
  
    
      
    
  


[image: ]


Copyright © 2019 B.B. Reid

Evermore by B.B. Reid

 

All rights reserved.

 

Chief Editor: Rogena Mitchell-Jones of RMJ Manuscript Service

LLC Co-editor: Colleen Snibson of Colleen Snibson Editing

Both of Two Red Pens Editing www.tworedpens.com
Cover Design by Amanda Simpson of Pixel Mischief Design

Interior Design/Formatting by Champagne Book Design

 

All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the author or publisher constitutes unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use the material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained from the author.

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblances to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead, are coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Also By B.B. Reid

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Also By B.B. Reid

Contact the Author

About B.B. Reid


[image: ]

 

Broken Love Series

Fear Me

Fear You

Fear Us

Breaking Love

Fearless

 

Stolen Duet

The Bandit 

The Knight

 

When Rivals Play Series

The Peer and the Puppet

The Moth and the Flame

Evermore (bonus novella)


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

[image: ]

 

ETA to Prom…56 days

 

“Tyra, you’re black, right?”

It was a Saturday morning, and we were all at Vaughn’s eating the huge breakfast spread his father’s team of cooks had made. Vaughn had even invited Barbie against his better judgment, along with Wren and Lou, who I was more than happy to see. They’ve been kind of honeymooning it in their love nest for the past two months and finally emerged to rejoin the world. Lou kept looking like she had a secret to tell, but I knew if she did, she’d never have lasted this long without saying something. I’m sure she was just excited and smug to finally be boning her best friend. She had shamelessly tortured and seduced him until he gave in, after all.

“Ask me if the carpet matches the drapes, and I’ll disembowel you right here, Buchanan.”

Jamie snorted and scooped a huge helping of eggs into his mouth. “Give me a fucking break,” he said with a mouthful. “I answered that question thoroughly years ago. Besides…” He swallowed this time before saying, “I already know you’re as bald as a baby’s ass.”

Everyone was shocked into stunned silence as we shifted our questioning gazes to Tyra.

Vaughn was the first to break the stunned silence. “How the fuck do you know that?” he roared.

Jamie’s smile was small as he methodically slathered cream cheese on a bagel, perfectly content to leave us in suspense. And then, with a teasing wink, he said, “Saw the reminder for her wax appointment on her phone.”

Everyone seemed to release a collective breath except Tyra, who screeched, “You guys actually think I fucked him?”

“Jamie can be persuasive,” I muttered guiltily, which earned an eye roll from Tyra and a scowl from Ever.

“How persuasive?” he demanded.

If Ever were a dog, he’d be foaming at the mouth right about now. Taking a cue from Tyra’s book, I rolled my eyes and could practically see the steam blowing from his ears. For the sake of finishing breakfast, I bit back a smile.

Hey, if he could prance around with a pretend girlfriend, then perhaps I could make myself feel less like a fool by torturing his ego.

That lasted about a minute or two before guilt sank in.

Not only had I agreed to the charade but Ever also made damn sure to never cross any lines. He only wanted to protect his friend, and I wanted to protect his conscience and share some of the burden resting on his shoulders. It had taken so much from him to give up rescuing his mom from a raging madman—at my urging—but then Wren Harlan had been his shooting star, and it all worked out. I was determined for this to work out, too.

Leaning over, I stole a kiss and earned his surprised though still slightly pissed gaze. “Only ever you.”

Slowly, the anger faded, and I was once again the girl he adored.

“Fucking better be,” he said with a confident smirk that made me want to deck him like I had soon after we first met. But I also knew Ever wouldn’t hesitate to take me over his knee no matter who was watching, and I knew I wouldn’t hesitate to put up a fight.

It’d be a shit show for sure.

“So, guys,” Tyra shouted cheerily. I think she was more than eager to redirect the conversation. Ever and I turned to see her regarding Lou and Wren. “How are you liking living together? It isn’t weird?”

“Not at all!” Lou answered with an affectionate smile. “I’m learning so much about my baby. Like how fast the toilet paper goes when he’s around.”

Wren’s lip curled into a mocking sneer. “I’m sorry that I need more than two squares to wipe my ass.”

“More like two rolls,” Lou corrected before laying a sympathetic hand on his arm. “It gets a bit explosive down there, huh?”

I nearly choked on my food trying not to laugh although Jamie had no such reservations and roared while the rest of the table pushed their food away. Wren and Lou went back forth for a while, but I was distracted away from their playful banter when Tyra leaned over and whispered something in Vaughn’s ear. When she finished, Vaughn nodded grimly. What struck me as weird was when his gaze found mine, he quickly looked away.

“Jamie,” Vaughn drawled, “it’s your lucky day. That stunt you pulled got you chauffeur duty. The girls want you to drive them around when they go dress shopping.”

Rather than getting upset, Jamie shrugged and reached for a strip of bacon. “Only if I get to help them try some on,” he retorted lasciviously.

“You don’t,” Ever, Vaughn, and for some reason, Wren echoed.

“Dresses?” I questioned. “For what?”

Everyone’s expression became equally bewildered, including Wren and Lou. It was the latter who answered when everyone else just stared. “For prom, silly.”

“Okay, how does she know that, but not you?” Jamie quipped.

“For one,” Lou sassed before I could respond, “I’m going. And two, maybe she just forgot.”

Jamie’s gaze narrowed before traveling back and forth and then settling on Ever. “You haven’t asked her yet, have you?” At Ever’s silence, Jamie’s lips spread into a wide smile. “This should be interesting.”

“Why would he need to ask her?” Lou argued in a tone suggesting Jamie was dense. “She’s obviously his girlfriend.” The sneaky smile and mocking tone made it clear how Jamie and Lou became such fast friends. They were both messy as hell.

“No, she’s his dirty little secret.” Jamie stood up from the table with a chuckle that strangely lacked humor. “Everyone will be expecting him to show up with her on his arm.” He pointed accusingly at Barbie, who had lost her bravado and looked like she wanted to crawl under the table.

She’d been little more than wallpaper since she sat down, and I didn’t blame her. Jamie usually baited her without cause. Opening her mouth would only add fuel to an already raging fire.

I wasn’t convinced that she couldn’t handle herself, though. Her eyes said everything her lips didn’t. And when they thought no one was looking, they’d have a silent battle of wills. Sometimes I had to look away because it felt too intimate.

As if I’d just walked in on them fucking.

I shuddered at the thought.

I’d gotten too used to them hating each other to see them reconcile enough to do… that.

Then again…

I remembered Halloween and the cornfield. Ever had ripped away the tape covering my naked body underneath, bent me over for anyone who discovered us to see and took me with a savage vengeance for the kiss that Jamie had stolen.

I flushed not only at the memory but at the possibilities.

If a moment of anger could have such delicious consequences, then I could only imagine what years of resentment would inevitably lead to.

“You’re blushing,” Ever whispered in my ear.

I jumped guiltily and peeked at him from under my lashes. He looked more confused than intrigued, and then I remembered the conversation at hand.

“It’s just a little hot in here,” I responded. He didn’t react to my lame excuse, but the look in his eyes said to try again. The air conditioning had to be working overtime to cool a place this big. Maybe that was why the French doors behind us had been thrown open to let in the cooling breeze.

“But don’t let that distract you from the fact that I can’t get my dick wet in peace without being asked if I have a date to the prom,” Jamie grumbled.

“How is that relevant?” Tyra questioned.

“Most of these chicks care more about prom than they do graduation, but somehow, the most coveted day of the year escaped our dear Four’s notice.”

“And? She’s got a lot on her mind.”

“So wouldn’t a night dancing in her lover’s arms be the perfect chance to escape her woes?”

No one had a response to that, least of all me, but the loudest silence came from Ever.

“While your concern is touching, Jamie, you don’t need to speak for me. I never had any intention of going to prom.”

“Oh, you’ll go,” Ever decreed. He sounded very much like a person who had an entire school and half the town under his thumb. They might all bow and scrape, but I never would, and I thought he learned that by now.

My head whipped in his direction so fast pain shot up the side, but I ignored it and pinned him with my glare instead. “On whose command?”

Bracing his hands against the table, Ever leaned forward looking ready to stand. The look he’d given me told me he intended to drag me off somewhere to continue this conversation in private. But then Lou spoke, and effectively thwarted his plans.

“I know this is super taboo and a little insane, and I may be starting something that I can’t undo, but… I have to side with Jamie. And you should know,” she adamantly defended, “that it is not because he’s my new best friend.” At that announcement, Wren growled. “Oh, sweetie,” Lou cooed. “You didn’t think you’d have your cake and eat it too, did you?” Wren shot her an indignant look, and she kissed his cheek. “Relax, chief. You get to see me naked.”

“Get back to the part where you were agreeing with me,” Jamie insisted.

“Don’t push it,” Lou warned him with a scathing look before turning that disapproval on Ever. “Unless there’s an audience, I’ve never seen you act like more than a friend to her.” She threw her thumb over her shoulder at Barbie, who rolled her eyes. “And when no one else except us is looking, you dote and fawn and screw Four, rather loudly I might add. And in front of your supposed girlfriend.”

“Lou, it’s not our business,” Wren bit out.

She turned to me as if she hadn’t heard him. “I know Tyra said she wouldn’t judge, but I made no such promise. I respect the hell out of you, Four. I might even look up to you.” Her eyes turned misty before she said, “You’re the big sister I’ll never have.”

