff them back into a tidy little box, but it didn’t work. I knew it didn’t as relief coursed through my body when he didn’t immediately get up and leave us. Hormones were weird.

      “Girl’s night to see the show. Why are you sitting up there? And who are your friends?” An edge of suspicion finally crept into her voice, as if she wasn’t sure why Thatcher was hanging out with high schoolers. Maybe she didn’t realize we were all still in high school, but she must have suspected we were much younger.

      “You know Beck’s a friend of mine. These are some of our mutual friends, and Astrid prefers to watch the show without the push of the crowd.” Thatcher tugged on a loose strand of my hair and I stiffened, unsure how the people around us would interpret his action.

      He smiled like he knew exactly what I was thinking and turned back to the girls.

      Completely ignoring his response, she replied, “Well, we’re sitting in our usual spot if you want to hang with us for a bit.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder and grinned. The two girls with her murmured their agreement.

      “Nah, I’m with these guys tonight. See you around.” He settled back against his seat, in his original position.

      I took one last look at the girls who seemed completely baffled by his reaction, before they tottled away.

      “Man, you guys are chick magnets. I don’t know how your egos aren’t the size of the Mount Sinai. Your egos could literally be so big, they’d classify them as their own personality.” My gaze darted between Thatcher and Rhys. Hell, Beck was definitely included in this conversation. Jonah was too, but more in a nerdy way. All the straight A chess girls lost their shit for him.

      All three guys rolled with laughter and I joined in. It was hilarious. And it also made me wonder what it was about our group that they would leave their golden lives behind and hang out with people that were so different than they were. But we were also kind of the same, weren’t we? We each were broken in some way. Maybe instead of trying to fit ourselves back together on our own, we thought we could create something even better and stronger together.

      Rhys nudged my leg with his knee. “Sure, the attention was nice for about five minutes. But then it’s all fake. I never know when someone likes me for me or they’re trying to ride the coattails of my hockey or family popularity. I’m sure my distaste for thirsty bitches has kept me levelheaded.” He smirked.

      “I’d have to agree. College is one eternal hook up. I don’t have the fame like Rhys, but popularity isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. You have the right idea hiding in the background.” Thatcher said, patting me on the head. I glared at him.

      “Hmm.” I looked to Jonah, but he kept his silence. He was wearing an amused expression, though. I guessed that was better than not participating at all.

      The lights dimmed and we abandoned our conversation. A hush fell over the crowd and I got out my camera, ready to capture some epic shots.

      Then Beck stepped onto the stage.
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      Fuck. This night hadn’t started at all how I’d planned. Astrid was supposed to hang with me in the back until it was time. But Thatch had to ruin it. He basically commandeered her away from me as soon as we were backstage.

      Okay, so Will and Rhett started their party early. I shot each of the bastards glares as they picked up their instruments. It wasn’t common, but it wasn’t uncommon either. Then Thatch made me feel like an ass for having Astrid witness their debauchery. And of course, he swept in like a knight in shining armor, saving her from my man whore ways. Not my ways. Just the overall stink of the band.

      I would never admit it to him, but when I really looked at what was going on, I felt two inches tall. Astrid was pure and sweet, despite her clear view of the world. I didn’t want to be the one responsible for staining her. A small part that would never see the light of day was thankful he had the foresight to get her out of there before bare tits were everywhere.

      The crowd was quiet, anticipating the first song of the show. Slowly, sensually, I walked to the mic. Astrid was front and center, surrounded by her heroes, as Thatcher dubbed us. I almost snorted and pulled myself out of the zone. Her camera covered her face as she did what she exceled at. Capturing moods. Creating pictures that were so full of emotion, the viewer couldn’t help but feel whatever she wanted them to feel. She was a puppet master, pulling our emotional strings as she saw fit.

      It was perversely satisfying that she constantly took pictures of me. Working on cars, practicing, playing, performing. Her need to study me was a good sign, and brought out a possessiveness that was unusual for me. Tonight was supposed to be the night I took the next step and asked her on a real date. A proper date. Not that I’d ever needed them before, but I wanted that with her.

      As I stared into her camera lens, the lights from the stage illuminated just enough of their bodies that their seating arrangement was clear. Rhys was practically plastered to her side; Thatcher had his arm around her as he smiled up at me without a care in the world.

      My mind completely blanked. It was time to start the show, I could feel the eyes of my band mates on my back. I just couldn’t start. Seeing the guys hovering around Astrid, I had one main thought running through my head.

      What the fuck?

      Hadn’t I asked them point blank if any of them planned on pursuing her? And their response had been a big, fat, hard fucking no. What the hell happened?

      There was really only one answer. And it was fuck that.

      “Iron Horse, old friends. How are you all doing tonight?” I strummed a loose, easy tune to warm the crowd up. Wolf whistles broke through the sea of devoted fans with rounds of loud cheering. “Tonight we were going to do the usual, but I think we need a change. I’m feeling particularly amorous.” I let my lips tilt into a devious smirk. The ladies loved it. The randy mom squad, as Astrid so kindly referred to them.

      “To really get in the mood, tonight’s all about love ballads. The sexy kind. The take your woman home and love her right, kind. That good with you all?” I almost winced from the high-pitched squeals tearing toward the stage.

      This was supposed to be part one of my plan. Soften Astrid up with love songs, then take her home after we all hung out together. Ask her to dinner.

      But now those fuckers, specifically Thatcher, were going to benefit from my mood slinging, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

      The show progressed as I’d planned and the one saving grace was Astrid was so focused on me, she hardly spared a glance at Rhys or Thatch. I guessed I should make a point of making eye contact with the rest of the crowd. They might figure out I was singing to one woman if they saw me looking at the foot of the stage the entire time.

      The second before I was going to do a sweep of the immediate crowd, two men pushed their way through the fence, close to where Astrid sat. Once they stood directly behind them, they each laid a forceful hand on Jonah’s shoulder. He stiffened, but he didn’t look surprised.

      That motherfucker.

      He shook them off and made a short comment to Rhys, before getting up and following the two men.

      I knew he was trouble. It was in his blood. I’d slacked off, because he truly seemed like he had his shit together and he was just as avid about protecting Astrid as the rest of us. But after this, no way was he getting the benefit of the doubt. With his family ties, he hadn’t stood a chance of getting out of the filth that swam on his side of the tracks. I had hoped, but it was pointless.

      Astrid noticed he left and said something to both Rhys and Thatcher. Hands were flying and pointing over shoulders and soon, they were getting up too.

      Helpless to do anything about it, I watched them all trail after Jonah. If anything happened to Astrid, damn, if anything happened to any of them because of Jonah’s poor choices, I’d rain fresh hell on him so hard, he’d never forget what it felt like.
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      Wow. Just wow.

      Did I say hormones were bad before? I don’t know what Kool-Aid Beck drank from, but apparently, he had two pitchers. The show tonight was deliciously hot, and his voice was mouthwateringly smooth. There wasn’t a pair of dry panties in the place. And the pictures? I was practically salivating at the thought of getting home to load them to my computer. But for now, I would be happy with experiencing it firsthand.

      I needed to start a fan page for Beck with all of these images. He would skyrocket in no time.

      Commotion on my right caught my attention, as Jonah squeezed through the gap in the fence, disappearing into the mass of gyrating people. Gone were the shove happy, cup sloshing crowds from previous shows. Tonight’s music incited a different kind of feel and inches behind me was a dance club two steps below a sex club. My cheeks flamed just glimpsing it in the dark.

      “Where did Jonah go?” I leaned over to shout in Rhys’ ear.

      He bent his head toward mine. “He said someone wanted to talk to him. That he’d be right back.”

      Something wasn’t right. The way Jonah had been distancing himself from us lately, it was weird. If people were hunting him down in a club, it wasn’t for anything good. I wished I’d gotten a look at who it was. That would make me feel moderately better about him leaving us. Especially if they were the chess team or debate team.

      “Did you happen to see who it was?”

      Thatcher leaned over to be a part of our bubble. “What’s going on?”

      “Jonah left because he said he needed to talk to someone.” I pointed back in the direction I’d seen Jonah go.

      “Oh.” He started to sit back but I grabbed his arm.

      “Wait. Haven’t you guys noticed something off with him lately? He’s different, almost anxious all the time.”

      Rhys started to speak but then shut his mouth. After a few seconds, he voiced his thoughts. “Now that you say that, he has been absent. More in the last couple weeks than in the beginning. It could be school pulling him in so many different directions with all of his school responsibilities. He takes that stuff very seriously.”

      Thatcher tilted his head. “I wouldn’t really know. He’s the one I have the least amount of contact with.”

      “I think we should go check on him. Make sure he’s okay.” I opened my camera bag to insert the camera and pack it away. No way could I allow an opportunity pass by to get a deeper insight into who Jonah was. He might believe I’d forgotten, but I still remember the conversations with Mike from class. I remember the argument they had outside of the party that one night, and the tattoo.

      Mike shook his head, but all the anger he’d had in class was absent. His posture screamed weary and beat down. “You don’t get it. You don’t ever get done with them. It’s not an option.”

      “No, I’m doing everything I can to get out of there. I’m set to be valedictorian and I’ve already been accepted into several universities with scholarship options. I’m done.” Jonah crossed his arms and braced his legs apart.

      “You’re going to end up dead!” Mike rushed Jonah and pulled on his shirt.

      “Let him have his privacy. If he needs us, he’ll let us know.” Thatcher succinctly made the decision, but that wasn’t good for me.

      “Sorry. I’m going. I have a bad feeling about him leaving us. I’ll come right back once I make sure he’s really okay.” I slung the camera back over my head and stood up.

      “We can’t let her go on her own.” Rhys stood and said to Thatcher like I wasn’t sandwiched in between them.

      Seriously, the way they treated me like I was a naïve preteen was really starting to grate on my nerves. “Go, stay, I don’t care, but I’m following Jonah.”

      Unsurprisingly, both guys followed behind me. I realized my mistake as soon as I left the empty safe zone between the fence and stage. Stage lights flashed over the entire venue, giving a strobe effect to the floor. People crowded around me, leaving zero space to squeeze through. Rhys should have gone first, everyone naturally moved out of his way due to his sheer size.

      “Here,” Rhys was a mind reader, because he tucked me between him and Thatcher and made an embarrassingly easy path for us to get out of the pit.

      Soon, the crowd thinned, and I was able to walk next to him and see where we were going instead of hiding behind him. The low-lit bar wasn’t even half full, so no Jonah there. The entrance was to the right, but a dark hallway that led to the bathrooms was to the left.

      “Let’s go that way and see if he’s hiding out by the bathrooms.” He wasn’t in the hallway. But there was an exit door at the end of the hallway and the back of my head itched as I thought about where he could be. Unless he went backstage, there weren’t very many options. The front of the club was almost entirely open.

      I edged toward the door, listening to see if there was anything outside. When my ear touched the door, it bounced against the frame as something landed hard against it. Or someone.

      Now wasn’t the time for patient stealth and shy touches. There was a chance Jonah was on the other side of this door and he could be in trouble. Big trouble.

      The hinges creaked as I shoved it open and fell through, coming face to face with two men that barely looked on the better side of thug life. Tatted and grease stained, they exuded a type of menace that was lethal in more ways than one.

      I let my gaze dart around the grimy alley, looking for any sign of Jonah, and there he was. Slumped over next to the door as if he was seconds away from passing out.

      “Jonah!” I started to take a step toward him but decided against it. These guys needed to leave. Jonah wasn’t safe as long as they were around. “Who are you?”

      The taller of the two, who let’s call Green Bean Bob because of his slenderness, and probably healthy drug addiction, curled a lip at my question. “Fuck off. You and your friends should go back inside unless you want a little taste of what Jonah here is getting.”

      “Not getting.” I shook my head. “You’re done.” His look of confusion, probably from my reference of present and past tense, melted into hellacious anger. He began to lunge but Rhys and Thatcher both appeared in his path, effectively placing me behind them.

      “I wouldn’t do that. Listen to her and get the fuck out of here.” Rhys slammed a hand into Green Bean’s chest and violently shoved him backward. “If you stay, you’ll get a proper ass kicking and I don’t think you’d like to go back to whoever sent you, not only not finishing your orders and barely able to hold consciousness. Don’t make me free you of your teeth and shove them down your throat. Tooth injuries aren’t pretty.” His voice was chilled and patronizing.

      I shivered from the disconnected calmness that surrounded Rhys. He would know about losing teeth. I’d never asked him about his, but there were a fair number of players at Silver Ranch that were missing at least one.

      The other man fisted his hands and one arm raised as if he didn’t care about the warning and yearned to lose some of his own yellow stained teeth.

      Thatcher crossed his arms and readjusted his stance. It looked casual, but after spending so much time with him during class and watching him paint, there was a slightly noticeable tenseness along the lines of his shoulders and spine. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You see, Rhys is the golden boy of Silver Ranch. Not only can he skin your asses like a blanched tomato, his father practically owns this town. That would be a bad enemy to make, don’t you think?”

      Although I couldn’t see his face, Rhys turned toward Thatcher and I imagined he was thinking, really? Rhys hated the connection to his father, and even more when people acknowledged it as if it made him untouchable.

      Thatcher shrugged as if to say, it’s working.

      Both men had already started backing away, then ran to the end of the alley where two black motorcycles roared to life. In a blink, they were gone and we were alone. That was close. If either of them tipped even a little bit more into the crazy side of the scale, they’d have tried their hand in a fight.

      I ran to Jonah, who was holding his head in his hand, moaning quietly.

      “Jonah, are you okay?” I smoothed sweaty hair away from his forehead, but he wouldn’t look at me.

      “I need to go.” He mumbled through his fingers.

      “Like hell you will.” Thatcher yelled. “What was that? Don’t tell me it was a misunderstanding or a mistake. They were giving you a message. What was it?”

      “How do you know it was a message?” I glanced up at Thatcher towering over us, but stayed glued to Jonah’s side. Since coming through the door, maybe three minutes had passed, tops. And we hadn’t really witnessed anything, unless you counted Jonah landing on the door.

      “Come on, Astrid.” Rhys crouched down on Jonah’s other side. “They were a motorcycle gang. Did you see their patched vests? The only reason they would pull Jonah, specifically, out of the club was if they were making a point. Delivering a message. And the only way Jonah,” he paused and sent an indecipherable look his way before continuing, “would have left with them, was if he understood what was going on. Or knew them at the very least.”

      I gulped. My gut had been telling me for days Jonah was in trouble. But outright knowing it, versus lazily suspecting it, were two completely different things. “Jonah?” I waited until he raised his head and I couldn’t have stifled my gasp if Jesus had commanded it.

      One eye was already swollen shut and even under the gritty yellow light illuminating the alley, the whole left side of his face was beginning to darken and swell. It would be one nasty bruise by morning. I lifted my fingers to touch the side of his face, to convince myself tonight had really happened, but he jerked his head away.

      “Why were those men out here with you?” I kept my questioning short, on the off chance he actually answered, I didn’t want him to be bombarded and answer only what he chose to.

      His jaw flexed but he remained eerily silent.

      “Dude, it’s not like you can pretend we didn’t just save your ass. Talk to us.” Rhys demanded.

      “Fuck you all. Fuck. You.” He jumped up, swaying to the right and bracing himself against the rough brick wall.

      “Come back inside and we can clean you up and go home. My parents are gone for the weekend so you can stay at my place.” I touched his arm and he blindly stumbled away.

      He was being ridiculous. The idiot was hurt, and we might even need to take him to the hospital to make sure he didn’t have a concussion.

      “No. I’m going home.”

      “We need answers, Jonah. How else are we supposed to help you?” Thatcher blocked his way and we essentially had him boxed in on every side.

      “Don’t you get it? I don’t want your help. I’m done with this farcical friendship. It was never going to last anyway. Don’t follow me. Don’t call me. Fuck off.” He stormed passed us and disappeared around the side of the building.

      None of us moved. I was so shocked and even a little hurt.

      “He didn’t mean that.” I whispered. I hoped he hadn’t meant it. But what did I know? It wasn’t like we had this deep bond tying us together.

      No one responded, we just continued to stand there is silence.

      I tried again. “He’s trying to push us away on purpose. But we can’t let him deal with…whatever is going on, all on his own.”

      “What about his other friends? Would he lean on them?” Thatcher sounded genuinely curious.

      I hadn’t really thought about it, but they each had their own set of friends outside of our little group. Didn’t they? Thinking back, I’d seen him chat to people in the hallways, and work in study groups and other similar settings, but I couldn’t pinpoint a single friend he talked to on a regular basis. He always had lunch alone before me. Alone, alone, alone. He was always alone.

      I looked at Rhys, wondering if he was thinking the same thing.

      “He has acquaintances at school he runs the debate team and student body government with, but I’ve never actually witnessed him with a real friend.”

      “Then he needs us.” I nodded. The decision was made. We’d go after him, show him he couldn’t be a dick and push us away. Then we’d get the details and work out how to solve his problem. And then I’d have a good long lecture with him on how to never again get into this brand of trouble again.

      Jonah was insanely smart. What was he doing with those types of people? My mind wandered back to the conversation where Beck tried to tell me what a bad person he was. But he hadn’t had any proof, only biased speculation because of where he grew up. I shuddered to imagine what he would say when he found out about this. No doubt, he knew there was something incredibly wrong.

      “I don’t know, Astrid.” Thatcher came to stand directly in front of me, maneuvering Rhys out of the way with his shoulders and hips. “If the local gangs are after him for some reason, you shouldn’t barge into his life right now. They’ll see you and not see an innocent person. They’ll see leverage and a way to make Jonah do whatever it is they want. Or if they don’t want anything, they’ll hurt you just to hurt him. I’m not okay with that.”

      He wasn’t, was he? That wasn’t his call to make.

      “If I was in trouble, would you leave me to swing on my own because you were afraid of getting targeted?” I raised my brows in challenge. I expected him to say no, but what would I say if he said yes? It would prove just how superficial our friendship actually was. And I would be heart broken. Utterly devastated.

      Thatcher’s mouth popped open and Rhys chuckled under his breath.

      “She got you there. I’ll help you, Astrid. Jonah’s a good person and if he needs my help, I’ll give it to him.”

      Thatcher spun around and squinted at Rhys. “Really? You will help her go against those crackheads, with the possibility that something would happen?” He expected Rhys to agree with him.

      Rhys shrugged uncomfortably. “I’m not saying I would put her out there, but there has to be something we can do. She’s right. We wouldn’t abandon her, and we shouldn’t abandon Jonah.”

      My heart warmed from his words and some of the adrenaline left my system. There was still a healthy dose of fear for Jonah lingering, but I was comforted that at least Rhys would help me.

      “That’s settled. Let’s go grab Beck and get a game plan together. He’s not going to let us interfere easily.”

      The door cracked against the wall, and Beck stood in the open doorway, every inch the avenging angel. It was a good look for him. He didn’t know it yet, but he was about to be Jonah’s guardian angel. He had the most information after all.
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      My temples throbbed with each step I took. Three hits. They had completely destroyed me in three hits. Then if that wasn’t bad enough, Astrid saw me like that.

      Whatever. I didn’t need to be focusing on her right now. I had much bigger, and scarier problems waiting for me. The parking lot was starting to empty as Beck’s set came to a close. At least there was no one out here to recognize me or witness my shame.

      Right now, I had to figure out what I was supposed to do. And there weren’t any good solutions.

      My phone rang and Reaper’s name appeared on the screen. I was an idiot. A damned idiot for falling into something I knew was never going to let go of me. But there had been no choice if I wanted a chance to make it far away from this town.

      “Yes?” I gritted out.

      “Kid, did you get the package over to the Dragon’s Lair?” His words were relaxed. Too relaxed. He was probably blitzed out of what tiny brain he had.

      “What the fuck do you think? You didn’t tell me that package would enrage their Graves! A little warning would have been appreciated.” And he would have found a way not to deliver it.

      “Psh. It’s fine.” His words slurred even more. If that fucker fell asleep…

      “No, it’s not. I just had a nice surprise visit from two of their members, and I have the bruises to show it’s not fine.” If I put anymore sharp anger into my voice, he’d be shredded. “I’m done. Out. I can’t do this anymore. I don’t care how good the money is. It’s not worth it.”

      That got Reaper’s attention. “There’s no out, kid. So you need to change your tune fast unless you want a different kind of visit from Graves’ men. And I’m not talking about the nicer, gentler members like myself.”

      What a joke. There was nothing nice, or gentle about Reaper. He was just lazy and stupid. Graves would trust him with important business when he could talk without slurring. Which would happen never. That he was my supposed handler shocked me. I told Reaper I would take some jobs but I wouldn’t step foot in their club. They must be hard up for runners because after a few hours, he agreed.

      “There is an out. And I’m taking it. Tell Graves I documented everything I did, and recorded all the meets with you and the clubs I delivered to. If he doesn’t want those to suddenly find their way into the hands of the police, he’ll leave me alone. And don’t bother searching for the videos. I’ve hidden them in three places, and in the care of people who will turn them over if something happens to me.” I had Astrid to thank for that little stroke of genius. “Oh, and Reaper?” I didn’t wait for him to speak. “Fuck you.” I disconnected.

      Blowing out a hard breath, I started my car and eased out of the parking lot. Where to go? I couldn’t go home. There was a good chance Reaper was parked on the couch right now. I should have taken Astrid up on her offer, but I couldn’t.

      The burn of shame and humiliation hurt like nothing I’d ever experienced. And being in her presence, explaining why I made the dumb ass decisions I had, would keep the burn alive. Looking back on it, I should have found another way. I should have realized working with the Devil’s Hands was everything I knew it to be. Dangerous. Deadly. More fool me for believing I could outsmart them. I hadn’t realized I would be making deliveries that were essentially acts of war in the club’s eyes.

      The city limits came and went and the streetlights became more and more sparse. Instead of turning down the road leading to Jare’s trailer, I passed it and turned down a road I hadn’t been on in at least two years. Back when everything was still fresh, I used to walk down this road to remember things that were better off forgotten. And then I’d plot all the ways my life would move away from the expected path.

      The paved road gave way to dirt, and the tall trees hovered over the road like wary guards. A few trailers on the left had lights on, but otherwise were quiet. I knew what I’d see in the daylight. Piles of trash and tireless cars. The epitome of true poverty. Soon, there were only trees on either side until a small white house came up on the right. Anyone else would have driven by and not known another house sat in the clearing. But it wasn’t really a house anymore. Condemned right after my mom went to jail, no one had lived there since. The grass was so tall, the driveway had almost been swallowed up completely.

      It didn’t matter. I remembered where it was. Tonight wasn’t about plotting. As I got out of the car and opened the unlocked door, I took a deep breath at the sight. The flashlight on my phone highlighted all the ugliness. Paint peeled off the walls in some places, graffiti decorated other parts. A mouse scurried away from a shredded nest in the corner. Hopefully that was all that lurked in here, but that was wishful thinking.

      This could be my hideout for now. Until I knew that the Devil’s Hands would forget about me, I needed to lay low. And this place, I doubted Jare or Reaper would consider this a possible location for me. Tonight, instead of plotting ways I’d get out of this life, I drowned in the regret of decisions that led me back to this very place.
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      It was still surreal to have guys in the house, making themselves at home in my room. Of course, my parents hadn’t exactly given their permission. What could I say? In the last month, I’d really begun to embrace my rebellious streak.

      “Need help?” Thatcher appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, shoving his hands in his pockets.

      “No, I have it.” I shut the Jesus magnet covered door to the fridge with my foot as I held two waters in each hand. I would have loved to offer them something other than water or milk, but Mother Dearest believed sugar was the work of the devil.

      Rolling my eyes, I turned to face him.

      “Was that directed at me?” He dipped his head, as if he was unsure of how to act around me since our disagreement.

      “No. My mother.” I wanted to say more, but knowing I’d botch it all up, I didn’t. No matter what I said about Jonah, it wouldn’t change his mind anyway. When we gave Beck the short version, not only had Thatcher remained firmly in the do not help Jonah camp, Beck happily joined him.

      He nodded and shifted to the side to let me pass. As I climbed the stairs, I ignored all the faux happy photos, showing us for the family we were not. Rustling in my room echoed down the staircase, but voices were noticeably absent.

      When I stepped inside, Beck had situated himself on my beloved window seat, staring out over the street, while Rhys looked through the artsy knickknacks on my desk.

      “Beck, what do you think happened?” I handed out the waters and sat in my rolling desk chair. A brief flash of hurt crossed Beck’s eyes when I didn’t sit with him, but too many emotions were fighting inside me, and swirling around the room. Now wasn’t the time to worry about anyone’s feelings over something so trivial.

      “Exactly what I told you would happen. Only I hadn’t realized it was already happening.” Barely restrained fury vibrated through his body now that we were on the topic of Jonah.

      “And if you could please share with the rest of the class.” I deadpanned. If he kept up his righteous act, he would soon find himself sitting on my blue painted, concrete stoop with the door slammed in his face.

      “I went to the same school as Jonah before they realigned the school districts. I also lived close to his family and know what goes on in that side of town. Have any of you heard of the Devil’s Hands?” He glanced around at each of us. When no one answered, he continued.

      “Several motorcycle clubs have settled on the outside of the metro area. It’s far enough out not to draw too much attention, but it’s easy enough to get to the city for any type of crime they’re currently into. It changes all the time. And the one on the outside of Silver Ranch is Devil’s Hands. A few years ago, Jonah’s family got tangled up in their web, like the majority of the families in that neighborhood. There’s a saying. Once in, always in. It means that once you agree to do anything for the club, the only way you’ll get out is death or prison. But even in prison you can’t escape their reach.

      “Based on what I know of Jonah’s family and the club, I figured it was only a matter of time before he got sucked in. Which I did warn Astrid about in the beginning. Only she didn’t take me very seriously.” He sent me a pointed look.

      Offended by his high-handed dickness, I jumped up from my chair. “You said he was a bad person, and that he did bad things. Even knowing what I do now, I wouldn’t have changed anything about our friendship. Jonah’s not a bad person. And regardless of whatever he’s done or not done to get tangled up with those guys outside the club, he’s my friend. He helped me when I needed it and I plan to return the favor!” Pain sparked in my hands as my nails dug into the meaty flesh of my palms. “If you can’t help, or won’t, then leave. I thought you’d gotten over whatever issues you had with him.”

      Thatcher and Rhys looked between us in confusion. That’s right. They had no idea that Beck had a hate on for Jonah before we all met. The only one was probably Jonah, who would have felt his loathing stares in the beginning.

      Beck stood up to match me. “He’s not safe for you! He’s in some deep shit and the only way he’ll get out now is death or prison. There’s nothing you can do. These men aren’t cranky prom queens, insulting anyone who gets in their way. These are hardened criminals that wouldn’t think twice about hurting you, or God forbid, killing you, just to prove a point. I can’t in good conscious help you!” He roared.

      “Man, calm down.” Thatcher pushed Beck back toward the window seat.

      My indignation fizzled out at the scared concern and wild panic in his eyes. If it was really this dangerous, how could we really help him. I refused to give up. But I was willing to change tactics and help him out in a way that wouldn’t jeopardize any of the guys. “Then we go to the police.” I pointed out the fogged-up window, in some imaginary direction.

      Beck shot up again, colliding with Thatcher, who held him back. “Absolutely not! That’s the one sure way to put a target on your back. And don’t say we could do it anonymously. We don’t know if they have any cops in their pocket, and I’m not willing to take that chance.” He huffed and raked a hand through his still sweat-drenched hair.

      “Then what can we do. Help me, Beck. Please? Help Jonah.” I pleaded.

      Except for our rapid breathing, we were frozen, locked in each other’s gaze. His broad shoulders slumped, and he looked away. “I can’t think of a single way that would get him clear of his mess and keep you safe. I’m sorry.” He nabbed his keys from my desk and stormed down the stairs, slamming the door behind him.

      “I’ll make sure the door’s locked.” Rhys mumbled as he followed after Beck.

      “I’m surprised you’re still here.” I snapped at Thatcher. He and Beck were of the same mind on this, so why hadn’t he left with Beck?

      “Ouch. Do you want me to leave?” He stared at me steadily.

      I wanted all of them to stay with me. There was safety in numbers and after tonight, I needed to feel a small sliver, even if it was only make-believe. I sighed. “No. I want help figuring out a way to get answers from Jonah, but I also want help on figuring out a solution.”

      He stepped into me, tipping up my chin. “I’ll help you. But you have to promise to sleep on it tonight and we’ll brainstorm more tomorrow.”

      “That’s just it, Thatcher. We don’t know how serious any of this is. We could have weeks, or those two goons could be searching for him right now to finish what they started. We don’t even know what they started.”

      Rhys popped back into the room and stopped when he saw how close Thatcher was. Please don’t make a scene. Soon I’d have to embarrass myself and talk to each guy individually about what was happening. I might have embraced my rebel side, but I wasn’t the slut Mother Dearest tried so hard to believe I was. I wouldn’t play these guys against each other.

      Stepping back, I cleared my throat and took up my regular position on the window seat. The familiar feel of the plush cushions comforted me. This spot was something of a safe haven for me, and already I felt better.

      “I’m sorry for all the drama tonight. I’m tired and I’d like to go to sleep. Not that I’m kicking you out, but I think it’s probably best for everyone to have a little space tonight.” I wrapped my arms around my jean-covered knees, and pressed my head against the window. The press of cold glass quickly numbed my forehead.

      “We aren’t leaving you, Astrid.” Rhys’ blurry reflection wavered almost like a mirage. His stony expression making him appear harder and older than he was.

      At first, I wanted to protest, but after walking out on Jonah getting attacked, I could use the company. I didn’t even see anything, and the vibe and emotions floating around the alley still haunted me. I’d be very surprised if I didn’t have nightmares. “My parents are back tomorrow morning. I don’t know when.” Which was my awkward way of saying they had to leave early.

      They must have understood because they both nodded. “Do you have a guest room?” Thatcher paused in the door, gripping the doorjamb in one paint-splattered hand.

      Crap. There was a room, but it was Dad’s office. “No. You can both sleep in here, or on the couch.” I turned to look at them. The glow in the dark stars I loved so much seemed impossibly juvenile over Thatcher’s head. Maybe it was time I shed some of my childhood.

      Thatcher and Rhys both looked toward my full-size bed, then shared a loaded look and nodded to each other. How did they do that? They couldn’t possibly have had a silent conversation without words. They didn’t talk that much and I thought tonight was one of a handful of times they’d been in person together.

      “I’ll take the floor. There’s no way I’d fit on that bed comfortably with you.” Rhys grimaced. “It’s so tiny, I couldn’t even fit on it by myself.”

      I scowled. It wasn’t that tiny. I mean, he was tall, and built, but he wasn’t that large. He laughed at my expression and walked over to me, dropping a kiss to my hair.

      “Where are the spare blankets? I’ll grab a pillow from your window seat and sleep on the floor.”

      I flicked my gaze to Thatcher, but he didn’t appear to notice Rhys’ affectionate touch, or he didn’t care.

      “In the hall closet. I’ll get them.” I hopped up and scooted around both guys, pulling down two extra pillows and blankets. I used both of my pillows, and they could use my window seat pillows, but they were more for decoration than comfort. I couldn’t in good conscious make them lay their heads on hard buttons that were sewn onto the embroidered fabric. That would be a hell of an imprint in the morning.

      When I got back to my room, Rhys was already sitting cross-legged on my teal blue, shag rug. His belt lay beside him, wound into a neat circle, and two pairs of shoes and socks were neatly arranged at the foot of my bed.

      Their feet drew my eyes and I stopped. Bare feet. In all the times we hung out, I’d never seen their bare feet. Did that mean we surpassed to a deeper level of friendship? Well, they’d all seen me naked, so I guess we were already on that next level.

      “Something funny?” Thatcher raised his brows as he pulled off his shirt.

      My laughter immediately dried up. “What are you doing?” I croaked as he unbuttoned his jeans. I needed to look away. I really, really needed to look away and give him his privacy. Especially with Rhys in the room, but my eyes were glued to his body. And the worst of it was, my fingers twitched to get my camera and capture this achingly intimate act of watching him undress.

      “Astrid. I’m not going to try anything, but it’s hot in here and I don’t sleep well in jeans. I learned that the hard way. It definitely put a damper on my early years of college. I never wanted to crash at someone’s party.” He chuckled and folded his pants and shirt, laying them neatly over desk chair.

      I traced the sinuous lines of his muscles, and the rounded curve of his butt. So he couldn’t sleep with clothes on, but there was no way in Lucifer’s Hell that I could sleep with him almost naked next to me.

      “I think you short circuited her brain, Thatcher.” Rhys grinned, propping one elbow over a bent knee. He found this hilarious, the little shit.

      “Like you really want to sleep in your jeans?” Thatcher turned toward me and I kept my gaze on his. Do not look below the nose. Do not think about the pierced dick in his briefs.

      Oh God. If he spooned me, would I be able to feel the piercing? I winced. I really needed to get some experience. I was having the thoughts of a twelve-year-old, and even if Rhys and Thatcher didn’t know it, I was embarrassed for myself.

      “It’s fine. I’m going to change and brush my teeth. You can both use the hall bathroom. There’s an industrial size pack of toothbrushes under the sink.” I grabbed a cami and boy shorts out of my drawer and made a beeline for my own bathroom. “Oh and Rhys, if you’re more comfortable without your jeans, I don’t mind. I’ll try not to molest either of you too much with my blatant staring.” I slammed the door to my small, packed bathroom. Low murmuring traveled through the door, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      After going through my nightly routine, I slowly opened the door, which was ridiculous. It was like there was a treacherous monster on the other side that could be either friend or foe, but I was too afraid to find out.

      I poked my head out and Rhys was shirtless under a blanket, both arms crossed under his head. Similarly, Thatcher was under the blankets on my bed, keeping to the edge instead of the inside wall.

      “We took precautions and covered up before you came out. Since you’re so afraid you won’t be able to keep your self-control around us, we thought we’d do our part to take the temptation out of your hands.” Thatcher grinned boyishly.

      A smile teased my lips and faster than they could track, I leapt onto the full-sized bed, scrambling under the fluffy covers.

      “What the hell?” Thatcher yelled as he bounced beside me.

      “I needed to get under the covers before you had a chance to witness real temptation.” I snorted. I’d seen the vixens that commonly hit on each of the guys. Even the insanely smart, glasses wearing, sweater set girls at school that hit on Jonah were sexy in their own way. Then there was me. I was pretty. But my personality was awkward. And I didn’t believe that made for dream girl material.

      Both guys were quiet and when I looked their way, their faces were blank.

      Frowning, I pulled the covers up to my chest. “Rhys, can you hit the lights? Thatcher, can you plug up my phone next to you?”

      They both complied and we laid in the dark. Uncomfortably. At least I knew two of the guys were safe for tonight. But as I drifted off to fitful sleep, I couldn’t keep my worry at bay for both Jonah and Beck.

