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      Dear Reader,

      Thanks for reading Holding onto Hadley (Part 1)! I hope you enjoy it.

      Like stated on the book’s description page, from now on, I will be publishing the series in serial-length books, but eventually the serials will be combined into full-length novel editions.

      While I understand that not everyone is a fan of serials, this allows me to publish the story much quicker. If you’re not a fan of serials, I’d recommend waiting until the full-length versions are published.

      Thanks for reading!

      Jessica Sorensen
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      I’m sitting in a dark room. I’m frightened, shaking, and confused. I have no clue where I am or how I got here. My heart is thudding in my chest as I curl up in a corner, and the cement floor is cold against my legs. I wish I didn’t have on shorts and a T-shirt—it’s so cold. And where are my shoes?

      I peer around at the stained walls, water dripping from the ceiling, and rusty chains dangling from the walls. This place is so scary, but what’s even more frightening is I can’t remember why I ended up here.

      Where are my parents and my sisters?  Why can’t I remember anything?

      I try to remember but the last thing I can recall is heading to one of my mom’s drag races—

      As a door at the top of a stairway creaks open, I shiver, hugging my knees to my chest. My body begins to shake as footsteps thud down the stairs, softly at first but then growing louder. Moments later, a man appears on the stairway.

      No… Not a man. A boy around my age.

      “You look frightened,” he remarks with his head tilted to the side.

      It’s too dark to make out all of his features, but from what I can tell he’s the kind of boy my sisters would probably get a crush on and what I’d refer to as a pretty boy.

      “I’m not,” I manage to say in an unsteady voice.

      “Liar.” His lips quirk as he stops at the bottom of the stairs and observes me.

      I straighten my shoulders and carry his gaze. “Nothing scares me.”

      A smile takes over his face. “Well, you should be scared. My dad’s not a good guy.”

      “Who’s your dad?” I ask, confused.

      Instead of answering, he reaches into his pocket, retrieving a bag. “Here, I brought you some food.” He sets the bag in front of my feet and stares at me again.

      I want to be stubborn and not open the bag, but I’m too starving not to. So I open it. A sandwich, chips, fruit, candy, and a few juice boxes are inside.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, glancing up at him.

      “You’re welcome.” His eyes sparkle in the dim light as he assesses me. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t even remember how I got here or where I am…” I leave the question out there, hoping he’ll answer.

      His lips part, but then snap shut as the door at the top of the stairs creaks open again.

      “Yeah, she’s right down here.” A deep voice flows through the darkness.

      “Crap,” the boy murmurs, then takes off toward a door that’s on the far back wall. “Don’t tell him I was here. And hide the food,” he whispers to me with almost as much fear as I feel—

      “Time to wake up.” Someone nudges me on the shoulder, startling me.

      I blink, startled, and peer around, half-expecting to be surrounded by cement walls. But all I see are the cracked walls of the living room that belong to my home in Honeyton.

      “You look out of it,” my sister Bailey says, stepping in front of me.

      I rub my eyes a few times. “I feel out of it… What time is it?” I reach for my phone and instantly frown.

      Great. I’ve been asleep for a total of maybe ten minutes since I returned home from Blaise’s. And now it’s time to get ready for school. I’m beyond exhausted and confused, not just with everything going on, but because of that dream… Or memory?

      “Are you okay?” Bailey asks with worry.

      I nod, but I’m not sure that I am.

      Why am I suddenly remembering random forgotten memories of my life?

      What the hell happened to me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blaise

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate going to my dad’s place. It reminds me that he’s rich, which reminds me of how he obtained his wealth. But I do my best not to think about that as Rhyland and I head up to my dad’s office. When we reach the shut door, I don’t knock immediately.

      “You want me to knock?” Rhyland asks, giving me a worried glance.

      He’s been giving me the same glances all morning, probably because he’s worried I’m going to lose my shit over what I’m about to do. But I’m just as worried about him, since my dad’s blackmailed him into doing this too. And while I want to walk away, I can’t. Not unless I want my brother Alex to get hurt.

      “Nah, I’m good.” Sucking in a breath, I lift my hand and knock on the door.

      “Come in,” my dad calls out, the sound of his voice making my jaw instinctively tick.

      “Keep it together,” Rhyland mumbles under his breath.

      I’m unsure if he’s talking to me or himself. Still, I collect myself before opening the door.

      My dad is sitting at his desk when we walk in and he has a cup of coffee in his hand. He’s wearing a button down shirt and a tie, looking as if he’s an ordinary businessman. But it’s all a façade.

      “Blaise, Rhyland,” he greets us with a nod of his head, setting down the cup of coffee. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

      “Like we had a choice,” Rhyland mutters, shaking his head.

      I throw him a warning look. I may not like my dad, but smarting off to him is never a good idea. Trust me, I have scars all over my body that prove that.

      “Watch how you speak to me,” my dad warns, his gaze boring into Rhyland.

      “Sorry, sir,” Rhyland bites out, his hands balled into fists at his side.

      Knowing I need to get us out of here as soon as possible, I step forward toward his desk and to the side so I’m blocking Rhyland from his view. It’s a protective instinct I’ve had for as long as I can remember, a need to protect my younger brothers, which is the reason why Rhyland and I are even here. I just wish my father was only making me do this.

      “I know it’s important that we came here this morning, but we need to be at school soon, so if we could make this quick, that would be great.” I struggle to keep my tone polite, the urge to scream at him biting underneath my flesh.

      My dad’s gaze snaps to me and he stares at me in a way that makes my scars burn. “You’re right. Being late for school is unacceptable, especially with it being the start of football season.”

      “Do we really have to play this year?” Rhyland asks in a quiet tone.