“Wait one fucking minute,” Ever said with a growl before I could respond. “This so-called breakfast is a goddamn intervention, isn’t it?”

“Yes!” shouted everyone except Barbie, Ever, and me.

“Un-fucking-believable,” he spat.

I glanced worriedly at Barbie, and like I might have guessed, she was completely ashen.

“Something is up,” Vaughn said. “And if you don’t tell us right now what’s going on, that vein in Jamie’s forehead is going to burst.”

“Let me guess,” Ever responded with a lick of his lips. “This was all his idea.”

“Of course,” Jamie answered proudly.

“We only agreed because it’s driving us crazy, too,” Tyra rushed to explain.

“Tell us what the hell is going on with you three,” Vaughn demanded.

“If it was any of your business”—Ever stood up—“we would have told you.” Taking my arm, he pulled me from the chair before nodding at a dazed Barbie, who awkwardly stood and followed. I looked over my shoulder to see our friends watching us leave with a mixture of guilt and worry. The only one who looked angry, of course, was Jamie.

Better luck next time, asshole.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

[image: ]

 

I hadn’t realized how hard I was gripping the steering wheel until I felt her small hand come to rest on my arm. Instantly, my hand—hell, my entire being—relaxed, and I sighed. We had just dropped Bee off, and neither of us had spoken a word during the short drive. Bee had even hopped out and walked away without so much as a goodbye.

“Are you okay?” Four asked quietly.

“Fuck no,” I spat. “Our friends are dicks.”

“They care,” she muttered. “We can’t fault them that.”

I paused at the lack of emotion in her tone. Suddenly, I was less sure and worried as fuck that I’d read the situation wrong. Was I hurting her? Jamie had implied as much, but Jamie had an agenda. He’d do or say anything to force my hand, including making me panic over losing Four and dropping Bee like a bad habit.

And knowing Four?

She’d tried to hide it for my sake.

I almost snorted at the irony.

“If… if you can’t handle this… if it’s too much, tell me. I’ll find another way.”

She nodded but kept her gaze straight ahead. “I know you will.”

But we both knew there was no other way short of Bee leaving home and looking over her shoulder for the rest of her life. She’d have to do that anyway, but at least, in a couple of months, Elliot Montgomery, her father, would have no legal hold over her.

“Convince me.”

I saw her head whip around from the corner of my eye. “What?”

“Convince me you’re okay with this.”

She laughed in disbelief. “You want me to prove to you that I’m okay with being your secret girlfriend while you prance around town with your pretend girlfriend?”

I took my eyes from the road to meet her gaze. Seeing my seriousness, she shook her head.

“You’re unbelievable.”

Our house gate came into view, so I delayed responding until I’d driven through and parked.

“You’ve seen the lengths I went to drive you away. How far do you think I’m willing to go to keep you?”

“Ever… I think this bothers you more than it bothers me.”

“Of course it bothers me!” I roared. Noticing her flinch, I immediately checked myself. I wasn’t even angry with her. Only with myself. “You think I don’t want to tell everyone you’re mine? You think I like hurting my cousin?”

“I’m pretty sure you’re not holding the short end of the stick here, and never once have I complained. So our friends are looking at us sideways. It’s not their fault they don’t understand, and it was only a matter of time before they started asking questions. What did you expect?”

My mouth parted but no words came, and I realized—with startling ease—she was right.

And that I was acting like a complete ass.

Grabbing her hand, I kissed the back of it before meeting her startled gaze. “Leave it to you to put me in my place. Don’t you know I’m king, baby?”

She lifted her chin. “Only when I say so.”

My pants tented, and I guided her hand to my now hard cock. “What about now?”

She made a sound that had me ready to drag her in my lap and give Mrs. Greene—my father’s housekeeper—and the rest of the staff a show.

“You make a compelling case,” she purred. After a teasing squeeze of my cock, she took her hand away, and I almost snatched it back. “Convince me.”

My eyes narrowed, and she smiled back. Wordlessly, I sprang into action and started my truck. She was confused until I hit the button for the garage and pulled the truck into one of the open spaces. Killing the engine, I hopped out, and she waited for me to come around and open her door like I had fucking told her time and again to do. The satisfaction of being obeyed had my dick growing another inch, but who was I kidding. I got just as hard the many times she defied me. So much so that sometimes I’d secretly insist on it.

Ripping open her door, I reached for her, glad she had already unbuckled her seat belt. I probably would have destroyed it in my impatience.

“Oh, wait!” She protested when she noticed my father’s car. “Your father’s home. We can’t.”

Wordlessly, I lifted her from the seat and strolled the few short steps to his car before gently laying her on the hood. “And?”

In no time, I had her shorts off and was shoving my sweatpants down just enough to free my cock. Six months ago, I wouldn’t have been caught dead so casually dressed outside the home. How this girl has changed me. I’d say for the better, but she was adamant I was still an asshole.

She gasped when she realized my intention to fuck her right here on my father’s BMW. “Everson Sean McNamara, don’t you dare!”

Silently, I cursed my stupidity for having told her my entire name. “You want me?”

“Yes, but—”

I didn’t give her the chance to say more before sliding inside and having my way. I tried to go slow, but it wasn’t long before I lost control, and for all that protesting, she sure didn’t waste time fucking me back.

Gathering her legs in my hands, I pushed them until she was folded in half, taking nothing but dick. She was completely bare to me, and I watched in awe as her little pussy opened like a rose as I moved in and out.

It wasn’t easy tearing my eyes away, but the sounds she was making drew my attention to her face. Her head thrown back, she looked in complete bliss. Pulling out with a savage grin, I watched her eyes pop open in alarm.

“Wha–what’s going on?”

“I think you’re right, princess. We shouldn’t be doing this here.”

“But we’re already doing it,” she whined.

“My father could catch us any minute.”

She looked ready to maul me when her eyes turned knowing. “I know what you’re doing. You want me to beg.”

“Is it working?”

Tapping her finger to her lip, she turned thoughtful. “I wonder if Jamie is home yet. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind—”

She didn’t get to finish, and she was lucky she hadn’t. After shoving inside her, I began fucking her hard enough to drive her up the hood. I was tempted to follow her, but I couldn’t risk the dents my added weight would undoubtedly put in my father’s car. Yanking her back, I gripped her hips and forced myself to slow down, delivering long, methodical strokes rather than the short, brutal ones from a moment ago.

“Tell me, Four… who’s fucking you?”

“You,” she whimpered.

“And who gets to fuck you?”

“You.”

“Only me?”

“Yes!” she screamed so loud that if I hadn’t been mindless with hunger, I would have been worried my father might hear.

“I fucking thought so.”

I felt her tighten around me, and I gripped her neck before pulling her up for a kiss. She was trembling in my arms as she came, and it wasn’t long before I followed her over the edge with a groan.

“If you don’t go, I don’t go,” I said after catching my breath. She was still breathing hard when I made the declaration.

“Huh?”

“Prom. I’m not going without you.”

“You can’t exactly go with me, either.”

“Then we’ll have our own night. Actually, I prefer it.”

“What about Barbie?”

“If you knew her, you’d know she doesn’t give a shit about prom.”

“They say she’s going to be prom queen and you the king.”

“Jamie and Vaughn have just as much a chance of winning as I do, and not one of us gives a shit. Even if I go, I’ll still be yours. No crown can change that.”

“Aww… Who knew you could be so sweet.”

“I’m a fallen man, Archer. I hope you’re proud of yourself.”

“I am,” she admitted easily. She hopped down from the hood, and I helped her back into her shorts when she realized her legs were too weak to manage on her own. I then fixed my own pants while she yawned. “I could definitely use a nap.”

“Shall I fuck you to sleep?” I flirted.

She shot me a sideways look and pouted. “I think you just did.”

Pulling her to me, I nuzzled her neck, inhaling her scent. “I love you, Four.”

The lazy purr she gave had me holding her tighter. “I bet I love you more.”

Lifting my head, I looked into her eyes. “Not fucking possible.”
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Like any night, we waited for the house to quiet down before Four snuck in. I preferred to do the sneaking, but since her room was closer to my father’s suite, and mine was more secluded, it made sense that she spent her nights here. In my bed.

I was sitting on my bed with my back against the headboard, waiting and sketching in my notebook to pass the time, when she came to my room looking determined. I was so concentrated on perfecting a dream—our future—that I hadn’t even realized she was standing at the foot of my bed until she spoke.

“I’ll go.”

My head popped up, and I hurriedly closed my sketchbook. She smirked a little at my surprise, looking way too proud at getting the drop on me. “What’s that now?”

“I’ll go… to prom.” She sat on the foot of my bed and started picking at the threads in my blanket. I didn’t like how far away she was, but something told me to give her this space to get whatever was on her mind out in the open. “Maybe we shouldn’t get hung up on the logistics, you know? We’ll all be there together. Besides… I think I can survive a night in high heels.”

I smiled, feeling my heart beat a wild tempo at how strong and giving this girl was. I struggled for words. It seemed she was always the one compromising, and I—I felt like shit for putting her in this position. I wanted everyone safe and happy, but maybe it wasn’t my responsibility. Since the moment Four agreed to be mine, my only duty should have been to her heart. And I was fucking that up severely.

“You know you don’t have to wear heels,” I said lamely. The thought of wearing heels seemed to torture her more than who might be on my arm.

“Tyra will kill me if I try to wear my bike boots with a dress.”

“Tyra needs to take a Xanax.” I ignored the reproachful look she shot me and crooked my finger. “Come here.”