      The incessant worry was different for each of them, but their absence tonight was a gaping hole in my chest.
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      “What in the love of Jesus is going on?”

      I jumped out of bed, tripping over the lump next to me and landed right on top of another, larger lump on the floor. It groaned, and hands shoved me off to the side.

      Hands?

      Oh God. Please dear lord, tell me my mother wasn’t standing in the doorway. I couldn’t look. One, I wasn’t properly awake. And two, no matter how Dad handled this situation, things were going to change drastically.

      “I said, what is going on?” Mother Dearest bellowed.

      This time, both Rhys and Thatcher leapt to their feet. Their toes were in my peripheral vision, on either side of me.

      “This isn’t what it looks like.” Rhys rumbled.

      “You each have two seconds to get your clothes on and get out of my slut of a daughter’s room.” Her voice trembled with unleashed fury.

      Please no. Please don’t leave me alone with her. She was going to lose it as soon as they were on the porch.

      They rushed to put their clothes on, and my gaze met Thatcher’s for a brief second. I sucked in a breath at the unbridled fear in his. Then it hit me. Thatcher was older. He was twenty-one. Could she do anything? I was eighteen, but an angry mother could make all kinds of dangerous accusations.

      “Out! Now!” She slammed her hand against the door so hard, there was most likely a dent in the wall.

      Rhys slipped large hands under my arms and steadied me. “Will you be okay?” He whispered.

      It wasn’t like she didn’t hear him. My ears were ringing with the silence. Still, she didn’t say anything. When I straightened my shoulders and faced her, I could see her wicked pulse throbbing in her temple.

      “They’re leaving. Where’s Dad?” My voice shook, but I stood my ground. With a nod, I motioned for both of the guys to leave. The less time they were here, the less time she’d have to get a look at Thatcher and cause trouble for him later.

      Quietly, they squeezed past her and down the stairs. The door closed softly, and an intense violence started to fill the room. It leaked out of her.

      If she came after me, I could get away. But could I do it without hurting her? I guessed I’d find out.

      “Where’s Dad?” I repeated.

      “You don’t get to have him save you this time. Don’t think I’m stupid, Astrid. I know something changed, or happened with you and your father. He never took your side before. Never cared. But with what you just did, he won’t take your side now.” She shook her head and little wisps of hair moved with her.

      She lunged, and I froze. I freaking froze. We fell on the bed and she pinned me down with a forearm across my chest.

      “What did you do with them?” She screamed. Her free hand yanked on my boy shorts and I kicked her as hard as I could. She grunted and pressed more of her weight on top of me.

      I screamed and thrashed, doing everything I could to get her off, but she was too strong. Too determined. “What are you doing? Stop! Stop! Please.” I sobbed as her hand forcefully pushed inside my underwear.

      “No! I need to see if you’re as bad as everyone says you are. If you’re the slut you’ve been acting like.”

      I rotated my hips, but she followed me. Right before she would have touched where a mother should never touch her child, at least not a grown child, the front door slammed against the wall. Frantic footsteps pounded up the creaking stairs and Rhys burst into the room.

      Two seconds later, my mother was no longer draped over me. Instead, Rhys stood over me, his back heaving from exertion? Adrenaline?

      “You need to calm down.” He demanded and moved back so his legs touched the bed. I reached out a hand and touched the gritty fabric of his jeans. It was real. He was here.

      “This is none of your fucking business!” Mother Dearest screamed, and the shock of hearing her curse was so strong, I flew up to a sitting position.

      “I’ve called the cops. They’re on their way. I’m taking Astrid out of here until you calm down.” His hands blindly reached for me, and once he had a good hold, I let him pull me to a standing position. How he did it, I had no idea.

      “You can’t do that. You try it, and I’ll claim kidnapping.” She blocked the door, puffing up her petite body as much as she could to prevent our escape.

      “No they won’t, they already know you attacked her. Don’t worry. I called my dad’s attorney too. He’ll represent Astrid’s best interests in court. Not to mention the pictures and videos…” He trailed off.

      Mother Dearest did something I never thought she’d do. She backed down. Not in so many words, but she stumbled back, and all the blood left her pinched face. The most important thing to my parents was social status. They were heavily involved in church, and the whole community knew it. They were saints of Silver Ranch. Or they wanted to be, once we’d been here a long enough for people to know them. Rhys just threatened to take all of that away. In the blink of an eye, the foundation of her world cracked.

      Not wasting any time, I grabbed my camera bag, computer, phone, and backpack. Rhys ushered me past Mother Dearest and out the door. Thatcher was in his car, apparently waiting on us. We slid in, me in shotgun, and Rhys in the back. The doors had barely closed before we peeled out.

      “What happened?” Thatcher growled, hunching over the steering wheel as if any second, he was going to transform into the hulk. His anger was such a large presence, it seemed to be trying to rip its way out of him.

      “What happened?” He yelled, whipping the car over to the side of the road after we cleared the subdivision.

      His fury was just as loud as my mother’s, but I wasn’t afraid of his. I knew he would never hurt me. With trembling fingers, I grazed his arm. He wanted answers but I couldn’t think right now. How was I supposed to answer any questions when I was still processing what had happened? My memory of the last five minutes was hazy at best.

      “I need a minute. An hour maybe. Can you just drive for now? I don’t even know what happened.” My voice was hoarse and rough from sleep. Odd since it hadn’t been like that a few minutes ago. Maybe it wasn’t from sleep, but emotion?

      After a long pause, he nodded and pulled back onto the road. He was a careful driver. No one would ever have known he was upset based on the way he stayed perfectly inside the lines and adhered to the speed limit.

      “My place?” Thatcher grunted. Rhys agreed through a grunt of his own.

      The dash said it was six-thirty in the morning. We’d gone to bed only six hours ago. Why was she home? Whenever the parentals went away for their church trips, they were never back until at least ten. My stomach twisted into a gruesome, ugly knot. Something happened. It could have been as simple as someone was sick. Or if could have been a fight between them that sent her back, but there was no way she would have driven two hours at such an early time.

      “Rhys, did you really call the cops?” I rotated in my seat and leaned my head against the headrest.

      Propping one leg up on the back of Thatcher’s seat, he gave me a steady but blank look. “What was she trying to do?”

      “I said I didn’t want to talk about it.” I pursed my lips. She’d been trying to check for signs of my virginity. Even though it hadn’t happened, it still felt wrong, and like something fundamentally broke in our nonexistent relationship.

      “I haven’t called the cops. But whether or not I will, depends on what she was trying to do.”

      Thatcher pretended he couldn’t hear anything we were saying, merely keeping his eyes on the sun kissed road in front of him. A few cars were out, but for the most part, sunny Colorado was still very much asleep. And even though I should have been tired, depleted, and ready to pass out from all the drama of the morning, I was numb from the ugly truth that dragged me from bed.

      And that truth, was that home wasn’t safe.
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      Zero words were spoken for the rest of the tense ride. No music played. The dirty windows weren’t rolled down to distract us with playful wind or the sounds of the early birds and barking dogs. We just stewed in our thoughts like a large pot of soup someone forgot to stir. Burned pieces sat on the peripheral of our minds.

      That was how I felt. The edges of my mind were fried. Again, my whole world was turned upside down. I couldn’t go back, but I couldn’t not go back either. There really wasn’t any win here and I was too emotionally drained to process possible solutions.

      “Astrid? You coming?” Thatcher said gently, his head ducked inside the driver’s side where he was standing.

      Damn, how had I zoned out so bad I hadn’t noticed us stopping, or the guys getting out? Thatcher’s apartment building loomed behind him, old and run down, but fairly well taken care of. I’d never been so happy to see it.

      “Sorry,” I croaked and grabbed my stuff, following Thatcher up the wide concrete stairs. Rhys was the perfect silent sentinel pulling up the rear. If someone took our picture right now, what would they see? Would they see a battered girl, being ushered to safety by two very different guys? Or maybe a girl who had partied a bit too hard and now moved the fun somewhere else? I doubted anyone could take one look at our expressions and interpret fun as the reigning emotion.

      Inside, Thatcher tossed his keys on the cream-colored counter and tugged me down the hallway with two light fingers under my arm. His steps were hesitant, almost as if he thought I were fragile, so perilously close to shattering in a way I couldn’t be put back together. If I weren’t so numb, I might have been offended.

      What my mother tried to do wasn’t good. But there were many, many people who had it worse. It wasn’t fair to those that did, to go without comfort and compassion when I received it so freely from these guys. Whether they knew it or not, coming back for me cemented them as true heroes in my eyes. They would never look like ordinary guys again. Not that they had in the first place.

      “Why don’t you take a shower? I’ll grab you some of Trinity’s cloths, and then we can all take a nap. After that, we can talk about what happened.” All his words made up statements. No subtle inquiry about what I wanted, only a firm declaration of how it would be. And right now, I was okay with that.

      “Got it.” I moved past him, ready to shut the door when he caught it.

      “One thing.” He said and I lifted my gaze to his. “Leave the door unlocked so I can get in to leave clothes, and don’t step on the shower curtain again. It cost me a whole fifteen bucks to replace it.” He smirked and some of my life seeped back into my brittle bones.

      “You wish I’d step on the curtain again. It was the height of your entertainment for days, I’m sure.” I snickered and shut the door before he could reply.

      I was usually an efficient shower taker. I just didn’t get how people could stand under the water until it went cold. I had better things to do, like stalk people. And take pictures.

      Today, I was one of those people that could live in the shower. I might as well have been a merry mermaid with how good the water felt. Under the hot, steaming spray, the water cleansed me of the ugly morning. Only when the last of the even slightly lukewarm water left the nozzle, did I turn the shower off.

      “About time!” Thatcher called from the front room.

      Wincing, I pulled on the clothes sitting on the rusted toilet lid. Shame on me. Where were the little old women at church when I needed a Bible thrown at me? I’d do something extra for Thatcher in exchange for running up his water bill.

      When I exited the bathroom, low sounds from the TV trickled down the hallway. Thatcher was on one end of his couch, and Rhys was sprawled over the mismatched loveseat. With a soft pat on the stiff cushion, Thatcher invited me to sit with him. The couch was decent. Not new, but not from the time of dinosaurs either. A plain blue, easily fitting in with his bachelor pad vibe. If the bachelor pad belonged to a starving artist. Two yellow pillows were tucked in each corner and something told me, they were the touch of his sister.

      I laid down, shoving the yellow pillow in the crook of my neck and bent my legs up so my feet weren’t bothering him.

      That’s when I noticed what they were watching.

      “An alien show?” Wow. Out of all the things they could be watching, like a hockey game, or a Bob Ross show, a show about aliens never crossed my mind.

      Thatcher pinched the soft skin of my calf. “Shush you. Ancient Aliens is a very relaxing and thought-provoking show. You’ve clearly never watched it. Relax and see why Giorgio Tsoukalos is so brilliant.”

      I snorted and turned my attention away from everything but the monotone droning of the narrator. I wished I could say I saw the light, but the only thing this show successfully did, was put me into a deep sleep.
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      “Should we call Beck? Or try to get in touch with Jonah?” Rhys whispered. The sound floated through my thoughts, coming out of a gnarled tree with magenta leaves. Odd. Trees didn’t have magenta leaves.

      “We probably should. They’ll be furious with us if we keep this from them. At least Beck will be, the dick. I still can’t believe he stormed out of there like that last night. Jonah though? I’m not sure he has enough energy to care about more than his current situation.”

      Now there was a broken camera on the ground talking. What the heck? I bent to get a better look at the poor thing. Seeing something so important to me in pieces twisted my stomach in tangled knots.

      Leaves shook as the old tree stretched its limbs. “I tried to call him last night, but his phone was turned off.”

      “Beck?”

      “No, Jonah.”

      A heavy sigh. “Shouldn’t we be worried that her parents are going to cry kidnapping or something?”

      The fantastical world of my dreams slowly drifted away like smoke on a breezy night. Reality rushed in with a cool slap to the face as their heavy conversation started making sense to my foggy brain.

      “I texted my dad, told him I was spending the day with Astrid. If they start looking for her, I’m sure her dad will let his fuck buddy know.” Disgust coated his words. We hadn’t caught them together since that night, but we’d seen them leave in separate cars at the same time. At least they were getting smart and taking it somewhere where no one would walk in on them.

      “What did you see when you ran back upstairs?” Thatcher sounded nervous, like he didn’t really want to know.

      It took every wretched piece of mental strength I had, not to tense up and let them know I was awake.

      Rhys must have run his hands down his face, making strange noises as he did. “I don’t really know. That bitch had her pinned down on her bed and they were clearly struggling. The only weird thing that I hadn’t processed in the moment is that when I pulled her off of Astrid… the band on her shorts snapped.”

      “You mean…”

      “Yeah. I think that’s what I mean.”

      The furniture creaked with their movements and the conversation died. I had no desire to share what happened. But I’d napped and I’d taken as much time as I could. If I didn’t tell them soon, they’d continue down the morbid path they were on, probably believing something worse was happening in that house than it was.

      I rubbed my fingers along the threads of the cushion underneath me a few times, working up the courage to sit up. With a giant breath, I opened my eyes and pushed myself into an awkward side sitting position.

      Two sets of eyes drilled into me with something like concern? Warmth?

      “I heard. Your conversation brought me back to the land of the living.” My throat was hoarse from sleep.

      Thatcher squeezed my ankle. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. We didn’t mean to wake you. But you’ve been out for three hours and we had to talk about this sometime.”

      I nodded. I got it. I doubt I could have kept my thoughts to myself that long. Especially if I was worried about one of the guys.

      Fuck. Jonah. How could I forget about Jonah? We needed to make sure he was okay at the very least, and then we needed to make sure he was safe from those dickwads.

      “Call Beck and Jonah. While we’re waiting on them, I’ll tell you what happened. Or what I think happened.”

      “I got Jonah if you call Beck.” Rhys already had his phone out.

      Rhys hung up, right as Thatcher started talking into his phone. Please just let Jonah’s phone be off because he wanted privacy.

      “Beck, listen. Something happened this morning and Astrid is calling a meeting. Can you be at my place soon?”

      He nodded. “I get it. You have a shift, but it might be a good time to call in. I wouldn’t say that unless it was important. Okay. See you soon.”

      When he hung up, he set his phone on his thigh. “He was supposed to work a couple hours this afternoon, but he’s going to see if they really need him. Sunday’s can be busy but he said they didn’t have many cars there today.”

      “No Jonah.” I stated.

      “No, he didn’t answer.” Rhys tapped furious fingers over his knees as he stared hard at the floor.

      “Is there a way we can get his address?” Beck knew where he lived. But would he share it with us?

      “You all don’t know where he lives?” Thatcher sounded surprised, but really why would I know where they lived. The only places I ever frequented were his, and on the rare occasion, Rhys’ cottage. And even those were rare since the majority of my time with them happened at school.

      Now that I thought about it, I didn’t know where Beck lived either. That was something that needed to change and soon. I couldn’t have fringe friends where I knew just enough about each of them, but not enough to help when they actually needed it. Like now.

      “No.” I said. The word was flat and spoke of all the ways my absence of basic facts about the guys was about to change.

      “I don’t know either. Before… before Astrid, Jonah and I didn’t run in the same circles.”

      “He ran with the nerds and you hung out with the twitch bitches.” Thatcher snickered and Rhys tossed a yellow pillow at Thatcher’s head.

      “Laugh it up, art boy. I can’t help it if all the ladies loved me.”

      Thatcher cracked up, falling sideways over my hips. “You call those leeches ladies?”

      Rhys had the good grace to shrug sheepishly. “No, but it sounded better than the alternative. If nothing else, my mother did try to instill some manners in me.”

      I smiled and flopped back down on the pillow. This was a nice break from life, reminding me that even though many things were uncertain, it was also okay too.

      “All right,” Thatcher sobered and wrapped long fingers around my wrists, tugging me to a sitting position beside him. “You heard us talking before you sat up. Then you know we need to know what happened. And how long it’s been going on.”

      The look in his eyes was both achingly grim, and openly bruised. The combination caught me off guard and something told me he suspected I’d been sexually molested. And at the same time, I had a feeling he had experience with that. Or if not him, someone close to him.

      I twisted my head to catch Rhys’ gaze, and while his eyes didn’t hold the same sadness as Thatcher’s, his were just as determined to hear the ugly truth. Straightening up, I scooted over to have my own space. To have this conversation, I needed to be separate. It wasn’t as bad as they thought, but if they tried to touch me, comfort me, I’d break down. And I wouldn’t do that. I hated crying and avoided it at all costs. I couldn’t remember the last time I actually gave in. Even when they told me we were moving and I was leaving behind my one good friend, I hadn’t cried. Instead, seeing it as the opportunity it was and facing it with hard resolve.

      To buy a few more seconds of time, I finger combed the knots out of my hair and twisted the locks into a loose ponytail behind my shoulder. I opened my mouth and the front door nearly flew off the hinges as it flew open.
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      “What happened?” Beck wheezed as if he’d ran all the way from Silver Ranch. He braced his hands on his hips as the midday sun bleached out the scene behind him. The cloud of anger and resentment clinging to him the night before was nowhere to be seen. Standing in the entry way was the Beck I’d come to know and love.

      “I was just about to go over it. Come sit.” I nodded to the other half of Rhys’ loveseat. He stalked toward me, but hesitated, finally turning to plop down next to Rhys.

      All three hit me with patient stares, letting me tell the story in my own time. “You all know violence is no stranger to Mother Dearest. I haven’t talked about it much, other than to say it was a new development since we moved here. It’s always been cutting comments, or passive neglect. The worst she did before we moved was try to manipulate me into being the person they wanted me to be. And they did that by trying to make me grateful for all they’d done, and putting down anything that made me even the slightest bit different.” They all nodded, encouraging me to continue. “I don’t know what changed when we moved here.” I pinched my lips in thought. “Actually, that’s not true. Dad is cheating on her here. I don’t know if he did it in the past, or if it’s a new thing, but I’m sure she suspects something. I think that’s why she’s started to change.

      “But this morning, she was different. Desperate and wild, not listening to anything I was saying.” Not that she ever did, but this morning she was lost in her fury. “Beck, after you left last night, Thatcher and Rhys decided to stay the night.” I paused.

      “We didn’t want to leave her alone. Not after what happened at the Iron Horse. I don’t think she was in danger, but she didn’t need to be left alone.” Rhys told Beck, who nodded like he agreed it was a good idea.

      “But what we hadn’t counted on, was the possibility of the parentals coming back early. Or Mother Dearest, anyway.” I looked at Beck from under my lashes, waiting for him to put it together.

      “Ah, God. Tell me no one was in the bed with you when your mom walked in? Because that’s what happened right? You got caught with boys in your room? Your mom probably thought you’d been sexed up all night in a debauched orgy.” Beck scrubbed a grease stained hand down his face before pinching the bridge of his nose. “Your Bible thumping parents catching boys in your room.” He mumbled to himself as if he saw all kinds of bad possibilities.

      “Um… Thatcher was in the bed with me. And they were both in their underwear.”

      Thatcher sighed and dropped his face to his palm.

      “So, you can imagine whatever brought her back, was amplified much, much more because her delicate sensibilities were offended.” I shifted in my seat.

      “What time was this?” Beck ground out.

      “Somewhere around six this morning.” Rhys rumbled as he gripped the arm of the chair.

      “And you’re just now calling me? It’s almost noon!” Beck pushed forward, seemingly ready to pounce on anyone that made a wrong move.

      “Chill, man. Astrid had a rough morning, and needed some time to process before we had this conversation. We came straight here and then she napped. I called you as soon as she woke up.” Thatcher raised his hands in a placating gesture. Beck was not impressed.

      “You should have called me this morning, so I could have been here for her too.” A vein throbbed in Beck’s temple and it was strangely mesmerizing. And humbling, that he could care so much about me.

      “We called you now. I think my situation is stable for now. We’ll have to figure out what to do later, because I’m not sure I can go home right now.” I bent forward, putting everything into my gaze.

      “How about never.” Thatcher said under his breath.

      “What happened? What happened after we left?” Rhys speared me with such serious eyes, the bright blue turned molten like a raging sea. If he didn’t like my answer, if it was too much, he was going to flip out. Did I even want to stop him? Out of all the guys, he was the one Mother Dearest was so afraid of, because he had access to the money and resources that came along with the Bennet name. Everything my mother coveted and feared.

      Small bits of chapped skin came off as I chewed on my lower lip. “She attacked me. She forced me on the bed, and once I was there, she was trying to check to make sure I was still a virgin. Even though she obviously thought I’d had some wild orgy where everyone put on their underwear afterward.” A deep, shuddering breath helped me gain my center. “She said a lot of hateful things, but that was it. Rhys barged in and it was all over.”

      Thatcher scowled as Beck’s face opened in shocking disbelief. “That was it? It was all over? Your definitions are not the same as mine, pretty girl.” He shook his head violently. “We need to make sure you never go back there again.” He exchanged heated glances with the others.

      “My parentals can wait. I’m safe with you guys. What I need to do now is make sure Jonah’s okay. You know where he lives, Beck.” I raised my hand when he started to speak. From the defensive line of his shoulders, he was about to deny it. “I know you do. You know too much about him and his family not to know. And you’re either going to take me, or give me the address and I’ll take myself.”

      His jaw popped as he stared at the floor. Eventually, he nodded and lifted his head. “It’s not a pretty place, but I’ll take you. I don’t want you going there without me.”

      I almost rolled my eyes. If I was as helpless as he thought I was sometimes, I was surprised I was able to tie my own shoes. This would have to stop at some point, but for now, it was working to my benefit. After everyone was safe and content we’d start working on proper expectations in our friendships.

      “What are we waiting for? Let’s go.” I stood and remembered I didn’t have any shoes. Fuck.

      “What size are you? Trinity has some flip flops in her closet. Her feet are pretty big, so I doubt you could comfortably wear her other shoes.”

      “Flip flops are fine.” I stretched and waited for him to reappear, and when he did, I couldn’t stop the frown that pulled at my lips. The neon pink flip flops looked like someone coughed up lavender glitter all over the straps, and unfortunately, it stuck.

      Thatcher laughed and neither Rhys or Beck could hide their amusement. “I know it’s not the floaty, breezy style that you like, but it’s all I have right now. Unless you want to wear mine. They’re brown, but probably not as clean.” He studied the clean, sparkliness of the shoes in his hands.

      “That’s okay. I’ll wear those. Are we all riding together?” We stepped outside and Beck jogged down the stairs ahead of us.

      “I’ll drive.” Beck said over his shoulder. His mustang was parked next to Thatcher’s car.

      “Great. Astrid, can you sit in the back? I’m not feeling like doing an impersonation of a pretzel today.” Rhys scratched the back of his head while studying the small car.

      “Sure. I don’t mind.” Thatcher and I squeezed in the back first, and Beck and Rhys piled in.

      Beck slid on an old pair of Aviators, and revved his engine as he squealed out of the parking lot.

      “Showoff.” Thatcher grumbled.

      In the rearview mirror, a smirk curled the edges of his mouth before it was gone. He flicked on the radio, and soft rock tunes floated from the speakers. We drove back to Silver Ranch, but before we hit town, he took a series of run-down roads. The beautiful subdivisions I had started to associate with Colorado disappeared, and old, junk ridden houses replaced the clean scenery. The last road we came to was half paved, half dirt, and trailers were sparsely sprinkled here and there. It wasn’t quite a trailer park, but it was close enough.

      We turned down a driveway that led to a brown singlewide. No porch, or anything other than concrete blocks as steps, welcomed us. A shiny, silver and black motorcycle was tucked tight to the side of the home. Did he live with someone from Devil’s Hands? No wonder he had a hard time getting away if the club was in his face every time he was home.

      The place in general was ratty and run down, nothing like what I’d have assumed freakishly neat, and tidily obsessive Jonah would live in.

      Beck turned off the car, and we all stared at the place. “This is it.” No inflection in his tone to give away any of his emotions one way or the other. Although, knowing how he felt about Jonah, I doubt it was anything good.

      Piling out, we walked to the dented front door, there was a brief hesitation to see who was going to knock. I wanted to make sure Jonah was okay, but I didn’t want to be the one to actually do the talking if someone other than Jonah answered the door.

      I stared at Thatcher until he got the hint. He wasn’t unfairly biased, and wasn’t an intimidating tower of muscle. Yes, he was the best choice. He also had set himself up as our unofficial leader anyway. He was the one who always took charge and dished out orders.

      We all hung back as Thatcher stepped up onto the chipped concrete block serving as the stoop. He edged back once he knocked, rubbing his hands down his sides. Was he nervous about seeing Jonah? He couldn’t be uncomfortable with poverty. While his apartment was clean, it wasn’t the nicest building and definitely wasn’t classified as the nicer part of town.

      Clumsy movement sounded behind the door, followed by a string of muttered curses. The walls must be as thin as Bible pages. Which was so thin they were almost transparent. A few more muttered curses later and the door swung open, revealing a pudgy, average height man, complete with greasy, unkempt hair and riddled with poorly done tattoos. A bit of sympathy welled inside me as I tried not to stare at what I believed was supposed to be a faded luscious –and naked—mermaid, but looked more like a sagging version of Ursula. I mean, if she was pushing eighty. An involuntary shudder shifted down my spine.

      “Who the fuck are you?” His eyes were bloodshot and his words were overly lazy.

      “Friends of Jonah’s. Is he here?” Thatcher presented the front of a proper and polite friend making an inquiry on a random afternoon. No biggie.

      “Fuck no. He fucking isn’t welcome back here either. You can tell him when you see him, that his shit’s already been trashed and moved out.” He sneered like he was a big freaking deal. “And one other thing, make sure he knows his time is short.”

      He slammed the door in our faces, but before it clicked, Beck punched the weak tin door open. Ouch. It smacked the man in the face with the edge and he stumbled back, cursing another blue streak. This guy’s mom clearly never taught him manners.

      “What was that? I didn’t quite hear you over the sound of your pathetic dick squeak.”

      “What does that even mean?” The guy did a sad imitation of a snarl and shoved Beck’s chest. Only he hadn’t budged.

      “Doesn’t matter. Just know it’s an insult. What was that about him not being welcome here?” The threatening menace emanating from Beck surprised me as much as it thrilled me that he was doing this for Jonah, whether or not he realized it.

      “Fuck you, boy. You don’t know who you’re messing with. If you did, you’d be quaking in your fancy car right now, pissing your pants as you left.”

      “Widen your fucking vocabulary. And I have a very good idea. The Devil’s Hands are dangerous. But you’re barely a gnat on their forehead. Small, inconsequential, and most of the time they have no idea you even exist. Right?”

      I couldn’t see his expression, but I imagined the taunting smirk as he leaned deeper through the doorframe, using his height to intimidate. This was going too far. If this guy was part of the group that hurt Jonah, we didn’t need to give him motivation to look our way. Wasn’t that exactly what we talked about last night? That these people would sooner slit your mother’s throat than say hello?

      The man turned a ruddy, unattractive shade of red as he blustered through a series of threats. “Now you’re a known face to me. And known faces who aren’t members or bitches, don’t live very long. You’ve signed your death warrant now, boy.” He cackled and the awful sound was pitifully weak.

      “Nah, I don’t think I did. What did Jonah do to get on your bad side?” Beck straightened up, smoothing his hand down his white tee as he affected a conversational tone.

      The man laughed again, but this time the sound was ugly and vindictive. “He did what all the dead men have tried and failed to do. He double-crossed us. And for that, he’ll die.” This time when he slammed the door, he succeeded.

      What the hell was this? The freaking idiot double-crossed a motorcycle club known for dealing death just as easily as dealing drugs? And another ugly truth slammed into me.

      You might want to save someone, but sometimes, it was doomed to fail before you even got a chance to make a difference.
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      What was beating on my head? Little spider monkeys must have had tiny hammers, attacking my head like it held a year’s supply of bananas. Why didn’t I have enough strength to do anything about it? Damn.

      I cracked an eye, and saw a small, white mouth munching on something in the corner close to its nest. Ah, my childhood home. And the pounding? That was the drumroll to the end of my life as I knew it. Otherwise known as the headache from hell. Curled up on my side, I slowly woke up, waiting for my brain to start functioning properly before I moved. And when I did, my sore muscles groaned in protest. I’d always heard things like aches and pains didn’t affect teenagers because they were young and able to sleep anytime, anywhere. That was obviously—and painfully—not true. Sleeping on a rotten wood floor did nothing for me.

      Strong beams of sunlight speared through the windows. Astrid would love this place. People were her forte, but something about this abandoned house screamed both calculated neglect and dreadful beauty. Astrid would most likely find a kindred spirit in this condemned place.

      I moved through the house, finding boxes and garbage bags of stuff from years ago. When a house was condemned, if the owner didn’t have the want or means to do the repairs, what was the use of clearing out the junk?

      And to anyone else, this was exactly what littered the house. Junk. Ratty clothes, small knickknacks, old papers blown all over the floor. When I stopped at my bedroom, a bittersweet nostalgia rolled over me. It wasn’t so bad here was it? At least not when I was younger. Before my dad ran off when I was ten and I was left alone to be my own playmate. It might not have been the perfect childhood someone else might have had, but it was peaceful. And it was mine.

      Rhys probably had a perfect childhood. Oh, I believed his dad was a bastard just like he did. But something about the man made me believe he was different when Rhys was a kid. He seemed like the kind of man that taught him how to ride a bike, and proudly rooted for his son as he learned how to play hockey. When Rhys was old enough to recognize the less than caring decisions his father made is probably when it all started to go downhill.

      Down the hall was my mother’s room. The door was cracked, much like it used to be when we lived here. Until it was always shut.

      Where my room was cleared of my belongings since I moved in with Jare, this room was almost untouched. I spent the next fifteen minutes sifting through her stuff. There was no reason behind it, other than I was curious and the need to avoid my own problems was strong.

      Most of the stuff meant nothing to me. Absolutely nothing. But when I got to the bottom drawer of her nightstand, shit got interesting.

      At first, I recoiled from the sight of crusty, old sex toys. Gross. I’d never really wondered about what abandoned sex toys would look like after years of disuse and cleanings. But here, these poor cracked and old rubber things looked like they still carried the remnants of their last session on them.

      I almost shut the drawer until I noticed a gray tin box in the back corner. So I could avoid touching the toys in any way possible, I pulled the drawer completely off the hinges. The tin was in fairly decent condition and luckily, not locked.

      With an easy snap of the metal lock, the lid popped open. Inside were a few pictures, and about a dozen letters. I picked the photos up first, flipping through the few on top.

      The first was a picture of my mom and dad, with her sitting on his lap smiling at him while he smiled at the camera. She was young and beautiful, with a shine for life. How time had changed her to the hardened criminal she became after he was gone.

      The next picture was of Dad by himself. He probably had no idea the picture was taken. Standing next to a grill in the backyard, he seemed to be deep in thought, like maybe the brats held the secret to the universe if only they’d share it with him.

      And the last, what was that? It was dim, like it was almost dark and the lights weren’t turned on. Dad stood over the bed, tossing anything and everything into a suitcase. Black bruises dotted his arms and it looked like even the bottom of his jaw sported a decent discoloration. He looked distraught and in a hurry. Why would Mom take this picture?

      She was never like Astrid. Never one to care about art or beauty, or even big on creating family memories through photos. I could imagine here that she would have been pleading with him, throwing anything she could grab at his head. Asking what he was doing? Was he really leaving? She was as dramatic as they came when she wanted to be.

      Setting the pictures aside, I pulled out the letters. Each was addressed to Dad. Each had a return stamp on them. Flipping through the unopened letters, each had a different address. It was like she was trying to track him down by sending letters to different places she thought he might be.

      After he left, I remember asking where he was. Instead of comforting me as what I imagined a normal mother would have done, she’d flown into a rage, breaking whatever item was closest to her at the time. Mug, plate, picture frame, it didn’t matter. Almost like the breaking of something that wasn’t her own heart gave her a little power back over her life. Only that hadn’t worked for me. I used other ways to get through life, although I hadn’t had to turn to it in awhile.

      Each letter was the same variation of last one.

      Why did you leave us? Prez won’t leave me alone. He said you skipped out on your debt to follow some skank whore. Tell me it isn’t true. Come back. If you ever loved us at all, please come back. If you don’t, I’ll be forced to take your spot. If you can’t come back for me, come back to save Jonah. He doesn’t deserve this life.

      The only difference was the very last one. It read more like a love letter. She wrote of all the things she missed of him. All the things she wished they had time to do. Then her very last line.

      I understand now. If you’d shared with me, I could have helped. We could have run away. But now, our life will never be together. And I doubt I’ll be in Jonah’s for much longer.

      What the fuck?

      I lost my balance and my ass thudded hard against the floor. The letters crinkled in my grip, then I opened my hand and they fluttered on top of the pictures.

      Think Jonah, think.

      Events flickered through my head as I remembered them. None of this made any sense. I powered my phone on and waited for it to open. Several chimes and dings went off, bringing back last night in bright and vivid detail.

      Rhys: Dude, where are you? We’re worried.

      Rhys: Seriously, not cool ghosting us.

      Astrid: Call me when you get this.

      Astrid: I’m not kidding, Jonah. Friends don’t just run away. We want to help. Please call me.

      Astrid: Don’t make me hunt you down! As soon as I find out where you live, I’m coming to get you!!

      Fuck. All kinds of messed up things could happen if they went to Jare’s. Especially if Reaper was there. And he hardly ever left.

      They were right. I was being a bad friend. But I wasn’t the kind of friend they needed in their life right now. Especially not Astrid. I was no friend at all if I brought this shit into their life.

      Rolling the phone around in my hand, I weighed my options. I could ignore them, and let them forget about me completely. The thought stung more than I believed it could. The other option was to be honest with them. Tell them what was going on, and be very clear that they couldn’t help. But would they ignore my wishes?

      Astrid had been a firecracker last night. Of course she’d go against my wishes.

      Choice made, I shoved the phone back in my pocket and winced as I knowingly turned myself into an asshole.

      After I left the house, there was something I needed to do first. I stopped at a drug store and bought a travel bag with toothpaste, toothbrush, and deodorant, to attempt to keep up my hygiene while I figured out where I was going to sleep at night. Once I felt human again, I filled my tank up and started a mini-road trip I’d never thought I’d make.

      It was time to find answers to things I used to believe were better left in the past. But the ugly truth was, your past never stayed in the past, and no matter how much you despised it, it was part of you. And no matter how hard you tried to keep it buried, it always came back to bite you in the ass.
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      “Beck, we need to be somewhere private and fast. I—we—need to know what the hell that was.” I braced my weight on the back of Rhys’ headrest as I poked my head in between Beck and Rhys.

      His jaw was grinding so hard it was hurting my ears. Dang, he was going to need dentures if he didn’t get his anger and frustration under control.