      “Yes, I have a lot of money riding on these games. Plus, I need you to keep the sons of my employees in check,” my father replies in a curt tone.

      I honestly hate playing football, but what I hate even more is playing it so my dad can not only rig the games and win a ton of money through gambling, but also so we can bond with the sons of some of his more important employees. Although, I’m pretty sure half the team is being forced to play.

      “Now, let's go over why I asked you to come here,” my dad says, picking up a manila folder on his desk. “I wanted to give you the details of the heist you two are going to do for me tonight.” He hands me the folder.

      I reluctantly open it up and peer inside. “Who’s this woman in the photo?”

      “That’s the person you’ll be heisting,” he explains. “You can look over everything later, though. Right now you need to go to school.” He dismisses us by turning his attention to the computer on his desk.

      More than eager to get the hell out of there, I nod at Rhyland to follow me as I stride for the door.

      “Oh and Blaise?” My dad calls out.

      I tense, gripping the doorknob. “Yeah?”

      “A lot is riding on this heist being successful,” he warns in a low tone. “Don’t mess this up.”

      Gritting my teeth, I jerk open the door. “I won’t.”

      And I’m telling the truth. While I hate doing illegal shit, especially stealing for my dad, I don’t have a choice this time.

      Alex’s life depends on it.
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      “You’re Hadley mother effing Harlyton. You’ve got this.” I’m in the process of giving myself a peptalk as I stand in the bathroom, staring into a mirror, attempting to get my shit together before I go to school.

      Just outside the bathroom, my sisters are frantically running around, getting ready. Everyone is tired, including me.

      After I left Blaise’s last night, I barely went to sleep, and with all the emotional stress I’ve been under, I’m beyond exhausted. While I’d love to ditch school today, I can’t bring myself to do it. Not when I just received custody of my sisters, thanks to some papers my mom signed, which I’m still super confused about, since she passed away years ago. Still, now that I have custody of my sisters, I can’t be irresponsible. If I do, Social Services will come knocking on my door.

      But with everything that’s happened and is continuing to happen, I wish I could skip a day of school and take a nap. It’d help me prepare for tonight when I have to drive down to the docks to help August Porterson do who knows what.

      My gaze drops to my bandaged wrist. Beneath the bandage, my flesh is branded with the Porterson’s crest, a reminder of the debt I owe August—my father’s damn debt. And it’s not the only debt I owe on behalf of my asshole of a father. I also have to find six bags filled with drugs and money. Bags he stole from Axel Maeiriellie—August Porterson’s rival. And I have to find them within a month. Well, I have to find five of them since I know where one bag is, which reminds me…

      Axel told me I was supposed to tell him the location of that one, yet he left without getting it.

      I wonder what that’s about.

      Not that I’m going to stress about it right now. Right now, I need to focus on finding the other five bags. But I’m feeling pretty damn uneasy I’m going to be able to pull this off.

      Anger simmers under my skin as I think about how deep of a mess I’m in because of my dad. Part of me wonders if it might be easier to track him down and rat out his location so he’ll have to deal with this. I’m not a fan of being a narc, but this might be an exception. The only problem is I have no clue where my dad is or where to start looking for him, except for maybe in a bar, but I doubt that’s where he’s going to be. And the last time I saw him was a couple of days ago, when he hit me.

      My gaze travels to my reflection, travels across the fading bruise on my hairline and cheek, remnants of the fight my dad and I got into. I have dark circles underneath my eyes and my wrist burns like a mother effer. I tried to put a bit of makeup on to cover up my haggard appearance, but it didn’t work very well. My long, brown hair doesn’t look too bad, though, swept to the side in a tangled mess of waves. Since I haven’t had time to do laundry, I threw on the only outfit that was clean; a black t-shirt and a pair of matching torn jeans. And yeah, I realize I’m sporting the Portersons dark clothing style, but it was either wear this or dig something out of the hamper, that will probably smell like Londyn’s sweaty soccer clothes.

      Grimacing, I tear my gaze away from the mirror and head back to my room to grab a jacket. The only one I can find that’s clean is a fake leather one which also happens to be black. Since I’m really on a role I decide to slip on my black lace-up boots, figuring I might as well go all in with this whole matching the Porterson brothers look, something I have a feeling one of them is going to comment on.

      Londyn pops her head into our bedroom as I’m grabbing my bag, startling me a bit.

      “Hey, are you about ready to go…” she trails off as she notes my outfit. “Are you going Goth or something?”

      I sling the handle of the bag over my shoulder. “Nah, I just didn’t have anything clean to wear.” I collect my car keys off the dresser. “I really need to do some laundry soon.”

      “I can do it for you,” she offers, collecting her messenger bag. Her hair is done up in a ponytail and she’s sporting an athletic shirt, along with jeans and converse sneakers. “In fact, I think maybe we should all start helping out more.”

      “I’ve got everything handled,” I say, stuffing my keys into my pocket.

      She frowns. “Had, please don’t take this the wrong way, but you look awful.”

      “Gee, thanks, sis,” I say dryly. “It’s a good thing I’m not really into my looks or that might’ve really hurt my feelings.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that… I just…” She sighs heavily. “You have bruises on your face and a bandage on your wrist… And did you even sleep at all last night?”

      “Actually, last night I did.” When I was at Blaise’s house. I just didn’t go back to sleep after I came home.

      “You mean when you were at the Porterson house?” Her tone is a mixture of speculation and curiosity. “Because you never did fully explain why you were over there.”

      I shrug. “Blaise was just helping me out with some stuff and I accidentally fell asleep.”

      “Helping you out with what?”

      “Just stuff.”