“Not until you apologize for being a dick.”

“I apologize. Now come here.”

She looked shocked and rightly so. I never apologize.

“Well, well, how the mighty have fallen,” she teased. She crawled to me, and I bet she didn’t know how sexy she looked with her ass in the air and that come-hither smile on her lips. When she reached me, she crawled into my lap, and my chest rumbled with pleasure.

“I don’t care how you look as long as I get a dance with you.” In a perfect world, that’s all we’d be doing. Until my control snapped, and I took her home…

She gasped and brought her hands to her neck as if clutching imaginary pearls. “What will the villagers think?”

“I’m sure they’re already thinking it.”

Her playful expression disappeared in an instant. “We can’t be reckless. Barbie—”

“I promise not to dry hump you on the dance floor,” I said before she could finish. Bee was my friend, but Four was my woman, and I was getting that dance whether it scandalized the world or not. I skimmed my lips over her cheek until I reached her ear. “That comes later, and we won’t be pretending.”

Four let out a short, sardonic laugh. “Most girls are promised a diamond ring and a house with a fence. I get humping.”

She squealed when I flipped her over onto her back as I nestled between her legs. “You’ll get all of that… babies too, and sooner than you think.”

She frowned, suddenly looking wary. “How soon?”

“Not before you’re ready,” I promised. She didn’t know that if I had my way, it would have been yesterday. And she didn’t know that it scared me like hell to be away from her. She had dreams of racing professionally, and I had dreams of being an architect. One day, those dreams would become a reality, and that day was bearing down on us.

Right now, the only thing keeping her from starting her season was her mother. Four wanted to wait until she was better, which meant I had at least a year to get my shit together.

Meaning my pride, ego, and insecurities.

I almost laughed at the thought. I never thought I’d see the day I’d wave my confidence goodbye.

But for Four, I’d give up anything.

Including her if—

No, not Four. Never Four.

I’d always find a way to give her what she needed because I knew the last thing she’d ever want is for me to lose her.

“Good,” she said with a yawn that left her eyes glistening and red when she was done.

“I guess that means I won’t be getting any tonight?”

“You’ve had plenty,” she remarked sleepily.

Rolling away, I started to pull the blanket over her and stopped. Reaching for her shorts, I started tugging them down her legs.

“Ever,” she groaned irritably. Her eyes remained closed, but her nose wrinkled, and her mouth balled into a pout.

“Relax. I’m just preparing you for easy access in the morning.” I saw a hint of a smile on her lips right before I crawled under the covers and pulled her into me. My hand settled at her waist, and I fingered the edge of her cotton panties. “You’re lucky you got to keep these.” Drawing the waistband back, I let it go, and it snapped against her skin.

I paid for that with an elbow to the stomach.

Chuckling, I settled down, but for some reason, sleep evaded me.

“You could wear those flats you wore on Valentine’s day.”

That night, after we all helped Wren win Lou back after she discovered his unwilling involvement in her parents’ death, I took Four to the park where I used to play as a kid, and I made her a picnic. Afterward, I made love to her under the same tree where I swore to my friends that I would never fall in love.

I’m not sure how many times I’ve replayed that night in my head since then, but I knew now that it would forever be my favorite memory. I could still taste the sweet salt from Four’s tears.

My lips parted, and I started to recount that night with her, to ask if it meant as much to her as it did me, when I realized that she never responded to my suggestion.

When I leaned over, I realized it was because she had fallen asleep.

She looked surprisingly peaceful despite all the shit surrounding us, and I swore right then that I’d do whatever it took to shield her from the storm I knew was coming.
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ETA to Prom… 34 Days

 

I was flipping through the pages of my sketchbook when I heard a soft knock on my door. I tossed the book onto my desk and crossed the room to sit on the edge of my bed. Four stepped into my room while reading from her phone.

“This could have been yours, but you slept in the wrong bed last night.” Her head cocked to the side when she met my gaze. “Is that your idea of a good morning text?”

“It got you in here, didn’t it?”

“You could have just come to my room.”

“Not for what I have in mind.”

She stared back at me with a mixture of wariness and excitement. “What do you have in mind?”

I crooked my finger, waving her over, and like a curious kitten eager to play, she came to me. Standing between my legs, she waited dutifully while I trailed my fingers up the side of her bare legs, feeling her soft skin.

“I missed you.”

“It’s only been one night,” she retorted with a laugh.

Ignoring her statement, I kissed her stomach, bared by the loose cropped top. “Did you miss me?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

Throwing her onto my bed without warning, I stood while she erupted into a fit of giggles. She was still smiling when I hooked my fingers in her panties and started pulling them down. “You walked over here like this knowing Jamie might see you?”

She watched me with sparkling eyes as I dropped my basketball shorts. “Jealous?”

I skimmed a thumb over her clit repeatedly and watched her belly dip as her breath caught, and her eyes lowered until they were slits. “Murderous.”

Pleasure shot through the roof when I slid my finger inside her and saw the picture I’d sent her had been more than enough foreplay, but once I started, I couldn’t stop. I pulled her down until her hips were hanging off the bed, and the moment her thighs fell open, I sank to my knees and buried my head between them.

I’ve never needed the taste of someone as badly as I needed the taste of Four. If she hadn’t agreed to be mine, I undoubtedly would have sold my soul for just a drop of it. The smell of the soap I paid an outrageous amount of money to have patented to her was so potent, I could almost taste the berries, melon, and vanilla.

Too impatient to waste time removing her shirt, I climbed on top of her and settled between her legs. Holding her gaze, I slowly slid inside her and heard the hitch in her breath when I had nothing left to give.

Much later, when I had my fill, and she was sleepy-eyed and barely able to stand, I carried her to my shower and soaped her up after shampooing her hair.

“Why do I feel like your maid?”

“Serves you right,” she said with a lazy hum. “I was done after round two.”

“Round three was just to be thorough.”

“And the fourth?”

“Well, that was to make things even.”

“I want you to remember this when we get older, and you have trouble getting it up.”

“For you? I don’t think that’s possible.”

She was about to retort when there was a hard knock on the bathroom door. Her eyes grew wide at the same time my heart sped up. I shared a bathroom with Jamie, who had his own entrance from his room. Naturally, I assumed it was him until I realized the knock had come from my door.

“Son?” my father called out just before the door opened, and he stepped inside.

Four looked on the verge of saying something, so I quickly slapped my hand over her mouth with a warning look. The shower was a glass enclosure, but since we’d been in for a while, the hot water had completely steamed the room and fogged the glass.

“Yeah?” I said as calmly as I could.

“Sorry to barge in, but have you seen Four? I need to talk to her about her mother.”

Four’s eyes looked ready to fall out of her head at my gulp. “Uh, n—no, I haven’t. Maybe she’s out walking the mutt.” I winced at the sharp sting of Four’s teeth sinking into my palm. She seemed to have forgotten all about my father because she no longer looked afraid but defiant as she bit harder and harder until I yelled, “Jay D! I meant Jay D!”

Immediately, she let go with a satisfied gleam in her eyes. Jay D was a black lab she had adopted from her mechanics teacher a few months ago when he was just a puppy. She was fiercely protective of him, and I loved to tease her.

I heard my father chuckle over the running water. “I’m glad to see you’re finally playing nice, son, but I found him laid out in front of your door.”

Four’s eyebrows pushed together in confusion while my balls shriveled under my father’s line of questioning.

“I don’t know, Dad. He was probably looking for her too and just gave up. Have you checked the garage? She’s probably working on her bike.”

There was a pause, and then he said, “Good idea,” but his clipped tone kept me from relaxing.

Shit. Did he know?

Thankfully, his phone chose that moment to ring, and like any billionaire hotel mogul, he immediately answered. I listened to his footsteps retreating and then the quiet snick of the bathroom door closing.

“Shit!” Four yelled as soon as my hand left her mouth. She pushed me aside before I could try to calm her down, and she threw open the bathroom door. It banged against the shower wall in her hurry, but she didn’t seem to notice as she flew into my bedroom, probably for her clothes—or what little she’d been wearing in the first place.

I grabbed my towel and was wrapping it around my waist as I entered the bedroom, finding her hurriedly stepping into her panties.

I frowned. “You’re going to put those back on?”

“Do I have a choice?” she yelled back.

I tried not to laugh when she kept trying to stick her foot in one of the holes and stumbling when she missed.

“Calm down. You can wear one of my shirts. It’s long enough to cover you.” I strolled over to my dresser, and I could practically feel her seething as I took my time.

“Will you hurry up?”

I pulled the first shirt my hand touched from the drawer and tossed it to her. “What’s the rush?”

She shoved my shirt over her head with a huff. “What do you think your father is going to think when he goes looking for me in the garage, and I’m not there?”

“He’s on a business call, and chances are, he’ll be tied up for the next hour or two.”

She paused long enough to consider my words before her shoulders slumped. I waited a couple of seconds to see if she’d start panicking again before approaching. Four could get downright feral when she was backed into a corner. I know because up until five months ago, I did most of the backing.

“Something’s up,” she said once I took her in my arms. “You think he knows about us?”

“Probably.”

I felt her stiffen, and then her head shot up from my chest. “Probably? You don’t sound too worried.”

“Damage is done, and it’s not like I’m giving you up, so worst-case scenario is that we come clean.”

‘They’ll separate us.”

“They’ll try.”