      “We’ll go back to Thatch’s. Thatch, your sister isn’t due back for a while, is she?” Beck glanced at Thatcher in the rearview over my head, studiously avoiding making eye contact.

      Thatcher leaned beside me, his cheek touching mine as his hand slid across my lower back. “She might stop by later today but probably not. She’s been staying home more lately.” An odd note in his voice tinged his words. That bothered him.

      “Good.” Beck sped up, forcing me back into the back seat. It was a quiet ride, but I used the time to build a list of all my questions. Oh, I used the time very wisely.
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        * * *

      

      Energy, curiosity, and worry was the cocktail vibrating through my body. We arranged ourselves in a perfect square to have this conversation. I had one end of the couch while Thatcher had the other. Rhys claimed the loveseat, and Beck pulled the coffee table over to the side and took a seat on top of it.

      “I think I can speak for the three of us, that your show back there was out of character. Especially since you’ve made your dislike of Jonah clear.” Thatcher planted his elbows on his knees as he leaned toward Beck. “What was that?”

      Beck nodded, he had to have known we would start with that.

      “I wasn’t kidding when I said Jonah was in big trouble, and we have almost no way of helping him. For the record, I still stand by that. But the guy that answered the door was part of the Devil’s Hands, if you hadn’t figured that out. And if we’re going to try and help Jonah…” He shot me a look that said how pointless he thought the exercise would be. “—then we needed to know what happened. He wasn’t going to answer Mr. Rogers.” I pointed at Thatch. “The only way was to be ugly about it. And that’s what I did. And he told us. We don’t know specifics, or any information really, only that Jonah did something he wasn’t supposed to do. To them. That means he has to pay.”

      “Please tell me he was joking when he said he had to die, like some knockoff medieval wizard.” If he was really as low down on the totem pole as Beck made him out to be, then maybe he was talking out of his ass. If not, no, I couldn’t go down that path.

      Beck paused as if to weigh his words. When he looked up, pity was so strong I almost wailed my frustration. I didn’t. But it was a close call.

      “There’s really no telling, Astrid. I’m sorry. This is one of those situations where I’d say hope for the best and prepare for the worst. That guy truly doesn’t mean anything to Devil’s Hands. He’s basically a glorified lackey, if that. But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t heard talk about what they plan to do. Or that he hasn’t been given orders. I’d lean against the last since he told us to let Jonah know he wasn’t welcome back there, but I don’t have an absolute answer.”

      “Then we have to go to the police.” Rhys chimed in. For the first time since last night, he really started to look worried. Hell, he could have been worried earlier, but I wasn’t in the right headspace to notice.

      “No police. We can’t guarantee they don’t have anyone on their payroll there, and if your names were passed over, there’s no way they wouldn’t retaliate. Silver Ranch is fairly small town, and even if it isn’t true, the Devil’s Hands think they own it.”

      I expelled a heavy breath. “Okay. We don’t go to the cops. And Jonah somehow turned against them. What are our options, Beck?”

      Come on, Beck. Don’t leave us with nothing. If anyone knows how to help, it’s you.

      “Let me think it over. Right now, I’m drawing a fucking blank. Actually, if we really stand a chance to help him, then we need to know what happened.”

      “Only we have no idea where he would have gone.” Thatcher commented drily.

      “I’ve seen some of the people he hangs out with at school. I can catch them and ask them.” Rhys volunteered.

      As much as I hated to kill his willingness to help find Jonah, catching those kids wouldn’t help. “He doesn’t talk to them like that. It’s like he’s a fake Jonah with them. You know who we need to find, is that Mike guy.” I snapped my fingers. That was it. From the conversations I overheard, Mike knew exactly what Jonah was into, and was most likely involved too. “Wait. I think Mike is a part of the same gang. We shouldn’t approach him, should we?” I looked to Beck.

      “Not if he’s in with the Devil’s Hands, it could do more harm than good. Jonah wouldn’t miss school tomorrow. We could try and corner him before class.”

      That was a whole day away. Anything could happen in that time, but I wasn’t seeing many other options.

      “That’s the quickest way we will catch him.” Rhys nodded. “But for now, we need to figure out what to do with Astrid. She can’t go back there.” Steel glinted in his eyes.

      Thatcher propped a bent leg on the couch as he turned toward me. “You can stay here. That’s not a problem and I’ve wanted to introduce you to Trinity anyway. But you need to call your dad. You need to know how bad things are at home.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. I saw the benefit and practicality of doing just that, but it held no appeal to me. Still, I wasn’t a coward, and while I cowered away from stressful social situations, I couldn’t stick my head in the sand and pretend nothing happened. Not when I was so close to getting out for good.

      “Speaker?” I asked.

      “Try it. If he notices anything, tell him it’s your Bluetooth in your car.” Beck said.

      Thatcher held his hand up. “That won’t work. She didn’t take her car this morning.”

      “Shit, I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t think he’ll notice. Here goes nothing.” The ringing blared through the speaker of my phone as each guy scooted closer. Beck sat by my feet and leaned back into the couch, while Rhys only moved to the edge of the loveseat.

      “Astrid. Where are you?” Dad’s voice wasn’t really alarmed, more mildly curious.

      “Hi Dad. I’m with Rhys. Did you talk to Mom?” My words were measured, even.

      A pause. “I did. She’s very upset right now.” He was trying to lead me into giving up information. But that wasn’t going to work for me. He already knew the bulk of it anyway. No way would Mother Dearest keep the information of me having boys in my room to herself. Not when she needed to justify her actions.

      “Why was she home at six this morning? Did something happen?”

      He sighed like the Bible he carried around was getting too heavy for him to carry. “It wasn’t a good weekend. The Bennets went with us, and she walked in at a very unfortunate time.”

      So she caught him cheating. On a church retreat.

      “You cheated on her at a church retreat? Are you kidding me?” Why didn’t he sound more upset? His world was crumbling around his head and he was calm as you please.

      “She was supposed to be with the ladies for a late-night study.” He sniffed like that should have made it perfectly all right to have sex while his wife was feet away in another building.

      I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what I thought of his actions, but I stopped. I couldn’t change him, and yelling at him would only be for my benefit. And really, he wasn’t worth that type of energy. Neither of my parentals were.

      “What does that mean for your marriage?”

      “What do you mean? Your mother isn’t going anywhere. We had a long chat when I got home. She understands the way it’s going to be.” Meaning she would be expected to turn a blind eye. Thoughts of karma flashed in my mind, but I wouldn’t wish this type of arrangement on anyone. If she really cared about herself, she would divorce him. But knowing Mother Dearest, public opinion was everything. She wouldn’t upset her reputation to find someone who treated her well. And honestly, she was such a vile person, they deserved each other.

      “Did she tell you she attacked me?”

      “Astrid, she hardly attacked you. And you were the one that had two boys in your bedroom. One in your bed none the less. I know I gave you some leeway this last month or so, but this is pushing it too far.”

      “You can’t pretend to be a father now. And nothing happened. They stayed over so I didn’t have to be by myself. But I don’t feel safe there anymore.” I could only imagine the expression crossing his face right then. He would probably perceive me as a typical melodramatic teenager, making a mountain out of nothing.

      “That’s ridiculous. Your mother would never hurt you. She’s a little forceful, but she’s always been so easily worked up.” He scoffed.

      “No, I don’t think you understand.” My fingers turned white from the intense grip on my phone. If he down-played what happened this morning, there would be no chance of ever having any kind of meaningful relationship with this man. And he would be responsible for that. Not me. “She pinned me down, shoved her hand down my shorts and did her best to shove her fingers into my vagina. I’m assuming she was checking for virginity, which I assure you is very much still there.” Beck smirked and heat filled my cheeks. For a split second I’d forgotten they were all staring at me. “Does that sound safe to you? I won’t mention about all the other times she either verbally or physically abused me. So, no. I don’t feel safe there. Over the last few months she’s gotten more and more violent, and I can’t help but think it has something to do with your affair. And now that she knows, I’m not sure home is the best place for me anymore.”

      He was silent. Dead silent. I had no idea what he could possibly be thinking, especially since this was the first time I had ever acknowledged how Mother Dearest showed her love. But it felt good. It felt right to tell him. I had no doubt he didn’t know on some level what happened because he was there during some of her episodes. Now though, he had no excuse to hide behind rose-colored glasses that not only colored the world the way he wanted to see it but also his motives.

      “I…I didn’t know that.”

      Fuck. He actually sounded upset.

      I remained quiet, not sure how to respond.

      “She really did that this morning?” His voice broke and a small part of me actually believed he was just as disgusted by it as I was.

      “She did. Rhys ran in and got her away from me. You can ask him for his side of the story if you want, to verify mine. He threatened her with his attorneys and with the police.”

      “That explains why she’s been watching the windows all day.” He murmured as if to himself.

      “Why did you think I asked you to keep her away from me? It wasn’t because she’s strict. She’s mean, and violent. I—” I choked on the word. “I can’t take it there anymore, Dad. I really can’t. I need a few days at least away from her. And honestly, I don’t know if I’ll ever feel like I can come back.”

      “And where will you stay Astrid? What will everyone say if you shack up with Rhys or the other boy that was in your room?” My heart skipped a beat. He was bending, but he wasn’t happy with the options. If we were close to Stace, I bet this would have already been settled.

      “I have a few friends I could stay with and they wouldn’t mind.” Keep it vague, Astrid. I needed to give him as few reasons as possible to argue for me to go home. Could I not go home? I was eighteen. But I was still in school. When did legal adulthood actually begin?

      “Are all of these friends males?” He asked as if he already knew the answer to that question.

      “Yes, Dad. I have five friends here and all of them are boys. Would you rather I go to the shelter for abused women and children in Denver?” No way would he be okay with that. To have a child of his take refuge in a shelter went against everything that he stood for. Not that he was against it, only that he felt he took such good care of family it wasn’t needed.

      “Absolutely not. Listen, Astrid. I’m not dumb. You’re eighteen and you’re going to do what you want whether I like it or not. But I’d like you to stay where I have faith you’ll be safe. Can you stay with Rhys?”

      I glanced up and Rhys nodded. I had no idea if Dad knew he essentially had his own place since he lived in the cottage. Thatcher and Beck both looked a little unhappy with the turn in conversation, but they didn’t protest.

      “Yes. Rhys said that’s fine.”

      “Okay…”

      This was such an uncomfortable conversation. In some ways it gave a little faith that even though Dad wasn’t a great husband, but maybe, eventually, he could be a father. Hell, maybe now I was talking out of my ass and it was wishful thinking.

      “I’ll let you know if I need anything. I’ll come by later after you all are in bed and grab some clothes. Bye, Dad.”

      “Bye, Astrid. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      I dropped the phone in my lap, and waited for the guys to put their opinion in.

      “Well, that wasn’t what I expected from your dad.” Thatcher raised both his eyebrows.

      “Yeah, he sounded like a real dick. I’m surprised he seemed like he actually cared for about half a second. You think he gave in because he did actually care, or because he was afraid what his precious congregation in the Silver Ranch Community would think?” Beck wrapped a warm, calloused hand around my ankle, brushing soothing circles over my exposed skin.

      “I’d like to say he actually cared. But at the end of the day, his career and way of life depends on what the community believes, so I’m sure that had a lot to do with it.” Why did I sound so utterly dejected?

      “That doesn’t matter. You can stay with me.” Rhys said as if it was already decided.

      Thatcher held up a hand. “What about Trey?”

      “Fuck. You’re right.” Rhys rubbed the frown line in his forehead. “Trey could be an issue. He’s been suspiciously quiet, but he’s unpredictable. If we’re careful when you come and go, we might be able to hide that you’re staying. If you’re going to be there, I’ll be there. Otherwise, you can hang out with Beck or Thatcher.”

      Beck twisted his lips to the side and nodded. “That might work. Between our schedules we can make sure Astrid isn’t there when you can’t be.”

      Thatcher gave one solid dip of his head as his agreement.

      Great. Now I was back to having a hot man shadow. Most people would love to have a rotation of good-looking guys follow them around, and I did. But it still chaffed, like they were looking at me as that annoying little sister they had to watch out for. I had hoped we were getting past this.

      “Good. Then we have a plan.” Rhys stood up and stretched, a tan strip of stomach flashed me for the briefest moment. “I have some stuff I need to get done today. You ready, Astrid? You can hang out and do homework. Or whatever. You guys want to come back to my cottage?”

      “I really need to get into work. I told them I’d come in if I could and I need the hours.” He squeezed my ankle and I glanced down. “I’ll call you later, okay?” He kept his words low, a bit of an olive branch in his request.

      “I’d love that.” I matched his voice. Beck was a fun, and caring spirit. He’d acted like an ass over the last day, but he was still a good guy. I might be able to find out why if it were just us.

      “Trinity might come over or I would.”

      “Oh! I wanted to meet Trinity.” Every time we’d try to set something up, we had to cancel last minute. That was a bummer.

      “There’ll be other times. Don’t worry about it.” Thatcher pushed the hair over my shoulder in an intimate sort of gesture. Like he had the right to do so. I didn’t stop him, and I didn’t look at any of the guys. Because I had my head in the sand.

      “I’m going to grab my stuff from the bathroom. I’ll be ready in just a few.” I directed to Rhys and then left the boys on their own for a few minutes. Maybe without me, they’d come up with a better way to get Jonah away from the motorcycle gang.
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      As soon as Astrid disappeared in the bathroom, Beck stepped up to me and angled himself so Rhys was included in our huddle.

      “Do I need to remind you both that you said you had no intentions of pursuing Astrid?” His words were mild, contrasting with the flinty coldness of his eyes. This foreign side was completely different than his normal, easy going personality.

      I tensed at the obvious challenge. “Who said I was pursuing Astrid?” Outside of seeing us at the concert last night, he wouldn’t have any way to know I’d changed my mind. All we did last night was sit together. If Beck wasn’t on the money, I’d say he was a bit paranoid.

      “I saw the way you were both crowding her. Touching her. I asked point blank if any of you fuckers planned on going after her. Everyone said no. I said I wanted to. I’m going after her. What the hell kind of friends would do that after that conversation?” His nostrils flared.

      Rhys shrugged as his gaze roved over Beck’s features. “I had no plans of going after her. There’s a lot going on that I need to focus on. But Astrid’s different. There’s a connection there I’m not willing to ignore.” His steady expression and calm words rang with conviction.

      That wasn’t good. I could compete against Beck. But Rhys too? How were Beck and I supposed to go up against Ragnar, as Astrid so kindly calls him. He was like a walking, talking, demigod out to take over the world through his hockey achievements.

      “Wait. You too?” I blurted and he gave one solid nod of the head. “Astrid and I have been circling around each other for weeks. We almost kissed last night and that would have been her first real kiss.” If she was serious about these guys wouldn’t she have let them get father than a few intimate touches here and there? Wouldn’t they have pushed her harder? “We wouldn’t have had that moment if she was serious about any of you.”

      The hard glint in Beck’s eyes disappeared as his face lost all color. “First real kiss?”

      He looked like he’d seen a ghost. Or like he was about to throw up.

      Narrowing my eyes at him, a thought formulated. “She said her first kiss was a joke. You know anything about that Beck?”

      “What the hell?” Rhys rumbled as he whipped his head around to glare at Beck.

      Beck pressed on his stomach, probably willing his lunch to stay down if he was the reason for the fake kiss. “I didn’t know. I…I thought it was—”

      He didn’t finish the sentence before Rhys plowed a heavy fist in the side of his face. “You gave her, her first kiss and you didn’t even mean it?” Rhys barked at Beck. I slid in between them, but Rhys didn’t make any move to get around me. “I’m not going to touch him again. It isn’t worth it.” He shook out his hand.

      “What’s wrong?” Astrid burst in the room, clutching her clothes to her chest. Everything hit the floor as she rushed Beck. “Oh God, Beck. What happened?”

      He batted her away as he held his face in his other palm.

      I lifted her to her feet and set her away from dickface. “Astrid. Why didn’t you tell me your first kiss was Beck?” No matter how hard I tried, my censure still bled through.

      “What?” She backed up and right before my eyes, a pink flush started at her neck and stretched up the sides of her face. Her gaze locked on Beck, who looked up at the same time. I couldn’t decide if it was embarrassment or betrayal that clouded her eyes.

      What the fuck did he have to feel betrayed for?

      “When did this douche kiss you?” Rhys demanded, pointing at Beck.

      Astrid was speechless. Her mouth flopped open like the poor fish that died in the school halls not that long ago. Beck took pity on her and stood up. He moved his jaw back and forth before drawing Astrid into him by her arms. With a half step, he twisted her around so his back was to us.

      “That kiss before the concert, that was your first kiss?” Beck tried to make their conversation private, but there was no chance of that with Rhys and I both edging in. If Astrid didn’t take his ass to task, then we would.

      She sighed. “Yes. I knew it was a joke to you, so I didn’t count it. We weren’t dating or anything like that.” She surprisingly held his stare, even though she was beet red. I couldn’t suppress my pride. If nothing else, Astrid had courage.

      “It wasn’t a joke. I liked you. I do like you. That was my dumb ass being a little shit apparently, but it was meant to be flirty and fun.” His voice dipped lower. “I never would have done that if I’d known it was your first kiss.” He brushed her cheek with a thumb.

      The whole thing was a little too cozy for my liking. I stepped up, forcing them apart with my body and Beck once again scowled at me. But this time, with the dark tint to his jaw, there was a perverse pleasure in coming between them.

      Shit, now that I separated them, I had nothing to say. Should we all throw down the gauntlet here and let her decide? If we did, I doubted she’d actually choose. If anything, she’d distance herself from all of us.

      “I hate to break this up, but I really do need to get back home. Astrid?” Rhys extended a hand and Astrid nodded. With a last look at our sorry asses, she gathered her things from the floor with Rhys’ help. He took everything she had, and I swear, it fit in one hand. Then they were gone. Just like that.

      “That went swimmingly.” I sneered at Beck without any actual heat behind it. Now that the shock had worn off, I was more miffed than angry.

      “Yeah, well, it went about how the rest of my life has gone. To shit. Now I don’t know if I have a chance at all with her.” He ran a hand over his short blond hair.

      Did he not see what I saw? “Are you kidding? That whole murmured apology went a long way to melt her heart. I don’t know how you manage to have such strong game. I really don’t.” And why was I trying to encourage him when we both want the same thing?

      Because we were friends. And if anyone deserved happiness, it was Beck. Only, if it came to us each finding our happiness with the same person, I wasn’t the selfless person that would step aside.

      “Why her, Beck? You literally have scores of women throw themselves at you after your show. Every. Time.” I grabbed a beer, handed one to him and settled in my spot on the couch.

      “Like you are hard up?”

      Sarcastic fucker. At my deadpanned stare he huffed and continued.

      “All right, all right. I don’t know. I guess the best answer I could give you is, those girls only see me the rock star. They’re hoping I make it big and take them with me. I’m not a real person to them. Just a means to a fantastical end. Astrid didn’t even know I was in a band until I saved her from that party. It’s never been about who I could be with her. It’s all about who I am. And the way she takes pictures of my shows, I know she really sees me.”

      “That’s all great, but all you said was a lot of me. What about her?”

      “Hey, that’s not what I meant.” He said through gritted teeth. “I don’t see Astrid as a way to fluff up my own ego. I see her as someone I could build something meaningful with. No matter if it’s in a garage, or on the stage. When I look at Astrid, I see a gorgeous, kindred spirit that’s struggling to stay above water, and make something of herself.”

      Funny. I saw the same thing.

      “Are you set on going after her. Thatch?” His use of my nickname made me feel shit as I responded.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Well, damn. What are we supposed to do then? Because I’m pretty sure the Jolly Green Giant also thinks he has a shot. You know why?” He dropped his head back and stared at the ceiling.

      “No.” I really didn’t. I was in school for an hour every day, but that left so much time for a connection to happen when I wasn’t there.

      He chugged the last of his beer and walked it to the trash. “Then I guess we all do our own thing.”

      “I agree. But Beck, what happens if each of us fall for her and she chooses one? This friendship that we have, it will crumble.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      And wasn’t that the ugly truth.
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      What a great way to get answers. I kicked the POS tire and stomped back to the driver’s side. A flat tire was exactly what I needed. Now that I had this burning desire to get answers, the world was doing its best to keep me down.

      I could call Beck. He’d never been a fan of mine. The hypocrite that he was had condemned me from the beginning because of where I grew up. He thought I didn’t know that, but one night, and I was sure it wasn’t the first, I heard him lay it all out for Astrid. And the hilarity of it was, he was from the same side of the tracks as I was.

      But I proved him right. I didn’t even try to push against the life the world had laid out before me. I did push, until it looked like it was the only way to get out was to fall in. Only for a short while.

      I knew better than that. One job turned into another, and another. And I had this bright idea to record everything and keep records as insurance. I wasn’t as smart as I thought I was.

      The phone rang once, twice, three times. Then a gruff voice came down the line.

      “You have some nerve calling me. Astrid’s been worried sick. And she has enough to worry about without you adding your shit to it.”

      Beck the rock star. Beck the good time guy. He was none of those things with me. Ever. But did I blame him? No.

      “I know. I’m not anyone’s favorite person right now. But believe me when I say, I’m being an ass to protect everyone.”

      “Let’s be clear. You were never my favorite person. I did my best to make Astrid see you weren’t good for her, but she had none of it. Now it’s on you to get yourself clear of this mess and be the friend she needs.”

      I knew that, too.

      “Thanks for your support.” I forced as much derision as I could down the line. “I’m trying. I’m trying to fix everything before I talk to Astrid. I can’t take this to her door. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her. And you don’t know me if you thought any different.”

      “Oh, I know you.” He mumbled, but I doubted that was for my ears. “And your efforts are pointless where Astrid’s concerned. She’s on a manhunt to save your ass. She even had me drive her and her merry band of men over to your place. You should have thought of what would happen before you fucked over the Devil’s Hands.”

      No. That whole bit he just spouted couldn’t be true. He showed her where I lived? Shame burned the back of my neck. And chances were Reaper now knew what she looked like.

      “Speechless?”

      Yes. I was.

      “Listen, if it makes you feel better, I did my best to cover her from the dick squeak’s view. I don’t think he really paid any attention to her. He was too busy with me and Thatcher.”

      “I…thank you. I had no idea she’d insist on looking for me.” My voice was hoarse as I clenched my eyes tight, trying not to imagine Astrid anywhere near Reaper.

      “Which brings us to where you were. And why the call now? Out of all of us, I would have figured I was the last one you would have wanted to talk to.”

      I checked my rearview and side mirrors to make sure no one was coming. Although there was nothing I could have done if they were. With one flat tire, I was stranded on the side of the road.

      “I need your help. I need to go somewhere, and I have a flat tire.”

      “My help, huh. Where were you trying to go?” His tune changed as if he sensed he could use this as leverage.

      Fuck, he was going to demand information in exchange for mechanic work.

      “Listen, I don’t want to drag you into my problems. And where I’m going is for me. It doesn’t have anything to do with what happened with the Devil’s Hands.” Maybe. It wasn’t directly related at least.

      “Where are you?”

      He let that go fast. I breathed a little easier as I rattled off the highway and mile marker where he could find me.

      It wasn’t a long wait. Maybe ten or fifteen minutes. He pulled in behind me and unfolded out of his cherry red ride. He fit every stereotype there was about mechanics and even married some of them to the rock star expectations.

      He whistled as I met him by the back, driver’s side tire. “You’re going to have to watch the road for me as I change the tire. You have a spare?”

      “Yeah,” I grabbed it from the trunk and handed him the jack and every other tool in the trunk. Yeah, I knew nothing about cars. But ask me anything about history, science, or even mathematical equations and I’d kill it.

      “So while I’m down here, and we don’t have to look each other in the eye, tell me where you’re going.” He lifted the car, and started in on the getting the tire off. “Well?”

      I guessed it didn’t hurt to share some of it.

      “I found some of my mom’s old stuff. I’d always thought the worst of her the last few years… before she was convicted. But these letters I found… they shed a different light on her. I’m not so sure she had the choice I thought she had. I want to know what happened.”

      “Didn’t your dad run off a few years before she got sentenced?” Tire successfully off, Beck reached for the spare.

      “Yeah. Which isn’t odd. On our side of town dads don’t often stick around anyway.”

      He grunted. No one liked a reminder of where you came from. Not if it was a place riddled with poverty and bad decisions. Especially not if everyone expected you to repeat history.

      “Where’s your mom?”

      “Birch Penitentiary. About two hours from here. Sundays are visiting day; I’ve just never gone before.” And knowing what I did now, for the first time in my life, I understood what regret felt like. I could call her and be done with it, but for what I wanted to ask, I wanted to be able to look her in the eyes.

      “How about we park your car and I’ll drive you. I’ll drop you off when we get back to town.” He stood and wiped his hands on an old rag he’d stuck in his back pocket.

      He was calm, collected, and seemed completely sincere. Everything he was not with me.

      “Why?” I asked suspiciously.

      At that, his mouth twisted and he sighed. “Listen. I never liked you. And to be fair, you did exactly what I told Astrid you would do. But maybe I’m thinking things aren’t so black and white. We’re all connected now, whether we like it or not, and as long as we want Astrid in our lives, we’ll continue to be. Let me help you. We can consider this our first step to mending bridges.”

      I studied him for any sign of treachery. Was there anything he could get out of this? Any way that he could turn this around on me and bring more shit my way? I didn’t think so. And he had changed my tire when I needed help. He could have easily rejected my call or hung up on me.

      “Okay, you can come.” And please, don’t make me regret it.

      We parked my car behind the garage. If anyone were looking for me, I doubt that’d be a place they thought they would find me.

      Buckling myself in, I took in the interior of his car. He was proud of it. That much was clear in the way he studiously kept it clean. If there was a speck of dust anywhere, I’d be crowned homecoming king.

      “So, what happened at my house?”

      “Reaper, the guy that opened the door, he’s a right asshole. I don’t know how you put up with him. He’s obnoxious and definitely suffers from little man syndrome. Only it’s not his dick size he’s trying to compensate for. It’s how expendable he is.”

      I grimaced. Of course Reaper would try to make himself seem like a decision maker for the club. After years of him crashing at our place, it was practically his MO. Once Jare tried to kick him out, then he went off on how he’d have his club beat her ass. He said they’d make her regret her treatment of him. She relented. Things settled down, and she forgot all about it.

      “What made you think it was a good idea to go there? I’m sure they filled you in on what happened Saturday night.” It was a weird feeling to blush. I spent so much time building myself up to be the exact opposite of what I had at home, sometimes I forgot what it was like to make bad decisions or have someone truly see me in the light I so often avoided.

      “Man, you know Astrid. She’s not going to forget you could be in trouble. If I didn’t take her to your place, there was no telling what she’d do or who she would harass to find your address. And aren’t you glad I went with her instead of her going solo?” He raised his eyebrows when he glanced at me.

      “Yeah, I’m glad about that. I was hoping from the way I stormed out, she’d be pissed and forget about me for a while.” He started to protest. “I know it wouldn’t have been forever, but I hoped it would have bought me a few days while she stewed.”

      “There was no stewing. She threw down pretty quick that we would help you or get out of her way… What happened with the Devil’s Hands, Jonah?” His words started off as affectionate and frustrated, but quickly dropped to somber.

      “I’m not ready to share yet. I only want to tell it once, so if Astrid is really determined to be involved, we’ll get everyone together and I’ll tell you all what happened. There’s only so much shame a man can take, and retelling it four times would exceed that limit.” I stared out the window, avoiding his gaze. I could feel his gaze on me, but I wasn’t in the right place to have this conversation. I’d already shared too much. And with Beck of all people.

      “Now’s as good a time as any to tell you what happened with Astrid. You missed a hell of a morning.”

      That was enough to pull me away from my thoughts, and I sent him a questioning look.

      “Oh yeah, I missed it myself, but I heard all about it from the others. After we left Iron Horse, we all went to Astrid’s. I didn’t stay long, but Thatcher and Rhys didn’t feel right leaving her alone. The two cunt muffins that cornered you didn’t really get a good look at her, but she was shaken up. I doubt she’s ever witnessed violence that wasn’t at the hands of her mom.

      “So Thatcher and Rhys stayed the night, and to stay close to her, Rhys slept on the floor and Thatcher shared her bed. Purely innocent, I’m told.” He grumbled like he wasn’t happy about missing out.

      “No…” I could see where this was going.

      “Exactly. Mother Dearest came home early and walked right in to see two guys in Astrid’s room, one of which was in her bed.” He nodded.

      “Damn. Is Astrid okay?”

      “You mean after her mom attacked her and tried to verify her virginity? Yes, she’s good now.”

      “Fuck. Seriously? She did that?” I slammed my hand on the dash and twisted to fully face Beck.

      “Man, chill out. Cherry doesn’t deserve your anger.”

      “You named your car?” I quirked a brow while taking a deep breath to slow my heart rate.

      “It’s not a name as such. More of a nickname so I don’t have to refer to her as the ‘stang. That seems lame to me.” He shrugged defensively.

      “Back to the important part of the conversation. Where is Astrid now?”

      “She’s at Rhys’. She called her dad and had a very productive conversation. He didn’t fight her too hard when she said she couldn’t stay there now. Which was a miracle. So for now, her and Rhys are roommates.”

      “I’m glad she’s okay.” I also wished I’d been there for her. Man, was I an ass. If I came out of this alive, I’d be a good friend. The best. I’d tutor her in math for free.

      I thumbed her name in my phone and without putting too much thought behind it, on the off chance I’d talk myself out of it, I texted her.

      ME: I heard what happened. I’m sorry. I’ll talk to you tomorrow at school. J

      It sent, and almost immediately I received a response.

      ASTRID: You’re alive! Thank God. You have some explaining to do. Tell me you’re safe for now.

      Her message teased a smile right out of me. Beck glanced over as I typed out my next few words.

      “What’s got you smiling like that?”

      “Astrid and her smart words.”

      “Not you too.” He groaned and covered his face.

      I had no idea what he was talking about, but it didn’t seem important right now.

      ME: I am. I’m with Beck.

      Several minutes later one more message came through.

      ASTRID: Good.
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      I can’t say I’ve ever had the desire to visit anyone in the prison. I didn’t even know anyone locked up. Not anyone important to me.

      The barbed wire ringing the fence warned inmates from getting any crazy ideas, and doubly gave the dual purpose of warning others that this place was one you didn’t fuck with. I shivered just thinking about the kinds of people held inside this place. How bad of a crime needed to be committed before society decided you got time behind the barbed fence?

      “You don’t have to come in with me.” Jonah tugged at his collared polo shirt and rolled his shoulders back.

      He wouldn’t admit it, but he was scared shitless. Whatever was in those letters really shook his world up. Poor guy.

      I still thought he was an idiot. And the chances that he’d live to see his next birthday were almost non-existent, but something about his formidable intelligence, and nerdy snobbishness was growing on me.

      “It’s fine. I’ll sit in the waiting room while you do your thing.”

      He nodded mechanically and led the way. Inside, I headed straight for the chairs that lined the edges of the waiting room. A third of the seats were taken by depressed and hopeless people. I imagined they had lost hope a while ago. When their loved one’s sentence was served, they might be able to rekindle that little bit of hope, but I wouldn’t bank on it. Even when they were out, they would still be convicts, still have the stain of this place following them wherever life led them.

      I looked back to Jonah who appeared to be having a heated conversation with the woman at the front desk. She was apologetic, but coming to the end of her patience. With hands on the arm of the chair, I went to stand up, then Jonah stiffly nodded and strode my way.

      “Let’s go.”

      “What’s wrong? I thought Sunday’s were family visit day?” I jogged to catch up to him as he exited the building.

      “Just…just give me a minute. Please.” He walked over to a small, shaded bench under a large tree, his hands linked together over the top of his head.

      “Jonah, are you gonna pass out? Maybe you should sit down and put your head between your knees.” I hovered to the side, flapping my arms like an idiot. What could that woman have possibly told him that upset him this bad.

      “No, but Beck.” He gulped in air like it was on short supply. “They said my mother’s dead. She passed almost two years ago.”

      My eyebrows kissed my hairline.

      That… that hadn’t even been on my radar of possibilities. How could he not know something happened to his mother?

      “Ah, man. I’m sorry. They should have notified you.” Right? That seemed like it would have been somewhere in their procedures.

      “She said they did. In their records, Jarica is listed as the next of kin. Well, actually me, but Jare is my guardian. She was notified.”

      “What? What a screaming cunt. How could she not tell you?” I flapped my arms some more before I realized what I was doing. I always thought I had a shit deal with a druggie mom, but she was never cruel. Only… neglectful. I could have had it a lot worse.

      Looking at Jonah, who was trying to calm down and hide his broken heart, I knew someone that did have it worse. Some of my anger with Jonah disappeared as if it had never been, and I was left there with an emptiness. How did I act with him now? I doubted indifferent was going to work anymore.

      “I don’t know. She never liked my mom, even though their lives are damn near parallels. And I hated my mom. She might have thought I wouldn’t have cared.” He shrugged but the effect was lost when I caught sight of the mist covering his eyes.

      “Still. Even if you hated her and she had no part in your life, she should have shared with you that your mom passed. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      I shuffled him back to my car and when we were both buckled in, I hit the road.

      “Jonah, where are you staying? I’ll take you back there, or we can meet up with Astrid and the guys. You shouldn’t be alone right now.” I rubbed my fingers over the stitching on the steering wheel.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught his headshake. “I need words. I can’t watch you while I’m driving. Where do you want me to drop you off?”

      “At my car is fine. I need to be alone right now.” If I wasn’t mistaken, he was flushed. An odd reaction.

      We stopped at a red light and I angled toward him. “That’s not going to work for me. You shouldn’t be alone. Even if you don’t want to talk about it, you shouldn’t be alone. Where did you stay last night?”

      “God! All right. You want to know? I stayed in my old house. Out on Gilbertson County Road.” He squirmed in his seat and stared straight ahead.

      “Why is that such a big deal?” I knew where he lived now. There’s no way he would be more ashamed of his old house compared to his aunt’s trailer. I’d already been to his place. So had the others.

      “Because …” he mumbled under his breath, but I couldn’t understand anything after the first word.

      “What was that?” I prompted.

      “It’s condemned. No one lives there now. I had nowhere else to go.”

      Pity and anger warred within me. This guy. His pride must be the size of Pike’s Peak for him to actually believe that.

      “No. You had somewhere to go. You still have somewhere to go. If you don’t believe that, you’re more stupid than I thought you were.” I sighed, running through my options. “This is what we’re going to do. You’re coming home with me. I have my own place, and you can stay there. It’s out of the way and no one will see you coming or going. Just don’t let anyone follow you home. It would be obvious because several of the roads are long open stretches.”

      “I can’t do that. The whole reason I didn’t take Astrid up on her offer was to protect her. I won’t do that to you either. You shouldn’t have to pay for my mistakes.”