      A hurt look passes across her face. “I know you’re keeping stuff from me, but what I don’t get is why? You used to tell me stuff.”

      “I do still tell you stuff,” I insist, but I’m not sure if my words are true.

      Lately, I’ve turned into quite the liar. Or at least I omit the truth fairly often. But I do this to protect my sisters. This mess with my father… They don’t need to get mixed up in it. Although, I’m probably going to have to tell them a bit of the truth since, a). Amelia and Austin go to our school and I wouldn’t put it past them to say something to one of my sisters about what’s going on. And b). I need to make sure that my sisters stay away from August and Axel. But I don’t want them knowing how deep I’ve gotten into this mobster world. Well, if they are mobsters. That part has never been made clear, and Blaise seemed to find it amusing when I mentioned the word mobster.

      “You know what? How about we all have dinner tonight and I’ll update you guys on a couple of things that’s been going on.” I motion for Londyn to follow me as I walk out of the room. “We can go out. Somewhere cheap, though.” I step into the hallway, glancing at the locked door to my father’s bedroom.

      Today, when I get home from school, I’m going to pick that lock and find out what he’s hiding in his room. I also need to find a better paying job, amongst a thousand other things.

      Goddammit, how am I going to handle all of this?

      You’re just going to have to, Hadley. Suck it the hell up.

      “Okay.” The hurt in Londyn’s eyes alleviates a bit. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Let me ask around and see what’s good,” I say as we start down the stairs. “Maybe I can ask Scarlett.”

      Londyn’s brows dip in confusion. “Scarlett, as in the Porterson brother’s sister?”

      “Yeah, I went to lunch with her yesterday. She’s pretty cool, kind of like me.” I flash her a grin and she rolls her eyes, but smiles. “I think you’ll get along with her. I mean, she’s a lot like me so…” I shrug.

      “Okay, well, how about you invite her to eat lunch with us sometime so we can get to know her.”

      “I’ll see if she’s down for it.” As I reach the bottom of the stairway, my phone vibrates from inside my pocket.

      I dig it out as Londyn squeezes by me and heads into the kitchen. Once I see who the message is from, I’m glad Londyn isn’t close enough to see it.

      August: Just a reminder about tonight. Don’t be late and don’t forget the package. I’ll message you when it’s time to open it. And remember, you have a lot riding on this.

      “Fuck,” I mutter underneath my breath.

      “Uh oh, she’s already swearing,” Bailey remarks from behind me. When I turn around, she grins at me, but then frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing.” I shake off my irritation and stuff my phone into my pocket. “Are you ready to go to school?”

      “Nah, I’m all dressed up like this to take a nap.” She smirks as she gestures at her outfit, a pair of torn jeans, clunky boots, and a purple shirt. Her hair is done and her eyes are lined with eyeliner.

      I can’t help but smile. “All right, smartass, go get some breakfast and then we’ll leave.”

      She salutes me. “Yes, boss.”

      She seems in a good mood today, but she also seemed okay when she was dropped off by the social worker… whoever the hell the woman was that dropped off my sisters at the house this morning. Londyn seemed okay too. It’s Payton I’m worried about. She seemed off, distant, very un-Payton like.

      “Where’s Payton?” I ask as Bailey walks by me.

      “She’s still getting ready.” A frown tugs at her lips. “She’s still in a shitty mood too… I’ve been trying to get her to tell me why, but she gets more pissed off the more I ask.”

      “She’s probably just upset about getting hauled off by social services. I’m sure in a couple of days, when everything gets back to normal, she’ll be back to her smiling self.” Normal? As if there was ever such a thing in our lives.

      Bailey must think the same thing too because she mutters, “What’s normal?”

      I sigh as she trudges off to the kitchen, her mood plummeting. With another sigh, I turn to go back upstairs and find Payton. But she’s at the top of the stairway as I turn around, and she starts stomping down the stairs toward me. And when I say stomping, I mean stomping, like an angry troll.

      “What’s with the frown, Charlie Brown,” I joke, hoping she’ll at least crack a smile.

      Instead, she gives me the dirtiest look ever. “Cut the fake smiles shit out. I’m not in the mood for it this morning.”

      Okay. Clearly something is bothering her. Londyn and Bailey suggested that perhaps something happened to her at the group home, but getting Payton to open up is going to be complicated.

      I raise my hands in front of me. “I’ll back off for now. But if you ever want to talk, just know that I’m here.”

      “Why? Because you’re our new mom,” she sneers.

      My lips pull downward. “I’m not your new mom… I could never replace mom… I’m just trying to help.”

      She rolls her eyes again then nudges me out of the way. “You should try helping yourself first.”

      I internally sigh. Something bad must have happened at that group home. Well, either that or maybe someone told her what’s going on with me. After all, when Austin hauled me away from school to go meet his dad, he said he knew a few guys in the group home that would punish my sisters if I wasn’t cooperative.

      “Pay… Did something happen while you were at the group home?” I ask, following after her.

      “No,” she snaps. “Just leave me the hell alone.” She snatches a granola bar out of Bailey’s hand and storms out of the house, slamming the door.

      I glance at Bailey and Londyn, whose shocked expressions mirror mine.

      “She’s in a really bad mood,” Londyn says, glancing worriedly at me.

      I nod. “I think we should all keep an eye on her and see if we can figure out why. But don’t be too pushy. I don’t want to upset her more.”

      “I completely agree. The last time she got like this and we were too pushy, she ended up…” Bailey doesn’t finish, but I know what she’s going to say.