“Okay, mister, you’re way too confident.” She pulled away from me, and I knew it was in my best interest not to pull her back. She had that same wild look in her eye the time she kneed me in the balls her first day in town. “These aren’t kids at school, Ever. It’s your father and my—Rosalyn. They’re our parents, which means they have some say.”

“So you expect us to break up because they tell us to?”

“Your mom is back in town, and your father, as hard as he tries to hide it, is still very much in love with her. Rosalyn is one more episode of The Young and the Restless away from tossing her pills down the drain if she hasn’t already.”

Probably, for the first time in my life, I had no ready answer to a problem.

A few months ago, Wren had asked me to keep Lou hidden and safe while he hunted Fox and put an end to him, and even though he failed, he still managed to free my mother from Fox’s clutches. Since then, Rosalyn, Four’s mother, had been in seclusion allowing no one except my father to see her. Thomas tried to keep her updated as much as possible, but really, there was never much to report.

She wouldn’t speak, and she barely ate or slept.

I’m surprised Four still had fingernails as much as she chewed on them.

Rosalyn was a schizophrenic and a hopeless romantic, who gambled not only her heart when she fell in love but her mind, too. Whenever a relationship didn’t work out, she’d withdraw from the world, cease taking her medication and visiting her therapist until she completely relapsed. Before today, Four had always been the one to nurse her mind back to rationality, but now it seemed Rosalyn had completely discarded her daughter in favor of my father.

On the one hand, I was relieved because I didn’t care to have Four shouldering the burden. At least not alone. On the other, I knew it drove her sick not to be there for her mother, even if she refused to admit it.

She was tougher than nails, and sometimes, it drove me insane.

It’s not that I wanted her weak, but there were times I wondered if I was still on the wrong side of that fortress she built around her heart.

With me still dating Bee publicly, I knew Four had to be keeping a part of herself safe from me. And with her mother’s history, who could blame her? Four, after all, was the product of a married man’s infidelity.

She even had a half-brother out there that she didn’t know and never would.

Jesus.

All of this shit would have broken a lesser person as easily as a twig, but here Four stood with her head high and her shoulders back.

And it was my job to make sure she stayed that way.

“Do you trust me?”

“Is this a trick question?” I didn’t respond, but she read me easily. “Of course, I do,” she conceded meekly.

“Then trust that I’ll take care of this. Of us.”

Crossing her arms, she stuck out her hip. “So, what? You expect me to just sit in a tower and wait for you to rescue me?”

“Yes,” I said plainly, and at her pissed off expression, I added, “At least this once.”

“And what will I do while you save the day?”

I pretended to think it over. “Knit?”

She moved quick as lighting, and I had only a second to duck before my shoe flew over my head and crashed into the wall. I jumped into action and pushed her against the one behind her. There was a thud from her back hitting the hall, and if anyone had happened to be passing my room, it would certainly have raised some eyebrows.

“If your father comes back, and we’re caught, it’s on you.”

“Princess, if he can’t hear you when you’re screaming my name, he definitely won’t hear that.”

“My, my, how confident we are.”

I bit into the side of her chin and then licked the abused skin. “Shall I demonstrate?”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Despite her protest, I could hear the interest she tried to hide. “Very much.” I lifted my shirt she was wearing and pulled her nipple into my mouth. My hand came up to tease the other, and when it hardened under my thumb, I quickly shifted to soothe it with my tongue.

“Too bad.” She moaned. “I’m sore, and you’re late.”

My head lifted up. “For what?”

She rolled her eyes. “You told Barbie you’d have brunch with her and her parents, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. I remember.”

I’d completely fucking forgotten.

“I’ll go so you can concentrate on getting clothes on rather than taking mine off.”

“Fuck, baby. Haven’t you heard of canceling plans at the last minute?”

“I have, but we both know why you can’t.”

I lowered my head and started kissing down her neck. “Come with me.”

Even as I said it, I contemplated ripping my shirt from her body and locking us both in this room. I was two seconds from taking her against this wall. As if hearing my thoughts, she pushed me away and made for the door.

“And here I thought you were smart for a male. I’ll see you later.” She opened the door and stepped into the hallway. I could see that mutt of hers excitedly running around her feet just before the door closed.

“Fuck.”

Checking the time, I cursed again before throwing on a black polo, jeans, and sneakers.

I grabbed my keys, wallet, and phone from my nightstand and sent Bee a text that I was on my way. The moment I opened my door, however, I stopped short at my dad standing there with his fist raised as if he’d been about to knock.

“We need to talk,” he said.

I knew it wasn’t a request, but that didn’t stop me from saying, “Raincheck? I was just about to meet Barbette and her parents.”

“Reschedule.”

He didn’t leave me much choice when he pushed inside my room and slammed the door.
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ETA to Prom… 33 Days

 

I didn’t see or hear from Ever after I left his room yesterday, and I was beginning to wonder if he had actually been upset. I’d gone to his room that night, but he wasn’t there, and I assumed he was still out with the Montgomerys. Soon after, I fell asleep and slept until morning. I checked my phone and didn’t see any of his cheeky little texts he would send whenever we slept apart.

Deciding to make him sweat if he was mad, I took the time to walk Jay D, shower, and dress in my school uniform. And then I went down to the kitchen with my backpack, keys, and helmet in tow and found Jamie as usual already there stuffing his face. He looked up from his plate with surprised eyes.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Just impressed you’re still here and not over at Aunt Evelyn’s by now.”

“Why would I be over there?” It wasn’t like Ever’s mom and I were the best of friends. Her first impression of me was spoiled by the fact that my mom was technically having an affair with her husband.

“Because that’s where Ever is.”

“Why would Ever go visit his mom right before school?”

Jamie frowned and set down his fork, still full of steaming scrambled eggs. My heart dropped. If there was one thing Jamie liked more than sex, it was food. “Because he’s living there now.” He paused, waiting for my reaction, but I was still confused, and it obviously showed because Jamie then added, “Unc kicked him out yesterday.”

Jamie went back to shoving food in his mouth as if he’d just told me it was going to rain today. I lost the little appetite I had and fled the kitchen. I needed answers, and I wasn’t waiting around to get them.

Upstairs, I bypassed my room and headed straight for the master suite. On the rare occasions Thomas was still home at this time, he would be in his office, but since Rosalyn refused to leave their bedroom, he had set up a temporary work station in there.

I reached their door and stood there staring at the wood. I could just ask Ever, but I knew if he hadn’t told me himself by now, then he was in one hell of a pissy mood and wouldn’t tell me what I wanted to know until he was good and ready. The second reason was that I was hoping to catch even a glimpse of her.

I hadn’t laid eyes on Rosalyn in weeks.

The last time I tried, she’d gone into a rage, so I had stayed away.

Steeling myself for whatever may come, I knocked. Softly. I could already feel myself capitulating and was seconds from walking away, but then I knew it was too late when I heard someone moving around.

The door cracked open, and the first thing I noticed was that it was utterly dark inside the room.

I sighed, knowing what that meant.

Rosalyn was relapsing.

Whenever she did, she became afraid of even the smallest bit of light. She believed it was a beacon for people who wanted to hurt her. Other days, she feared the dark. Around and around it went. And then there were days she wouldn’t eat because she was sure the food was poisoned.

The second thing I noticed was the bags under Thomas’s eyes and the weariness within them.

“Good morning, Four.”

“Morning. Wh—” The words ‘why did you send Ever away’ were there, but I couldn’t allow myself to utter them. Did I have the right to be angry with him when he had been so good to Rosalyn and me? “I don’t mean to disturb you. I just wanted to know how she was doing.”

Clearing his throat, he looked behind him before stepping into the hall and shutting the door. It was a clear sign that I wouldn’t be seeing her anytime soon.

“I’m afraid I haven’t been completely honest with you,” he said after taking a deep breath.

“Okay…”

“Your mother hasn’t taken her medication in weeks and refuses to see her doctor.”

He waited, bracing, it seemed, for my shock and anger, but none came. By now, I was numb to Rosalyn’s ups and downs, and I didn’t know whether to be thankful for that or not.

“Let me see her. I can get her to take her pills. It won’t cure her paranoia, but if she’s lucid enough, she will agree to get some help. I know it.” I wondered for a moment if that was hope I heard in my voice.

No, it couldn’t be. I knew better.

Thomas rubbed his forehead, looking deep in thought. “I don’t want to put this all on you. Especially since I did this.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t your fault. This was going to happen eventually, whether your wife came back or not.”

“Perhaps you’re right, but I feel responsible all the same.”

I didn’t bother easing his conscience further and said, instead, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“How long have you known about her illness?”

He looked startled for a moment, but then he sighed. “A couple of months after you left, she was different. I thought she was just sad like any mother would be with having you so far away. In a way, I still think that was true. Eventually, the situation I was in got weird enough that I started doing some digging that wasn’t entirely legal.”

“That’s why you brought me back.” And all that time, Ever had been holding this over my head when his father had known all along.

“I got her the help she needed, but your mom and I haven’t been romantically involved since then.”

“Why let us stay here then?”

“I guess I felt guilty for first uprooting you and then sending you away. I wasn’t going to do it again.”

I nodded, and it was followed by an awkward silence. Neither of us knew what to say, so I decided it was better to just leave.

“Four?” he called, and I turned to face him again. “Is there something else you wanted to ask me?”

For a moment I was confused, and then it dawned on me.

Ever.

Thomas was waiting for me to ask about his son.

“No. There’s nothing else.”

“Right.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I just wanted to let you know that I sent Ever to stay with his mom for a while. Someone should keep her company after her ordeal.”