      “I’m not going to pay for them. If it comes down to my life or yours—or Astrid’s—I’ll happily hand your ass over. But I can’t in good conscious let you stay in a place that could fall down around your ears from a stiff wind.”

      His head rocked back. “It’s not that bad. It’s only been condemned for four years.”

      That was cute. He was protective of his childhood home. Well, good for him.

      “Can I trust you to follow me to my place, or do I have to hold you hostage? And I will. I have no qualms about locking you in my spare bedroom and calling in reinforcements. They’ll straighten you right out.”

      It was possible I was putting too much weight on the thin thread connecting us all, but if he had no one else to lean on, then it was up to us to bring him around to common sense.

      As Astrid would say, he needed a come to Jesus talk. I grinned and when I glanced at Jonah, he looked a little frightened.

      Good. It was good to keep him off balance. If he thought I was crazy, he would be less likely to run off and do something else stupid.

      “Fine. I’ll follow you.” It sounded like I forcefully plucked each word out with barbed tweezers.

      I nodded. “We’ll gather everyone soon. You aren’t alone. Even if I never liked you, I won’t leave you swinging in the wind if I can do something about it.”

      Oh, how my song had changed. Astrid was making me grow a conscience. More like, now that I was committed, I wouldn’t back out.

      Or it could have been because he called me for help. Sure, it was because I knew how to change a tire, and he probably couldn’t pay for the work, but having some one on one time with him changed my opinion. Even if only slightly, it was enough.

      Because the ugly truth was, you can’t turn your back on someone when you’ve witnessed their suffering. If you did, it said something altogether different about the kind of person you were.
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      “This is adorable.” I said in the fakest voice I could muster.

      Rhys stared at me like it might have been a mistake to bring me here. “Please don’t.”

      A completely unrepentant laugh bubbled up my throat. It was adorable. That wasn’t a lie.

      In all the times I’d hung out at the cottage, Rhys had never given me the full tour. He hadn’t needed to. We watched TV in the living room since no one else would be coming through. Now standing in the guest room, it became abundantly clear why he’d never offered a tour before.

      A pink and lavender floral blanket covered the bed, complete with matching pillowcases and decorative pillows. It screamed nineteen fifties, in the innocent Peggy Sue way. The rest of the room had similar tones and there were even twinkling fairy lights hanging to give the room that extra bit of teenage femininity.

      “Oh, I bet the bathroom is just as awesome.” I flipped the switch to the personal bathroom and sure enough, there was a continuation of pink and lavender flower buds dotting the shower curtain and towels.

      “All right, that’s enough. Come on out so I can get some homework done. I have to call Coach, too.” He grabbed my shoulders and steered me out to the living room. His body visibly relaxed now that it was around manly décor. It was all hilarious. A much-needed break in my constant state of worry.

      Worry for myself. Worry for Jonah.

      “Why is this one guest suite so…floral?” I snickered

      “The whole cottage used to be decorated in a similar theme. My mom thought it was how a cottage should look. When I started staying here instead of the house, I slowly changed everything in my bedroom and the parts of the house I actually used. The guest room wasn’t the top of my priority list.”

      Looking around the living room decorated for lavish comfort and posh status, no one would ever be able to tell that over a month ago, the room and furniture were wrecked with loose papers and bits of shattered porcelain blown all over the room. That was the night Rhys got into a fight with his dad, after finding out his dad had a sidepiece. In our wildest nightmares, we never would have guessed that sidepiece was my own dad.

      “Hey, what’s that face for?” He tipped my chin up and I gulped at the genuine care and concern in his eyes. This was no fluffy friendship for Rhys. It wasn’t for me either. I had this wild need to grab on to each of the guys and tighten our circle of friendship until we couldn’t live without it.

      “I had a momentary lapse and reality started to pour in.” Goosebumps raced down my arms and legs from such a small, light touch.

      The late afternoon light touched his eyes, and instead of the sky blue I was used to seeing, strips of bright cyan threaded through his irises. I was definitely an eye person. Studying human behavior was so casually addicting because of how expressive eyes were. Even the best actors still had a hard time masking strong emotion in their eyes. And right now, Rhys’ eyes were saying I mattered to him. That I was more than a constant annoyance, or an insufferable burden. It was intoxicating.

      “It’s all going to be okay. I’ll make sure of it, Astrid. Hell, Beck and Thatcher will make sure of it. For now, you’re safe. Your crazy mother isn’t going to break my door down to get to you, and even if she did, she would have to go through me. And Jonah’s with Beck. Which surprises me, but I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth. So right now, no worries. Take the afternoon and work on your pictures. Relax. Have you given any more thought to what you’re going to do for your final portfolio?”

      I pulled away from his touch and snatched my bag on the way to the brown leather couch. For such decorative furniture, it was still pretty comfortable.

      “Ugh, no. Epic ideas are still eluding me.” I blew a strand of hair away from my face as I powered up the computer. Sometimes, when I was alone, I loved to flip through some of my old images. It gave me a sense of power and self-worth. To know I created something others valued, every shot killed a little more of the doubts plaguing me. Not that I was insecure or self-deprecating. I wasn’t, but everyone needed to have a little validation every once in a while. Instead of hearing from others, I got it from my art.

      “I’d like to say I could toss ideas back and forth with you, but if it’s not hitting someone on the rink, I’m useless. You want to call Thatcher?”

      For him to offer up bringing one of the other guys here during our time wasn’t his favorite thing based on the way the long groove in his forehead deepened.

      “He’s waiting to see if Trinity’s going over there tonight, remember? That’s okay. I’ll do some more research and see what speaks to me.”

      The next hour sped by in a series of clicks through Photoshop and unending page turns. I was in a relaxed state that only photography could provide. When Rhys tossed his book to the side, I knew our self-imposed silence was over.

      “Finally. I hate reading. Who cares about what’s actually on the periodic table? If you’re going to use that in life, fine. But there’s no way I’m going to pursue a career in chemistry. Why do I have to take it?” He stretched out in the yellow, embroidered chair and that delicious strip of his toned stomach peeped from under his shirt.

      I quickly averted my eyes and glanced back to the nature program we’d settled on. He liked to put something on that wouldn’t hold his attention while he read, but I loved this show. How could you not want to follow along with the family of beavers as they built their dam? I was completely invested in mother and baby beaver now.

      “You done with the computer?” Rhys jerked his head at my lap.

      “Oh, yeah. I was waiting for you to get done.” I closed it and gingerly set it on the oak coffee table. There were still grooves in the top from the fight Rhys had with his dad. Either his family didn’t care that there was physical evidence of their imperfect relationship, or his parents hadn’t seen it. Knowing the kind of relationship Rhys kept with his parentals, I was sure it was the latter. I’d never seen either in this cottage when I was here.

      “Scoot over. I’ll sit with you while we finish watching what happened to the baby beaver.”

      I made room for Rhys as he fixed a pillow behind his head and propped his sock covered feet over the other end of the sofa. What did I do now? He had me boxed into a neat corner in the arm of the couch.

      “That looks uncomfortable. Come here.” He held out a broad hand like it was no big deal, even though the simple request threw my nervous heart around as if it were at an out of control mosh pit.

      I took a deep breath. We were friends. Snuggling wasn’t something friends avoided or acted awkward about. I had enough awkwardness in my life, and shouldn’t needlessly heap more on for giggles.

      I slid my sweating palm over his and if he noticed, he didn’t comment. With a gentle tug I was stretched out beside him, wedged between his hard body and the cold, leather couch. He yanked on the plush blanket framing the back and flicked it over us. Although there wasn’t a chance in Hell I’d be cold. My body temperature from my insane heartbeat was enough to keep me in a perpetual state of sweat. If anything, I needed him to turn the fan on.

      “Relax,” he murmured and palmed the back of my head as he guided me to rest on his shoulder. Now that I couldn’t see his face and the show had my full attention, it wasn’t long before my body turned lethargic and my eyelids felt heavy. One of his arms held me to him and his fingers absently tracing random patterns over my sweatpants covered hip. It was all very hypnotizing, pulling me in a nice, deep sleep.
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      The gong for a shot scored sounded, and I jerked against the hard surface under me. Hands pulled me back down, startling me enough that I pushed up. Looking down to see what was attacking me, I found a very large, wet spot on Rhys’ gray T-shirt. It was right over his peck. He had to feel the soaked material sticking to his skin. Only he didn’t seem to care.

      He grinned so wide, it was unnatural. For Rhys anyway. He was mostly stoic and serious, hiding his emotions away from the world.

      I groaned and flopped back to my original spot, careful to avoid the wet spot. It also provided an opportunity to discreetly wipe the drool from the skin around my mouth. Gross.

      “Why are you so happy right now. It’s weird.”

      “Because you look like a moody teenage zombie with crazy people living in its hair. I’ve never seen this look on you before.” He chuckled and the movement vibrated through my body.

      Burying my face in his chest, I groaned again. This time louder. I wasn’t a particularly vain person, but I wasn’t sufficiently awake to have this conversation while imitating a zombie.

      “You even sound like one.” His hand squeezed my side and it took all the willpower I had to remain silent.

      His hand smoothed down my thigh until he got close to my knee, and pulled my leg across his hips. My breath stuttered and I held very still. What was he doing? What were they all doing?

      “Rhys?” I dug my fingers into his chest by my head. I needed him to tell me what he was doing. No, I knew what he was doing. I needed to know why.

      “Yes?” He apparently wasn’t as affected as I was by our position. Who knew, maybe he often laid like this with random girls on Sundays. That thought seared my eyelids. This was ridiculous. I couldn’t be possessive of someone I wasn’t dating. Especially not several someones. What did that say about me?

      “What are we doing?” I mustered up the stray pieces of courage and glanced up at him. His eyes were burning and his brow was furrowed. I wanted to snap a picture. How many people could say they’ve been on the receiving end of such a look, it made them feel like they were everything? It was alluringly powerful and I wanted to remember it forever.

      “What do you want us to be doing?” His voice dipped an octave and a full body shiver rocked through my entire body. To my horror, he felt it and pulled me higher, at the same time settling me over him.

      He was going to think I wanted sex. Did I want sex? Of course I did. Who wanted to graduate high school as a virgin? I didn’t, but part of me felt like this wasn’t fair to Thatcher or Beck.

      He threaded strong fingers through my hair, massaging as he went. My eyes fluttered closed and my head dipped.

      “What you said about your first kiss, was that true?” He whispered, as if speaking aloud the words would have the power to break the moment. Surprisingly, they didn’t.

      “Yes. Beck kissed me at my first show in front of the crowd. It was a joke, but it was my first kiss.” I leaned into his hands working magic over my tender scalp.

      “Astrid?” He called and I met his gaze. “This is your real first kiss.”

      I expected his lips to slam down on mine, but they didn’t. He bent his head and he slowly worked his lips over mine. Firm, dry, and commanding, his mouth sipped, taking what I didn’t know how to give. But I was a quick study. I mimicked every move. When his tongue danced across my bottom lip, I returned the movement. When he sucked on my top lip, I caught his bottom in my teeth. I was intoxicated. Why did it feel like I was having an out of body experience? Why was every touch and caress so sharp in my mind?

      And why had I waited so long? I should have had my wicked way with him in the classroom if this was what I was missing out on.

      His hands landed on my thighs and removed any distance between us. With an upward thrust, his erection ground between my legs and I gasped. I throbbed with need. Heat shot straight to my core and my fingers and toes tingled fiercely.

      A magical hand danced over my belly and just when I thought he was going to go farther south, he pulled my shirt down and sat up. I turned my head and squeezed my eyes shut. This was everything right, and everything wrong all at the same time. This couldn’t go any further. As much as I wanted to have these experiences, I wasn’t a one-night stand kind of person. And if I went through with this, I would have had major regrets. Thank God, Rhys stopped. My poor muddled brain was on a vacation, and who knew what I would have done if he pressed further.

      His heavy breathing broke through my thoughts and I slowly met his gaze. His eyes were wild, and dark, telling me exactly how hard it was for him to stop.

      I wanted to speak, to tell him…anything, but no words came to mind. Anything I spouted would make this weird and I didn’t want my first almost sexual experience to be tainted by my brand of crazy. So I didn’t say anything. I pulled him back down to me and slipped an arm around his back, while leaving the other one along my side. He immediately caught on to what I was trying to do and adjusted his position. It was deeply comfortable and numbingly uncomfortable all at the same time. I had no idea there were no good ways to snuggle while facing each other on our sides. My poor arm was squished beneath me.

      “Just so you know, that you let me be your first kiss, your real first, means everything to me.” He brushed hair away from my dampened brow as I caught my breath.

      I finally found my voice. I had just needed him to start the conversation. “It means a lot to me that you wanted to be my first.” First kiss. First almost sexual partner. Did that count? It did to me. There were still a lot of firsts left, but he gave me a beautiful memory I would cherish forever.

      And as luck would have it, the peaceful bliss I’d fallen so easily into wasn’t destined to last for very long. In fact, it was minutes before our little world was disrupted once again.
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      “Don’t answer it.” Rhys murmured into my hair as he tried to fall asleep on the couch with me.

      “It’s Beck’s ringtone. I can’t not answer it. Especially when Jonah is with him.” And just like that my dream world was shattered.

      I sat up and reached for my phone across Rhys’ back. He was massive and it wasn’t easy to bend over him.

      “Hey, tell me you guys are okay.” I demanded.

      “Hey to you too, pretty girl.” I winced at Beck’s endearment. I was a bad, bad person. Did this mean Rhys and I were dating? Did this mean my friendships with Thatcher and Beck were about to come to a screeching halt? I had no answers but heaps of justified guilt.

      “Well, don’t leave me in suspense. After everything that happened last night, I need to know you all didn’t get caught in a turf war.”

      “Turf war? I think you’ve been watching a little too much TV. At most, it would be a shootout, and no, we didn’t encounter one of those. But Jonah has some things he wants to share.” A crinkling came down the line, like either he was muffling the phone, or he was trying to get to another area. “There’s been some stuff going down, and he needs people around him that care.” His voice was low, so he must be trying to hide his conversation from Jonah.

      “Come here. I’ll call Thatcher and see if he can come, he wanted to see Trinity, so I don’t know that he can make it.”

      Beck sounded way too pleased as he answered. “That’s okay. You and Rhys will be enough if he can’t come.”

      “Okay. Sure, Mr. Subtle. We’ll see you soon.” We disconnected and Rhys tossed the phone on the chair, then pulled me back down beside him.

      “I take it, we’re about to have company?” I was impressed at the lack of disgruntled inflection in his voice. If he were Beck, he would have been highly annoyed someone was interrupting our alone time. Although, he just took one of my firsts, which probably kept him smug.

      “Beck said Jonah’s ready to talk and that he needs people around him right now.” I pinched my lower lip between my fingers.

      Please let Jonah be okay. I would feel like absolute crap if he wasn’t and I was here having the best, and only non-self-induced orgasm of my life. Beck didn’t sound torn up, so there was that.

      “I’m going to grab something to eat while we wait for them.” I checked the fridge and cabinets looking for something to busy myself with. I might as well make enough to feed the guys, so I settled on a box of delightful Hamburger Helper. We didn’t have it often because according to Mother Dearest a good wife makes healthy meals, but it was a secret favorite of mine.

      Rhys leaned a hip next to me as I started to brown the meat. He seemed like he was preparing for an important chat. And really, I needed the chat as much as he did. I needed clear boundaries, and precise clarification on what happened on the couch.

      “Rhys, since you’re here, can we talk for a minute?” Even though I started the conversation, I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at him. One, I didn’t trust myself not to turn fifty shades of tomato, and two, I couldn’t risk getting distracted by his Viking allure.

      “We are talking, are we not?” Smooth, cultured words distanced him from me. He crossed his arms over his muscular chest, causing his T-shirt to strain over his pecs.

      “I mean before they get here. Can we talk about what happened?” The hamburger popped and sizzled as I moved it around the skillet.

      He didn’t respond at all. I watched out of my peripheral, but he didn’t even seem to be breathing. Why would he go all statuesque on me now? He was doing a damn good impression of David, with utter stillness and hidden emotions. I couldn’t take this anymore. I needed to know exactly what was going through his head.

      “Rhys. How is this going to change things?” I placed the spatula in the spoon rest a little harder than I meant to, causing a sharp tinkling to fill the air.

      When I finally gave Rhys my complete attention, he eyed me warily as if he wasn’t sure what the right answer was. He knew enough about me by now to know I wouldn’t appreciate pretty lies. I wanted the truth in all its ugly glory. If he thought what we did was going to ruin friendships, I needed to know.

      “Do you want things to change?” He answered my question with a question.

      “No. I really like you. But I…” I wasn’t sure how to tell him how I really felt. Which gave me a whole new level of appreciation when asking for his feelings. Baring your soul to someone was hard, making your heart vulnerable. Us broken people, we understood just how dangerous that type of faith could be.

      “But you like the others too.” It was a statement.

      “Yeah, I do. I’ve never had a tight friendship with people like I have with you, Beck, Thatcher, and Jonah. It’s been a Godsend these last few months at a new school, in a new town. I…I’m this mixed ball of emotions and the only thing I know is that I can’t choose between any of you. Please don’t make me.” I implored him with my eyes to understand where I was coming from, but his face kept the blank mask he sported so well.

      “Say something. Tell me what you’re thinking.” I already felt about two inches tall, and his lack of response was tearing my heart into tiny pieces. Why couldn’t I have had better willpower? I acted on the sexual tension and now I fucked everything up.

      Rhys sighed and scratched the back of his head. “I get it Astrid. I really do. And I don’t want to be the reason you lose friends. I can’t say I don’t have feelings for you. I have so many feelings it’s hard to get through a full hour without thinking about you. If it were up to me, I’d spread the word far and wide that we’re together and you’re off limits. And believe me, I would have to make that clear. I doubt I could stomach watching someone with you and not bash their face into the wall. Preferably a brick one. But I can see you don’t want that. I’m not even going to ask it of you.”

      His declaration built me up and tore me apart all at the same time. How could he be so understanding?

      “What happens now?”

      “We continue as we were. No more kissing or touching of any variety.” He huffed and I couldn’t stop the grimace that stamped across my face. Or the laugh.

      I didn’t want to stop. I’d barely gotten a taste of what it could be like and we were already calling it quits? But what could I say? Let’s be friends with benefits? Let’s just see where it goes, but Beck and Thatcher have the same courtesy while you sit home on the couch?

      On that thought, “Okay. No more. Can I just ask, if you do spend time with another girl,” I winced at the uncomfortableness of my request. “Please don’t bring her here while I’m here.”

      “You’re seriously asking me that. You think I would bring another girl here?” His voice rose and he shoved away from the counter.

      I pulled the hamburger from the stove to drain the grease and give myself a few extra seconds to formulate my thoughts. “No. Yes. I don’t know. I can’t promise I won’t kiss Beck or Thatcher. I can’t expect you to not see other people if I can’t commit to you. Right?” I asked. It made me an incredibly selfish person that I wanted him to say he would be perfectly okay with that.

      “Okay.” He looked at me like he couldn’t quite figure out how my mind operated, and maybe even a little hurt. “If I want to see someone else, I’ll go elsewhere.”

      “Fuck.” I dropped my head into my hands. “I haven’t even spent a night here and I’ve already messed everything up.” This was exactly how Mother Dearest expected me to act. Call me Babs. Short for whore of Babylon.

      “No, Astrid. This wasn’t all you. It wasn’t even mostly you.” I was pulled into strong arms and cradled as if I were something precious. That action alone made me wish I could feel differently, but I couldn’t decide between them. I couldn’t.

      “I could have stopped you and told you how I felt before I let you go too far. I was lusty, and out of my mind. I blame teenage hormones.”

      He cracked up and rocked me side to side. “See, this is why I like you. You spout weird shit and it’s so natural for you. You’re not at all like the other girls I’ve dated. Or like the girls my parents try to push me toward. And I was definitely the instigator. Forgive me?”

      He slid a hand into my loose locks and angled my face up. His lips brushed against mine once, then twice.

      “Rhys,” my eyes fluttered shut. “Maybe it’s not such a good idea that I stay here.” I’d always scoffed against the church because I saw how hypocritical the congregation could be. Constantly bringing attention to their good deeds and sweeping their bad under the rug.

      But now, I saw that I was a person who needed constant reminding to stay on the good path. Because the temptation of Rhys being so close was too strong to deny, and we were now living together, no matter how temporary.

      “No, no, no. You need to be somewhere safe. I’ll stop.” He slowly disentangled our limbs and moved back, putting at least two feet of lonely space between us. “My fault. I can’t help it.”

      He disappeared down the hallway, leaving me to finish dinner. This was a disaster.

      With impeccable timing, there was a knock on the door as soon as I flipped the knob to turn the burner off. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants as I turned around. It was easy to keep my mind to other things when I was cooking. Now that they were here, I wasn’t quite sure how to act.

      Beck studied me like I was his next masterpiece in progress, and it was only a matter of time before he had me right where he wanted me. He knew my moods and facial expressions. There was zero chance he wouldn’t read into the tension between Rhys and me and not think something happened.

      Yippie, I couldn’t wait to see what happened.
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      “Yo, Astrid. Open the door. The neighbors are starting to look at me funny.” Beck called through the distorted glass.

      Amused, I let them in. He was always cracking self-deprecating jokes about how he didn’t fit in with Rhys or the well to do. Good thing money and status didn’t matter to me. Now I just needed to convince Beck he was enough on his own and it didn’t matter what twats like Mr. Bennet thought of him.

      “Please don’t say stuff like that. I get offended on your behalf and you’re the one making the jokes.” I moved to the side to let him in. Jonah followed behind him, somewhat subdued. He completely avoided eye contact with me and headed directly toward the living room.

      Nuh-uh. That wasn’t how this was going to go down. I stomped after him and tugged on his arm. When he turned around, I threw my arms around him. It was stiff and awkward, and he couldn’t have made it more obvious that he would rather use a cheese grater on his butt cheeks than get a hug from me. Whatever. He didn’t have a choice after what he put me through.

      “What the hell were you thinking? Leaving us like that to worry over you? And I did. Not knowing the truth played havoc on my brain. I’m so glad you’re okay.” I hugged him tighter, then pushed him at arm’s length to get a decent look at him. Until I saw for myself that he was relatively unharmed, horrifying pictures of him in the alleyway plagued me. Jonah nearly passed out, leaning on the dirty brick wall, sitting in God knew what.

      He was wearing the same clothes as he wore last night, wrinkled well beyond Jonah’s acceptable public standard. His face was still swollen and the bruising was beginning to settle into a purplish blue. As an artist, the colors were striking, and I’d have loved them on anything else. But now, I would always associate these particular colors with Jonah’s pain. Damn him.

      “You’re not to do anything stupid like that again. You hear me? You’re too important to me for you to get yourself killed. Not to mention how are we going to get you out of this mess? I hope you came here to give us answers. It’s the least we deserve after everything you put us through.” I huffed.

      “Astrid. He gets it. I don’t think you have to berate him for his choices. If anyone understands the level of shit he’s in, it’s Jonah.” Beck steered me away from Jonah and toward the living room with hands on my stiff shoulders.

      My breath came in fast spurts and my heart was beating so hard, I could take my pulse without even touching any of my arteries. Beck was right. I was too worked up. The culmination of the last twenty-four hours was catching up to me and I was going to crack soon.

      “Fine. I’ll sit right here next to Jonah, while he explains what happened.” I glared at him until he begrudgingly took the seat beside me. He left a few inches of cushion between us and refused to look me in the eye. In fact, the coffee table must have held the knowledge of life with the way he was trying to divine its secrets. His glasses were lopsided and a crack ran along the plastic. I’d have to ask Rhys for some kind of tape to fix his glasses.

      Rhys walked in and took up a sentry position on the far side of the room. Beck settled in Rhys’ chair and we all waited.

      “I’m sorry. I should start with that. I never meant to hurt you, Astrid.” Jonah twisted and the apology was strong in his eyes along with something else that I couldn’t quite identify.

      “Why don’t you start with what’s going on with the Devil’s Hands and then we can move on to the other stuff.” Beck was being rather comforting and supportive.

      Not that it surprised me. Beck was the kind of person that loved with his whole heart and would give the shirt off his back, and maybe his shoes too, if it was asked of him.

      But he had never been fond of Jonah. That he would have done a complete turnabout surprised me. Pleased me and surprised me.

      “Okay. I’ll start at the beginning.” He talked about his acceptance into college, and how even with his scholarships, he wouldn’t be able to cover the tuition. During this part of his story, he cast his eyes downward as if he wasn’t worthy of our attention or concern. I placed my hand in his and squeezed his fingers so he’d know he wasn’t alone. That’s all most of us wanted wasn’t it? To know we weren’t alone.

      “It was stupid and arrogant and I’m paying for it ten times over. I thought if I could do a few jobs and gather enough security, I’d be able to walk away. It never crossed my mind that they would want to kill me. But I guess it should have. Beck and Mike have been touting enough that you never walk away from that type of life. And my mom was another lesson.” His voice cracked and he turned his head sharply away from us.

      “It’s all going to be all right, Jonah.” I murmured. “You have people that care about you and we’ll make sure you’re safe.” I rubbed soothing circles on his back.

      “No, it’s not. My mom. I hated her. I hated her for leaving me, and choosing to make drug runs and whatever the fuck she did to get sent to prison. In my mind, it was all black and white. Her weak-willed decisions tore our family apart, and it was all her fault. I never visited her once in prison. Never took her calls.” His shoulders shook with silent sobs and he ripped his hand away from mine as if my touch burned him.

      I sent a questioning look at Beck. Obviously, I was missing something, and Beck knew what it was. Rhys looked equally confused.

      “Do you want me to tell them?” Beck said quietly.

      “No. No.” He scrubbed his tears away like they were the physical manifestation of his shame. “My mom died in prison and I never mourned her. I didn’t give the first fuck about her there. All that was on my mind was how to get away from this place and away from her. What kind of fucked up person does that?”

      Sorrow permeated the air and bit into my skin. Tears gathered in my eyes and a lump built in my throat. Did she just pass? Was it a while ago, but something dredged up the memory? It didn’t matter. Jonah believed what he said, but it wasn’t true. It hurt to watch him go through this and he thought he hadn’t mourned his mother?

      “Wait here.” I went to the bedroom I had claimed and pulled out my camera. The lens snapped easily into place and I carried the familiar weight back out to the living room. I touched Jonah’s shoulder and when he looked up at me, I whispered, “do you trust me?”

      He glanced at my hand, but from the vacant stare, I didn’t believe he saw what I had. Or he hadn’t comprehended what I intended to do. He nodded, and I dimmed the lights in the living room until only the light over his head shone down with any brightness.

      “Astrid, maybe now isn’t the best time.” Rhys started but I cut him off with a look that said, ‘fuck off’.

      I snapped pictures of Jonah from different angles. His head caught in his hands and the muscles in his throat bulging from his effort to hold in his sobs. When I called his name, I snapped a more shots of his face. His red-rimmed eyes, the stained tracks on his cheeks, as well as the way the skin pinched under the outside corners of his eyes.

      Satisfied with what I had, I turned the lights back up and sat back in my spot beside him. “Jonah, look at these.”

      He looked, studying every picture that I stopped on. The heartbreak was so vivid, anyone looking at these photos would know that something life altering had happened, and they couldn’t help but share his grief with him.

      “You can’t say you didn’t mourn her. You can’t say she meant nothing to you. These pictures are proof of your mourning. Anyone looking at these will know something important was taken from you. Whether it was the relationship you wish you could have had, the opportunity to say the things you wish you’d said, or a life that was cut short too soon, this shows you exactly what kind of person you are.” I waited for my words to sink in and when he sucked in a sharp breath, I knew I’d broken through. At least a little bit. “You’re mourning her now.

      “I’ll send these to you. When you start thinking about what a bad, horrible person you are, look at these.” I froze on the close-up picture of the shattered grief on Jonah’s face. “This is a picture of someone who loved big and mourned hard. You can’t possibly think you’re a selfish fuck up after looking at this.” I softly wiggled the camera in front of his face.

      He wrapped his fingers over mine and pulled the screen closer. Rhys and Beck both came to stand behind the couch so they could see what had him so mesmerized.

      “These are…thanks, Astrid.” Jonah barely spoke above a whisper. He dropped my hands and gave me a hug of his own, pressing a salty kiss to my forehead.

      The moment was tense and moving, and strange in a way I hadn’t experienced before. Beck and Rhys each laid a hand on Jonah’s shoulder and we sat in companionable silence. Eventually they came back around and settled on the loveseat and chair.

      “Jonah, this evidence. Is it really backed up in several places?” I said after I’d returned the camera to its bag in my room.

      “Yes. It’s pretty damning, which is why I’m surprised they’d rather kill me than let me leave.”

      Beck rubbed his chin. “They’d rather feel secure in the fact that the evidence is destroyed than you could come back and blackmail them later.”

      “Can we see it?” I asked.

      The tips of Jonah’s ears turned pink and he quickly shot down my request. “No. I don’t want you all at more risk than I’ve already made you just by being friends. But if something does happen to me, it’s on my Gmail drive, a flash drive in my car, and saved under my school account. I gave Beck the passwords to each on the way over. You’re all to send the evidence to at least three police departments to make sure it gets the proper attention it needs.”

      That sounded like he was preparing for the worst and that wasn’t acceptable to me. He wasn’t going to go kindly into the good night. Fuck that. These guys were criminals, but they weren’t invincible.

      “That can be plan never. We need more realistic plans to get you out of this. Beck said the police are out. What are our other options?” I gripped Jonah’s forearm so tight, he’d probably have nail indents in his skin.

      “Maybe if I could talk to the president of the club, I could be threatening enough without offending him. And that’s a big maybe.” Jonah scrunched up his forehead in thought.

      I looked to Beck and he shrugged. “It’s actually one of the better ideas. I’d go with you. But keep in mind, you’d be delivering yourself right into their hands if they’re set on getting rid of you.”

      “Beck!” I yelled. I took back all my thoughts on how he was being supportive of Jonah. That was not a supportive or encouraging comment. That was an ‘oh sure, it might work, or it might kill you even faster’ comment, emphasis on the faster.

      “I don’t actually think it would come to that. We would make it very clear that many people were aware of where we were, and that if he or we suddenly disappeared, their club would be the first suspects.”

      Rhys flipped the remote over in his hands, controlling nothing as the TV was turned off. “If that would work, why wouldn’t threat of the evidence scare them away in the first place?”

      “Because maybe they don’t believe he actually has it?” I guessed. “Or maybe the president doesn’t know about it? It could be his lackeys are making these decisions. Although I could be completely wrong as my only basis for motorcycle clubs are romance books and Sons of Anarchy.”

      Rhys grinned and mouthed ‘weird’ at me. I pretended I didn’t see it at all.

      “Tomorrow after school, we’ll go. If we try this, we can’t let too much time pass. You have to keep going to school, and that’s hard when you’re hiding out from dick squeak and his friends.” Beck decreed.

      “What does that even mean?” I said. It was the weirdest insult I’d ever heard.

      “It doesn’t matter what it means. It’s an insult, and Reaper knows it. That’s good enough for me.” Beck shrugged nonchalantly. He really didn’t care. And he probably didn’t know what it meant either. It just sounded gross to him.

      “Okay. Tomorrow’s as good as any.” Jonah was subdued, missing his usual crankiness and it unsettled me.

      “Are you still good to walk with me to my classes and eat lunch in the library?” I touched his arm with an unsure hand. He better be willing to still spend time with me tomorrow. How else would I know he was okay throughout the school day?

      “That should be fine. Other than Mike, I don’t think any of their other recruits are aware I was even doing jobs. I’ve literally only been working for them since after your portfolio night.”

      “I wish you would have talked to us about it then. We could have told you how stupid of an idea it was.” Beck said.

      “Thanks. I’m sorry I didn’t come to you sooner.” Jonah deadpanned, but there was a spark of relief in his eyes. Relief we hadn’t berated him too much? Or it could simply be because we still cared about him.

      “Seriously. What you have to know is that going to fancy college doesn’t make you a worthy person. Going to a community college is just as good. It doesn’t close doors for you to go to a big university later.” Jonah gave Beck the oddest look. Beck must have hit the nail on the proverbial head.

      I agreed one hundred percent. If Jonah bothered to look away from Beck, he would have seen both Rhys and I nodding our agreement. There were more than one solution to any problem. If one answer suddenly wasn’t available anymore, you find another one. The correct way was not to hold on to the original answer by any means necessary, especially if the cost could be your life.

      Jonah gulped. “I know that now. I’ve done a lot of self-reflecting over the last few weeks. And I agree. The need to make people acknowledge me as someone important doesn’t look the same when my future is uncertain.”

      I wanted to correct him. Assure him that he would get out this completely safe, but I couldn’t lie to him. Even though I’d done it earlier in the night, now that I knew the dire brevity of the situation, I couldn’t ply him with pretty lies to make him feel better. No, he needed the ugly truth. The only thing was, he was already very aware of it.
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      Beck was ridiculous. Even though Astrid was staying with me, he still pushed to be Astrid’s ride to school. He didn’t get enough time with her, he said. He couldn’t let the rest of us swoop in and make her forget about him, he said.

      Beck was such a loud personality, there wasn’t a chance Astrid would forget about him. It was probably for the best that she rode with him anyway. After our talk yesterday, I was fuming and angry, but at myself.

      I knew Beck and Thatcher wanted her. I knew they were laying down bright, blinking signs for her to follow, making her aware of their interest. Did I care? No. I should have followed my gut and left well enough alone. I was trying to get a full ride scholarship anyway. And that would take me far away from here.

      With Astrid gone, I locked up the cottage and strolled to my Rover.

      “Hey, Rhys. Wait up.” Trey called as he jogged over to me.

      I sneered but he wasn’t fazed. He knew I hated him but it was like he got a sick satisfaction out of clinging to my ass.

      “What?” I growled as I opened my door, not even giving him the courtesy of my attention. If there was one thing my father taught me, it was that you didn’t give your time to people who didn’t deserve it. If you did, it gave them an overinflated sense of importance. This was a lesson I actually believed in.

      “Don’t be like that, man. I wanted to apologize and ride with you to school. We’re supposed to call Coach together.”

      Were we? I checked my messages and there was one missed text directed at both of us to call him. Damn.

      “I’ll call him on my own. You’re not riding with me. You can’t even go back to school until Wednesday.” I climbed in and slammed the door. What was wrong with him? I had strong suspicions he had more issues than Playboy and was more dangerous than the all-American boy next door mask he tried to put on.

      Dad was happily blind to the facts and remained deliriously supportive in his defense of him. Past accusations hadn’t mattered or that I stood against him. I was in the wrong by not circling around him. The Bennets were gods and stuck together. Yeah, right.