      The last time that happened, I found myself in a somewhat similar situation as what Blaise was in the other day with Alex. Payton wasn’t doing hardcore drugs or anything like that, but she spent days partying hard and hanging out with sketchy people until finally I tracked her down and dragged her back home. She never admitted the reason behind her rebelliousness, even after I spent weeks trying to get the truth out of her. My mom probably would’ve succeeded, which makes me feel like a failure.

      “You’re not a failure,” Londyn tells me as she grabs a couple of Pop-Tarts from the cupboard.

      Shit. Did I say that aloud?

      “I know,” I say and she frowns. Before she can press further, though, I motion for them to follow me as I head for the back door. “Come on, let’s get to school before we all end up being late.”

      I open the door and step out of the house into the sunshine. My gaze instantly wanders over to the Porterson’s house. No one is outside and the GTO and the SUV are missing from the driveway, which more than likely means they’ve left for school already.

      After the whole crying-on-Blaise’s-shoulder thing that happened last night and then the kiss—two kisses actually—I’m kind of relieved they’ve already left. But it does remind me that I still owe Blaise quite a few favors for the deal we made over the drag race.

      “I really need to get those favors paid off,” I mutter as I hike down the driveway.

      “The favors you owe Blaise?” Londyn asks, walking beside me.

      I shield my eyes from the sunlight with my hand. “Yeah. I just want to get it done with.”

      “I can’t believe that after everything, he’s still making you do that.”

      “Actually, yesterday he gave me a free pass, even though I didn’t want it. And he doesn’t seem that interested in me following through, but… I hate favors and not following through with our deal means I’ll owe him.” Not that I believe Blaise will make me feel like I owe him.

      No, after what happened between us, I’ve decided he’s not as big of a douchebag as I originally thought. Although, knowing he saw me break down is making me super uncomfortable. Plus, I kissed him and then let him kiss me. Seriously, what the hell was I thinking? Did I lose my damn mind or something?

      Not that the kisses were bad…

      They were nice…

      Really, really, nice—

      “What’s going on with you two?” Londyn asks, stopping beside the passenger side of my car.

      I blink from my lustful thoughts of Blaise. “Nothing. Why?”

      It’s not entirely a lie, since I’m not quite sure what’s going on between Blaise and I. Confused. That’s how I feel when it comes to Blaise and me. And I don’t want to be confused over a guy. And I don’t want a guy to be taking up so much of my mental space.

      “Fine. Lie to me again,” she mutters, shaking her head.

      Guilt crushes down on me. When social services took my sisters away from me, I thought I might not get to see them for a while. That I’d spend the next couple of years waiting until they turned eighteen before we could be a family again. But I was lucky enough to get them back, and I should be more grateful about it.

      “We kissed,” I sputter. Yes, actually sputter like a dumbass. I clear my throat. “Blaise and I, last night, we kinda kissed.”

      Londyn glances at me, confusion flooding her eyes. “Kind of kissed? What does that mean? How can you kind of kiss someone?”

      I shrug. “It was just a small peck. We didn’t use our tongues or anything.”

      “That’s still a kiss, Had.”

      “Okay, so…” I shrug again. “Then I guess we kissed. But let me stress, it was a small peck. Like barely a brush of our lips.”

      She observes me closely. “Is that a good thing or bad thing? Because I seriously can’t tell if you guys hate each other or just get off on it.”

      “We don’t get off on it. We just… I don’t know. He helped me out a lot and sort of understands me. Plus, we have a lot in common. But he does get on my nerves sometimes.”

      A smile pulls at her lips. “Holy crap, you like him.”

      I cringe. “Like might be a strong word… More like I don’t hate him as much as I thought I did.”

      A grin takes over her face. “No, you so like him.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Stop saying that. It’s not true.”

      “Okay.” But she keeps on smiling.

      I throw my hands up in the air. “Whatever. Just get in the car. We’re going to be late.”

      Still grinning, she turns and gets into the car.

      Her words echo in my mind.

      Like Blaise? Ha, yeah right.

      Deep down, though, I might be lying to myself.

      But it doesn’t matter. Whether I like Blaise or not isn’t important right now. What is is dealing with the August and Axel situation, something I’m reminded of as I turn onto the street and noticed a dark car with tinted windows tailing me.
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      By the time I arrive at school, I’m aware of three things: 1). That the less I try to think of Blaise, the more I do. 2). That I’m definitely being followed by someone. And 3). Blaise isn’t at school.

      The third revelation comes to me after the bell rings and he doesn’t wander into class. Jaxon is seated a few desks back from mine and while I want to ask where Blaise is, I don’t want to give away that I noticed he’s gone, which is why I don’t text Blaise to see where he is. But it’s annoying how much my fingers itch to send a message to see if he’s okay. I know he mentioned he was going to talk to his father about the bags my dad stole, see if he knows where they could be. That has me concerned.

      I scratch at the bandage on my wrist, a reminder of how corrupt and bad Blaise’s father is.

      “All right class, I want you to pair up into groups and work on the assignment. I’ll also be walking around and handing out packets,” the teacher announces, drawing me out of my thoughts. “You’ll have until the end of the next week to complete the assignment. I’d like to keep the groups to around three to four people. If you can’t find a group, come talk to me and I’ll assign you one.”

      Great. I totally spaced off and have no idea what assignment he’s talking about. Even worse, no one at this school likes me, thanks to the flyers Alex spread around school.

      As everyone begins to pair off, I peer around, trying to figure out the best way to find a group. I quickly realize, though, almost everyone is already in a group except for a couple of people, Jaxon being one of them.

      He’s dressed in his usual black jeans and dark t-shirt getup and wisps of his chin-length dark hair hangs in his eyes as he stares down at his desk, either completely uninterested in finding a group or nervous about it. Considering what I’ve observed about him, my guess is the latter.