How magnanimous of you.

He looked like he’d just swallowed something stale.

“Oh… okay. Good idea.” I turned again to go, and this time, thankfully, he let me.

I didn’t believe his reason for sending Ever away for a second, which meant there was only one person left who could offer the truth.
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“There you are!”

I stopped short in the open door of the stall I’d tried to vacate. Amanda Clarke, Brynwood Academy’s gossip and head of the prom committee, with bright eyes and a triumphant smile blocked the exit.

Inwardly, I groaned.

One conversation with her my first day here had led to me spreading a rumor claiming Ever’s dick was shrimp-ish, which then led to my exile after Ever retaliated by setting his dumb jock friends on me.

Suffice it to say that I’ve learned my lesson about talking to Amanda Clarke.

“Did you seriously follow me in here?”

Since it was the middle of a period, the girls’ bathroom, as well as the halls, had been empty when I rushed in to relieve my bladder, so I knew our meeting was no coincidence. I’d bet anything that one of her spies told her where I’d be since we no longer shared classes. Thank fuck. It made dodging her this past week easier.

She glanced at her pink clipboard before regarding me disapprovingly. “You still haven’t RSVP’d, and as the obvious choice for prom queen, it’s imperative that you do.”

“Why is that obvious again?” I shoved by her and stepped to the sink.

“Because of your thing for Ever, silly.”

The warm water washing over my hands wasn’t enough to drown out her giggling or ease the sudden cold chilling my skin. To make matters worse, when I met her stare in the mirror, she winked.

“I know Barbie is Ever’s girlfriend,” Amanda continued, “and therefore, she should win, but Brynwood loves a good scandal, and it’s been a while.”

“And you’re telling me this to sell me on going?”

Amanda offered a conspiratorial smile. “Well, that plastic bitch thinks she’s better than everyone. It would be nice to take her down a peg or two. She’s the most popular girl in school, and she doesn’t even have any friends. It’s unnatural.”

“Who says she doesn’t have friends?” I shut the water off just as she scoffed.

“You mean the holy trinity?”

“The holy trinity?”

She rolled her eyes. “Ever, Jameson, and Vaughn. She used to run around causing trouble with them when we were kids. Some say she was their leader.” A wicked gleam suddenly entered her eyes. “Maybe she’s a lesbian, and she’s just dating Ever to cover it up!”

My stomach turned knowing that, by the end of the day, Barbie will have been forced inside the closet. At least until Ever worked his magic and put out the fire. I’d witnessed on more than one occasion—one of them being caused by me when I first arrived—how swiftly and brutally he snuffed rumors regarding him or someone he cared about.

Snatching some paper towel from the dispenser, I dried my hands. “Just because her friends happen to all be male doesn’t make her a lesbian, and even if she were, join us in the twenty-first century, won’t you?”

Rolling her eyes, she studied her nails. “I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with it, but it would make for some juicy gossip.” She stepped closer, and I forced myself to stand my ground even though my skin crawled being this close to ignorance. “And then Ever would be single,” she singsonged.

“I’m not interested.”

Besides, he’s already mine.

Her eyes seemed to dance as her smile widened. “What if I told you that he was interested?”

“I wouldn’t believe you.”

“What if I had proof?” she countered.

Already on my way to the door, I stopped short and whirled around. “Proof?” I echoed shakily.

That wasn’t good. At least not for Barbie and our parents, who still didn’t know about us.

And with reason. To the world, my mom was a basket case. To me, she was just broken.

“I know who sent you a Valentine.”

“Those are supposed to be anonymous.”

“Not when you’re Ever McNamara. I was there when he bought one and may have peeked.”

This was bad.

Really bad.

If Amanda had proof…

As casually as I could, I dug my phone from my pocket. While Amanda chattered on, I typed out a quick SOS. The school year was pretty much over—at least for seniors—so hardly anyone went to class. Jamie liked to hang around when the mood struck him and had turned the campus into his personal playground.

And if anyone knew how to distract or repel a girl, it was him.

He must have been close by because not even two minutes later, he burst into the bathroom as if he belonged.

Amanda gasped, and her cheeks turned pink even as her eyes twinkled with delight. “This is the girls’ bathroom!” She tried to scold him but ended up giggling instead.

“Oh, is it?” he questioned casually. “My mistake.” Instead of leaving, however, he moved closer until he was circling Amanda, looking over her as if she were a piece of meat. “It must have been fate, though.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you’re here,” he replied smoothly.

I heard Amanda sigh and watched her lashes flutter, and I knew my work here was done. I headed for the door, but before I could make a quick escape, I heard a throat clear behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I lifted an eyebrow when I found Jamie watching me. He was now standing behind Amanda with his chest pressed against her back, smelling her hair and running his fingers up and down her arm.

“You owe me,” he mouthed over her shoulder.

I suppressed a laugh, gave him a curt nod, and rushed out the door. I didn’t get far, though, because waiting just outside the bathroom was Ever. He was dressed casually in jeans and a button up and leaning against the wall across from the bathroom, but nothing about him seemed relaxed. His expression was completely blank, giving nothing away.

He didn’t speak, and neither did I. After a few seconds of staring, he jerked his head, telling me to follow him.

Ever strolled unhurriedly down the hall with his hands in his pockets and his gaze dead ahead. I walked beside him but was careful not to wander too close, not because I was afraid but because the world didn’t know yet that he was mine.

He led me outside, and when I noticed he was heading for the parking lot, I frowned. He was parked all the way in the very last row when he usually parked in the front, but I already knew from his attire that he hadn’t been in school all day.

“Ever, where have—”

I didn’t get to say more because he turned to me, cupped my face with both hands, and kissed me senseless. Only when he was done stealing the very air I breathed did he free my lips. “I missed you,” he said, but he sounded melancholy.

“Where have you been?” I finished while pretending I wasn’t weak in the knees.

“Dealing with my parents.”

“Your father told me he sent you to stay with your mom. He didn’t tell me why,” I added pointedly.

Ever snorted with a sardonic twist of his lips. “He didn’t want to make you uncomfortable by confronting you. He had no such reservations with me.”

“What’s going on?” I demanded.

“My father found out about us. I don’t know how,” he said before I could ask. “He didn’t tell me. He just gave me a choice.”

“Which was?”

“He could tell your mom we’ve been screwing under his roof—his words—or I could move out.”

I blanched. My mind rushed a million miles a minute until it came to one conclusion. The damage was done, and there was nothing we could do. “I see you get your zest for blackmailing honestly,” I quipped.

After I clocked one of Ever’s friends with a whiskey bottle, he had convinced our parents to send me to reform school… in Europe. I came back a year later, ready to turn his world upside down by telling Thomas that his son was Exiled—the vicious gang terrorizing the east coast—but then he beat me to it when he threatened to tell his father about Rosalyn’s schizophrenia. Ever McNamara was many things—charming, hot, intelligent, and manipulative as hell. He had no problem treating the world as his personal doormat.

And somehow, I fell for the prick.

“Among other things.” He winked, and I felt my lashes flutter much like Amanda’s had when Jamie began seducing her.

Speak of the devil, I spotted Jamie heading straight for us… empty-handed. “What’s up, quick draw?”

He laughed and hopped on the top of Ever’s truck before pulling out a cigarette. I frowned trying to remember exactly when he started smoking so much. He used to only indulge in order to calm his emotions, but now I barely saw him without one.

“She wouldn’t shut up long enough for me to get my dick out. I fingered her though. Did you know she’s a squirter?”

“TMI, Buchanan. And it’s not gentlemanly to kiss and tell,” I scolded.

“I didn’t kiss her,” he retorted.

“And my cousin is no gentleman,” Ever added.

“Learned from the best, little cousin.”

It was difficult to accept that Jamie was older than Ever since their maturity levels were on different planets. Jamie barely had two months on Ever but could never seem to resist pulling that card.

“I’m a changed man.”

“Until Bee’s around,” Jamie quipped. I tensed when I saw that Ever’s frown was more vicious than I’d ever seen, and Jamie took notice. “My bad,” he apologized, though a deaf man could tell it was insincere.

I could tell Ever wasn’t anywhere close to letting it go, so I stood on my tiptoes and reminded him that Jamie had saved me from Amanda.

“Get in the truck,” Ever ordered him, and then he looked at me. “You too.”

With no consideration for the fact that it was the middle of a school day, I started for the passenger side. “There’s your one,” I warned Jamie as I passed him.

He snorted and headed for the back door.

“Where are we going?” I questioned my boyfriend once we were all inside.

“Shopping.”
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My heart galloped the moment we walked inside the boutique, and I looked around. There were carefully organized mannequins and racks holding dresses of all colors, lengths, and volumes. And in the center of the store in front of a wall of tall, shiny mirrors was a raised marble white platform for modeling a dress.

The heavy black curtain at the back of the stage was swiftly drawn back, and an elegant middle-aged blonde cheerfully greeted us as she walked—no, glided into the room. She wore not only a blinding smile but some killer cream high heels with a skin-tight red cocktail dress. She descended the short steps leading down from the platform and approached Ever.

“Mr. McNamara, I assume?”

Ever nodded, and she shook his hand, then turned to Jamie. Always the flirt, he kissed her hand and winked. She responded with a disapproving pout even as her eyes slowly but discreetly raked him over.

“I’m Jameson,” he introduced, and I was shocked to hear him offer his real name. He was always crabby whenever I used it.

“Nice to meet you, young man.”