      I did need to call the coach though. I knew he was already aware of the situation, but I’d been putting it off. With our break last week, it was too easy to wait until this morning to call him.

      “Rhys, son. How are you?” Coach Boyles answered his phone.

      “Good, Coach. Could be better, but good.” I adjusted the volume as I began the drive in to school.

      “Sorry to hear that. And as you’re probably aware, we need to talk about what happened at school last week.” He sounded regretful and I wasn’t sure I was going to like where this was heading. “I wish you would have called me first.”

      Damn. I was so stuck on what happened with Astrid and Jonah that I was distracted. Several times I planned to call him and never gotten around to it.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been crazy at home. What do you know about what happened?”

      “I only know what your father told me. Is Trey with you?” The way he said father told me exactly how he felt about the man. They’d never seen eye to eye, but for us to remain on the team, he had to put up with his shit.

      He had to know the answer to that. It was no secret I avoided Trey at all possible turns. “No, sir. What did Dad say?”

      “Only that you and Trey got into a fight at school and you both were suspended for a few days. You’re back at school today?” I could imagine the frown on his face. Coach was the one man I respected. He expected the best from us and sensing his disappointment sat like curdled milk in my stomach.

      “I am. Trey comes back Wednesday. There’s a lot more to it than that. I have a friend that he hates. She turned him down a few months ago when he hit on her—if you could call it that. Last week, I was walking down the hall and she screamed for help. I don’t know what he planned, and I doubt he’d tell the truth anyway, but he had her pinned in the bathroom. She was scared and he had her trapped. I couldn’t not interfere.” I ground out.

      “Of course not. But did you have to fight with him?” He was exasperated and I couldn’t blame him. I was frustrated too. There were a million different ways I could have handled the situation, but I would not regret stepping in and telling the principal exactly what kind of man Trey was.

      “There were other ways to handle it. But all I saw was red, and my anger took over. I admit that. I acted before thinking because I wasn’t sure what he planned to do.”

      A gusty sigh traveled down the line and I braced for his next words. “I understand, son. I understand more than you might realize, but I still have to follow the school’s punishment. If you played on a school-run team, you’d each be suspended from two games. And that’s exactly what I have to do. You’ll stay on the bench for the Denver and Fort Collins game.”

      “No.” He was pulling me out of the two biggest games of the season. Those games were the ones the scouts would be at. I needed to be at those games. “Pull me out of two later games. You know what this could do to my chances at a full-ride. This will kill my hockey career.” I hoped he couldn’t hear the thickness to my voice. I was doing a hell of a job pretending it wasn’t there so maybe he could too.

      “I have to. I’ve talked it over with the league and it’s policy for the two immediate games after the transgression. Which are these two games.”

      “Then what’s the point of finishing the season? If you do this Coach, the scouts won’t see me play.”

      “Rhys, I don’t have a choice. I wish I did, but there’s nothing I can do. Your father already knows.” He paused before continuing very carefully. “You don’t need the scholarship, Rhys. Your family has more than enough money to send you to any college you’re accepted into.”

      Fuck him. Fuck him for belittling my dreams and desire to get out from under my family’s name. I wanted to be my own person, and this was how I was supposed to do that. Of all people, I’d talked to him more than anyone else about why I wanted the scholarship. And he threw this in my face? “No. You know why I’ll never accept his money. I’m done with this conversation. If you really can’t do anything as you said, then I guess we have nothing else to say to each other.”

      “You’ll be at practice today?” He said that as if he didn’t expect any other answer than yes.

      “I’m not sure. I need to reevaluate what hockey means in my life if it’s not going to be the way I pay for college.” I disconnected and swung to the side of the road, banging my fist on the dash one, two, then three times.

      This was what it felt like to watch your dreams go down the drain. This was what it felt like to know your own actions, no matter that you wouldn’t change them if given the chance to do over, was the strike that killed your hopes. There had to be another way.

      A rumbling motorcycle pulled up next to me and when I glanced over, Beck was sliding his helmet off. He must have seen something in my face because his mouth slashed down in a grim frown.

      “Everything okay?” He called. I could barely hear him over the roaring pipes, but I pretended I couldn’t.

      I shook my head, placed my SUV in drive and left him sitting there. It was a bitch ass move, but I didn’t have it in me to pour my heart out. That wasn’t who I was.

      And with the sun shining on the frost covered ground, nearly blinding me with the light reflecting off of the glistening ice, I realized an ugly truth.

      The world would go on, and no one would care that one less dream wasn’t going to come true.
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      “Hey,” I greeted Jonah as I stopped next to his chair. Our usual spot in the library seemed so small and cramped today in light of all our troubles.

      He looked up and for once his perfect grooming wasn’t so perfect. His hair was brushed back, but it wasn’t styled, and his glasses were tilted on his face. “Astrid.” He said softly.

      “What do you say we go somewhere different today?” I wedged my thumbs under the straps of my boho backpack. The gold tassels brushed against my arm, but I ignored the tickle, waiting for his answer.

      I didn’t really have a plan, but sitting in the library held no appeal for me today. It wasn’t exactly the nicest weather outside either with winter approaching.

      “I don’t know. I don’t want anyone to see us together just in case. And I don’t have my heavy jacket with me.” He fingered his glasses until they sat more symmetrical on his face.

      I waved it away. “Cold weather isn’t my preferred habitat anyway. We could go to one of the deserted classrooms in E wing. I’d like to see the outside and the dusty, mustiness of the library isn’t doing it for me today.”

      He nodded. “That would be fine. I can still study there and the windows in those classrooms are huge. Let’s go before the hallway gets crowded.” He packed his backpack up and followed me through the hallway and up the stairs.

      I opened the door to the classroom that Rhys and I stopped in last week. Tingles raced down my spine at the memories, but I pushed it away. This wasn’t our room. There was no reason Jonah and I couldn’t sit in here and lock ourselves away from the rest of the world. I needed other memories here anyway, so I didn’t blush every time I passed the threshold.

      He shut the door behind him as I pulled two desks and chairs over to the window. It was east facing, so the sun wasn’t beating us in the face, which was nice.

      It was awkward as we set our stuff out around us. I think it was because he wasn’t sure how to converse with me now that his dreadful secrets were out in the open. Sooner or later he would realize none of that mattered to me. Who he was as a person mattered, because everyone made dumb decisions. I definitely wasn’t excluded.

      “Oh! I almost forgot.” I pulled the black electrical tape out of my bag and plucked his stylish glasses off of his face. “I saw the crack and I thought I would tape it for you. That way it doesn’t splinter more until you can get another pair.”

      “Astrid.” He warned and tried to snatch the glasses out of my hand. I batted him away easily.

      Twisting the frames in my hand to make sure there were no more cracks, something very strange caught my eye. There was no distortion of the desk through the lens as I tilted the glasses back and forth. I flicked my gaze up to his and a small spark of guilt settled in my stomach for pulling this secret out, but I had to confirm it.

      I lifted the glasses and slid them over my face. No change. At all. Jonah was wearing fake glasses. Why would he pretend to have bad eyesight? That was a little ridiculous.

      Jonah pushed out of his chair and towered over me, his hands balled into tight fists as his cheeks turned a mottled, unattractive red. “Astrid, give them back.”

      “Jonah, these are fake glasses.” I stated and handed them back. I wanted to know why he would wear them, but I wouldn’t antagonize him by withholding them from him.

      “I know.” He gritted. Once he had them, he started to put them on, then thought better of it, shoving them into the side pocket of his backpack. I guessed there was no need to pretend with me anymore. But would he continue to leave them off? At least when we were alone?

      “Okay…” I drawled. How do you coax someone to tell you their secrets? I was better at capturing them, but obviously that wasn’t an option in this case. “I don’t care. The glasses make you look hot.” I winced.

      Damn it. I wanted to put him at ease and maybe make him laugh before asking him point blank about his reasoning. Telling him he was hot was not the way to do that.

      He seemed like he agreed because he covered his mouth as he coughed and turned his head away. It was ages before the air cleared of any lingering discomfort and he sat down. The small blue classroom chair squeaked across the floor as he took his seat and he started fiddling with his many school papers. He couldn’t have needed to actually rearrange anything. The guy was doing it to avoid conversation. I wouldn’t let this go that easily. I’d already promised myself our friendship was going to change. This was the start.

      “Jonah.” I waited for him to look up. To have an unobstructed view of his features was foreign and simultaneously exciting. No longer were his eyes partially hidden by his frames, and the geeky appearance melted away. What would he look like in jeans and T-shirt like Beck? “Why do you wear fake glasses?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and counted under his breath. The sound caused my lips to twitch but I reined in my amusement. He’d clam right up if he thought I was laughing at him. I managed to wipe any trace away by the time he was done.

      “Can this stay between us? I know the guys mean well, but I also know they’d never let me live this down.”

      “Of course. I won’t breathe a word of it.” He could trust me. Even when he couldn’t trust himself, he could trust me.

      “I grew up on the other side of town. I know Beck’s told you enough about people over there, and there’s this heavy stereotype that follows everyone around. The rest of the Silver Ranch population expects us to look a certain way, behave a certain way, and live a certain life of crime and ignorance.”

      Beck had shared all this, along with the fact that he believed every inch of it when it came to Jonah. Again, I nodded my encouragement. He seemed to find strength in it, pulling in his own deep breath and straightening his shoulders.

      “When my mom went to prison, and my aunt took me in, I witnessed firsthand what I didn’t want to be. I’d always excelled in school, although I hadn’t tried hard. It wasn’t until I overheard a conversation when I started school here that it shaped the plans I’d later made for myself.” He let out a long breath through his nose. “One of the first mornings, I was walking by the office and a dad stood with his son off to the side. They were talking about how the school lines had changed and all the druggie kids would pollute Silver Ranch High. The son stood up for the druggie kids, saying we had as much right as any to a good education. And his dad’s response was ‘don’t let them fool you. They may make good grades and excel at sports, but their roots will pull them back every time. They can’t hide what they are.’ The dad said ‘you’re better than them and you shouldn’t make friends with them. They aren’t worth your time.’”

      “Wow.” I didn’t have words for all the ways that was supremely messed up. This man was probably one of the biggest church supporters in the area. The hypocrites always were. “I don’t need to tell you that what he said isn’t true, right? He was trying to make himself feel superior.”

      He waved a hand. “I know. I do know that. But to the fourteen-year-old that I was, it was an eye-opening moment. Especially on the heels of my life upending over the summer. Mom was in prison, I lived in a run-down trailer. I was the epitome of what he described. And I vowed to myself that I’d never let that life pull me back. I’d do everything I could to get away. I don’t even want to stay in Colorado. That’s how bad I want to get away… So I did everything I could to be the opposite of what people expected me to be. I aced all my classes. I joined clubs and ran for student counsel. I volunteered. I tutored struggling kids in math and science, and got paid pretty well. That’s how I make money.

      “I don’t have a job at a fast food place or the movie theater like most kids. I use my brain to make extra money and I saved up to go to the thrift store. I only bought khakis and slacks, Polo’s and button downs. I dress like someone in Silicon Valley, and adopted everything that would give someone the first impression that I was worth it. Even down to glasses. Because smart people have bad eyesight, right?” He scoffed like hearing about his decisions out loud was absurd.

      “I get it.” I bent forward in my chair. He tilted his head, and it seemed like even though he wanted to say more, he ran out of words. “My dad has been involved in the church my whole life. He and Mother Dearest have made it their life goal to be everything the community expects them to be. Only they aren’t, not really. They just want everyone to think they are. And they push that on me. The way they abuse the Bible and its lessons has pushed me so far from religion and the vision they have of what a perfect daughter should be, I’ve rebelled in the only way I know how. Why do you think I dress the way I do?”

      “You mean like a hippie?” A small grin crosses his face.

      I sniffed delicately in offense. “I prefer the term boho. The style embodies free spirit and individuality. One, it’s a big f u to my parents. Two, it’s pretty. It’s a win win.” I shrugged and grinned back. “So yes, I understand exactly what you went through. But you don’t have to do that anymore, Jonah. Soon, you’re going to graduate, and you’ll never see any of these people again. Small minds in a small pond don’t matter. You’re going to do great things, Jonah, I feel it.”

      His face took on a heartbreakingly ugly grimace. “You mean if I live past high school.”

      Fuck. How could I have forgotten about the Devil’s Hands? He must believe I was the most insensitive person. “That’s not what I meant at all.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t blame you. I had grown too complacent about that kind of life. I’ve lived in textbooks and debate team meets the last few years.”

      “Oh, Jonah. I don’t think anything like that at all. I might not know you as well as I do the others, mainly because they like to talk, but I know you’re fiercely loyal, crazy smart, and doggedly determined. You’re going to make it past this if I have to buy you a plane ticket to Mexico with my savings.”

      He didn’t find any humor in my joke, except it wasn’t a joke. If it would keep him safe, I’d buy a ticket for him right now.

      “Well, let’s hope Beck’s plan works. I have no idea what the president knows or doesn’t know, and if we can convince him that I’d never turn him in if he leaves me alone, then maybe all this will go away.”

      I studied the tense set of his mouth and the bulging vein along his neck. “You don’t believe it will work, do you?”

      He violently shook his head as if he was barely holding it together. And maybe he was. In his place, I’d be a blubbering mess while I held my camera to my chest, thinking on all the art I didn’t have a chance to make.

      “No, I don’t. Beck had the right of it when he said it would be me delivering myself directly on a silver Devil’s Hand platter.”

      “You have to have faith, Jonah.”

      “I thought you hated all things religious.”

      Is that what he pulled from this conversation? “Did you know that the Bible says nothing good about church? Church is run by man, and is influenced by man. And you know as well as I do, that men in power are corrupt. Especially ones that believe they have a few Bible verses to back them up. That’s what I hate. I believe in God. I believe in faith, justice, and mercy. I just don’t feel people should blindly follow another person because they carry a Bible in their hand.”

      “That’s… pretty deep.” A flash crossed Jonah’s eyes before he continued. “I can’t have faith in something I know will backfire.”

      “That right there is what is going to get you killed! Haven’t you ever heard the saying ‘if you think you can’t, you can’t’? The power of thought is a miraculous thing, and you can’t believe you’re defeated before you even try. That’s stupid. And you’re a lot of things, Jonah, but stupid isn’t one of them.”

      “Yeah, well. We’ll see, won’t we?” He went back to studying and dismissed the conversation. I stared at him for five long minutes, waiting for his acknowledgement. But he acted like I wasn’t there. Fine, he wanted to be done with the conversation. It was done.
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      Ryan caught up to me in the hallway and walked with me to class. I glanced around for Rhys, but he’d been strangely absent all day. It wasn’t a big deal for the first couple classes, but now it was starting to worry me.

      “Did you hear what I said?” Ryan tugged on the ends of my hair.

      “Sorry. My mind was a thousand miles away.” I looked directly in his eyes so he knew I was listening to him this time.

      “Pat asked me to meet him after school.” He looked at me expectantly, but I didn’t have the faintest idea what he was expecting.

      “He’s your boyfriend. Shouldn’t you meet him when he asks?”

      Ryan rolled his eyes. “You’re utterly hopeless as a girlfriend. I swear, I’m going to put you through best friend 101. Teach you the ways to properly gossip and offer support to your fellow bitches.”

      “Ry, you’re not a bitch. And you know I hate conversation. I suck at it.”

      “Yeah, but I keep holding out hope. Let’s try this again. I said Pat wanted to meet me after school. You should say, ‘OMG, Ryan. Do you think this means anything?’” he adopts a high pitch valley girl voice and I give him my best dead eye stare. Then I play along.

      “OMG, Ryan! Do you think this means anything? I thought you and Pat were soul mates.” I clutch my hands to my chest and bat big, vacant eyes at him.

      “You still have some work to do, but it was better. If you could just show a little more enthusiasm and throw in a few compliments, you’d be an awesome BFF.” He squinted at me as if he could see it all now. “Back to important things. It was weird how he asked me. All formal and shit. I don’t like it.” He tried to play it off, but there was an underlying tremor to his words. Ryan was head over heels for Pat, and for whatever reason, he was afraid.

      “Weird how?” We reached my locker so I could swap out my books.

      “He usually tells me at the end of school to meet him somewhere. That he asked makes me feel like he wants to discuss something important. I don’t know how I’m going to get through the rest of the day. I feel like hyperventilating.” He pressed a hand to his chest and glanced around the hallway with wide eyes.

      “Why don’t you ask him if everything is fine? Or why he wants to meet after school?” That seemed like the obvious answer to me. Why did everyone have to make everything so complicated all the time?

      “God, Astrid! No, I can’t do that. Then if it truly is nothing, he’ll think I’m insecure in our relationship.”

      Games. Love was all games, even when two people were in a committed relationship. At times like this, I wanted to stamp those pesky hormones to dust beneath my black combat boots.

      “Ryan, if he really likes you, he’ll accept you as you are. And to be honest, you’re the most high maintenance worrywart I’ve ever known. Show him the real you.”

      He gasped. “You bitch! I can’t show him my real self!”

      I banged my head lightly against my locker then headed off toward my class. I loved Ryan, but he was too much for me sometimes. He called out his goodbye and we waved at each other before going our separate ways.

      At the end of the day, I saw Rhys towering over the milling pimply teenagers, and I called his name. He stopped and waited until I caught up to him. Students passed around us like he was a rock in the current, and girls shot me catty glares as they went by. I ignored them and focused on Rhys. Even with me right next to him, he seemed to pretend I wasn’t there.

      “Where have you been all day?” That came out a lot needier than I had planned. I didn’t begrudge him time away from me, but it bothered me that he was being so distant.

      “I’m in a mood and I thought I’d save you from it.” And he was. This close to him, the strain around his eyes and mouth was obvious. I wasn’t one for horoscopes but I needed to check today’s. Everyone was in a mood, as Rhys had put it. Even Beck was grouchy this morning and he was almost never anything but annoyingly perky when he picked me up.

      “Care to tell me about it as you walk me out? Are you dropping me off before practice?” I bumped his shoulder with mine, then immediately stepped back. Touching was bad. Touching brought all kinds of memory feelings to my body that I’d rather not experience in the midst of a hundred people or more.

      Rhys fell into step beside me, but held his words until we got to his Rover. Inside, he piddled with the radio and heat, even the rearview mirror before he backed up out of his parking space.

      “It’s a full moon.” I said, more to myself than him. It had to be. Why else would these guys be essentially PMSing?

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Why are you in a mood? As it turns out, I’m actually a pretty good listener. I might even be able to offer you some sage religious-based advice.” I was aiming to break the cold barrier he’d erected around himself, but he didn’t even crack a smile.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. There’s nothing to be done anyway.”

      That sounded ominous and downright scary. Maybe his dad was giving him a hard time again? My own father hadn’t called me as he said he would, and I was torn between calming relief and pitiful disappointment.

      “Okay. I won’t push. But if you want to talk about it, I’ll be in my new floral room.”

      Still nothing. I sighed and looked out the side window for the remainder of the chilly ride.

      When we pulled up to the cottage, Trey came around the corner right as we were getting out. I tugged the straps of my backpack, contemplating swinging it around as a barrier between Trey and me.

      “Astrid, hey.” Trey smiled as if we were old friends, not the vicious enemies or the savage rivals we were.

      I frowned as he stopped about three feet from me and rocked back on his heels. To someone on the outside looking in, he was the picture of serene confidence. And I wanted to rake knitting needles over his face and string his intestines up around the yard. Someone could say we were not feeling the same.

      “Fuck off, Trey. You’ve done enough. I can barely stand having you in my sight, and if you don’t leave, I can’t be liable for my actions. At least here there’s no fear of suspension.” Rhys growled and braced his fists on the hood of his car. With his arms bowed out and his teeth bared, he was everything Trey should be afraid of. But the idiot still stood there with a small, harmless smile on his face.

      Guilt trickled down my back as I snapped a few unsuspecting pictures of Rhys, catching the unbridled anger emanating from his frame. I’d show him later. He couldn’t be angry with me if I showed him the pictures, right? I was going with that line of thinking. The stack of pictures to show him was starting to add up.

      “I came to apologize. To both you and Astrid. I know I scared you and I promise it won’t happen again,” he flicked his gaze my way as if he actually cared how his actions affected me. Please. “And to you Rhys, I talked to Coach. He told me about the suspension.”

      “Yuk it up, douche face. I bet you’re glad that it happened. All you’ve ever wanted was to one up me in hockey and I bet you had a good long laugh when you heard what games we’re going to be missing. If I thought you could have planned it this way, I’d believe you did it on purpose so I’d miss those games.”

      Miss the games? Rhys had said something about a possible punishment, but it must be worse than he thought it would be. Why did he have to be the one to rescue me? No, that was the wrong sentiment. Why did his cousin have to be such a jackass?

      “That’s hysterical. Like I’d want us both to miss the two most important games of the season. I had no way of knowing you’d be walking by. How could I?”

      “Whatever. You’re just a bitter, broken person trying to make everyone else as miserable as you are. Only you hide behind the excuse that they’re beneath you, and that’s what Dad taught you. Grow up and get counseling. Nothing else is going to help.” Rhys came around the car to usher me to the door, but Trey stopped him.

      “What did you say?” Spittle flew from Trey’s mouth, his face a twist of pure hatred.

      “Move your hands.” Rhys stated calmly, gently pushing me away from him.

      “Repeat what you fucking said!” Trey shouted right in his face.

      I had a moment to think, then I ripped open the camera case slung across my shoulder and prayed I wouldn’t go to Hell for what I was about to do.

      With the camera up to my face, I zoomed in on Trey and started snapping pictures. I captured his rage, the insane glint in his eyes. No one looking at this picture would believe that this guy was polite and well mannered. They would see him for the beast he was.

      “You’re bitter and broken. You live to make everyone miserable, hiding behind the belief that they’re beneath you.” Rhys enunciated each word perfectly as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      Trey’s next move happened in the blink of an eye. He threw a heavy fist at Rhys, who swiftly ducked out of the way, then slammed his shoulder in his stomach, half carrying, half running him into the side of the Rover. I snapped pictures as quickly as I could, catching all the evidence in the first few seconds.

      “Stop! I’m calling the cops!” I shouted as I put my camera away and set my camera bag on the group before running in between them. It was stupid, and I was likely to get punched in the face, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do.

      Neither paid any attention to me, even when I wedge myself directly between them, shoving them away from each other as hard as I could.

      A brick must have slammed into the side of my head because the world did a wicked tilt before everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      “Ma’am? Ma’am, can you hear me?”

      A bright light flashed briefly in each eye. I moaned and tried to move my head, but I couldn’t move. Why couldn’t I move, and why was there a flashlight shining in my eyes?

      Aliens. It had to be aliens posing as angels. I always knew there was some truth to Ancient Aliens. That Giogio Tsoukalos really knew his stuff.

      “She’s coming around.”

      I mustered enough strength to peel one aching eyelid open and stiffened at what I saw.

      Police lights. An EMT and the small flashlight she wielded like a weapon of God.

      What happened? I rode home with Rhys. I tried to get him to talk to me. Trey. Fucking Trey. It was all coming back to me, like an old Celine Dion song.

      “Where’s Rhys?” I croaked. Why did a hard hit to the head make me feel like I had smoked constantly for thirty years? My voice box should be fine.

      “We need to ask you a few questions.” The flashlight lady helped me sit up.

      I searched the area and saw two cop cars, blue lights circling the yard. Each held a person in the back seat. If I squinted really hard, I might be able to tell which car Rhys was in. Because he was in one. Why else would cops be here by the cottage?

      “Ma’am, we need to ask you a few questions.” The lady persisted and blocked my view of the cars.

      “Is Rhys arrested?” If she didn’t answer my questions, I damn sure wasn’t going to answer hers. This was important. I needed to know if they were charging him. This was the last thing he needed.

      The woman sighed like I was the biggest pain in the butt. “Yes, they are both under arrest. Now, can you tell me what happened?”

      I could tell her the bitter truth, or I could lie. What would be best for Rhys? He was over eighteen and this would go on his record if they actually arrested him. Then my pesky set of morals perched on my shoulder, whispering into my ear. I couldn’t lie. But I could show them the crazy side of Trey.

      “It was self-defense. Trey wouldn’t leave Rhys alone. Rhys repeatedly asked Trey to leave and remove his hand, but he didn’t. And then Trey swung at him.” My sentences were short and broken, but I couldn’t muster up anything more to give her. I was drained.

      “Trey said Rhys was egging him on.” She dangled this bit of information in front of me, as if it would make me change my story.

      “No. Trey approached us as soon as we got out of the car and Trey wouldn’t leave. He was the instigator. Can you grab my camera by the back of the Rover?” I pointed in the general direction.

      “Tom, can you grab the camera at the back of the Rover?” The lady called. “Here, drink this.” She pushed a bottle of water and a few Aleve into my hands. “We’re taking you to the hospital to get checked out. Although it’s unlikely you have a concussion, it’s standard procedure to go. Do you have a parent that can meet us there?” She recited as if she were reading off of a script.

      I could not call either of my parentals. I’d been away for one night. One freaking night. If either of them met us at the hospital, they’d drag me right back.

      Think, Astrid. Think.

      “My parents are out of town. That’s why I was staying here with Rhys. I’m over eighteen and have my insurance card with me.” My parents would get a bill, but if luck was on my side, they wouldn’t receive it for several weeks.

      “I’m sorry, but you still need to have someone drive you home.” She didn’t sound sorry at all.

      “Okay, I’ll call a family friend to meet me at the hospital.” I reached for my phone, but it wasn’t in my pocket. “Can you please find my phone?”

      She stepped away and I was left alone to stare into the two shiny cop cars. Rhys was probably scared and furious. How could this have happened? And what had he meant about missing the two hockey games? Hockey was his life. I’d be prickly with the world too if someone tried to take my camera or phone away.

      A man, who must be Tom, appeared with the strap of my camera bag in his hand. I took it and pulled out the camera, switching it on and turning it around so they could see the pictures. Flashlight lady came back just in time to see the screen brighten. They needed to see Trey in the beginning. It would show them just how unstable he was.

      “This is when Rhys told Trey to leave. And to remove his hands. He didn’t.” I let the picture speak for itself.

      On screen, it was different than when I’d looked through the camera. A vein stood out in his forehead, training down the side of his neck. His eyes were bloodshot and the whites around his eyes were completely visible. I was looking at the real Trey—the unstable psychopath with a dangerous thirst for imaginary vengeance. How had no one ever witnessed this side of him? More like the right people had never seen it.

      The lady hummed under her breath as if she wasn’t surprised, and Tom showed no emotion at all as he stared at the picture. When they were satisfied with the shot, they flipped through the other rest of the photos, getting an almost video like view of the first thirty seconds of the fight with as many shots as I’d taken.

      “Trey wouldn’t leave. Trey threw the first punch.” I reiterated. I couldn’t have shouted Rhys’ innocence anymore if I’d actually said the words.

      “I see that. Can we take your memory card?” I nodded. I would give them the camera if it would get Rhys out of trouble.

      They took the card and helped me into the back of the ambulance. The doors shut with an ominous snap when a black Bentley pulled into the drive. My heart beat furiously as I watched the righteous indignation of Mr. Bennet wash over the cops and EMTs. I’d never been so happy to see him before in my life. The slimy, dirty feelings I usually experienced in his presence were absent as I watched him lord over everyone and threaten lawsuits if they didn’t release his son and nephew.

      I had no idea if it worked, because we pulled away before anyone was allowed to leave the back of the cop car.

      As soon as the house was out of sight, I reluctantly flipped my phone over in my palm. I could call Beck, but he was supposed to be going to see the Devil’s Hands tonight with Jonah. It was too important for Jonah to ensure his safety to pull them to the hospital. If I called either, they’d postpone their trip to come to me and Rhys. And really, that was pointless. There wasn’t anything they could do tonight they couldn’t do tomorrow.

      Thatcher it was.

      He picked up on the first ring.

      “Astrid,” his voice was as warm as honey as it poured over me.

      “Thatcher.” I gulped.

      “What’s wrong?” Yeah, I hadn’t done a great job of disguising my out of control emotions.

      “Rhys and Trey got in a fight at their house. I accidentally took a stray hit and I’m on the way to the hospital. Can you meet me there?”

      “Hospital?” He bellowed. “Where’s Rhys and who’s taking you to the hospital?”

      “I passed out. Somehow, the cops were called and when I woke up, the EMTs were with me. I…I don’t know what’s going to happen with Rhys. Can you please meet me at the hospital?” My voice broke and I shoved one hand under my thigh, feeling grounded by the trapped limb.

      More than a few colorful curse words hit my ears. “Which hospital?” He asked gruffly.

      I looked to the flashlight lady sitting strapped next to me and relayed Thatcher’s question. “Mercy Hospital.”

      “Did you hear that?” I turned away from the woman. If I couldn’t see her, it was almost like I had privacy.

      “I’ll be there. See you soon.”

      I dropped the phone in my lap and closed my eyes for the remainder of the ride. Rhys was arrested, Jonah was being hunted, and Beck was jumping in with both feet at my request to help out. Thatcher was the only one who didn’t have any imminent dangers nipping at his heels. Now I had a taste of why Jonah wanted to ghost on us.

      Would Thatcher get pulled into the quicksand from being in our close proximity? That wasn’t a question I could answer, but he wouldn’t stay away even if I really wanted him to.

      The truth was, I was worried about the guys and afraid for their futures. I needed comfort from anywhere I could get it right now.

      “We’re here.” The lady touched my shoulder as she jumped down and opened the doors. The next two hours passed in a blur. Lots of unnecessary paperwork, probing questions, and unending waiting. By the time I was discharged, I had seen the doctor for a total of ten minutes. His diagnosis was a nasty bump on the head, a strong prescription of Tylenol and an anti-inflammatory for the swelling. Nothing I didn’t already know or would have done for myself.

      I walked out and Thatcher jumped up from a seat by the door. The waiting room was a cesspool of dirty people and stringent chemical smells. Thatcher wasn’t bothered by it, though. His main focus was running to me. He ran a hand down my hair, twining the ends around his finger as he searched my face. What was he looking for? I told him everything that happened before I went into the hospital.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Wipe the frown off your face. Can’t I be relieved to see you?” He was trying to make me smile but I didn’t have it in me right now to make him feel better. “Come on. I’m not parked very far.”

      He tangled his fingers through mine and I gripped him tight. I needed him as a lifeline.

      “Have you heard from Rhys or the others?” Damn, I forgot to ask him to keep this from Beck and Jonah for the night.

      “I haven’t been able to get a hold of Rhys. Beck called earlier and they were waiting until eleven or so to head over. They said they’d have a better chance of getting to him if it were later. Apparently, criminals don’t rise before nine.” He glanced at me and when I didn’t answer, he shook my hand. “Astrid, are you okay? You’re like a zombie.”

      We reached his car, but he didn’t open it, instead spinning me so I was sitting on the hood. The metal was cold, seeping through the material of my pants.

      “I’m fine, Thatcher.” I dug my fingers into his arms and drilled holes into his chest. It wasn’t that I was afraid to look him in the eyes. Only I knew what I would see there. Compassion and pity would be stamped all over his face and right now, those weren’t the emotions I wanted.

      “Of course you’re fine. You’re too prickly and self-aware to be anything other than fine. But I can’t help it if I want you to be more than fine. If I didn’t think the guys would hunt us down, I’d whisk you and Trinity far away from here. There’s nothing for us here, anyway.”

      My stomach tightened from his sweet words. Beck had the honeyed tongue of the group, but on occasion, the artist’s heart that gave Thatcher his fire filled passion for painting, gave him the ability to speak as sweet as any poet. The way he strung ordinary words together meant so much more because he only ever spoke from the heart. He felt too much, my painter.

      “Maybe someday.” I glanced up with a wistful smile, tightening my hold. He moved so close that his chest brushed mine. In the shadowed dusk of night, the dark green of his eyes seemed like two pools of the darkest water under a luminescent moon. A shiver worked its way down my back from the intense gleam in his eyes. I was caught, but I couldn’t hold his gaze any longer and lowered mine to his stomach. The plaid jacket he wore was unzipped; a cluster of white paint splotches caught my attention.

      A long finger slid along my jaw, then tilted my face up to his. “Don’t tease me, Astrid. I’m almost done with college. Trinity has one year left. Say the word and I’ll take us somewhere far away from here. Maybe somewhere with tropical beaches and coconut drinks. Or a city with lots of jobs and opportunities. The possibilities are endless.” He dipped his head closer. “We could dedicate a room to our art. I’d paint and you’d lounge on the couch and work on your photography.” One of his hands curved around my back and pulled my lower body tight to his.

      He was seducing me with his body as well as his imagination. How was I supposed to stand strong when he plied me with such pretty visions of what life could be like? Why would I even want to?

      The first press of his lips against mine was like the softest silk sliding over me. The second press was accompanied by the barest touch of his tongue, following the line of my bottom lip, before sucking it into his mouth with a gentle nip.

      He wound his arms around me until I felt like nothing in the world could touch me. It was the oddest feeling of heady lust and electric safety.

      Too soon he pulled away, cupping my jaw and resting his thumb over my mouth. He stared at my lips like they were the greatest prize he’d never hoped to receive.

      “Now you’ve had your real first kiss. And I’m glad I was the one to give it to you.” He murmured.

      Shit. I’d had my real first kiss, but Thatcher wasn’t the one to give it to me. And I didn’t have the heart to tell him he was wrong.
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      Strapped into the passenger seat I tried to call Rhys. The phone went straight to voicemail. Freaking A, that wasn’t good. Where was the best place to go first? To the cottage or to the police station?

      “Can you drive by the cottage? I want to see if the light’s on. And if it isn’t, maybe we can swing by the police station.”

      “Sure. But he might be inside the house with his dad. We won’t know if he is.”

      That was a great point, and one that hadn’t even crossed my mind. Rhys hated the big house and only went in when absolutely necessary. But if his dad did manage to keep Rhys and Trey from being arrested, he’d feel the need to lecture them, using it as an opportunity to inflate his ego.

      “Hmm… Actually, I want to run into my house first. I need a new memory stick for my camera.”

      Thatcher’s head jerked back against his seat. “Uh, I’m not sure now is the best time to work on your photography skills.”

      It almost made me laugh. “It’s not to work on my art. It’s to make sure if his dad is doing something he shouldn’t be, Rhys has the ammunition to make him stop. I took pictures of the fight until I waded in the middle. I showed the cops and EMTs, and they took the memory stick. That alone might be enough to save him. Now I need a new stick.”

      “That’s all good. But what you’re talking about is blackmail. That’s a sure-fire way to get you on the wrong type of radar. Ask Jonah.”

      Did he think I was an idiot? Not for a second had I forgotten how Jonah screwed up. But I couldn’t fault his logic. It was the Devil’s Hands who were unpredictable, ruthless people without morals or consciences.

      “I’m not talking blackmail. I’m talking evidence.” I snapped.