      “Hey baby Porterson,” I say in a light tone. “You want to pair up with the social outcast or what?”

      He glances up at me, a drop of amusement twinkling in his eyes. “You know I’m barely younger than my brothers, right?”

      “Yeah, but you’re still the youngest, which makes you the baby,” I tease with a smile. “So what do you say? Wanna be partners on this ever so awesome assignment.” That I know nothing about, but I’m going to pretend I’m totally on top of things.

      He offers me a small smile. “I guess so. I’ve been meaning to do some charity work lately anyway.”

      A grin spreads across my face. “Wow, snarky sarcasm. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “Why not?” he questions as he stands up and starts pushing his desk toward mine. “My brothers are smartasses. And you’ve hung around them enough to know that, so it shouldn’t be a surprise that I am too.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve barely said anything to me, so I thought maybe you were the sweet, shy one.”

      He chuckles as he sits back down in his seat. “I guess compared to my brothers, I might be. But I’m not that sweet. And I’m not shy. Just quiet.”

      “I guess I can kind of see that. My sister, Londyn, is like that too.”

      “She does seem that way,” he says as he opens his notebook. “I mean, I haven’t really talked to her except for that one time Rhyland and I gave her and your other sisters a ride to school, but she seemed like the quietest one out of all of you.”

      “Wow, I think that’s the most sentences I’ve ever heard you say in a row.” I flash him a grin so he’ll know I’m playing around.

      He starts to smile, his lips parting. “I—”

      “Here’s an idea.” The teacher appears by our desk with a stack of papers in his hands. “How about you start using your talking skills to discuss the project.”

      “Sorry Mr. G.,” Jaxon apologizes with a small smile.

      Mr. G.’s hard expression softens. “It’s fine. Just try to focus on the assignment, okay?” He sets a packet down on each of our desks. “And you guys should find at least one more person to be in your group.” He points over his shoulder at a girl with dark hair, glasses, and freckles, standing at the front of the classroom, nervously looking around. “Ava doesn’t have a group. Do you guys mind if she joins yours?”

      Jaxon and I both trade a look and I shrug.

      “Sure,” I say with a smile, hoping to win the teacher over like Jaxon clearly has.

      “Good.” He turns and gestures for Ava to come over.

      She shuffles toward us with her head tucked down, her hair curtaining her face.

      “Ava, you can join Jaxon and Hadley’s group,” Mr. G. tells her when she reaches us.

      Ava nervously nods. “Okay.”

      Poor thing. I can practically feel her jittery nerves shaking through the air.

      “Now that that’s settle, let me go see if I can find a group for Gage.” Mr. G starts to walk away but then pauses and looks at Jaxon. “Is Blaise here today?”

      “He had an appointment this morning so he’ll be a bit late,” Jaxon replies. “But I think he should be here soon.”

      Mr. G. glances at the clock then back at Jaxon. “I’m assuming he’ll probably want to work in your group.” When Jaxon nods, Mr. G. sets another packet down on Jaxon’s desk. “All right, I’ll write down that he’s in your group. Here’s his packet.” With that, he walks off.

      I arch my brow at Jaxon. “Appointment, huh?”

      He shrugs, his gaze flitting toward Ava. Then he looks at me. “A doctor’s appointment.”

      He’s lying. I can tell. But I let it slide, figuring it’s none of my business. Then I stick my hand out in Ava’s direction, figuring I might as well break the ice and attempt to make her comfortable, at least enough that she’ll sit down. “Hey, I’m Hadley. It’s nice to meet you.”

      She offers me a shy smile and shakes her hand. “I’m Ava.” She shifts her weight, giving a nervous glance at Jaxon before quickly looking back at me. “Thanks for letting me be in your group.”

      “No problem.” I pull my hand away and point at an empty desk. “Why don’t you drag that thing over here so we can get started on this awesome project that I literally have no clue what it’s about since I wasn’t paying attention.”

      She cracks a tiny smile. “Okay.”

      “I can drag the desk over for you,” Jaxon offers, jumping to his feet.

      “Well, look at that, a Porterson who has gentleman skills.” I teasingly smile a Jaxon.

      Jaxon starts to smile when his gaze strays to something beside me.

      I start to turn around when I hear, “So you’re saying I’m not a gentleman?”

      I tilt my head up and meet Blaise’s amused gaze.

      He looks good today; his blonde hair is hanging in his eyes, a chain dangles from his black jeans, and leather bands ornament his wrists.

      “Are you saying you are a gentleman?” I quip with a cock of my brow.

      The corner of his lips kicks up into a half-smile. “I think deep down you know I am.”

      I roll my eyes. “I think deep down you probably think you’re a gentleman, but since I’ve yet to see any of these alleged gentleman skills I’m going to doubt for now they exist.”

      His eyes narrow, but it’s a playful move. “All right, fine. I guess I’ll have to prove my case then.”

      “And how exactly does one prove they’re a gentleman?” I ask, crossing my arms on the top of my desk.

      He winks at me then sets his notebook down on Jaxon’s desk. “Guess you’ll just have to wait and find out.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t like surprises, dude.”

      He grins at me as he drags another desk over and pushes it against mine. Then he plops down in the seat and opens his notebook while Ava tentatively sits down in the desk Jaxon pushed over for her.

      “So what’re we doing?” Blaise asks. He glances up at us, his gaze bouncing between Jaxon and me.

      Jaxon and I trade a look then Jaxon shrugs.

      “I wasn’t paying attention either,” he tells me as he takes a seat.

      “Why not?” Blaise asks him.