And then, finally, her attention was mine.

“And you must be Four.”

“Hi,” I greeted with an awkward wave. I felt like a frumpy novice around her. Not only was she beautiful but I had no doubt she was experienced too.

“And a sweet Southern belle, no less!” If she heard Jamie’s derisive snicker, she didn’t let on. Fortunately, she offered her hand for me to shake before I could flip him off. “I am Bechette Martin, and I’d be delighted to dress someone as lovely as you.”

Flatterer.

“Thank you.”

Getting right to business, she pointed to the cream sofa situated in front of the platform and directed Ever and Jamie to wait there before leading me to a staging area in the back.

She must have shown me ten or fifteen dresses before finally finding one that I would agree to try on. It seemed she had finally caught on that fluff, frills, and pink were out of the question.

The first dress turned out to be a fail. One false move in the plunging number and I’d be Janet Jackson at the Super Bowl.

The second wasn’t as dangerous. It was light blue and long, flaring out at the hem. The back and the sides around my waist were cut to show slivers of skin, and the top was a halter, covering my chest but baring my shoulders. The only issue was that I could barely breathe, and I told her as much.

“You have a spectacular derriere, chérie. A dress that will curve and accentuate will look marvelous on you.”

“I’m not so sure I want to… accentuate.”

“Hmm. Ever warned me this wouldn’t be easy, but I’ve been doing this for twenty-three years, little girl. Moving along!”

It wasn’t until the fourth dress that I thought I’d found the one.

The emerald green almost resembled the shade of sneakers he wore the day we met, and it might have been a silly thing to remember if he hadn’t later revealed that it was also his favorite color. The beaded halter was cropped to show a sliver of my stomach and had an open back while the voluminous tulle and organza skirt fell a couple of inches above my knees. At least I don’t have to worry about tripping. Still… I chewed on my lip as I stared at my reflection.

 

I loved it.

The only question was… would Ever?

“You were very smart to bring your handsome beau,” Bechette said with knowing eyes. “Most girls spend agonizing hours deliberating in my shop. Sometimes until they’ve dissolved into tears, but you… you, my dear, will know right away when you’ve found the perfect dress.”

“How will I know that?”

“His eyes, mademoiselle. Trust his eyes.”

I didn’t understand her meaning until she inclined her head toward the front room where Ever and Jamie had been waiting for at least an hour now.

I chewed on my lip, wondering if I had the courage before deciding. Taking one last look in the mirror, I left the dressing room.

Butterflies fluttered about inside my belly as I drew back the curtain and nervously stepped onto the platform. My eyes immediately went to the sofa where I expected to find him, but it was empty.

The sound of a throat clearing, however, drew my gaze across the room where Jamie and Ever stood looking like they’d been deep in conversation. Ever’s back had been facing me, but when Jamie nodded at me over his shoulder, Ever turned, and the moment his eyes found me, his lips parted, and then he froze.

I didn’t know what to think, so I looked frantically to Jamie who was biting his bottom lip and nodding with approval.

Ever, however, still hadn’t said a word.

“Do you like it?” I asked timidly.

“I want to tear it off you,” he responded hoarsely.

I felt myself deflate and wanted to run for the shelter of the curtain. “I guess that’s a no.”

He took a step forward as if learning how to walk for the first time, but then his steps became quick and sure the closer he got until he had moved up the platform steps and was standing in front of me.

It was then I could see his eyes. Glittering and gold and eyeing me hungrily. I could almost hear Bechette telling me to trust them.

“It’s a goddamn yes, princess.” He then lifted my chin and kissed my lips. “You’ve never looked more beautiful.”

My sigh had him leaning in for another kiss when the sound of clapping drew us apart.

“Well?” Bechette demanded as she stepped into the waiting room. “Will it do or not?”

“Oh, it will do,” Ever agreed.

Bechette looked at me and winked.

“I’m impressed,” Jamie remarked with eyebrows damn near touching his hairline. He stalked across the room until he was standing in front of the platform. “She almost looks like a girl.”

I was about to respond when Ever drew me into his body and effectively stole my attention.

“Ms. Martin,” Jamie called, “I’d like to purchase one of your dresses for my date.”

My head popped up from Ever’s chest. “Date? You have a date? Who is this girl? I must warn her.”

“None of your business,” he replied without so much as a glance my way.

“I’m sorry, but I work by appointment only,” Bechette said with a haughty tone, “and I’m afraid I’ve been booked for months.”

I frowned. “Then how were you able to see us today? I didn’t have an appointment.”

She returned my frown. “And I’m certain you did.”

I looked up at Ever. “You made the appointment? When?”

“Three months ago.”

“But you hadn’t asked me to go.”

“I didn’t know I needed to,” he replied with a wry twist of his lips.

“This is all disgustingly sweet,” Jamie cut in, sounding like he was close to gagging, “but I’m trying to make a transaction here.” Turning to Bechette, he said, “I don’t need an appointment. I need that dress.” He then pointed to a beautiful red number with a sweetheart neckline descending into a gold and pearl beaded bodice, a short red skirt that would hug his date’s thighs and show off her legs, particularly if they were long, and a dramatically full, overlaying red skirt with a hem that matched the bodice and would drag the floor as she walked.

“Excuse me?” Bechette yelped. “Do you know how much that dress will cost?”

“I didn’t ask for the price,” he bit back.

“Alterations will need to be made for a proper fit, and as I said, I’m booked.”

“I already know her measurements.”

Bechette paused, seemingly running out of arguments. “You will have to be absolutely sure, young man, or my beautiful design will be wasted.

“I’m sure.”

“How?” I blurted.

He finally regarded me with unchecked certainty. “That’s for me to know.”

I didn’t argue, and neither did Bechette when he drew her aside for his instructions. I looked up at Ever, hoping he might have some answers, and found him watching me. “Do you know who he’s buying the dress for?”

“I have a good idea,” he answered slowly.

I waited for him to tell me, but he shook his head. “Nothing I say or do will stop him, and I’m really not in the mood to destroy this place trying to get him to listen.”

“You two really need to learn how to communicate without using your fists.”

He gave a short laugh. “It’s been our way since we learned how to use them.”

Resting one hand over his heart and the other cupping his nape, I gave him a look that had his smile falling. “Find a new way.”
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ETA to Prom… 3 Days

 

It’s been a month since my father forced me to stand up the Montgomerys so he could kick me out of his house instead. My mom had welcomed me with open arms while I tried like hell not to let my resentment of her leaving cloud the reality of finally having her home. It was what I had risked my life for, after all.

She was renting a modest two-story home just minutes from my school and the home we once shared, but it was still hell not being under the same roof or sleeping in the same bed as Four. And the only time I really got to see her now was at school because my father made sure to change the locks after he sent me packing.

I half expected him to kick Jamie out for good measure, but he must have realized Four wasn’t that kind of girl. It also might have to do with the fact that when he asked me plainly if I was screwing his girlfriend’s daughter, I simply told him that I loved her.

My mom had offered to speak to him, which obviously meant she was unaware of why he kicked me out in the first place. Up until she’d made the offer, I thought she knew and had waited for a lecture that never came. At first, I found it weird that she never asked why but then assumed she was just happy to have me close. We still haven’t talked since she came home—unless asking about my day or my father counted.

My answers were always the same. School was good, and dad was fine. Only the former was true.

My phone buzzed, and I checked the message.

Bee: Where are you???

Knowing Bee would castrate me if I stood her up again, I sighed. Forced to shove aside one problem for another, I dragged myself from my car and trudged up the driveway. Reaching the front door, I rang the gold doorbell. Knowing how lavishly Elliot Montgomery spent his money, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was real gold. For appearance’s sake, he had plunged his way into bankruptcy without regard for his family or the thousands of people he employed.

The door opened, and I was surprised to see a butler, though not the one the Montgomerys had employed for years, standing on the other side of the threshold. This past year, Elliot had been letting go members of his house staff sporadically and without warning, forcing him to open his own doors.

I wondered how the hell he’d acquired the money to afford a new Jeeves.

“Ever McNamara?” Jeeves inquired.

I confirmed my identity with a curt nod.

“Follow me.”

He led me out onto the veranda where Bee waited anxiously with her parents and a woman I didn’t recognize. She was brunette with blue eyes and a sharp smile that instantly put me on edge. Mrs. Montgomery was busy serving lemonade from a crystal pitcher along with the sandwiches and cookies that waited on silver platters.

Give me a fucking break.

“Ever!” Elliot greeted cheerfully. He stood up and shook my hand with a warm reception. I had a feeling this was for the benefit of their guest. He confirmed it when, much lower, he icily added, “So glad you deigned to join us.”

Bee must have overheard, however, judging by the sudden stiff set of her shoulders. Rising gracefully from the chair, she reached for the pitcher. “Father, have some lemonade,” she offered. Pouring him a glass, she shoved it in his hand before he could turn it down.

“Thank you,” he bit out. More graciously after remembering the strange woman’s scrutiny, he offered me a seat. “Ever, I want you to meet Grace Harrell. She’s a reporter at the Blackwood Tribune.”

I knew at that moment that shit was about to hit the fan.

My composure was a renowned thing of beauty. Four claimed I had mastered the art of emotion and how to conceal it, wield it, and ultimately control it.

It was a good thing she wasn’t here to see me now.

“Grace, this is Ever McNamara. My daughter’s betrothed.”

It’s fiancé, you sixteenth-century prick.