      He lifted one hand toward me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out that way. I’m just antsy from all the shit swirling around us right now.”

      The hot air leaked right out of me and I was left with an empty, hollow feeling. “I’m worried too. But if I can do this thing that helps my friends, I want to do it.”

      “That’s good enough for me.” He stopped down the street, not daring to stop in front of my house. There was a good chance Mother Dearest was still up and it would take away from all our good intentions if she caught me sneaking into my bedroom.

      “I’ll be right back.” I whispered. With my trusty camera bag over my shoulder, I slipped into the night.

      Stace and I always joked about becoming private investigators, but as I slunk down the street, sticking to the wide patches of shadows and stepping with hardly any sound, it might be a good fall back plan. I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t enjoy the electric rush that filled my veins from capturing the deepest, darkest secrets from the anonymity of hiding behind the camera.

      Some people were meant for the spotlight, thriving under the blinding glare and fickle adoration that came with it. Me, though? I was meant to silently slide through life in the background, and I was okay with that.

      Whatever Dad had told Mother Dearest about my absence, it hadn’t alarmed her enough to move the spare key. I pulled it out from behind the Bible plaque hanging by the back door. ‘As for me and my house, we shall serve the lord.’

      Placing my ear to the door, I listened for any sounds of the parentals moving around. Muted shouting trickled through the door. Shoot. How was I supposed to get a memory card undetected?

      I took a deep breath, and chanced discovery by cracking the door an inch. I wasn’t leaving here until I had what I wanted. Whatever happened, Mother Dearest was unloading all of her anger on Dad. Good. Her shouting might disguise my steps through the house. Especially if they were in the study.

      Thankfully, the stairs didn’t creak as I tiptoed to the top. In my room, it was exactly as I left it. Blankets and pillows were strewn everywhere, from Rhys and Thatcher’s abrupt departure. My own bed was in disarray, and a decidedly Astrid shaped dent sat on the center edge of the bed.

      I rushed to the desk and picked through the drawer, pulling out two spare cards. Not wanting to waste an opportunity or time, I inserted one right away. I grabbed a few spare sets of clothes and stuffed them in the case since the camera was hanging around my neck. Now I had to get out of the house.

      The only light on downstairs was the oven light in the kitchen, casting a soft glow on the dark wooden floor leading to the stairs. At the bottom, I peeked down the hall where the study was, then glanced toward the back, where I left the door cracked.

      “No! I won’t live like this. The whole town knows what you’re doing. You call yourself a caring, Godly man?” Mother Dearest scoffed and it was ugly and desperate. “You’ve never been that. But it didn’t matter before because it wasn’t me you’d wronged. Now it is. You will stop this disgusting fling, or you’ll regret it.” The reedy wasps of my mother’s voice grew hoarse with each word until she was rasping and panting by the end.

      The door was partway open, and the hall was pitch dark. The lamp was on in the study, but it was an old, dim lamp, barely providing enough light to read by. Dad always said he liked the ambiance it gave. I could see what was going on. The curiosity burned the back of my throat, egging me forward until I stood just past the reach of the light.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” Mother Dearest sobbed. “I won’t let you. I won’t.” A sob broke free as she slung one of his favorite mugs against the bookcase, coffee stained porcelain flying everywhere. Dad jumped out of his chair.

      I used a finger to make sure the flash was off. If nothing had come from moving to Silver Ranch, I’d at least learned to always make sure the flash was off. The plastic was cool against my cheek as I glanced through the lens, adjusting the focus for the right effect.

      “I’m not doing this to you, Trina. I never was.” Dad was as unemotional as if he were watching grass grow, contrasting drastically to the fury and sorrow leaking from Mother Dearest. If there was an emotional spectrum, Dad would be on one end and Mother Dearest on the other.

      “Why? We have a good sex life. We make love. What does he have that I don’t?” She cried, rushing to him, beating against his chest.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      I only clicked the button to take the photo during a sob or during each pounding on his chest to hide the sound of the shutter. The scene was dark and painful. Dad held her to him but not with any warmth. More to contain her and keep her from hitting him again. Her head was tilted back and the lamp was just bright enough to glisten on her tears without showing any of her features. And Dad, anyone looking in would know he didn’t care for her at all. And that was very sad. Why would he want to be trapped with her? And she him?

      Done here, I backtracked through the hallway and pulled the door shut so slowly, I questioned if it was actually closed. Not willing to check and make any noise, I placed the key back where it was supposed to go and crept back to Thatcher. The night was young, and I had a feeling my emotions would be fried before the night was done.

      “Did you get the memory card?” Thatcher asked when I tapped on his door. His window was down, and he’d turned off the interior lights. He might be decent at sluicing too.

      “I did. Let’s walk around Rhys’ to see if he’s there.”

      Together, we checked the cottage first, and as I suspected; it was empty. It was more wishful thinking than actual hope that I’d find him here. Even for all the power Mr. Bennet wielded, he couldn’t bribe the police without serious repercussions.

      Thatcher picked up my sad, boho bag that had been tossed carelessly on the grass next to the cottage, and swung it over his shoulder.

      “Check the house?” Thatcher whispered.

      “Yes. You stay here and I’ll check the windows. If Mr. Bennet catches me, I doubt he’d do anything since I know of his dirty little secret. But you don’t have the same protection. He’d call the cops just for fun.”

      “I could see that from someone like him.” Thatcher grunted.

      He stayed out of sight by the cottage while I edged toward the windows. The house was completely dark. Every room was deserted, not giving any clues as to what happened after I was carted off. At the very least I’d wanted to find Mr. Bennet to glean some information on where Rhys was. His parents were probably at the station trying to do damage control.

      “No one’s home.” I motioned for Thatcher to follow me back to his car.

      “Where to now?” He turned the car on and let his hands fall to his lap, while he looked at me.

      “I don’t know.” Did we want to try and tag along with Beck and Jonah? They would hate that and would do everything they could to prevent it. Did we show up at the station? Mr. Bennet would bar me at the door if he could. He was that kind of person.

      “Me either.” We sat there, watching the street as it grew later into the night.

      I was completely helpless. No plan, no great evidence to help the guys. We had school tomorrow, but it felt wrong to go to sleep.

      “Can we go to your house? I’ll call Beck on the way and see if they can come over until it’s time for them to leave.” If they planned to drive out to the Devil’s Hand’s compound at eleven, they could keep us company for at least an hour. It would bring a small measure of comfort to me. Who knew, maybe they could use the companionship too.

      “You got it.”

      I dialed Beck, but he didn’t answer. I tried Jonah, but he didn’t answer either. My heart twisted in my chest, as I looked at Thatcher.

      “Neither answered. Do you think they would have decided to go over early?” I glanced nervously at the clock. It wasn’t that much earlier, but any deviation from their plan planted a seed of doubt and worry in the pit of my stomach. If they didn’t call back soon, that seed would sprout into a full flower of fear and helplessness.

      “They may have. Let’s not get too worked up yet. Did I ever tell you about how I got into painting?” He changed the subject, and even though I knew exactly what he was doing, I welcomed the distraction.

      “No. You didn’t always want to paint?”

      He laughed. “No. I was pretty horrible in art all through elementary school. I sucked at drawing straight lines and when I actually did try to make something special of a collage or paper caterpillar, I was more likely to glue my fingers together than the paper.”

      “That’s pretty drastic from where you are now. Was it your fondness for supply closets that made you take it seriously?” I smirked and mentally patted myself on the back for being able to joke about our meeting. I had come a long way from the awkward, blushing teen I once was. I was still awkward, but some of my innocence was shedding, one sliver at a time.

      He grinned unrepentant. “Don’t knock it until you try it. If you’re not careful, I’ll take the next opportunity to corner you and this time, I’ll show you exactly what the draw is.”

      Still feeling playful, I teased him. “I don’t think I’d want to get on my knees in a dusty closet. That doesn’t sound fun to me at all.”

      He coughed and laughed at the same time. “I wouldn’t want you to. That was…I don’t think—” he coughed again, and I laughed at how he untucked his black hair from behind his ear to hide his face. “Damn it, Astrid. Why’d you do that to me?” He laughed with me. “Ever since that day, I can’t tell you how many times it crossed my mind that you’d think I was a taker and not a giver.” Startled, I sat up a little straighter. “And I guess that can be true with other people, but not when I care about someone.”

      I tried to sound calm, but it came out more as a strangled cat under the cupboard. “So, you’re telling me that you’re a great lover, but you don’t mind getting a blowjob from anyone that offers?” The fun part of the conversation quickly descended into that weird plateau of awkwardness I often found myself in. Did everyone experience this or was it just me? Something told me it was just me. Hence why I was destined to live life in the background. I’d be mortified if the world realized just how weird and socially inept, I was.

      His chin dropped open and he craned his head toward me and then back toward the windshield three times. He was going to get whiplash.

      “That makes me sound like a horrible person. I don’t take advantage of people. It wasn’t like Emily wouldn’t have left the closet very satisfied. You walked in at the wrong time!” He shouted and I winced.

      “This is weird. Please don’t talk to me about your sexual conquests and please, for the love of God, don’t name them to me. Do you want me to start spouting out my sexual history?”

      “You don’t have any.” The smugness in his voice made me seriously want to pierce his nipples with a dull pencil.

      “Fine, as I gain some. I’ll share it with you in great detail.”

      He promptly shut up at that. I could almost see what he was thinking as he twisted his lips left and right. Like Rhys, he was probably wondering whether I planned to carry on with all of them. And if his kiss had swayed me to choose him. I didn’t want to have this conversation right now. I didn’t want to see the disappointment in his eyes when I told him I couldn’t choose. Nor did I want to lose the friendships that had come to mean so much to me in such a short time.

      “So you sucked at art in elementary school.” I prompted, giving us both an out.

      “Yeah, it wasn’t until middle school that I saw a reason to pay more attention.” He shook his head. “You know, I started this story because I thought it would make you laugh. Now I’m thinking it will solidify your opinion of me. Let’s talk about something else. Do you like Scrabble?”

      “Wait. You can’t say all that and then expect me to let it drop. Now you have me on the edge of my seat, wondering what was so bad in middle school that you don’t want to share it.” I leaned closer to study his face as I waited for him to finish his story. His expression would give more away than his words.

      “Fine, I’ll tell you. But sit back, it makes me feel weird when you stare at me like that.”

      “Whatever,” I huffed.

      “There was this teacher, Ms. Andrews. She was young and it was her first year out of art school. To a twelve-year-old, she was everything I never knew a woman could be. And by that, I mean she had boobs. See, this is a bad conversation. What’s your favorite movie?”

      I laughed. “No! Finish it.”

      He sighed and slumped down in his seat. “I started paying a lot of attention, asking for help and going to her class after school for tutoring. She didn’t mind because I showed an actual interest in learning. Anyway, it wasn’t long before I found out she had a live-in boyfriend, and it broke my preteen heart. But by then, I’d already discovered the therapeutic side effect of art. My dad wasn’t a good one. Drinking too much and bringing too many people into the house. I constantly worried about Trinity when she was there and I wasn’t. Painting was an escape. It was easy to forget about my dad and my fear whenever I held a paintbrush in my hand. Now I made the conversation dreary. I’m sorry. I apparently can’t people tonight.”

      I actually loved this conversation. It was a look a Thatcher as a kid, and what shaped him into who he was today. It didn’t matter if there were uncomfortable emotions attached to his memories; in fact, those were the memories that were the most important.

      “Thank you for telling me that. Why does Trinity still live with him?”

      “I’ve begged her to come live with me. It’s not safe for her there, but she refuses. She said she knows to watch for the signs and leaves when he drinks too much or has too many people in the house. She locks her door and slips out the window.” He took a shuddering breath. “That’s when she comes to stay with me. And why I told you that I didn’t have a spare room. She stays with me two or three nights every week.”

      “I’m sorry.” Those were the most overrated words anyone can ever say. If you broke a plate, and apologized, it was still broken. Only, I couldn’t think of any other more appropriate words. “You don’t think she’s ever been…?” The retched words literally would not pass through my lips.

      He tensed, then seemed to forcibly relax. “I don’t think so. She’d tell me if she’d been hurt in any way.” He didn’t sound so sure, and that made me extremely sad. I really needed to meet this girl that meant so much to him.

      “Good.”

      We fell into our own thoughts, and I was content to flip through the pictures on my camera. That was something we had in common, Thatcher and I. Since I started taking pictures, before I even acknowledged it as an art, it was an escape. It was a way for me to forget what was going on in my own life, as I became the unassuming voyeur of other’s lives.
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      We trudged up the stairs to Thatcher’s door, and I skidded to a halt, causing Thatcher to plow into my back.

      “Where are your phones?” I shrieked. The composure I’d kept all night was unraveling and a fine tremor ran through my body. I hadn’t allowed myself to really dwell on it, but I had been sure something horrible had happened to them when they hadn’t answered our calls.

      Beck stood up slowly, dusting his jeans off, and Jonah pushed away from the wall where he was leaning.

      “Let’s go inside.” Beck sounded tired and worn out. Something had happened. My heart went into overdrive and I stepped aside so Thatcher could unlock the door.

      I stared each guy down, starting at the tops of their heads, down to the tips of their toes, looking for any sign of a fight. Neither looked even the least bit ruffled, so I guessed that was good.

      Inside, Thatcher flipped on the light and grabbed four Colorado craft beers and a water out of the fridge. This time instead of piling into the living room we each took a seat around the small, round kitchen table. The chairs squeaked against the cheap linoleum floor as we got comfortable. Thatcher and I waited for Beck and Jonah to start. Apparently, they were waiting on the same.

      “What’s wrong?” We all said at the same time. We knew each other so well now, it must have been second nature for us to recognize all was not right in our world.

      “You all go first, then I’ll go.” I took a beer from Thatcher once he’d opened it.

      Jonah rapped a steady beat on the table with his fingers as he answered. “Reaper, the guy you all met at my house, he’s going to be a problem. Beck and I were going to go early, because the waiting was killing me, but we had to stop at a gas station to fill up. Beck walked inside to get some gum while I stayed in the car. Then Reaper, and two other guys from the other club, Skull and Hatchet, pulled in. I don’t know if they saw me before they turned or only once they were already in the lot, but they circled Beck’s car with their motorcycles.” He gulped and chugged half his beer.

      Beck picked up where he left off. “I ran out as soon as I heard the pipes. There was lots of yelling and threats, but for the most part, it was all bluster. They weren’t going to do anything under very public, very bright florescent lights. There was minimal shoving, and then the gas station attendant yelled out the door that they called the cops. The three stooges hauled ass and we followed their lead. But they parked off to the side and started following us as soon as we passed their hiding spot.”

      Where Jonah’s face was bloodless with fear, Beck acted like he hadn’t a care in the world, sprawling back in his seat and easily sipping on his Fat Tire.

      “Skull and Hatchet are barely initiates, so they don’t hold any sway with anyone. And Reaper is a lackey at best. But Reaper’s taking this personal. I think he feels it makes him look bad that I’m reneging doing jobs for them. And I doubt he feels any better about Beck getting in his face.”

      “Fuck the dick squeak.” Beck spat. “He’s not important.”

      “How did you lose them?” Thatcher clasped his hands on the table, around his beer.

      Jonah turned a shade paler if that was even possible. “Beck believes himself to be the next Joey Logano. We took so many turns and broke speed limits twice over. I see why he drives the Mustang now. Honestly, I don’t know how we didn’t get pulled over.”

      Beck scoffed. “Please. I’ve lived here my whole life. I know where the speed traps are. The cops are predictable.”

      I shook my head. These guys were going to be the death of me, one way or another. “What’s up with their names?”

      “Each member has a street name that has something to do with death or killing. It’s their thing.” Jonah twisted the bottle in his hands.

      “Do you have one?” I squinted at Jonah. I couldn’t imagine my clean-cut, pocket protector friend running with some kind of nickname like Ghost or Gonorrhea. Wait, that was an STD, not a death sentence. Or maybe it is if left untreated?

      Do not snicker. This was not a laughing matter. Although, there was no way I’d be able to hide my laughter if I actually met someone called Clap. Or Clammy.

      “No. I was very straight forward that I didn’t want to be an initiate. They thought they’d wear me down after I saw how easy money could be made from making drops and pickups. That’s nothing compared to the money the members make.” Jonah sounded disgusted by the thought of accepting money from the club. Had he always, or just since he had his come to Jesus moment?

      “What’s the plan now? If they’re chasing you, you’re not going to be able to waltz into their lair.” Thatcher got up to grab another round of beers for the guys. I was still nursing my water.

      “Lair?” Jonah showed the first bit of emotion that wasn’t negative by snickering.

      “You know what I mean, smart ass.” Thatcher popped the tops and shoved a beer in Jonah’s hand.

      “I hadn’t wanted to do it this way, but I think I have a way of getting us a meeting.” Beck looked like he swallowed a vinegar-drenched lemon.

      Jonah sat up, seemingly shocked at Beck’s connection to the Devil’s Hands.

      “What? Please tell me you’re not a secret member.” Jonah sneered, disgusted with the thought.

      “No,” Beck pushed against the back of his chair as like he was just as repulsed. And after all he’d said about Jonah and the club, I was sure he was. “Nothing like that.”

      “Care to share?” Thatcher raised a brow.

      “No, not right now.” Beck looked a little green, but determined. “Now your turn.”

      Thatcher and I exchanged a glance, then I launched into a retelling of the night’s events.

      “What the hell!” Beck shoved his chair backward. “We don’t know what happened to Rhys?”

      “No, we stopped by the cottage and his house. No one was home at either place. They have to be at the station. I’ve been waiting for Rhys to call me.” I glanced at the phone as if willing it to ring.

      It rang. Rhys’ name flashing across the screen.

      I nearly dropped it as I fumbled to answer the phone.

      “Hey,” I breathed.

      “Hey.” The sound of his hopelessness screamed from that one word.

      Oh no. I closed my eyes, wishing this whole day away, for us all to have a do over.

      “Are you okay?” I opened my eyes and all three guys were leaning as close as they could to hear Rhys.

      He grunted. “Yeah, where are you?”

      “Thatcher’s.”

      “Got it. I’ll be there in fifteen.” He disconnected.

      “Rhys is on his way here. He can fill us all in.” I gingerly set my phone down and pushed it to the center of the table as if it was going to burn me.

      “I’m going to make a phone call. I’ll be back.” Beck shoved out of his chair and walked out the front door, his steps sluggish as if he was forcing himself to make the trek.

      “This has been a barrel of fun tonight.” An ugly laugh escaped Jonah.

      “It definitely hasn’t been pleasant.” Thatcher agreed.

      My head throbbed and I gingerly poked the tender skin at my temple. The medicine was wearing off, so I took another dose to ease the pain. I bypassed the table and went to the living room. We’d have to migrate here anyway; there were only four chairs. I flicked through the channels, but I hadn’t found anything by the time Beck came back. In reality, I wouldn’t have found anything interesting tonight. Too much had happened.

      The door slammed behind Beck and he stomped over to the couch, picking my feet up and draping them across his lap.

      “Dude, don’t slam the door. The walls are paper thin and we don’t need any complaints.” Thatcher perched on the loveseat.

      “Like it was on purpose. You’re only complaining to let off some steam anyway.” Beck pressed magical thumbs into the ball of my left foot. A small groan slipped out and Beck smirked at me, before turning his attention to the TV. He never stopped the massage, though.

      “Maybe,” Thatcher said.

      A few minutes later the door opened and Rhys walked in. The right side of his face was almost an exact match to the left side of Jonah’s. How long had the fight been after I passed out? Or did Trey have one hell of a left hook?

      “Hell, Rhys.” I shot up and pulled his shoulders down so I could get a better look. No, his face wasn’t quite as bad. His eye wasn’t swollen, just the area along his jaw and the redness along his cheek was starting to give way to a dusky purple.

      “It’s fine.” He murmured and scooted me back to the couch, positioning me between him and Beck.

      “Hey, glad to see you.” Thatcher dipped his head. “Astrid filled us in up to the point that she passed out.” He gritted his teeth on the last part.

      The skin around Rhys’ eyes tightened and he turned toward me, lifting a finger to my temple. I winced at his light probing, which made his face turn into a death scowl. He sifted gentle fingers through my hair, and when he was satisfied, his hand dropped away.

      “You can’t really tell there’s a bump. It’s mostly in her hairline.” Rhys announced to the group. “Trey clipped her in his fucking insane anger. I dropped with Astrid to make sure she was okay, then we heard the sirens coming fast down the street. Trey, the bastard, started to run into the house, but the cops whipped into the driveway and he had the sense to stop. Old lady Collins next door glanced out when we started to fight and called the cops. Unfortunately for us, they happened to be close by.”

      “Did they charge you?” I asked, sliding my hand into his. If he had, this could seriously mess up his chances for a scholarship, right?

      He didn’t verbally answer, only giving a sharp nod of his head. I gasped and the air around us cooled significantly. Everyone here was upset on Rhys’ behalf. So upset, the vibe in the room changed. I’d never been a part of a group that felt so strongly for each other, they felt each other’s pain. If it wasn’t so heartbreaking, it would be beautiful.

      “What does that mean for you?” Jonah was so quiet; I could barely hear him.

      “I’m not sure yet. I’ll have to call Coach in the morning. If I had to guess, my hockey career is over, and I’ll have to fall back on dear old dad to pay for college. Exactly what I never wanted. Hockey was my ticket out, you know?” He leaned back and pinched the bridge of his nose. His breathing turned erratic, but it was deathly quiet. I only knew because I was inches away from him.

      “Can your dad get you out of it?” Thatcher got up to get a beer for Rhys.

      How much beer did he have in the fridge? It was like an unending supply.

      “Maybe? I’m not sure. I’ll accept his help. I have to if I want to have any shot at a good life. It’s that or have this permanently on my record since I’m over eighteen. This just gives him more leverage to hold over my head.”

      “You obviously can’t be around that twat of a cousin, so you can stay here.” Thatcher decided as he sat back down.

      “What about Trinity?” We’d already had this conversation about how he needed to have a safe place for Trinity to stay.

      “The couch is a pull out.”

      “Thanks, man, but what about Astrid? There isn’t enough room here for all of us.” Rhys glanced around the room.

      “I have a king, and the pullout is a queen. We could all have a sleepover here. It’d be a little cramped, but I don’t want to put you back in that hellhole of a home where you have a chance of running into Trey.”

      Rhys stared long and hard at Thatcher before twisting to me. “What do you think? Can we stay here?”

      Thatcher was sincere. Honesty brimmed in his eyes as he waited for us to answer.

      These guys showed more compassion and care with each other than I’d witnessed in all my life. There was no ulterior motive. The world wouldn’t applaud them for their good deed. They were genuinely caring people, and weren’t afraid to accept as well as give help to each other. That made me fall a little bit in love with each of them.

      “I think we can make it work. What about you guys? Will you stay here? And when is your meet up?” I turned to Beck and Jonah.

      “I’m already staying with Beck, so it’s up to him.” Jonah deferred to Beck.

      “If you don’t mind me grabbing my guitar out of the car we’ll stay. I’d feel better if we all stayed in a group anyway. I don’t think Reaper and his goons followed us, but I’d rather prepare for the worst just in case.”

      Thatcher nodded. “Sure, I don’t care.”

      “Good. And we meet tomorrow night at nine.” Beck addressed Jonah. “So we’ll all come here after school and wait together. We can play Twister or something to pass the time.” He smirked. I sent him a small smile to let him know I appreciated the effort.

      “I thought you said criminals didn’t rise before then?” I joked back.

      He chuckled, but it didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Well, I guess I was wrong about this particular criminal.”

      And just like that, we pulled out the sofa bed and essentially had a huge slumber party, minus the facials and chick flicks. For a few hours, we forgot about everything outside the front door.
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      “Rise and shine mother fuckers!” Beck yelled cheerily as he slapped on lights and slammed cabinets as I imagined he was searching for coffee.

      “I rescind my offer to let you stay here. Go back home.” Thatcher tossed a yellow pillow that went nowhere near Beck in the tiny kitchen. It actually smacked Jonah in the head where he was sprawled uncomfortably over Thatcher’s loveseat.

      I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes, then made a mad dash for the bathroom. The polite thing to do would be to let the boys at least pee first since I wanted to take a shower, but they couldn’t expect that kind of behavior out of me until at least an hour after I’d woken up. The only thing on my mind right now was standing under the hot spray of water.

      “No fair.” Rhys banged one fist on the door as he walked by.

      “No worries. I have a small bathroom off of my room.” Thatcher’s voice echoed down the hall.

      The water did the trick, providing a ringing clarity to the day that I wasn’t so sure I wanted. Should Jonah even go to school? The smart thing to do, would be for him to hide out here until the meet up tonight. I squeezed my eyes shut as the jets from the nozzle beat against my face. Sounded painful, but it was one of the top five best feelings ever. Especially when Jonah’s stubbornness came to mind. If he felt it made him have a better fighting chance, like how he pretended to wear glasses, then there wasn’t a chance in hell he’d miss a day of school. The geek probably had perfect attendance.

      Thirty minutes later Beck pounded on the door. “Come on, pretty girl. It’s time to go to school. I think you’ve hidden in there long enough.”

      “I’m not hiding.” I grumbled as I opened the door. Beck’s gaze drifted down my body and I tugged against the hem of my shirt to cover imaginary skin. When I’d grabbed stuff from my room last night, I hadn’t paid attention to what it was. I just stuffed some items in my camera bag. Today he wasn’t looking at boho Astrid. He was looking at biker Astrid. I’d accidentally snagged clothes out of my closet from two years ago. Skinny jeans, which paired quite nicely with my combat boots. And a black T-shirt that had a picture of a skull with red lipstick and the tagline ‘poison me, baby’, scrawled out in fancy writing underneath. Okay, the T-shirt wasn’t actually a biker shirt. It only felt like it because it was a size too small, hugging my almost non-existent curves, and it was black. Black was the universal color for bikers in my book.

      “Who are you and what have you done with the hippie?” Beck stepped forward and let his fingertips flutter down the side of my waist.

      “I ate her. She was too antisocial and awkward to spend time with a rock star.” I deadpanned.

      He rolled with laughter, flashing his lone dimple. “Well, in that case, I’m sorry I don’t have my Triumph with me. I thought it would look weird to have Jonah riding bitch, but now I’m thinking it would have been worth it to have you behind me today.”

      His subtle flirting warmed my center and I slapped a hand on his chest as I pushed by him. “Real smooth, but now I don’t think I can ride on the back of your bike without picturing Jonah pressed tight, resting his cheek on your shoulder.”

      The humor was quickly replaced with a grimace. He shook his whole body as he made an ‘ew’ sound.

      Leaving him in the hallway, I joined the others in the kitchen. Rhys handed me a banana as Jonah handed me a flavored water. Then Thatcher was next with a bag for lunch. I grinned, this was the picture of domesticity at its finest.

      “What’s so funny?” Jonah eyed me suspiciously. Out of all the guys, he had never loosened up as the others had. Although, with everything going on, I wasn’t surprised. Maybe after the Devil’s Hands was behind him, he’d relax a little.

      “Nothing. Thanks for the food, guys. Are we meeting here after school?”

      “I have to grade papers for Dan, but I guess I could do that here.” Thatcher bit into his own banana.

      Jonah nodded.

      Beck stopped directly behind me. “As soon as my shift is done. It might be more like five.”

      Rhys was the last one left, and I wanted to kick myself at the pain etched into his face. “Yeah. I’d have practice, but I’m pretty sure that’s done now.”

      Silence fell over the table and we all avoided eye contact of any kind. Beck cleared his throat and pointedly looked at the time on the microwave. “It’s time to head out. I need to make up some time for this weekend.”

      We all said goodbye for now, since I’d see the others in a short while, and walked our separate ways.

      Beck and I were the first to leave the parking lot, but he didn’t take the quickest route to school. “Where are we going?”

      “Taking a precaution. I need to make sure no one is following us.” He checked the rearview mirror repeatedly.

      I let him do his thing as I messed with a new photo app I’d recently downloaded. We’d only been driving for about five minutes when Beck let out a string of curses.

      “Mother fucking, cock licker.” He sped up and I grabbed onto my seatbelt.

      “Beck.” I had nothing else to say.

      “Someone’s following us. Fuck.”

      Beck took us down a side street and I opened the group message to let the guys know we were being followed, when Beck slammed on the breaks.

      Tires screeched. The smell of burned rubber blew through the vents, and my phone landed somewhere in the floorboard. Two black motorcycles blocked the front of the car and three more stopped right behind us.

      “I’d tell you to hide, but they’ve already seen you. Don’t say anything, okay?” He manually rolled down his window and waited for the bikers to approach. The only sign of his anxiety was his fast shaking knee. Otherwise, he looked normal.

      We didn’t wait long, as one of the riders behind us swung off of his bike and removed his matching black helmet. Thick, luscious hair fell down around his face as he shook it out. He was masculinity incarnate, but if I had only seen the back of his head, I’d have been positive I was looking at a woman.

      The clomping of his boots resounded around the slender alley until he bent and nearly stuck his head through the open window.

      I sucked in a breath. This man was gorgeous. Too perfect to be anything mortal. Would they notice if I got some shots in? My phone was half laying over the toe of my boot, and I slowly tucked my boot under me to bring the phone closer.

      There was a coldness in this man’s eyes, such unbearable coldness as he studied Beck before turning his ice gaze my way.

      In a blink, his face warmed as he grinned and slapped a tatted hand over Beck’s shoulder. “I was surprised you called last night. Dad will be glad to see you. Who’s this?” He jerked his head my way.

      Beck worked his jaw back and forth, not returning any of the friendly vibes this guy was suddenly throwing off. “No one.”

      “Christ, lose the attitude. I’m better at it anyway.” He actually winked at me.

      “Then why are you trapping me here? That’s a bitch move.” Beck threw his elbow over the steering wheel and turned sideways, effectively blocking me from the other guy’s view.

      “Seriously, you need to calm down. We’re having fun. Saying good morning. Bring no one with you tonight.” This beautiful man pointedly looked my way, then back at Beck with a silent warning. He stood up, tapped the hood of the car two times, and retreated back to his bike. He let out a sharp whistle and circled his hand in the air before pointing back down the way we’d come.

      In less than one full minute, all five bikes were gone as if they’d never been there at all.

      “So, I’m guessing you know that guy.” I raised my eyebrows at him.

      Beck grunted. “Angel? Yeah, I know him.” Then he clammed up so tight, little white lines formed around his mouth.

      He roughly threw the car into drive and it scared me. He treated this thing like it was his baby, but at the moment it could have been any random car. I’d most likely make things worse and cause Beck more pain if I asked questions. I had the finesse of a rhino on a fast melting ice surface. But fuck it. I was going for it. He might feel better for talking about it, and I wanted him to know he could talk to me. I would keep his secrets. And that’s what this felt like. One whopping secret.

      “How do you know him?” If I didn’t look directly at him, he may be more open. The deepest secrets were often shared in the dark of night. I’d pretend I couldn’t see him to put him at ease.

      “You’re going to be the death of me.” Beck scrubbed an impatient hand over his face. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll tell you what you want to know, if you go on a date with me.”

      That was not where I saw this going.

      I’d avoided the dreaded conversation as long as I could. Rhys already had his. I could at least tell Beck now. “I’d love to go out with you… But I have some conditions. Please don’t make me choose you over the others. I can’t, Beck. I… I like all of you. And if you tell me I have to choose, then my answer is no.” I held my breath.

      This was a bit like beating a dead horse. I’d had some variation of this conversation three times when it was all said and done. Well two, because I avoided it like the plague with Thatcher. Every time it chipped away at my heart a little more. Was this a rollercoaster ride that I’d soon found out had a break in the tracks? The thrill of our friendship and the satisfaction of our time together gone, in the blink of an eye?

      We stopped at the end of the street, and Beck surprised me by smoothing a thumb over my finely arched eyebrow.

      “Pretty girl, I won’t make you choose. I won’t lie, it hurts that you can’t commit to me, or cut me loose. But I get that you don’t want to ruin what we have. You’ll have to choose at some point, and you must realize that friendships can be as easily broken then as they would be now. And the others might not like sharing. If I’m lucky, I’ll be the only one left standing and then it won’t even be an issue.” He traced the lines of my lips and nose, coming to rest on my eyes. “You’re a very special girl. To me, you’re worth a little heartache, and the chance to win yours in the end. No matter what the others decide, I’m with you.”

      In the words of Ryan, I couldn’t even. I. Couldn’t. Even. With those words.

      Timidly, not having any idea what I was doing, I leaned toward him. His breath was warm on my lips as I hesitated with mere centimeters separating us. I brought my own hand up to rest on the warm skin at the crook of his neck. We locked gazes as I tried to gather all of the tendrils of my courage to close the distance. I kissed him.

      Just like last time, his lips were warm, and firm. Slightly chapped. The kiss was relaxed and so intimate, breathing each other’s air as we moved together in a sensual rhythm as old as time. My tongue darted out to touch his top lip, right as I lost my nerve and sat back.

      He stared at me, wide eyes and panting. Then he was on me, gripping the back of my head, pulling my mouth to his as his tongue thrust inside my mouth.

      It was hard. Passionate, and over much too quickly. This time I was left panting when he separated us.

      “Wow.” I breathed as I touched my fingers to my lips.

      “Worth it.” He whispered as he resumed driving like he hadn’t just blown my mind.

      These boys. They were going to kill me with their kisses.
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      The fear of what would happen later that night caused the day to sift through my damned slippery fingers. I couldn’t stop time; I couldn’t clear the sickly-sweet scent of fear hovering over all of us.

      On the beautifully bright, sunny side of the street, there were no run ins of any kind with any trouble. Except if you counted the slurs tossed Rhys’ way as we walked to our last class.

      “What a fucking brute. He starts a fight with his cousin and Trey gets punished. Unfair.” One girl whispered so loud, she might as well have shouted it from the top of the trophy display case.

      “Are we sure he didn’t grow up on the other side of town?” A football player brayed as he slapped his buddy on the back.

      Somehow, Trey had spread what happened last night, making himself out to be the victim. He wasn’t even here and he was causing trouble. Luckily, the principal didn’t know, or they’d be looking at a much more serious suspension.

      I grabbed Rhys’ hand, comforting him in the best way I knew how.

      “It was probably over that slut.” One of the wannabe twitch bitches said. She had to be a freshman, but had the ego of a thirty-year-old, successful tycoon. The way the real twitch bitches were looking at her, it wouldn’t be long before she was brought down a few pegs.

      Rhys ground the bones in my hand together as he stiffened, his muscles bunching as if her were ready to pounce on the girl.

      “Let it go. She’s not worth the trouble.” And it would be a hellish amount of trouble if he attacked a girl in the hallway. I didn’t actually believe he would harm her, but Rhys was losing his golden boy status fast and these flaming idiots would love to throw him under the bus for giggles.