      Jaxon lifts a shoulder while fiddling with the leather band around his wrist. “I had some stuff on my mind. And then Hadley and I were talking…”

      Blaise’s brows rise to his hairline as he glances at me. “You were talking to Jaxon?”

      “Yeah. So?” Question marks flood my mind. “What’s the big deal? Am I not supposed to?”

      He slowly shakes his head, a crinkle forming at his brow. “No, you can, it’s just…” He looks at Jaxon and his brow lifts.

      The two of them trade a silent look that goes on long enough to make the situation super uncomfortable. Well, at least for Ava. My sisters and I have shared similar looks so I can relate, but Ava looks very uneasy, staring down at her desk like she wants to be anywhere but here.

      I pat my desk. “Yo, dudes, can you cut the silent, creepy looks out for a bit so we can get on with this shindig of a project that no one seems to know anything about.”

      Blaise’s gaze slides to me, his lips quirking. “You’re such a little weirdo.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one exchanging the creepy silent look,” I point out.

      “That still doesn’t mean you’re not a weirdo,” he retorts with a grin.

      “You know, I’d take that remark as an insult except you’ve said it enough times that it’s lost its dramatic effect,” I quip with a cheeky grin. “Plus, I know I’m weird and it doesn’t bother me.”

      He mirrors my smile and my heart does that fluttery thing it sometimes does around him. You know, the one that makes me want to kick my own ass.

      Mentally rolling my eyes at myself, I look away from him, telling myself that I need to get over this whole fluttery thing. That while Blaise is nice and yes, gorgeous, I don’t have time to get all swoony over a guy. But I think maybe I could try being friends with him.

      Friends. Now that’s foreign territory for me, but with everything that’s happened between us, I can’t deny that we might kinda, sorta be friends…

      I think.

      “So no one knows what the assignment is?” Blaise asks, reaching for the extra packet on Jaxon’s desk.

      “I do,” Ava says, her voice barely a whisper. “I can explain it to you guys if you need me to.”

      “Awesome.” Blaise flashes Ava a smile that makes her cheeks flush. “I’m glad at least one of you was smart enough to pay attention.” He tosses Jaxon and me a playful dirty look.

      “Well, at least Jaxon and I were smart enough to be here on time.” I throw a smirk back at him.

      “That wasn’t my fault. I had a doctor’s appointment this morning.” His steady voice would make his statement believable if he didn’t get a bit twitchy.

      “Are you sick?” Ava asks worriedly, chewing on the end of her pen.

      Blaise shakes his head as he slumps back in the chair. “Nah, I just had to get a physical for football season.”

      My brows pop up. “You play football?”

      He nods. “So does Rhyland.”

      I crinkle my nose. “Ew.”

      His brows dip. “What do you mean, ew?”

      “I mean ew, as in football players are ew.” I shudder to stress my point.

      His brow arches. “So you’re not into sports?”

      I arch my brow right back at him. “Do I seem like the kind of girl who’s into sports?”

      He wavers. “No, but do I seem like the kind of guy who plays sports?”

      Excellent point. But still… “Sports are more of Londyn’s thing and I totally support her, but they mostly bore the hell out of me. Plus, the whole jock thing…” I pull a face. “You know what? I think I’m going to have to end this kinda, sorta friendship thing going on between us.”

      I’m kidding. Well, sort of.

      He presses back an amused grin. “So you’re saying you can’t be my friend anymore because I play football?”

      I give an exaggerated nod. “Yep, pretty much.”

      His amusement doubles. “So you’re not into football players?”

      I nod. “That’s a definite yes.”

      A twinkle sparkles in his eyes. “We’ll see.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, confused and suspicious.

      He shrugs, a smile playing on his lips as he looks at Ava. “So tell us what this assignment’s about.”

      I frown as he leaves me floating in confusion. I can’t hold that against him, though, since I’d do the same thing to him if I got the chance.

      As Ava quietly explains the assignment to us, I kind of zone out, my thoughts straying to my sisters and the dilemmas I need to deal with. A couple of minutes later, I feel Blaise shift in his seat. As he stretches out his legs, his knee ends up resting against mine. Those dumbass flutters sidetrack my thoughts again. I should move my leg, but the truth is I kind of like how his leg feels against mine, which is annoying. Where’s the Hadley who’d be telling him to stop being such a space hog? If I were acting like my normal, sassy self, I’d tell him to keep his leg on his side.

      Yeah, that’s what I need to do.

      Do it now. Just say it.

      I have to mentally tell myself that five more times before I actually glance up at Blaise and open my mouth.

      “Yo, dude…” I start, but then trail off as my gaze collides with his.

      His eyes are glittering with amusement. “Not into football players, huh?” He lightly bumps his knee into mine.

      That cocky little shit.

      All sorts of comebacks bite at my tongue, but Jaxon interrupts me before I can say any of them.

      “So who wants to take section A?” he asks as he flips through the packet.

      I want to be annoyed that he interrupted my chance to give Blaise my ever so awesome excuse as to why I allowed his leg to rest against mine for several minutes, but the truth is, I don’t have one.

      The truth is, I kind of liked his leg resting against mine.

      I’m so screwed.

      I need to get my head out of lust land and focus on important stuff. What I need is to go back to following my rules, even if they can’t apply to me being able to take off after I graduate. But following my rules is still a good idea. It’ll keep me out of trouble. Because the last thing I need is more trouble in my life.

      Yeah, Blaise and I need to just be friends.

      No dating. No more kissing. No more flirting. And no more flutters.

      Of course, as I silently make these vows to myself, it gives me zero confidence that I’ll be able to pull it off as Blaise’s arm brushes against mine and those stupid flutters appear again.
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      After class ends, I rush out of the room without saying a word. Not that I think I can avoid Blaise. No, I may need his help. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to allow my heart to get all fluttery over him. I need a time out so I can get my shit together.