Under the table, I ran my suddenly sweaty palms down the length of my jeans.

Grace was beaming when she turned to me and said, “I think it’s so romantic how the two of you played together as kids, and now you’re getting married.”

“It’s just marvelous!” Mrs. Montgomery cut in, inadvertently saving me from responding. “And although it was my dream to see my daughter have a June wedding, with prom in a few days and her birthday and graduation so soon after, I think a September wedding once all the leaves turn would be just as beautiful.”

“It sounds like the perfect ending to a fairy tale,” Grace agreed, “and I think our readers will want to hear every detail from start to finish.” She glanced down and started flipping through her notepad. I frowned when I saw the pages already filled with notes. “I think I have everything I need except the photo.” She then produced a camera from the chair next to her. “You two not only have an interesting story but you also make a beautiful couple,” she said excitedly.

My hands balled in my lap when I realized I had come here to do damage control, but instead, I was ambushed.

“Do you have a background in mind?”

“Oh yes! Follow me!” Melissa happily escorted us inside and led us to an elegantly decorated parlor where I spent the next two hours in various intimate poses with my best fucking friend.

“Beautiful!” Grace said after snapping another countless photo. “Now, I’d like to get a shot of you kissing your beautiful bride-to-be.”

I swallowed hard. “Don’t you think you have enough?”

Grace pouted sympathetically. “I know this can be a little tiring, but I think it will be eye-catching on our front page.”

My heart began to thunder in my chest when she raised her camera expectantly.

Kissing Bee was an unequivocal betrayal of Four’s trust. This wasn’t just another peck on the cheek or forehead.

“It’s okay, son. Lay it on her,” Elliot said with a nervous chuckle. Grace was now looking over her camera at us skeptically. Right now, we didn’t seem like a couple in love.

I looked down at Bee who was staring up at me with pleading eyes threatening to spill with tears. Bee never cried, so seeing her tears now gnawed at me until I reached for her.

It was just a kiss.

One meaningless kiss to save her from a far worse fate.

My hands clutched her narrow waist, pulling her to me. But when I closed my eyes, preparing to kiss Bee with an intensity I reserved for Four, all I could see was Four. In my mind, it was Four’s body pressed to mine and her scent filling my senses and driving them wild.

And then, in an instant, it was gone, and I knew that I’d never get it back if I went through with this. I stumbled away, panic spearing through my chest hard enough to cripple me.

What the fuck was I thinking?

Four would never understand, and I would never forgive myself. I wanted Bee safe, but in this instant, the cost was too great. Bee’s eyes widened as I took a step back and then another.

“I’m sorry,” was all I said.

And then I got the fuck out of there.
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ETA to Prom… 1 Day

 

It was the strangest thing. Tomorrow night I’d be at my senior prom, and I was actually excited. I had a pretty dress, a handsome date, and Jamie had even taught me a few moves so I wouldn’t embarrass myself. It wasn’t like it would be my first time, but there was a stark difference between dancing drunk and dancing sober. When you were drunk, everyone assumed your terrible rhythm was because of the alcohol.

“You should wear your hair down,” Tyra advised as we parked. She had picked me up for school that morning so we could strategize.

“My ponytail will do just fine, thank you.”

“Not the way you do it,” she muttered.

“Hey!” My hands flew up to my hair as if it could hear and had feelings.

“I’m sorry, but as your best friend, it’s my job to be brutally honest.” At my sour look, she rubbed my arm placatingly. “I’m just trying to be there for you, kitten.”

“You’ve been hanging around Jamie too long.”

“It’s not my fault he grows on you! He’s like a mole in your armpit. You hate it, but at least no one will know it’s there.”

“I’m not sure that makes any sense, Tyra.”

“Really? I was pretty proud of that.” She cut the engine, and we hopped out. “Don’t forget we have a mani-pedi scheduled this afternoon. I invited Lou.”

“I’m not wearing nail polish.” I was frowning like I had eaten something bad.

“Then don’t, but those cuticles have to go.”

I studied my nails and realized they could use a little magic. “Fine.”

I looked around for Ever’s truck but didn’t find it in its usual spot. Last night, he seemed distracted when we talked on the phone, and the only explanation he gave when I grilled him was that he needed to talk to me, and it had to be in person.

I sighed and ignored the nervous butterflies in my stomach at having to wait a little longer to see what was eating him. I entered the building with Tyra chattering excitedly next to me, but we were quickly distracted by what seemed like the entire student body milling around in groups holding newspapers.

“What the hell?” she questioned, and I shrugged.

I was wondering who died when some guy yelling, “Extra! Extra! Read all about it!” appeared and shoved a newspaper in Tyra’s hand. She unfolded the paper, and whatever was on the front page made her mouth fall open. Her eyes hurriedly scanned the page, and as she read, her hands began to shake.

“What’s the matter? Someone lose a cat?” I joked. It’s not like anything ever happened in this sleepy town. She didn’t seem to hear me as she continued to read. However, the moment I moved closer, she quickly snapped the paper closed, amping my curiosity.

Suddenly, I felt like Rick in the Walking Dead when he wakes up from a coma, and everyone knows what happened except him.

The entire world had gone to shit. That’s what happened.

“Seriously, what’s up? Why is everyone acting weird?”

“I don’t want to show you,” she said, and it strangely sounded like a plea. She was clutching the newspaper to her chest, and I was tempted to snatch it from her grip.

Instead, I patiently held out my hand. “Show me.”

And then she did.

The first thing I noticed was the headline—A Fairy Tale to Remember—and rolled my eyes. But my amusement died when I saw the picture underneath of my boyfriend playing the part of a doting fiancé. They were standing close in a room I didn’t recognize. He was holding her hands to his lips, and tears were rolling down her face as they gazed into each other’s eyes.

They say a picture is worth a thousand words, and right now, each one was trampling all over my heart. I scanned the page trying to read more, hoping, praying, desperate to be mistaken. That my eyes were playing tricks on me.

But my mind was racing much too fast to focus on the words, and before long, my gaze was too blurry from the tears spilling to even see them. I angrily swiped at my eyes to clear them, but it was no use.

The paper was snatched out of my hands, and I was pulled into a hard, achingly familiar chest.

“I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.”

I heard the shocked gasps from the crowd and realized Ever had spoken those words and hadn’t given a damn who heard. Any other day, I might have been one of those swooning females I despised, but today, it only caused me heartache.

Pushing him away, I ignored the stares and turned to Tyra. “Get me the fuck out of here.”

Tyra gave a reluctant nod and started for the door with me on her heels, but Ever’s firm grip on my hand prevented me from getting far.

“Four, please listen. It’s not what—”

“No!” I forced myself to meet his gaze and almost scoffed at the torment I saw in them. He had no fucking idea how much this hurt. “I’m done listening.”

I wasn’t sure if it was shock or hurt that made him release his hold on me, but I quickly pushed through the crowd and fled before he could change his mind.

Seeing him with her, even if it was pretending, was getting too hard to bear. He hadn’t told me about the photo or the story, and it made me wonder what else he kept from me. He made me promises, and until now, I trusted him, but now I wondered just how far he’d gone for her.

My stomach turned at the thought, and I almost fell to my knees. How the hell could I have been so stupid?
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Yesterday had been hell, but the next day hadn’t gone much better since I spent most of it arguing with Tyra and Lou after I announced I wouldn’t be going to prom.

I told myself that it was just one night. I didn’t even care about the stupid prom until it was snatched away from me. So what if I didn’t get to dance the night away with my Prince Charming? I didn’t even know how to dance. No, Barbie would look far better on Ever’s arm.

She was Cinderella, and I was the lowly servant without a fairy godmother.

Eventually, I’d have to face Ever, but not anytime soon. And the best part was that he couldn’t make me. Thomas kicking Ever out and changing the locks turned out to be the best thing to happen to me in a while.

I was feeling rather triumphant until guilt showed up and ruined it.

The fact that I was questioning whether I had the right to be upset only made me realize just how screwed up this whole thing was. If any other girl had caught their boyfriend on the local society rag pledging his heart to his childhood playmate, the answer would have been a firm ‘fuck yes.’

But I was the only girl in the world who would actually agree to something like this. And maybe that was because, for a while at least, Ever had made me feel like the only girl in the world.

So much for that.

Right now, I wanted nothing more than to find Ever and give him a good kick in the shin. His leg certainly wasn’t what I really wanted to hurt, but he’d see my first choice coming a mile away.

I was sitting in the dark, staring at the silhouette of my dress hanging on the back of the door, when my door flew open, and Jamie sauntered in holding a bottle of whiskey. He was looking dapper in a black tux with his hair freshly cut and slicked back.

“Here,” he said without preamble. “Take a few sips of this.”

I frowned at the bottle he offered. “Why?”

“Because I need a date, and you need some balls.”

I grabbed the open bottle and took a sip. The whiskey was smooth, but it burned like hell. I sighed and took another sip. “You think I’m hiding?” I asked after my third sip. He didn’t respond, but his expression said it all. “It’s called brooding, and I learned from the best. Besides, I thought you had a date.”

“There’s enough of me to go around,” he said as he crossed the room, grabbed my dress from the door, and laid it on the bed. “Get dressed.” He then disappeared inside my closet and returned a few minutes later wearing a disgusted look as he inspected the flats I wore on Valentine’s day. “These were the best I could find.”

I studied him, feeling confused as hell. “Why aren’t you more upset? Everyone thinks your other half is in love with my other half.”

“Who says I’m not?” he shot back before tossing the shoes at my feet.