      He let me lead him out to the cars where Jonah was waiting. He’d ridden with Rhys this morning since we were all staying at Thatcher’s.

      “Why does Rhys look like he wants to peel someone’s skin away very slowly before dipping them in salt and vinegar?” Jonah pressed deeper into the car.

      “That’s a very colorful description.” I glanced at Rhys as he unlocked the car. “And very accurate.”

      I relayed what happened in the halls and Jonah shook his head. “Have I said how much I can’t wait until we’re graduated? Small minded, cocksucking fucktards. All of them.”

      I whipped around from the front seat. Jonah was always so proper; it was odd to hear him curse like that. Beck was clearly the influencer here.

      “They don’t matter.” I pushed my oversized sunglasses up the bridge of my nose, and connected my phone to Rhys’ stereo. The opening notes of Cough Syrup by Young the Giant floated through the speakers as we cut off a car full of twitch bitches, and sped out of the parking lot.
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      “You’re not seriously considering taking her?” Thatcher crossed his arms and glared at Beck as if to say, the fuck she’s going.

      “You don’t get it. They caught us. They saw her. If I don’t take her, they’ll go looking for her, and they won’t let us leave until they’ve brought her there. I don’t have an option.”

      Thatcher growled under his breath, and Rhys was just as livid in a deadly calm kind of way.

      “I’ll go. Maybe I can even take some pictures in case we need evidence.” I held up my phone, shaking it from side to side.

      “Fuck no.” Beck yelled. “That’s what got dipshit here in trouble in the first place.” He jerked a thumb at Jonah.

      In the corner, Jonah’s cheeks were once again mottled red, but he didn’t speak up in his defense. Which was ridiculous. He couldn’t play the martyr forever. He made a bad decision. Okay, he made a few bad decisions, but it wasn’t right that he had to live under that black cloud for the rest of his life.

      “Fine, that was a bad decision. But I’m still going.” I stabbed my finger at the floor to make my point. There was safety in numbers. They needed me as much as I needed to be there to assure myself they were walking back out again.

      “Whatever. Get Astrid on their radar. Fine fucking idea. I’m going to my bedroom. Knock on my door if you come back, so I know you’re alive.” Thatcher stormed off down the hallway, slamming his door and rattling the pictures in the living room.

      Rhys stepped up to Beck, clenching his fists at his side. “Bringing her back isn’t an option. All of you come back.” Then Rhys snatched his keys off of the counter with restrained fury. Where Thatcher’s exit was the brutal heat of a hurricane, Rhys’ was the severe calm of a blizzard. And now it was just Jonah, Beck and me.

      The frown line on Beck’s forehead deepened and he gestured toward the door. Without another word, Jonah and I jogged down the steps where Beck’s Mustang was parked front and center.

      “You take the front, Astrid. I don’t want anyone to recognize me, just in case.” In case they wanted to stop us like they had earlier in the day.

      Ever since recounting what happened, Jonah had withdrawn more and more. In the backseat, he was currently hunched and a thousand miles away. The kind of person Jonah was, he was probably burdened down by guilt. Wondering if he was walking us into a trap, or worse. At least, that’s what I would think in his place. But the ugly truth was, you couldn’t force people to listen to you, not even to protect them. From the aura of sadness hanging around him, tinged with a little resignation, Jonah was learning that now.

      But we all made our own choices, and mine was to do what I could to save Jonah.

      The drive was long and nerve-wracking. The closer we got, the more my hands started to shake. These were the men that cornered Jonah in the alley. That answered the door at his house. People who clearly didn’t hold any regard for others, and had the empathy of a tarnished penny.

      The tension in the car grew thicker and thicker by the minute. As we cruised down a bumpy dirt road, Jonah vibrated with so much fear? Apprehension? That if he flew through the front windshield it wouldn’t have surprised me.

      Our headlights cast long, sinister shadows across the road, the tall trees bending over us. Not a very welcoming sight. We came to a fork, and Beck took the right, driving with a confidence that bothered me. Was it common knowledge where the Devil’s Hands resided? I didn’t think it was. Criminals hardly wanted people to waltz by to get a look at what they were doing.

      “We’re almost there.” Beck murmured as he flipped on his blinker, signaling to all the cars that weren’t on this deserted road, we were turning. The wide, paved driveway wound back through trees so we could no longer see the road.

      “Beck, how did you know where this place was?” Shit. He scrambled my naïve brain so much this morning I hadn’t thought to continue with my questioning. Now I was feeling like I really, really should have.

      “Most kids from our side of town know.” He mentioned distractedly.

      I glanced back at Jonah who absently nodded. “How do you know Angel?” My gaze was still locked on Jonah when he snapped to an upright position.

      “Damn it. I hadn’t wanted to talk about this, but now that we’re here, I’m afraid you’re going to find out anyway.” He was almost hyperventilating as he parked at the rear of a mess of shiny motorcycles. When the car and lights were all off, it was so dark I could barely see his profile. That’s when he continued. “Angel’s my…” He gulped. “He’s my cousin.”

      “What the fuck!” Jonah bent forward, staring at Beck with fragile betrayal. “This is your family? After all the shit you told Astrid about me, this is your family?” Jonah’s voice was rising so loud, he’d bring attention to us if he didn’t quiet down.

      “Jonah,” I shushed him, hoping to convey the importance of discretion.

      “I know. I fucking know. All right? I don’t have anything to do with these people. My dad left us when I was a toddler and you know my mom’s a junkie, right?”

      He didn’t wait for our response. Of course we knew. Even if we didn’t know details, we’d all shared basic facts about our parents. Our proverbial luck of the draw was what originally bonded us.

      “These fuckers,” He stabbed a finger toward the darkened building, “are the ones that supplied her with it. I don’t know how she paid for it most of the time. I don’t want to know. But I can’t condone it. She must have made them angry, because the guy who came to see me was definitely not a Devil’s Hand member.” He exhaled heavily. “These people are everything I hate. I’ve hated anyone even potentially associated with them my whole life.” His words were fierce but low. If I’d been able to see his eyes, they’d be sparking, turning the darkest brown into a raging inferno of despicable hate.

      Jonah fell back against the back seat, straightening his glasses and rubbing his temples. “Makes so much sense now.”

      Beck rested his head on his headrest and grunted.

      “Is it wrong that I feel marginally better about coming here tonight? If they’re related to you, and they clearly don’t hold any ill will toward you,” Angel seemed downright happy to see Beck this morning, in a disturbingly twisted way, “they won’t kill your friend. Right?” I hoped to freaking God that was the case.

      “No, Astrid.” A heavy palm landed on my thigh. “These men, they live by their own rules. They might feel affection for me because I’m related to a member, but if I turned on them, they wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep by burying my decaying corpse in the backyard.”

      The budding hope that burned in my chest winked out, and I buried my head in my hands. This was going to be a disaster.

      Please dear God. I’ve been an awful follower, and I hate church. I’ll probably never go. But if there’s a higher power out there, please watch over us.

      My first genuine prayer in years. It felt wrong to pray now, in the time of need, when so many years I refused. But I was human, and when all possible outcomes seemed to lead to death and destruction, we needed faith. I just hoped my brand of faith would do it.

      “Let’s go.” I lifted my head. “If we’re going to do this, we might as well do it now. The delay is making me anxious and it’s only giving me time to run through all the ways this could go wrong.”

      “Agreed.” They spoke in unison, and as one, we piled out of the car and strutted to our doom like we were the second coming of Christ. It was fitting, since this place was where Jesus took his sandals off. Much like where Jonah lived. The country.

      A motion censored light flared to life when we were about ten feet away. A large, forbidding concrete building stood before us. No wonder there hadn’t been any lights on inside. There probably were, only I couldn’t see through the concrete.

      Beck stopped at a red door, a clean pristine color, as if they’d painted it yesterday. They had a plain concrete building, but they apparently took pride in their red door. A silver devil’s head was mounted under the peephole. Their knocker. Beck knocked five times and a young, scraggly guy opened the door.

      “Beck. Hey man. I was with Angel this morning. It’s nice to meet you.” He held out his hand. Beck stared at it, and just as the guy started to pull it back, Beck took it.

      I let out a deep breath of relief. Beck was holding a completely deserved grudge. But now wasn’t the time to let them know it.

      “You too. We’re here to see Angel and Graves.”

      “I know. Follow me.” He led us down a hall with rooms shooting off to the left and right. It almost had a religious compound feeling to it. A shudder rolled down my body at the thought and I pushed it away.

      Hairy, leather clad men, drinking and shooting pool, occupied some rooms. Another room had several men watching sports on a huge projector. It seemed normal. There was something surreal about seeing people who committed great acts of evil living such a normal life, enjoying simple innocent pleasures.

      We descended down a concrete staircase, arriving at another red door. This one without a knocker. Our escort knocked, waiting for someone to answer.

      “Come in.” The words were muffled but distinct.

      The guy faced us. “I have to get back upstairs, but go in in. They’re waiting for you.” He turned and took the steps two at a time.

      Beck opened the door and led the way.
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      Deer and elk heads hung on the maroon painted walls. Large wooden beams crossed the ceiling, giving the room a rustic feel. It was even complimented with overstuffed black leather furniture. The Devil’s Hands enjoyed the lodge vibe.

      Angel leaned against a pool table, arms crossed, staring at us without any of the friendliness of this morning. An older, shorthaired replica of Angel sat in a black chair facing a flat screen TV. Sons of Anarchy played without any volume. Seemed they really had a thing for motorcycle clubs.

      “Beck, good to see you. I never expected you to pay us a visit. Not that I’m complaining. Now what’s this you wanted to talk to us about? And who are your friends?” His voice was gruff and deep, powerful enough to command a room.

      Wait. He didn’t recognize Jonah? He looked just as baffled by the greeting as I had.

      “These are my friends. I would have preferred to come alone, or at least without the girl, but Angel insisted.” Beck scowled at Angel, who in turn smirked. Beck obviously didn’t return the familial connection, and he didn’t care if they knew it.

      Which probably wasn’t a good idea since it seemed his uncle was the president.

      “Angel did mention her. Come here, girl. What’s your name?” He motioned me forward and smiled. It was warm and inviting. So he was a Ted Bundy. You didn’t have a clue you were sitting with evil until he asked you to carry books for him, then you were kidnapped, raped, killed, then raped again.

      “I don’t bite. Come on.”

      Beck subtly nodded and I approached the man cautiously. “Hi, sir.” I whispered. He raised a brow, and his lips quirked. I coughed, clearing my throat and tried again. “Hi, sir.”

      “Such manners. Tell me, what’s your name?”

      Should I give him a fake name? Or my middle name? Close enough to the truth but not what anyone knows me as.

      He grabbed his flat stomach as he laughed. “I see the wheels working behind your eyes. It would be easy enough for me to verify your name. Might as well give it to me now.”

      Fine. He was right anyway. It would be easy enough for them to confirm. “Astrid.”

      “Beck, you’ve got a prickly one here. This your girlfriend?” Graves grinned at Beck, who’d moved up to stand directly at my back. The heat of his body gave me courage to keep from shaking.

      “Yes.” Beck snapped.

      The older man sighed, clearly not happy with our attitudes. “Have a seat. Don’t worry, we don’t have any plans to kill you all tonight. We save all our killing for Thursdays.”

      My eyes must have bugged out of my head because Angel and his dad busted up laughing. They laughed so long, both of them snorted quite a few times.

      “I love it when people believe that, Dad.” Angel walked over and slapped Graves on the back.

      “They’re joking.” Beck squeezed my shoulders and guided me to the furthest chair away from both men.

      “Seriously, son. What brings you here? Angel mentioned something about letting someone go, but I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.” And I actually believed him. His eyes were blank, and other than when we first walked in, he hadn’t paid any attention to Jonah.

      Beck tilted his head. “You don’t know who this guy is, right here?” He jerked his head toward Jonah who was as white as a new tube of paint.

      Both Angel’s and his dad’s attention swung his way and he swayed in his chair. He was going to pass out if he didn’t breathe. I started to get up, but Beck clamped an unforgiving hand on my shoulder.

      “No. Who are you?”

      “Wait, wait, wait. Reaper is one of your guys, right?” Beck drew their attention back to himself and Jonah sighed in relief.

      The older man sneered. “That fucker? He hasn’t been one of our men for about three years. We kicked him out with quite a few other members for skimming.”

      All three of our mouths fell open.

      “Why are you asking about Reaper?” Angel came around to sit on the desk, propping an ankle on his knee.

      “He’s been living with Jonah’s aunt and manipulated Jonah into doing runs. All in the name of Devil’s Hands.” Beck edged forward so he was sitting as close to them as he could without moving his chair.

      With each word Angel’s and Graves’s faces grew dark and etched with fury.

      “Kid,” Graves turned to Jonah. “What jobs have you been doing for Devil’s Hands?” His tone demanded an answer.

      Jonah coughed and squared his shoulders. His face was still pale, but he seemed to be pulling courage in with each lung full. “Drops mostly. A few pickups. To a rival club. Sometimes to strangers that didn’t have any affiliation to a club as far as I could tell.” He tugged at the neck of his shirt, the tattoo peeking out. That was something else I wanted to learn more about.

      Graves and Angel shared a look and with a quick nod, Angel strode out of the room, dripping with determination.

      I craned my neck to watch him leave, and when I swiveled back around, Beck was gazing at Graves pensively, and Graves had his hands steepled in front of his face, not looking at anything in particular.

      “Why bring this here? What trouble has the kid gotten into that you called on us?”

      “Jonah tried to quit doing the jobs. He didn’t even want to do them in the first place, but he felt coerced. Reaper didn’t take that too well. Told him the Devil’s Hands wouldn’t let him away so easy. Pretty much he was dead.” Beck sprawled back with an easiness that didn’t fit in with this scene.

      What did that mean for Jonah? If Reaper wasn’t really a Devil’s Hand member, then he wasn’t in trouble with them. Hopefully Jonah and Beck would know to keep quiet about the videos.

      “What was in the packages?” Graves asked.

      “I’m not sure. If I had to guess, drugs.” Jonah was starting to get back some of his color. The tension we’d carried in with us started to dissipate. Not all the way, there was still danger here, but it morphed into something else. We thought we had the answers and needed to force the Devil’s Hands to follow suit. But we didn’t have the answers. We hadn’t even known the questions.

      “Devil’s Hands got out of the drug business right around the time Reaper was kicked out.” Graves flicked a bland look at Beck, which had him stiffening.

      Beck shook his head for several long seconds. “No. No, that’s not right. You fuckers supply my mom with her drugs. She told me.”

      She actually told him that? Why would a mother ever tell their child they did drugs and where they sourced them? I guessed a strung-out mother would find no problem doing it.

      “No, son. We never gave her drugs. I wouldn’t do that to you, knowing she was the only one raising you. Especially when you wouldn’t let us in your life.”

      Beck looked torn, like he didn’t know what to believe. If this was his family, and he’d shunned them for a perceived wrong that wasn’t even true, it would eat him up. Could he live with that? I believed he could. It was never too late to right your wrongs.

      “Then where did she get the drugs? Whoever gives them to her keeps her fried out of her freaking mind.” Beck’s voice was thick with ragged emotion.

      “I don’t know. She could have found a dealer anywhere. If she said it’s a Devil’s Hands member then she could have found one of our lower guys. They wouldn’t know not to give her anything. We haven’t broadcasted you were family.” Graves stood up from his chair and walked around the table, a silver chain swaying where it dangled from his belt loops.

      He stopped in front of Beck. “Is this why you’ve stayed away all these years?”

      Beck lowered his head and whispered. “Yes.”

      “God, Beck. Why didn’t you ever ask us?” He propelled Beck from the chair by his arms then engulfed his in a bittersweet hug.

      “Because I’m an idiot.” Beck’s voice was muffled against Graves’ shoulder.

      “Excuse me.” I stood too, sliding next to them so they could both see me from their hug. “What about Jonah. If they aren’t part of your club anymore, does he still have a hit on him?”

      “A hit?” Graves’ mouth curled in amusement.

      “Whatever you want to call it. They’ve been chasing him. And the bruises on his face are from them too.” I gestured to Jonah’s face, where he turned as red as candied cherries.

      Graves’ face turned to stone as he set Beck away from him. He smoothed a hand down his leather vest and offered a hand to Jonah. Now we were all standing up in a confined circle, nearly breathing each other’s air.

      “This shouldn’t have happened to you. Normally, I’d say I wouldn’t get involved with another club’s business, but if they’re operating under our name, then it’s my fucking business.” He growled. “Angel shouldn’t be long. Let’s see if he comes up with anything. But even if he doesn’t, you don’t have to worry. I give you my word. We’ll put a stop to Reaper and his dickhead buddies from coming after you.” He clamped a tight hand over Jonah’s shoulder and he nearly buckled under the weight.

      “Thank you.” Jonah turned away, hiding his face.

      The relief was so real, my own eyes misted over. This was a fantastic solution that I never saw coming. The Devil’s Hands would protect Jonah against those that would wrongly use their name. It was a poetic kind of justice that I could get behind. Now if we could figure out how to help Rhys.

      For the next twenty minutes, Graves chatted with Beck about his life and what he was up to. He knew he played and had even watched a show or two, which blew Beck’s mind. He asked a bit about me, believing I was Beck’s girlfriend and apparently a soon to be member of the family. Every time he’d make an offhand comment, Beck would pretend he hadn’t noticed me watching him and let the conversation continue. It was odd, but I wouldn’t be the one to let the cat out of the bag.

      The door crashed against the concrete wall as Angel strode in with two men behind him, carrying an unconscious Reaper between them.

      “Fucking finally,” Angel spat, fury radiating from his body as his luscious locks swayed with each step. He was every inch the avenging angel. It was a perfect name for him. “Scythe tracked him down at a bar he hangs at.”

      Reaper was tossed in the middle of the floor, which appeared to be covered in discolored stains. I hoped it wasn’t blood. This was getting to be too much. I faced the others to try and tamp down my overactive imagination.

      “You kids don’t have to stay for this. It’s about to get messy.” Graves glanced at Reaper with a sneer before focusing back on Jonah. “Lie low for a few days, but then you’ll be golden. Angel will call Beck if there’s any trouble. But these cunts are too fucking stupid to do any real harm. I can’t believe their little scheme has lasted this long.”

      “Wait.” Jonah stepped toward Graves as Beck and I started toward the door. “I need to know, why did Margaret Perez work for Devil’s Hands?”

      A fist tightened around my heart from Jonah’s pleading eyes. He wanted answers, bad. How could I have forgotten this was the one place that he could have gotten them? I shoved my fingers in the waistband of Beck’s jeans to prevent him from interfering. Jonah needed to do this on his own, and Beck had spoken enough for him tonight.

      A sad smile flitted across Graves’ face. “Now she was a great woman. I’m sorry to tell you, she passed a few years ago. She was here when there was a different president. He was fucking dirty, dealing drugs and firearms on the street. He tried to get into hookers, but there’s not a market for that here in the suburbs. Not like he thought there’d be. Why do you ask about her?”

      Jonah swallowed hard and tipped up his chin. “She was my mother.” Identical shock flashed in the eyes of both Graves and Angel. “I found letters she wrote to my dad. She sounded a lot like someone that didn’t have a choice. I want to know why.” Jonah’s voice was strong and steady. This was the boy that gave speeches and won school elections. This hellishly confident Jonah.

      Graves cast a strange look at Beck who turned away. “She was coerced. Her man was the drug runner. Only he didn’t want to be that anymore because he had a woman and baby. He blackmailed the last president before he was killed. Prez told her that if she wanted to keep you safe, then she had to take over his runs. But she didn’t know he was murdered until she was sent to prison. We couldn’t tell her before then, unless we wanted to follow in Bane’s footsteps.”

      I believed him. He was too open for this to all be lies. No, he was giving us the ugly truth about what happened. A woman lost her man because he wanted to get clean, and then was forced to take his place, until she was sentenced, leaving her son all alone. That was as ugly a truth as I’d ever discovered.

      Jonah. His dad hadn’t run off like he thought. He’d been killed. Murdered. In the short span of a few days, the solid foundation of Jonah’s truth crumbled away. He was going to have to sort through what was real and what wasn’t. And we’d be there for him.

      Jonah’s eyes were round in his face, nearly unblinking. “Can I come back? I need to process this. But I can’t think about it anymore right now. I mean talk about it. I’ll be thinking about it.” He rambled.

      Angel stepped up next to Graves, looking at Jonah in a new light.

      With a somber tilt of the mouth, Graves held out his hand to Jonah. “You can do more than come back. Bane was my little brother.”

      The shock. Why was the room suddenly white? Where was all the sound? As the color slowly started to trickle back into my vision, I pulled my fingers from Beck’s waistband. The only reason I hadn’t fallen sideways was because I had a death grip on him, but I was better now. Sure. I was better.

      Jonah didn’t move at all. Not even a facial muscle twitched. I twisted my hands together as I waited for him to put it together.

      This was Beck’s family. Jonah was Graves’ nephew, same as Beck. They could be cousins… or brothers.
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      With the precision and freakiness of an owl, Jonah’s head rotated until he had Beck in his sights. He opened his mouth, but before anything came out, he passed out. Angel caught him before he hit the floor and dragged him over to their black leather couch.

      “You would have known about him.” As soon as the words started to flow, my anger built higher and higher. “Why weren’t you part of his life? Do you know how hard it’s been for him to live with his aunt? You could have helped him! You could have saved him from freaking Reaper!” Judgment rang in my words as I looked at these hypocritical people. Why was it okay to have family ties to Beck and not Jonah?

      Angel scowled at me as his dad grimaced. “We made Margaret a promise. She would only take Bane’s place willingly if we agreed never to go near him. Prez didn’t care about the kid as long as he got what he wanted. Then she was caught, and Prez was no longer in charge. She stood by her request. She said we were no good for him. She believed his life would be as shitty as hers if he knew who we were. So we left him alone. It doesn’t seem like it’s been years. But I guess it has.” His shoulders slumped as he regarded Jonah. He seemed like he wanted to touch him, maybe comfort him, but he didn’t.

      “Well, he needs you now. If you care about him at all, you’ll make sure Reaper and his buddies leave him alone. He could have an amazingly bright future if those dicks don’t screw it up.”

      Angel smirked. “I like you. Beck did good.”

      Graves chuckled. “Put us in our place, girl. Put us in our place.”

      Behind him, Reaper groaned and flopped an arm over his eyes. The change in Angel and Graves was instantaneous, going from funny and caring family, to the Devil’s Hands they were. It was scary.

      “Get him out of here, Beck. Angel will help you take him up. Let’s do a barbecue soon.” Graves turned his back, dismissing us as Angel and Beck each threw one of Jonah’s arms around their necks. His head lolled backward and his toes barely touched the concrete ground as they carried him up the stairs.

      After Jonah was placed in the cramped backseat, I stood next to Beck as he said goodbye to Angel.

      “Bet you feel like a fucking fool now, don’t you?” The grin that spread across Angel’s face put the Cheshire cat’s to shame.

      Beck grunted but didn’t answer. “How about we don’t talk about this ever? Any of it. We’ll pretend it never happened.”

      “Oh no, cuz. Now that we know why your sorry ass refused to get to know us, you won’t be able to get rid of us. You’ve broken the seal.”

      “Great.” Beck muttered.

      “Astrid, it was so very nice to meet you.” Angel kissed me on the cheek and thumped Beck on the back. “I expect you to bring her around.” With that, he left.

      We didn’t watch him, instead climbing in the car. I didn’t know about Beck, but I was emotionally drained and ready to put the night behind me.

      “You know Jonah’s going to want answers when he wakes up.” I kept my voice low as I fastened my seatbelt.

      “I know.” And he didn’t sound happy about it.

      “Is he your brother or cousin?” I asked.

      “Brother.”

      He turned on his bright lights as we headed down the deserted dirt road. “Why didn’t you ever say anything? Or tell him at least.”

      “Yeah, Beck. Why didn’t you fucking tell me, you bastard? You had to have known I’d find out here.” Jonah stayed laying down with an arm over his eyes.

      Beck sped up as if to outrun the questions, but it didn’t work that way. “I had hoped you wouldn’t find out tonight. I wouldn’t have kept it from you forever.”

      “Still not cool, Beck.” I murmured.

      “I know. But I wasn’t ready. I just started to like you this weekend. I had a lifetime of hurt and betrayal to get over. Give me a break. I would have told you. Just not yet. It doesn’t matter now anyway.”

      “Yeah, because they told me. They seemed happy to call me family. But not fucking you.” Jonah pushed himself up so he could stare down Beck in the rearview mirror. “How could you hate your own brother? It didn’t bother me when you weren’t anything but Astrid’s friend. But now it burns. It burns my chest like someone’s pouring acid down my throat. I never did anything to you. I hadn’t even spoken to you before Astrid.” His nostrils flared and his upper lip curled.

      I loved Beck. God help me, I loved this lonely, emotional man. He was one of my best friends, and never did anything by halves. But I was with Jonah on this one.

      “You want to know why? Fine. My mom was a good person. She paid her bills, worked a decent job and loved me. Then Bane left us for your mom, and she spiraled out of control. Someone at that fucking club got her hooked on drugs and kept her supplied. I didn’t matter to her. Bane never came around. He never called, never stopped by. Not until I was older when I knew enough to blame him for mom and my sorry life. I knew it was bad even as a little kid.

      “So yeah. I resented you for that. Because he gave you what I never got. He stayed with your mom. He was your dad. My mom made sure to tell me that every day. I’m sorry if I’m human and I had to work through it on my own. I’d already started doing that. Do you think I would have made this call and risked you finding out now if I still hated you?” Beck scoffed.

      It was hard to hold onto my anger when he was hurting just as bad as Jonah, only the shapes of their scars were different. Jonah must have felt the same because he dropped his head on the back of my seat, ignoring both of us.

      “I’ll text Rhys and Thatcher, let them know we’re on our way.” I said, but no one answered.

      It was a long, quiet drive back, allowing time for me to mash all of the events into an order that made sense. Jonah was safe. Beck and Jonah were brothers. They had a crazy family of redeemed criminals. And now we were on our way home. The world was small, and we were each connected in ways we never imagined. Each time we uncovered a threat, that same world made less sense. Or more depending on what you believed in.
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      The rest of the week passed in an underwhelming blur. Jonah had no other issues, and continued to stay with Beck. Rhys and I stayed with Thatcher, avoiding both of our houses. Other than a few meaningless slurs made by pathetic people at school, it was easy. The students didn’t hold a grudge against Rhys for long anyway. A single glare from Ragnar shut them up, until the whispers dwindled to a nonexistent piece of gossip.

      Trey wasn’t too happy about that. He’d pass us in the hall with a glare filled with so much hate, it was amazing he could stand up right with all that negativity weighing him down. It wasn’t until we were almost to Rhys’ Rover on Friday that he made his next move.

      “You think you’re so important, don’t you? Superiority practically seeps from your pores as you stare down your nose at the rest of us.”

      We turned to see Trey swiftly walking our way. He held his backpack in one hand as he clenched his fists at his side. A vein popped in his forehead and his eyes were bloodshot.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Trey. Nor do I care.” Rhys opened the back door and he waited for me to toss my backpack in before he threw in his own. He turned his back on Trey as if he didn’t find him threatening, but the move made me nervous. Trey already proved how unstable he really was.

      “It didn’t matter that I was as good as you in hockey. It didn’t matter that I did everything your dad asked of me. It didn’t fucking matter. Do you hear me? It. Didn’t. Matter!” Trey screamed at Rhys, their noses almost touching. They would have been if Trey wasn’t two inches shorter than Rhys.

      A crowd started to form, and cameras started to flash and record. For the first time, I didn’t want to bring out my own. I needed to shield Rhys from their invasion of his privacy. They weren’t taking pictures for art or to study the strange behavior of teenage guys. They were documenting this moment to embarrass him with it later. And I hated that. Almost as much as I hated that I couldn’t make myself do anything other than stand meekly to the side, hoping they didn’t turn their cameras on me.

      “Are you on drugs? Get out of here. I’ll call Dad about your little scene if you don’t back away.” Nothing riled Rhys. He was still as calm now as before Trey walked up to him.

      Trey barked a sharp, sour laugh. “Go ahead. There’s nothing he could do now anyway. He’s already pulled me off the hockey team and cut off my account. All because I caused trouble for you. His precious son.” A nerve under his eye twitched frantically, even as his brow smoothed out from the twisted face he wore.

      Rhys merely quirked a brow in response. “Astrid, get in the car. We’re leaving.” He started to turn away from Trey.

      With a swiftness I never would have thought someone as big as Trey could possess, he reached into the opening of his backpack and pulled out a wicked looking, short bladed machete.

      “Rhys!” I dove for Trey, shoving him away at the last minute. The blade still grazed Rhys’ shoulder, little delicate spots of blood dotting his shirt around the shallow cut. He pinned Trey on the ground, as the knife clattered to the pavement. It was seconds. It made my heart feel like it would explode.

      “Call 911, Astrid.” Rhys said through gritted teeth.

      “It doesn’t matter!” Trey yelled and flailed under Rhys’ hold.

      “He’s crazy.” I whispered as I called 911. I told the operator what happened and people still filmed.

      “Get out of here. There’s nothing to see.” I waved my arms, blocking the view of the cameras. For a moment, I forgot to be afraid. For a moment, I was only a person trying to protect her friend.

      Sirens quickly approached us and finally, everyone dispersed. I let out a long breath, happy people were about to see Trey for the insane motherfucker he was.

      “Ma’am, can you tell us what happened?” An officer approached me as two more helped Rhys up before cuffing Trey. It was like he didn’t even know he was being cuffed, he only cackled with glee.

      “Trey came out of nowhere, spouting crazy stuff, and attacked Rhys. This is the third time he’s been out of control. When Rhys turned his back, he pulled out a huge knife and tried to stab him.” A female officer guided Rhys over several yards to question him. I kept my gaze on him the whole time. “There’s a cut on his shoulder. It should be looked at.”

      Jonah ran up to us, stopping a few feet away. He didn’t interrupt, only stood there fidgeting as his attention moved from Rhys to me, over and over again.

      The cops finished taking our statements and checked over Rhys’ shoulder. His shirt was sliced, but the cut was barely a scratch. It hardly even bled.

      “That was crazy. I heard guys in the hall talking about a fight between the Bennets. I came as soon as I could.” Jonah panted, still moving his dark gaze between the two of us, like he was unsure who needed his help.

      “I have no idea what just happened.” Rhys scratched the back of his head as he watched the cop cars disappear. Trey’s head bounced back and forth through the back windshield. He was probably still laughing.

      I hopped in the front passenger seat as Jonah took the back. “You know what I think, Rhys?”

      He lifted his brows as if to say, what?

      “Trey is unstable. Mentally unstable, and would do good to be mentally evaluated. But there could be a silver lining to today.” I tapped my lips, deep in thought.

      “There’s a silver lining here? All I see is another act of violence for people to pin on my back.” Such a smart ass.

      “He’s created a pattern. He was unstable and clearly the provoker. You can cry self-defense, which it was. There’s no way you can be kicked off the hockey team for being a victim. Nor could they withhold scholarships from you. I know this is the last thing you want to do, but you should talk to your dad. He’s got the money and attorneys to throw at this if you need it. But honestly, I don’t think you will.”

      He bit his lower lip as he stared at his open palms. “That might just work. I’ll ask Dad to have him evaluated today if possible. The games are on Sunday. If we could prove there’s truly something wrong with him, it just might work.” He glanced at me. “Come with me?”

      I smiled. I loved that he found comfort in my company, and that he trusted me enough to ask me to come with him. It opened something up inside of me, warmth unfolding in my chest. “Of course.”

      At his house, Jonah went straight to the cottage without a word. Not that I thought he felt left out; it was more like he was offering what silent comfort he could. This was important and Rhys’ happiness was on the line, whether or not he wanted to admit it. Asking his dad for help would be a bitter pill to swallow, but what was one small act when it allowed him to gain so much more.

      Rhys reached back and grabbed my hand, banding his fingers around mine. He hesitated for just a moment when he twisted the knob and pushed the door open.

      “I understand. I’ve already planned for this. There’ve been too many signs lately that pointed down this path. I don’t like it any better than you do, but there’s nothing to be done now. Our reputation’s at stake.” Mr. Bennet’s voice echoed down the hall.

      Rhys tugged me along behind him, stepping with a surefooted confidence in his search of his dad. He didn’t have to search too hard as he was in the kitchen. Images pelted me with memories of the last time the three of us were in this very spot. Dad was the only one missing. I almost looked behind me to see if he was going to jump out.

      Mr. Bennet waved a hand to hold on when he saw us, but he turned his back to finish his conversation. He was every bit the dangerous businessman staring out the large bay window over the perfectly manicured back yard. Rhys could easily be a replica of his father if that’s what he desired. He didn’t, but he also never talked about what he wanted to study in college, only how he’d pay for it. As soon as this was over, I’d ask him.

      “Good. Let me know if there are any problems.” He disconnected the call and pivoted on his heels, the expensive lavender tie floating from the turn.

      “Dad.” Rhys greeted.

      “Son. Astrid.” He tried to smile but his mouth couldn’t quite form the curve, ending on a pained grimace instead. “I suppose you’re here about Trey. He was my brother’s son, but I can’t have him making a fool of us. A news blogger already dubbed him Twisted Trey. How she found out about the incident, I have no idea.” He waited as if we would agree with him, or at the very least hang off his every insincere word.

      “He can’t stay here.” Rhys demanded, letting go of my hand and stepping slightly in front of me. I lightly touched his back and it seemed enough to settle his nerves. The tension running through his body stilled and his stance relaxed.

      “I know, Rhys. I hate that it’s come to this, but he’s going away.” I had to hand it to Mr. Bennet, he sounded regretful. If it weren’t for the unfeeling lines of his face and eyes completely empty of true emotion, I might have believed him.

      “Before he goes away, I need you to have him evaluated. I want the fight and arrest off my record. If we can prove he was unstable, then it will clear my name. And yours.” Rhys added as an afterthought. Smart move. His dad was equally as obsessed with public image as the parentals were.

      “I’ve already set it up. And I’ve got a call into your coach. It won’t do to have our name smeared for no reason. The phone rang in his hand. “This is him now. Mark. Good afternoon. I’m good, and you?” A brief polite pause filled the air. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. We’ve had a hell of a time with Trey. He’s attacked Rhys multiple times and today, he pulled a knife.” He nodded. “Yes, Rhys is fine. And Trey is on his way to a mental hospital as we speak to be evaluated and receive the best possible care. But that’s not why I’m calling. In hindsight, Rhys has been the target of Trey and I have reason to believe getting Rhys kicked off the hockey team was his end goal all along.”

      Rhys reached back and folded a muscled arm around my shoulders, pulling me tight to his side. He exhaled as he kept his gaze pinned on his dad.