      “Hadley, wait up!” Blaise calls out as I hurry down the crowded hallway.

      I don’t slow down, quickening my pace.

      “Had,” Blaise says. “Wait a sec. I need to talk to you about something.”

      Taking a deep breath, I slow down and let him catch up with me. “What’s up?” I ask, pretending to be chiller than I am.

      But that’s what I’m good at. Being calm when I’m really not. It’s part of the reason why Axel let me off so easily. Well, easily in his eyes.

      Blaise falls into stride beside me, worry creasing his brow. “I was going to ask you the same question.”

      “Nothing’s up with me,” I reply, hugging my books to my chest.

      He gives me a disbelieving look. “If that’s true then why did you run out of the classroom like it was on fire? And then ignore me when I called out your name?”

      I lift a shoulder. “I don’t want to be tardy to my next class.”

      He chews on his bottom lip, studying me, not paying attention to where he’s walking, yet the throng of people part a path for him. “Is this about what happened last night? About the…” He glances around and lowers his voice. “About the kiss? Because I know you have a no dating rule and everything. And I don’t think we’re dating, but—”

      “It’s not about that,” I cut him off with a partial lie. But what else am I supposed to say?

      Yeah, the fact that we kissed—twice—is messing with my heart and it’s scaring me? Like I could ever actually admit that aloud.

      “Is it about the knee thing then?” he asks, leaning closer to me. “Because I promise I was just teasing you.” He rakes his fingers through his hair and lets out a loud exhale. “I really don’t think that you letting me press my knee against yours means you like me.”

      He’s being nice and it makes me feel like I’m walking on a tightrope; my legs are all shaky and my brain is struggling to decide if I’m going to fall.

      Blowing out a breath, I slam to a stop in the middle of the hallway. Someone behind me chews me out as they nearly run into me, but I ignore them.

      “Look,” I say as Blaise slows to a stop beside me. “I know that we…” I internally cringe at what I’m about to say. “That we kissed last night and I fell asleep beside you… And I really appreciate that you helped me out and let me cry on you like a psycho.”

      “You’re not a psycho,” he says then his lips tug into a half-smile. “And I didn’t mind letting you cry on me.”

      “I doubt that’s true, but it’s beside the point. And I think… I mean, can we…” Jesus, what the hell is wrong with me? Since when did I turn into a sputtering mess around a guy? “We’re friends, right? I mean, kind of.”

      He gives me a funny look. “Is that your way of asking me to be your friend?”

      “No. I just want to make sure we’re friends… You know, because of the whole kissing thing.”

      “What kissing thing?” he tries to tease, but misses the mark as a hint of nervousness creeps into his expression.

      “You know, that would’ve been a good comeback had you not just mentioned the kiss like two seconds ago.”

      He sighs. “Fair enough. I’ll give you that one.”

      I can’t help but smile a little bit, but then realize I’m getting distracted by him again and mentally kick my ass back to reality. “But anyway, I want to make sure we’re friends.”

      He stares at me for a beat or two before saying, “Yeah, we are.” He eyes me over, shifting his weight. “Are you acting weird because of the kiss? Because it really feels like… and I… I don’t…” He presses his lips together and shakes his head.

      I’m not sure what he’s trying to say and honestly, I’m sure I’m being just as confusing.

      “I’m just trying to make sure that we’re friends because sometimes kissing can complicate stuff. I have way too much to deal with right now and I don’t want to add any more.”

      “I know,” he says and it’s the truth.

      Blaise does know about the complications, which is a first for me—usually I keep stuff to myself.

      As my insides start to feel a bit shaky, I decide to change the subject. “Totally off the subject, but did you find out anything about the bags?”

      His apologetic expression says it all. “Unfortunately, my dad isn’t going to be any help with that.”

      “Dammit,” I mutter. “Although, I’m not surprised.”

      “I’m sorry. I wish he wasn’t such an asshole.” He starts to reach toward my face, but then pulls back and stuffs his hand into his pocket. “I’ve still got a couple of other ideas on how to find the bags. Do you want to have lunch with me and we’ll talk about it?” When I waver, he adds, “Friends can have lunch together, Hadley. I’m not asking you out on a date or anything like that.”

      Relief washes over me. “Okay, yeah, let's meet up for lunch.”

      He visibly relaxes, making me realize he was a bit stiff before. “Meet me at my car at lunch then?”

      “Can we eat here?” Not that I prefer cafeteria food, but I’d like to check on my sisters at lunchtime.

      “Have you had the cafeteria food yet?” he asks with his brow cocked.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Well, you should probably leave that answer how it is.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Every day is like meatloaf surprise. And by that, I mean, no one really knows what they’re eating so we just call it meatloaf surprise.”

      I scrunch my nose. “Ew.”

      “Yeah, definitely ew,” he agrees. “Although, you did refer to me playing football as ew too, and I’m thinking I might be a bit offended by the comparison.”

      “I think it’s a pretty accurate comparison.” I grin when he aims a playful scowl at me. “But I guess if I have to pick between the two, I chose going to lunch with the ewy football player over eating the ewy cafeteria food.”

      He rolls his tongue in his mouth to conceal his smile. “Sounds good. And I’ll try my best not to get my ewy football cooties all over you.”

      I pat his arm. “Thanks, dude. I really appreciate that.”

      He shakes his head as he backs away. “Hadley Harlyton, you are by far the most amusing girl I’ve ever met.”

      Smiling, I wave to him and then turn toward my next class, but frown when I spot Austin.