“Then act like it!” I slammed the bottle on my nightstand and stood from the bed. “Yell! Fight! Be the overemotional asshole!”

He looked me up and down and then spoke with a tone dry enough to chafe sandpaper. “I think you’ve got us both covered, kitten.”

“I’m not going to that prom,” I repeated stubbornly.

“Why not? It’s not like Ever is going to be there.”

I was reaching for the bottle of whiskey again when I paused. “What do you mean? Of course, he’s going.”

“Oh? If you’re not there, give me one reason why he’d be there.”

My lips parted, and when no suitable answer came, I said instead, “Give me one reason why he wouldn’t go?”

Jamie slid his hands in his tuxedo pants’ pockets and rose to the challenge with an arrogance that bordered on narcissistic. “How about three?”

“Three?” I echoed with a hopeful hitch in my voice.

“Let’s see,” he pondered aloud. “There’s the one we already covered, and then there’s the fact that he isn’t stupid.”

“And the third?”

“I think you can figure that one out for yourself.”

My gaze narrowed as I stared back at him, and he simply laughed at my refusal to play his game.

“So what do you say, kitten? Will you be my date to the prom?” He gave me this wide-eyed vulnerable look, playing the role of a shy hopeful.

I snorted and then erupted into a hysterical laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Jamie questioned with a confused scowl.

“I was just thinking how I needed a fairy godmother, and here you are.”

He seemed to like that idea and struck a pose. “How do I look?”

I checked him out, not bothering to be discreet about it. The crisp black tux brightened his tanned skin, but unfortunately, it hid most of the tattoos that amplified his devilish appeal. And it seemed almost sinful for him to be wearing that bow tie. As if he wasn’t a bad boy with the worst intentions.

“More like a naughty prince than a fairy godmother.”

“The naughtiest,” he confirmed with a waggle of his eyebrows. “Sucks for you that I didn’t find you first.” When I didn’t respond to his flirting, his expression became concerned. “Four?”

“I—I can’t do this anymore, Jamie. I just can’t. It’s getting harder to tell if he’s really mine.”

Jamie had abandoned his place against the wall and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. I thought he’d simply offer it to me, but instead, he dried my tears. “You think he loves her?”

I shook my head, knowing in my marrow that he didn’t. But I also knew that Ever wasn’t a person easily defeated. His ambitious, ruthless, and sometimes detached personality drove him to pursue his desires with a single-minded intensity. When there was something he wanted, there was almost no stopping him—unless he found something he wanted more. “I’m not afraid he loves her, but I’m afraid of what lengths he’d go to—” I stopped, realizing I’d almost said too much. Jamie still didn’t know about the Montgomerys’ dire straits, and he sure as hell wasn’t aware of Elliot Montgomery’s plan to marry his daughter off in order to retain his lost wealth.

Jamie frowned, and seeing the frustrated twitch in his jaw, I prayed he didn’t press the issue. I was beginning to understand how unfair and cruel it was to keep him in the dark, but it was Barbie’s decision whether to trust him with her woes.

“I’m not sure what the hell is going on or how my cousin convinced the two of you to share him, but it’s only a matter of time before he chooses one of you, and it’s pretty obvious to me who that girl is going to be.”

My heart leaped with joy, but then he stepped back, and I knew by the scowl that tender Jamie was gone.

“Wait”—I grabbed his wrist before he could walk away—“isn’t that what you want? Is she what you want?”

“You think I’m going to settle for my cousin’s sloppy seconds? Oh no, wait,” he said with a snap of his fingers. “She’d actually be sloppy thirds. I had her first, after all.”

A few choice words were on the tip of my tongue, but before I could let them spill, he kissed my forehead and headed for the door. “Get dressed. I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

I was still staring at the door long after it closed.

Do I stay, or do I go?

The question weighed heavily on my heart, and I knew that I was questioning more than just the prom.
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Jamie wasn’t downstairs when I finally made an appearance. I had done the best I could with my hair, brushing until it shined before pulling it up and letting the waves tease my nape. Never once did I even consider makeup. I was going to the prom, and that was more than just a start.

“Jamie?” I called as I entered the kitchen. It was the first place I decided to search, knowing it was the most likely place he’d be.

“He left ten minutes ago,” informed a voice that was both comforting and distressing. “Said he forgot something.”

Turning my head, I found Ever standing near the sliding door that connected to the family room, dressed in the exact same tux as Jamie.

The only difference was my reaction to seeing Ever looking so suave and unattainable. The warm feeling in my tummy quickly became a searing ache at the possibility that I could never truly have him.

Before coming downstairs, I stared at myself in the mirror to see myself as Ever had in that shop when he first saw me in this dress. The sheer love and adoration in his eyes had swept me off my feet. And that memory was how I’d discovered Jamie’s third reason for Ever not going to prom without me.

Or so I thought.

I guess we’d both been wrong.

“You look beautiful,” he said, staring, and I realized I’d been doing the same.

“Thank you. You clean up well yourself.”

Clearing his throat, he glanced down as he entered the kitchen, and I realized he was holding what looked like a shoe box and a smaller clear container with a color corsage.

“Thanks… I was hoping it wouldn’t be in vain.” His unsure gaze returned to me, and I realized he was waiting for something.

“How could it be in vain?”

“I was hoping we could talk.”

I lifted a skeptical brow, but my voice sounded teasing when I said, “You got dressed up so we could talk?”

“I wanted to make a good impression,” he teased in return. “How did I do?” he asked as I looked him over.

“As usual, you’ve exceeded my expectations.” I blinked in surprise when he blushed. He turned his head, trying to hide it, but something that pretty was hard to miss.

“Appreciate it, princess.”

We seemed to get lost in each other’s eyes, and it was a while before we were free. “I’m not sure I’m ready to talk, Ever. There’s so much to think about. I—”

“I’m done, Four.”

My heart fell to my feet, and I almost followed it hearing those words. Somehow, I continued to stand tall while the rest of me—soul, heart, and mind—crumbled. It seemed Jamie had been wrong for the second time tonight. Ever had chosen, and it wasn’t me who’d won his loyalty.

“I see.” It was just like Ever to choose duty over love. He’d infiltrated a vicious gang to try to save his mom from the leader without any regard for the danger to himself. Until now, I thought it was love that made him dare such a thing, but maybe it had been duty after all.

I refused to cry, and I’d die a million horrible deaths before I begged. Even though it was all I wanted to do with every fiber of my being.

“If that’s true,” Ever said brokenly, “then why are you still standing way over there? Why aren’t you in my arms?”

I swiped at the tear that had spilled against my will and gazed back at him in disbelief through still blurry eyes. “I—what?”

Rather than answer, he tossed the boxes on the island and closed the distance between us. However, the minute his chest almost touched mine, I backed away.

“No! Do not try to confuse me anymore than you already have. What did you mean by being done?”

He blew out a breath, and I could tell by the clenched fists at his side that he was using every ounce of the control he possessed not to yank me back.

“I didn’t know what the Montgomerys were planning. I went over there to apologize for standing them up, and they ambushed me with that reporter bitch.” He raked his fingers through his hair in frustration, completely wrecking the gelled style. “They wanted photos to go with the bullshit story they were spinning about Bee and me, and as pissed as I was, I was more afraid for Bee and what it would mean for her if I didn’t go through with it.” He laughed as he stared down at the floor, but it sounded dry and humorless. “They have to think I’m the worst fiancé in the world since I hardly ever come around, and when I do, I’m not truly there.” His candid golden gaze rose to meet mine. “I’m miles away with you. Mind, heart, and soul.”

I sniffed and tried to draw in a steady breath but failed. I ached and trembled, wanting nothing more than to go to him, but I knew there was more. “You realized this because they asked for a few photos?”

“No.” He swallowed, and I could have sworn he even gulped. “I realized this when they asked me to kiss her so they could splash it all over the front page.”

His words sank in, and suddenly, I was trembling for a different reason. I wanted to race over to the Montgomerys and give them all a piece of my mind.

“You kissed her?” I asked him and felt bile rising as I waited for the answer.

“Fuck. No.” He forgot all about the distance I demanded and took my hands, pulling me close. I felt at home surrounded by his heat and strength. “For nothing and no one in the world would I ever let myself lose you. That’s when I knew I was done.”

Gazing up into his eyes, I lost the fight and dissolved into tears. “You promise?” I sobbingly choked.

“Forever and always, Four.”

I smiled, unable to keep it from spreading, and Ever’s eyes widened. Overcome with emotion, his chest shook violently, and he seemed genuinely startled by the depth of his feelings.

“God, baby,” he said once he finally calmed enough to speak, “I love you so fucking much.” His leaned down and rested his forehead against mine. “Tomorrow, I’m telling Jamie everything.”

Worry penetrated the cloud of happiness surrounding me and I frowned. “Without Barbie’s blessing?”

“I have a plan, but it doesn’t work without him. She’ll just have to deal.”

I found myself smirking at his righteous sense of high-handedness. “Can I please be there when you tell her that?”

His arms tightened around me until it was hard to breathe but I didn’t care. I never wanted him to let go. “I almost lost you, Four. It will be a long time before I let you out of my sight.”

“In that case…” I gripped his tux in my fist and kissed him hard before whispering against his lips, “I love you, too.”

Of course, Ever dove in for seconds, taking the kiss deeper until he was left with no choice but to lift me in his arms and carry me back upstairs.

Prom and the rest of the world would just have to wait.
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