      “Rhys shouldn’t be penalized for being attacked. Especially by someone whose goal was to hurt him this way, and we can’t punish him for protecting himself. Because that’s all it was on Rhys’ side. Self-defense.” The commanding tone brooked no argument, letting the coach know exactly how it was. And how it was going to be. “Rhys needs to play at the games this weekend. I know you’re a fair man, and that’s only fair. Don’t take the boy’s future away.”

      Wow. His dad was being a lot more supportive than I ever imagined he could be. From the astonishment on Rhys’ face, he’d never seen this side of his dad either.

      “Great. I’d expect nothing less. I’ll be waiting for your call.” He hung up, and once again we were left staring at each other.

      “Did you actually do that for me?” Rhys said in disbelief, and my heart cracked a little. Too many children went unprotected by their parents. And for Rhys, he seemed uncertain why his dad would protect him.

      “Of course. You’re my son. No one pushes down a Bennet, not even a blood relation. Trey should have known where his place was. But clearly, he never learned. Now I’m cleaning up his messes so it doesn’t cause permanent damage to our standing in town.” He shook his head.

      The air left Rhys in a defeated sigh. He must have wanted Mr. Bennet to go to the mat for the right reasons. Instead, it was as we’d always known, his only concern was image and staying in the top tier of Silver Ranch hierarchy.

      “What did coach say? Can I play this weekend?”

      “He’s calling back after he discusses it with the board for the league. He doesn’t think it’s an issue, but he’ll let us know. I’ll make some phone calls and have my attorneys on standby. If they try to keep you out of the game, we’ll threaten lawsuit. A group that small would collapse without our support and with a lawsuit draining their funds for legal fees.” He shrugged nonchalantly.

      Rhys started to say something, probably to tell his dad no lawsuit, but I jammed my elbow in his stomach.

      “What about the arrest, Mr. Bennet?”

      He went to the cabinet and poured himself a glass of scotch as he answered. “The attorneys will handle that too. For as much as we pay them, this should all be cleared up by Monday.”

      “That’s great to hear. Thank you, Mr. Bennet.” It seared the back of my throat to be so nice to this egotistical adulterer, but it was necessary. I gripped Rhys’ shirt and started discreetly tugging him out of the room. We went two feet before vicious pounding on the front door threatened to break it down.

      “What the hell.” Rhys mumbled under his breath as his long strides carried him straight to their elegant front door.

      I didn’t need to ask why he said that. Through the small panes of clear glass, Dad was using both fists to beat down the door.

      “Mr. Scott. What’s wrong with you?” Rhys shouted. He was calm in the face of so much, but my frenzied dad on his doorstep wasn’t one of them.

      Dad shoved passed Rhys and headed straight for the kitchen, almost as if he knew that’s where he would find Mr. Bennet. Gross. It was awkward to be in the same room with both of them.

      “Stan. Stan. She’s gone.” Dad buried his hands in the lapels of Mr. Bennet’s jacket with all the familiarity of a lover.

      “What?” Stan yelled. “What do you mean, she’s gone?”

      Then it slapped me in the face. She. There was only one she Dad would be going crazy over. And it wasn’t me.
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      “Dead?”

      I didn’t love her like a daughter should love her mother, but I didn’t want her dead.

      “No! She’s gone. She’s taken all of her stuff and cleared out our bank account. She’s gone.” Dad dropped his forehead to Mr. Bennet’s chest.

      I grabbed Rhys’ hand and sprinted out the front door, barreling across their immaculate lawn to my house. Rhys at least followed me without complaint.

      My own front door was standing wide open. We ran through and I skidded to a halt. Our homey décor was the same. The standard family photos in the hall were still up. Everything looked the same. I went to my parent’s bedroom, looking for proof that what Dad said was true. It was. Men’s clothes were strewn all over the place and many articles of clothing were shredded. Mother Dearest got a little revenge before she left. His cologne was smashed in their master bath. Shaving gel was smeared all over the mirror.

      But there were no feminine items left in the room. All of my mother’s things were really gone.

      “Astrid, are you okay?” Rhys swept my hair over my shoulder. His skin didn’t even touch mine, but somehow the gesture was more intimate than any kisses we’d shared.

      “I don’t know. I think I am.”

      “She was horrible to you. This is a good thing.”

      I turned and tilted my face up to his. “Is it? Does it make me a bad person that I’m glad she’s gone?” Numbness spread through my body and my voice sounded like it was so very far away from my body.

      “No. That’s an ugly truth I doubt many people ever learn. Sometimes the ones that should love you most, are the ones that will destroy you. It’s good that she’s out of your life now.”

      I nodded as I left my parents’ room. I checked my bedroom, and thankfully everything was still in its place. Whatever caused her rage at the end wasn’t anything to do with me. Thank God.

      Dad and Mr. Bennet were walking through the door as we came downstairs.

      “Astrid.” Dad made a beeline for me and wrapped me up in a hug so foreign, I didn’t know how to react. Even once it sunk in, I still didn’t hug him back. I couldn’t. The rusty action didn’t faze Dad as he continued to hold onto me.

      “Astrid, she left us. You don’t have to fear her now. You can come home.” He said loud and clear.

      He wasn’t upset she left. Maybe he was annoyed at first that she actually left him, but too much happiness rang through his voice. When he backed up, he had a look of a man scheming how to turn this around for him. I was sure he’d play it up like he was the injured party. He might even spread that she cheated on him. Then he’d have the sympathy of the congregation and he could show them how strong he was for them. And me.

      No thank you.

      “I’m staying with Rhys.” My voice still sounded like it was coming from across the room. But I was clearheaded enough to know I’d never come back to this place. Not with or without Mother Dearest. Definitely not to stay with a parent that didn’t even know I existed half the time.

      “Absolutely not. I allowed it because your mother was abusive, but now that isn’t an issue. You come home.” He frowned and his disapproval shined all over me.

      “No one knew I wasn’t staying here, and no one will now. I’m over eighteen and you can’t stop me.” Then I told him the truth. The ugly truth. “There’s too many memories here. And beyond that, you’re not a good father. Any parent that ignores the signs of abuse, or is so absent they don’t see the signs, is just as guilty. Maybe one day we’ll have a relationship. But not today. I blame you. I blame you as much as I blame her. Maybe more, because I knew you could stop it and you never did. Not until I forced you, and I doubt you helped me out of the kindness of your heart. Ironic for a church man, don’t you think? What you’re going to do is let me go.”

      Dad’s jaw went slack as each of my words reached his unbelieving ears. Then his face started to gather color. Every second it turned a deeper shade of red. Mr. Bennet stood behind him with his arms crossed, clearly staying for moral support. Something I never got from either of my parents.

      “Fine. You can go.” He said.

      Surprised, but not willing to let him change his mind I motioned for Rhys to follow me out.

      “But Astrid. You go, and I won’t pay for your college. At all. Now that your mother isn’t here, the deal we made is no longer valid.”

      That motherfucker. He was a shitty dad, now he was taking away the future he promised me. Maybe I’d come to regret it, but right then, I didn’t need his money. I’d go to a community college and take night classes if I had to. There were other ways to get the life you wanted. The guys and I would figure it out together.

      I flipped him off as I reached the door. “Fuck you, Dad.”

      Rhys shut the door behind him, and we gathered Jonah before heading to Thatcher’s. That was where my real family was. My chosen family.
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        * * *

      

      Every day for the next few weeks, I watched over my shoulder, waiting for something to kill our happiness. But Dad left me alone. Jonah was safe. Rhys was the hockey star he always was.

      Oh, there were little changes. Jonah and Beck were once again avoiding each other. Not when we all hung out, but they weren’t having side conversations when no one was looking. Beck was happy to divulge all this in our nightly conversations, even as the sadness coated his words. One day they’d have to realize they were blessed with a good family, one to make up for the awful hands they’d been dealt early in life. It wouldn’t be today, or tomorrow, but someday. And I’d be here to see it.

      Rhys played his games that weekend, and he killed it. The guys and I all supported him with Fat Head posters of his head, bobbing happily on the sidelines. He was embarrassed, but he appreciated it. Not that he said that, but I could tell.

      “Astrid?” Jonah slid into the leather chair next to me in the musty section of the library.

      “Hey.” I said as I looked up from my computer.

      “I want to run something by you.” He chewed on his lip nervously. This must be good if he was at all insecure. Which he never was.

      “Sure.” I closed my laptop, giving him my full attention.

      “All right. Since I need to raise the difference between my scholarships and the tuition, I’ve been researching different scholarships I could apply for. I found one that’s nationwide, and it’s open to anyone who wants to apply. It’s not major or grade specific, or anything like that.”

      “That’s good, right?”

      “Yes. The way they decide the winner is by essay. You have to write an essay on your life. Five pages.”

      “Jonah, you’re one of the smartest people I know. Why are you even asking me about it? You could do this in your sleep.”

      He pulled a paper out of his backpack and handed it to me. It was his essay. He’d already written it.

      
        
        UGLY TRUTHS

        When the lies fall apart.

      

      

      Everyone grows up with preconceived notions of who they are, how the world works, and how life will pepper them with good and wonderful things. Teachers are partly at fault, with participation ribbons to make every child feel special. Society adds to it by having a ready smile and lollipop at the doctor’s office, or a pig sticker at the grocery store. The biggest contributor is the metaphorical bubble that surrounds each young mind, sheltering them, or imprisoning them from the truth. For me, life was a series of pretty lies and innocent hopes, teasing me with an easy path filled with good grades and a happy home life. But what happens when the lies fall apart? You’re left with a truth so ugly it will give you the drive to find your own success, or the tools to bring about your downfall. This is the story of how I got a little bit of both.

      My first memory is of sitting on the floor, wedged between the couch and coffee table, watching the popular kid’s show, Handy Manny. As far as memories go, it’s a decent memory. I had a snack, I had clean clothes, and I was entertained. All things that are important for a toddler. My life was normal. It wasn’t until much later I realized normal was a fluid thing, changing drastically for each person depending on what part of town they lived in, who their parents were, or even what clothes they wore.

      You could say I grew up on the wrong side of the tracks. Which is very cliché, and probably hasn’t been given much thought in decades. We live in New America, where dreams become reality and everyone has a fighting chance. And for the most part, I’d say that’s true. But subtle discrimination plagues almost all communities today. Sometimes in small ways that have no lasting effect on anyone, and sometimes in ways that decimate a person’s self-worth so much they have a need to lie. Lie to themselves, and lie to the world.

      In my hometown of Silver Ranch, there are the wealthy parts, and the less than fortunate parts. These sections used to be separated by school district lines, a very real barrier between their reality and mine. Back when I was in elementary school, neglectful parents who constantly fought the entire ninth year of your life, were common in most houses. Then when my father suddenly left without a word or backward glance, that was normal too. Kids were lucky to have both parents, no matter how those parents came. I still believed I was going to be handed a good job when I grew up, I’d always have food on the table, and I’d always have my mom. These were the pretty lies I’d wrapped around my shoulders at night, with the help of the world, to feel good about myself.

      My eighth-grade year, everything was about to change. I remember walking home from the bus stop in jeans so worn, holes were present at every corner of both the front and back pockets. My backpack was light because there weren’t enough textbooks to go around, so the shared books were always left at school. Sirens blared from the direction of our trailer, but that wasn’t uncommon on our road. It wasn’t until I could see our trailer; I realized the cops were at our place. Shock, fear, and a healthy dose of reality slapped me in the face that day. My mother was caught running drugs for a local motorcycle club, and she was going away for a very long time.

      Luckily, I had an aunt to take me in, who could also keep me in the same school. While she didn’t run drugs, she had a penchant for dangerous men, who were constantly in and out of our trailer. This was all still normal, still the way the world was. In my mind, I believed everyone was on the same level, dealt equally horrible hands, and would either make something of themselves or not. But we all had the same chance.

      My freshman year, funding was cut in our school district and all the kids from the wrong side of town were suddenly being bused to the good school. We were mixing with the kids from sweet suburbia whether the town of Silver Ranch liked it or not. This was the first knot of lies that started to unravel.

      My first day of school, I learned the town of Silver Ranch was not happy we were there. I happened upon a less than pleasant conversation of a father telling his son exactly what he thought of the change, and what he thought of us. I now knew people from my side of town were nobodies, and would forever be cursed to follow in our families’ footsteps. For me, that meant living in a trailer, dealing drugs, and possibly overdosing at an early age. That we were condemned before we ever really had a chance is one of the ugliest truths I’d ever had to face. Where was the American dream, where people from poverty-stricken neighborhoods climbed to the top tiers of society? It wasn’t here in Silver Ranch.

      That day started a fire in my stomach I couldn’t ignore. I refused to be the person I was expected to become. With perfect grades and a well-rounded school resume, I was going to shove their shortsighted beliefs down their throats and make something of myself. But joining the debate team, winning student body president, and maintaining a solid chance at valedictorian wasn’t enough. To truly blend in with the elite of Silver Ranch, I had to become someone else. I created a whole new set of pretty lies to shroud the trailer trash stench that followed me everywhere. New clothes, new haircut, even a pair of fake glasses were all part of the plan. No longer was I the son of a convict; I was the resident school nerd. I did it so well, even I started to believe it.

      But it wasn’t enough. School admissions and scholarship awards started rolling in, and the second knot of lies unraveled. There wasn’t enough to cover the tuition, and my aunt is not the type of person to fill out a FAFSA for me. Suddenly, I felt like I wasn’t enough. And a new ugly truth reared its head this time, there was very little I wasn’t willing to do to get the future I wanted.

      They say people are their own worst enemies. Well, I say we have a nasty habit of self-fulfilling prophecies. As much as I tried to avoid it, I soon started doing odd jobs for the local motorcycle club. People from my neighborhood were doomed to join a gang or motorcycle club. I tried my best to disprove it, but in order to build myself up with a good college education; I fell into the trap of easy money. It was a slippery slope, intent on dragging me down. Four very important people, who saw more value in me than I saw in myself, pulled me out. I will forever be in their debt, and spend my life trying to repay it.

      All the lies were scattered around my feet. What was left were ugly truths that stared me in the face, refusing to let me look away. I wasn’t a nerd, even though I had good grades and wore ridiculous fake glasses, because I had believed smart people wore them. I hated my mother for ruining our lives when she was sucked into the same self-fulfilling prophecy everyone in our neighborhood seemed to fall victim to. She died before I realized bad choices don’t make bad people, and I have to live with that for the rest of my life. I have a harder hill to climb because I have less support and resources than most people. And lastly, I made my own incredibly stupid choices for vain reasons.

      Many people would be crushed by these truths. I almost was. But I realized, I now see life with a clarity so few ever really experience. I know life is what you make of it. Good friends are hard to come by, and if you find some, don’t let go. There are many different versions of success, and your version doesn’t have to be mine.

      I am human.

      I make mistakes.

      I am living my life for me, and what makes me happy.

      So when all the lies fell apart, and left me with ugly truths, I learned more about myself and the world at the age of seventeen, than some people ever do in their entire life. It was hard, and it hurt like hell. But I’m better for it.

      

      I curled my legs up and read every single word on the whole five pages.

      “Jonah… This is. This is wonderful.” I wiped a lone tear from the corner of my right eye. Who knew this uptight, school obsessed geek could feel so much? And see the world in such a light.

      “You think it’s good? You think I could really have a shot?” He held out a hand for the paper, and once he had it, he read over it again.

      “I think if you don’t win, you should submit that to some kind of magazine. They’d publish it for sure. Then you’d make a different kind of money from it.”

      Indents were forming in the paper where he gripped it so hard. “Thank you. I’m going to do it. I’m submitting it.”

      “Good.” I leaned back and draped a both legs over the arm, getting comfortable for the rest of the lunch period.

      “Have you decided what to do for your portfolio?” He leaned back, still clutching his essay.

      “Yeah. I’m going to stick with my original portfolio.” I smiled. “I loved my original work. And with your guy’s voices, it’s perfect. I looked through some of my pictures that I’d taken recently, but I don’t want to use any of those. They’re too personal.”

      “I get that.” And he did, because he poured out his soul in his paper. We finished our lunch and we all met at Thatcher’s later that day.

      After Mother Dearest left, Beck went back to his place, and surprisingly Jonah went with him. That must have made for awkward home time. Rhys and I went back to his cottage, but Thatcher’s was the hub. We all met there and relaxed, watched movies, and enjoyed life. This year wasn’t going to be so bad after all.
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      “Beck, you gonna stay the night or you good to drive home?” I cleaned up some of the mess we’d made. There wasn’t much. Astrid wouldn’t leave a disaster for me. She was raised better than that. But she was dead on her feet, and Rhys shuffled her out before she passed out. We still never got to have our movie date.

      Soon. Real soon.

      We all backed off after her mom left, but that was a month ago. She was thriving and happy, snapping photos all over the place. There was an antsy look in Beck’s eyes. He was tired of waiting just like I was. Rhys, the fucker, was too smug because he took her home every night. Not that it was overtly obvious, it wasn’t. There was a different light in his eyes lately and I knew exactly who had put it there. If I wanted a shot, I’d have to act soon.

      “Yeah. I had two beers, two hours ago. I’m just fine to drive me and princess here home.”

      Jonah rolled his eyes. Now that I knew they were half-brothers, I could see the resemblance. They had the same face shape, the same eyebrows. Okay, it wasn’t like they were twins, but there was a familiarity in their features. Beck seemed like he had come to accept it, but Jonah was still fighting it hard. Not hard enough that he went to stay somewhere else, but enough that he refused to talk about it with Beck, and when they were at Beck’s, I’d heard their conversations were nonexistent.

      An annoying mechanical tone came from my phone on the counter. Leaving the guys to get their shoes on, I walked into the kitchen and checked out the caller ID.

      Unknown.

      “Hello?” I picked up.

      “Thatch.” My father’s best friend Jim wailed down the phone. It was disconcerting, given he was six and a half feet tall, and one of the meanest drunks I knew. Good company for dear old dad.

      “What?”

      “Don’t talk like that to me. It’s your dad. Your dad’s dead.” He sniffled and choked back a sob.

      I didn’t hear that right. “Say that again?”

      “Your dad is dead, boy. Dead.”

      My brain short-circuited. What did this mean? What did I feel? Relief? Happiness? Grief was is there somewhere, but only for the person he could have been. He was never that person with us.

      “How?” I fell back against the wall, letting it brace my weight.

      “I don’t know. Overdose, I think. I called 911. An ambulance is on its way. Not sure what they’re going to do now.”

      Overdose. Over fucking dose. Trinity hadn’t mentioned anything about drugs. I’d kill her if she stayed there while he and friends got high, or shot up, or whatever drug addicts did.

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      I hung up. Beck and Jonah were staring at me hard. They thought something was wrong, but I didn’t want to share anything just yet. I needed to let it sink in before I accepted their pity. I straightened up and offered them a small smile, hiding all of my mixed-up thoughts and emotions behind a blank mask.

      A key scraped against the lock on the door, and a moment later Trinity walked in.

      “Yo, buttface.” She grinned, and it morphed into something completely different when she spotted Beck. I wouldn’t tell Astrid about that smile. Beck would never go there, but it would make things strained between Astrid and Trinity when they met. Then her gaze stopped on Jonah.

      Her smile took over the bottom half of her face, it was so big.

      “Jonah.” She purred. My fucking sister purred.

      He flicked his gaze at me before clearing his throat and tugging on his collar.

      “Hey.”

      “I didn’t know you were friends with my brother. It’s been months since I’ve seen you. I’ve missed you.” She rushed over and gave him a hug. “Still getting tattoos?”

      He awkwardly patted Trinity’s back while I shot death from my eyes. My next painting would be of his funeral. My sister was off fucking limits.

      “Uh, sorry. I’ve been hanging around other people. Your brother. I mean not just your brother. Beck you ready to go home?” He sent pleading eyes to Beck, who took mercy on him. He was going soft now that he’d accepted Jonah as part of his life.

      “Trinity, I’m Beck. Nice to meet you, but we have to get going.” He gently untangled her arms from around his neck, shook her hand and hauled Jonah up off the couch.

      Without another word from either of the bastards, they walked out.

      My dad was dead, Trinity would move in with me, and she had some kind of relationship with Jonah. Or used to.

      This ought to be interesting.

      Fuck.

      
        
        To be continued in Busted Dreams…

      

      

      Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed Astrid and her fellas as much as I did! If you did, please consider leaving a review as it helps promote the books you love.

      

      You can stalk me on my Facebook Author Page,  Bookbub and you can also find me in my closed reading group the Lusty Legion. In the LL you can interact with me directly, find excerpts and information on upcoming releases, as well as play games and enter for giveaways. I’d love to have you join me!

      Turn the page for a peek of Full Glasses & Burju Shoes, a contemporary romance. This is not an RH novel, but does have bachata and a sexy Dominican American army veteran. <3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Full Glasses and Burju Shoes

          

          Perrin

        

      

    

    
      As I run down the sidewalk, my flip-flops slap against the pavement. Sweat beads on my forehead as I greedily suck in air. You’d think with all of my extracurricular hobbies, I would be in better shape.

      My breath comes in short gasps as I round the corner. Muted music starts to drown out the sound of my own breathing. I slow down and grab the stitch in my side as I catch sight of a demonstration happening through the glass walls of the campus dance studio.

      Completely captivated by the couple in the middle of the crowd, I come to a full stop. Damn near pressing my nose to the glass, I push up to my tiptoes to see through gap between students. I can just barely make out the words to…“Drunk in Love?” A club remix, or maybe a Latin remix.

      There isn’t an inch of space between the pair. The woman has on a sports top and black leggings, sporting seriously cute high heels. The way she moves is so fluid she completely steals the show from her partner. He moves effortlessly with her, only a prop to her final scene.

      Their hips are more than gyrating. No, not gyrating at all. Swinging, rotating, rolling. They are two coordinated waves, moving in synchronized grace but never actually touching.

      They stop moving for a beat. The man barely touches her high on her sides as he guides her into a rolling pattern, back and forth, as smooth as the rising tide. The beat kicks up at the same time their entire bodies twist in a tight circle, sharing breaths, noses grazing.

      This has got to be the hottest dance I have ever seen. So intimate. We shouldn’t be watching this sensual moment. But we are.

      The music stops, and the couple ends in an embrace. The duo holds the pose for several seconds, inhaling deeply. Secret smiles are exchanged when they look into each other’s eyes. They break apart, face the crowd with their clasped hands raised before taking a bow. The crowd erupts into loud cheers and catcalls.

      They felt it too.

      It’s the flush in their cheeks and the brightness in their eyes, glowing with emotion the dance provoked. I only caught the last minute, and even I’m moved by the energy in the air. It’s fucking contagious.

      Before I even know what I’m doing, I pull open the glass door and step inside. Cool air rolls over me.

      “Thank you! Thank you so very much for attending our bachata demonstration. We have flyers on the table by the door. If you would like to learn and/or enter the contest during the 2019 Latin Festival this winter, please contact us via email. It’s listed on the flyer. We will be here for the next fifteen minutes answering questions. Please don’t be shy!” The man’s rich voice projects easily around the room, a heavy Spanish accent lacing his words.

      I am one of the first people to reach the table. Easy for me since I’m still by the door. The flyer has a picture of this duo with Bachata scrolled across the top in elegant script.

      Backing out with the flyer in hand, I kick back into a run. Danny won’t care that I’m ten minutes late, but I don’t want to take advantage of his grumpy kindness. It was finals today.  He cares more about my grades than I do, so I know the stink eye is all that’s in store for me.

      I try to hold the flyer steady as I run. My pounding steps jar the paper, but I don’t have time to slow down.

      Bachata Contest, December 22nd for all levels, held at the convention center, downtown Denver.

      My mouth lifts into a smooth grin. Hells yeah, I just found my next obsession. Bachata. I can just imagine myself moving as if I’m a goddess among men, worshiped by my faceless, nameless partner. I can totally see it.

      I reach the entrance to The Cracked Door, the best restaurant in Denver and my current place of employment. I blindly reach out for the handle to pull the door open, still focused on reading the rest of the flyer.

      “Omph!” I grunt.

      A stranger about tramples me on the sidewalk, forcing the air right out of my lungs. I almost died right there in front of my work. How inconvenient.

      “Watch it, carajita,” the stranger growls as he stomps towards the parking lot. He even looks angry from this angle. His shoulders are shrugged up by his ears and the veins in his arms stand out, running all the way down to his clenched fists. He’s not half bad from behind. A good six inches taller than my 5’5. Wide shoulders, narrow waist, and hips accentuated nicely by his black t-shirt and tan cargo shorts. He has a nice neck, too.

      It’s weird I would notice this, but for some reason a nice neck makes or breaks a man’s attractiveness. If he has a straw neck, it looks like a like a clay head stuck on a toothpick. If he has a tree trunk neck, then he just looks like he has no neck at all. No, you need one that’s in the middle.

      “Rude much, buddy?” I call after him.

      His only response is to flip me off.

      Yowza, people these days. Don’t they know that negativity isn’t worth it?

      The man forgotten, I rush into the restaurant looking for Danny. It’s early afternoon so there isn’t really a crowd here. That will start around four o’clock. The shades are half open, filtering in orange sunlight through the slightly tinted windows. The place has an old western feel, with bull horns hanging on all the walls. You would think Danny’s a collector.

      Only Stace and Andrew are on the floor, so Danny must be in the back. I stop by the bar to stash my stuff before my shift, pulling out my non-slip waitress shoes. Sam Hunt’s Body Like a Back Road comes on, inciting me to hum along and sway my hips. I keep stealing glances at the flyer on the counter as I hop around trying to lace up my shoes without having to sit down.

      “What are you doing?” Danny bellows from behind me.

      A small shriek escapes me as I whirl around. Danny is the crazy uncle I never had. He was in the Vietnam War and has definitely done his fair share of living, shown in his rough tanned skin and spiderwebbed wrinkles deeply etched into his face. He’s lived hard and played hard and gone back for seconds.

      He looks hard, but he’s about as mean as Santa Claus, and resembles him too. He has scruffy white hair and a salt–and-pepper beard that’s two inches too long to be neat. He ain’t skipping any meals, not with his gut hanging over his belt.

      “Danny!” I give him my best smile. “Finals are over and guess what?”

      He doesn’t answer, only quirks an eyebrow. Pulling the flyer from the counter, I slap it to his chest. “Bachata, baby!” I back away, hold my arms up as if I’m dancing with a partner, and do a damn good imitation of a salsa dancer.

      “What the hell is that?” Danny says gruffly as he reads the flyer.

      “The hottest, sexiest dance you could ever imagine. My new hobby, just in time for summer.” I start to twirl in a small circle as an arm wraps around me and I’m roughly pulled around. Andrew, my dorky, younger co-worker is grinning boyishly at me as he tries to move his hips side to side. Poor Andrew. Dancing just isn’t his thing. It’s also his bad luck he has a toothpick neck.

      “I’ll be your partner, Pear Bear.” I laugh and push him away.

      “In your dreams, Randy Andy.”

      “It says here that Bachata is a Dominican Republic dance. Looks racy, that’s for sure.” Danny scratches his stomach as he flips the flyer over. “You trying for the competition?”

      “Nah. I just want to learn. It looked like my kind of thing.” I stop dancing and lean against the counter.

      Danny looks deep in thought. While he’s thinking, I take a second to tie my shoes.

      “Ya know, kid. I think I might know someone that could teach you. He might would do it for free as a favor to me. Let me mull it over.”

      “Sure.” I shrug. The bell on the door clanks, a couple of men come in looking around to scope out the best seating. I make my way around the counter to snag them and start my shift. No official clock in for us. Danny’s old school like that. We get paid for the hours he schedules if we aren’t too far off from time.

      “Kid. What’s the best advice I ever gave ya?” Danny calls.

      “Keep the glasses full. Never let the drinks go empty.” I yell back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Marks of the Mazza

          

        

      

    

    
      Thunder booms in the distance as rain pours down from the heavens.

      Damn.

      Damn, damn, and double damn.

      If there is truly a god out there, he’s spitting on me right now. That’s how bad my day sucked. The rain is coming down in torrents where only moments ago there wasn’t even a sprinkle in sight. Ducking into the closest alcove, I shake off the water as best as I can. Water seeps through my lightweight hoodie to my skin.

      In the last hour, a rando walked into the book store and wouldn’t leave. Normally I wouldn’t mind, but this man walked around for twenty-five long minutes after we were closed and didn’t even buy anything. I waited to balance the drawer until after he checked out but no, he left empty handed. Someone should teach him common etiquette. If you are going to make someone stay late, you should at least support their business.

      Then when I balanced, the drawer was fifty dollars short, emptying most of the cash from my wallet. We aren’t supposed to replace missing funds, but you get written up for coming up short, and there is no way I can afford to possibly lose my job. I’ll take the small loss now.

      My current options: wait for the rain to stop or order an Uber. At 11 p.m. I don’t really want to take my chances and wait it out, but I also don’t want to waste any of the last twenty dollars in my account either. I enter the address of my studio apartment in the app to gauge the cost. I’m going to do it. Only seven dollars, and I waitress tomorrow at the diner, so I’ll at least refill my cash stash a little bit.

      Two minutes. Not bad. I blow out a sigh, slide my phone back in my bag, and glance up and down the street. Fog rolling in from the mountains slowly blankets the town. Shivering, I wrap my hoodie tighter around my body as a sleek black car pulls up to the curb.

      Sweet! My ride’s here.

      Running out through the rain, I pull the door open a crack and slide into the back seat. Already I feel better in the heat that’s on full blast. I take a few seconds to check out the car and notice two guys sitting in the front seat. Two very good looking guys. Both are turned around and staring at me with somewhat confused expressions.

      “Umm… Hi.” Wow. So eloquent. Internally, I give myself an eye roll.

      A warm blush creeps up my cheeks. Good thing it’s so dark back here and these two don’t have a clear view of me. I get the distinct feeling that something isn’t quite right.

      Clearing my throat, I ask, “This is an Uber, right?”

      The man in the passenger seat gives a smile that’s friendly if a bit mischievous. I take him in for the first time. Shoulder-length, wavy blond hair is tucked behind his ears. At least I think it’s blond.

      The driver does not have the same welcoming reaction. I feel like he is staring right into me and definitely finding me wanting. Where the passenger is light, the driver is dark. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark expression. Yeesh. Someone must have taken a sharpie to his fancy Italian loafers. My body temperature starts to rise as we sit here in silence. I run my fingers along the seat on either side of me, flitting across the seams.

      Both men are still staring at me. I clear my throat again, dig my phone out without looking, and unlock it. Finally breaking eye contact in this bizarre stare down, I glance down at the app.

      “Ughhh…” I groan and drop my head on the back of the seat. Looks like I missed my real Uber while participating in this little…whatever this is here. Wonderful. I still get charged five dollars even though I missed the ride. “Look, sorry I barged in on you here. I’ll…ah…I’ll just be going.” I hook my thumb back at the street. Scooting over toward the door, I reach for the handle. Before I make contact, the door swings open, and a third man jumps in and slams right into me.

      “What the…” The man grabs my shoulders to keep me from falling over. His weight pins my leg, forcing me to shift away from him. I twist my shoulders to disconnect the unnerving contact. His voice is deep and has a slight accent that I can’t place. Either he is from somewhere I don’t recognize, or his accent is weak.

      “Sorry! I jumped in the car by accident. I thought this was my Uber.” I’m mumbling because there is most definitely something going on here, and I don’t know how to escape the situation. They don’t have any lights on. At all. No headlights. No interior lights, not even when the doors opened. The only light is the glow of the clock on the dash.

      I turn on my phone again and check the time.

      11:08 p.m.

      The last eight minutes feel like an eternity has passed and yet no time at all.

      The man next to me sucks in a breath as he stares. I scoot away and grab the handle on the opposite side of the car. Again, my attempt to escape is thwarted. It’s the guy next to me again, this time with his hand on my arm. It’s a gentle grip, but tight enough to show that he absolutely means to keep me here. I whip around and look at him with my heart running a stampede inside my chest.

      The glow of the street light filters in behind him. I can barely make out any of his features, but his hair is a burnished red, or appears to be in this light. His hair is short on the sides but has a longer wave on top. His ears are actually pretty adorable, as they stick out a bit with almost pointed tips.

      He raises a hand, and the tip of his index finger grazes the strange, purplish birthmark under the outer corner of my left eye. It resembles a fuzzy letter K. There is a vertical line, with the little arms fanning out toward my left ear.

      It generally gets attention when people notice it, but nothing so…reverent as this.

      “Wait. Let us at least take you where you were trying to go.” He drops his hand to the seat, brushing my arm and maintaining contact.

      “That’s okay. I didn’t mean to intrude.” I jump out on the side facing the street and briskly walk around the back of the car to the sidewalk. The rain has tapered off to barely anything at all. Just the way my luck runs. If I had stuck it out with the rain, I would have stayed five dollars richer.

      Damn you, Uber, and your missed-ride fee.

      As I dart up the block, I think I hear a car door close. Turning around for another peek at the car before I round the corner, I notice it’s gone. Strange. The car didn’t pass me or even make any noise. I suppose it could have left in the opposite direction.

      An odd tingle runs down my back, and I quicken my pace. Every few steps, I glance behind me, but I see nothing and no one out of place. Just a quiet, deserted business street with a haze of fog hovering around the streetlights. Every so often, I pass a glow of lights behind a window shop, but nothing alarming.

      I make it to the apartment complex after about a fifteen-minute walk. Trucking it up the three floors, I suck in a deep breath as I slam the door, lean my forehead against it, and at the same time engage the lock.

      What a strange night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the mind of Blake

          

        

      

    

    
      It never fails to amaze me, how far a book comes from its rough draft! I seriously could not have done it without the help of my alphas, Dom Whit and Maya Riley. Then Sue Ryan and Angela Greene followed them as trusty betas, helping to spot inconsistencies and pick out teasers.

      This story was so much fun to write and started out as a challenge to myself. My first series was a mediumish burn, some may even think it on the fast side. I wanted to see if I could write a slow burn. It was easier than I thought! But don’t worry, I can’t hold out for too long. There will definitely be some steam in book two. 😉

      Thank you all for reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Who is Blake?

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake Blessing is new on the Indie scene and ecstatic to embark on this new chapter in life. She is a mom, wife, art enthusiast, and author.

      She attended ten different schools growing up, so books became her constant friend. Escaping into books of all different genres made life fun and exciting. Blake was also raised on music and still blasts it through the house and car at every opportunity.

      She has a weird sense of humor and a penchant for chocolate milk. It only makes sense she would one day go on to write her own stories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Blake Blessing

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mazza Series

      Marks of the Mazza

      Bonds of the Mazza

      Secrets of the Mazza (Coming soon!)

      Astrid Scott Series

      Pretty Lies

      Ugly Truths

      Busted Dreams

      Standalone

      Full Glasses and Burju Shoes
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