      “Hadley, Hadley, Hadley, what’s a pretty girl like you doing walking around with a frown on your face?” he says as I pass by him.

      He’s leaning against his locker with a book tucked underneath his arm, and a cocky smile is plastered across his face.

      “I was smiling until I saw you,” I say as I push through a crowd of people blocking my way.

      He strolls after me, his shiny ass shoes squeaking against the linoleum floor. “You know, I’d be offended if I didn’t find it so hot when you smarted off to me.”

      I roll my eyes so damn hard they nearly get stuck in my head. “I’m seriously not in the mood for your preppy, hairy chested presence right now.”

      “My chest isn’t hairy,” he argues. “I thought we already established that yesterday.”

      “No, you try to convince me it wasn’t. But I have eyes and your chest is like one step away from looking like a fur coat.” I throw him a snarky grin. “Makes me wonder how hairy your back is.”

      “Why don’t we skip class and go back to my place so I can show you?” He grins, leaning closer to me. “Because I assure you it’s not hairy. Just like my chest isn’t. I just think you’ve never been around a real man before.”

      “You said that yesterday too,” I remind him, inching away as his arm brushes mine. “You need to start coming up with better comebacks.”

      “I’m trying.” He sweeps strands of his hair out of his eyes. “But you’re really hard to go up against. Give me some time, though, and I’ll be able to hold my own.”

      I elevate my brow. “Is that your way of trying to compliment me?”

      A smile curls at his lips. “That all depends?”

      “On what?”

      “On if you see it as a compliment.”

      I want to say no, but truthfully, I kind of like the idea of being hard to go up against.

      Badass Hadley. I’ve worked really hard to be her.

      I lift a shoulder. “Not really.”

      “Liar,” he says, his gaze scanning my face. “What’s up with you today? You seem stressed out.”

      I give him an insinuating look. “Like you don’t know why I would be?”

      “I really don’t. My dad let you off the hook, so I figure everything’s all good in Hadley Land.”

      “He didn’t let me off the hook.” I come to a stop in front of the classroom of my next class. “I still have to find those bags that my dad took, and since I have no clue where the hell my dad is and where the hell he’s hid the bags, I’m pretty sure I’m screwed.” I give him a half-ass wave then step toward the classroom.

      But his fingers wrap around my arm, stopping me.

      “Careful,” I warn. “I don’t like being grabbed.”

      He releases his hold on me and holds up his hands in front of him. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just wanted to tell you something.” He slips his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Something that might be able to help you with the bag situation.”

      Considering how Austin was the one to make me go see his father, I’m not sure I trust him. And he doesn’t seem that trustworthy. However, I’m also pretty damn desperate at this point so I decide to hear him out.

      I cross my arms. “All right, I’m listening.”

      His lips quirk. “I think I might know a guy who can help you find the bags your dad stole.”

      I assess him, trying to decipher if he’s full of crap. “Who’s this guy? And how would he know where the bags are?”

      “He’s someone who works in surveillance for my dad, and he could know where your dad put the bags if he was doing surveillance on him at the time he hid them.”

      “If he knows where the bags are, wouldn’t he have told your dad already?”

      “Not necessarily.” His gaze dissects me in a way that makes my guard go up. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret about how things work in my dad’s world. And also in Blaise’s dad’s world.”

      “Why would I care about anything that has to do with Blaise’s dad?” I feign dumb.

      His gaze drops to the bandage on my wrist before sliding back to me. “Hmmm… I’m not sure, but I just thought I’d throw it out there. You know, in case you ever find yourself in some sort of predicament with Blaise’s father.”

      Shit. Does he know about the deal I made with Blaise’s dad? I guess he probably does since Axel seemed to know.

      Awesome. Blaise’s father stressed that no one, even his sons, were supposed to be aware that I work for him now. Hopefully, he doesn’t blame this on me because if he does…

      My stomach twists in knots. He’ll probably come after my sisters.

      Crap. I really need to let my sisters know what’s going on. Not all of it, but enough that they’ll be on guard.

      “Are you going to tell me this little secret or what?” I change the subject, glancing at the time on my phone. “Because the bell’s about to ring.”

      He drags out the silence for a bit longer before leaning in and lowering his voice. “The kind of people that work for guys like my dad and Blaise’s father will stab anyone in the back if it has enough of a benefit for themselves.  They’ll even stab their bosses in the back for the right price. And sometimes, when they have some valuable information, they like to hold onto it until they can get something out of it.”

      “So you’re saying this surveillance guy might know where my father hid these bags, but he’s not telling anyone because he wants to see if he can get something out of it first?” I ask, making sure I’m understanding him correctly.

      Austin shrugs, the mischievous sparkle in his eyes making me really wary. “There’s only one way to find out.” He tugs on a strand of my hair then steps back, backing away from me and down the now fairly empty hallway. “I’ll ask him for you and let you know.”

      “What’s in it for you?” I call out as the bell rings.

      Dammit. Late again.

      He stuffs his hands into his pockets, his lips twitching. “Just a favor from you.”

      I shake my head. “I already owe too many people favors at the moment.”

      “Just think about it while I talk to this guy,” he says. “You might change your mind, depending on what I find out.”

      Why do I get the feeling he’s toying with me?

      I could ask him, but I doubt he’ll tell me, so instead, I turn away from him and enter the classroom late, something almost everyone notices. Which would be fine, except the teacher notices too and gives me after-school detention.

      Great. What a lovely day this is turning out to be.

      Then again, all of my days in Honeyton haven’t been that great.

      Hopefully, though, one day, I can live a stress-free life with my sisters. But deep down, I worry that might be wishful thinking. After all, Blaise’s dad owns my ass for the next five years and who knows what working for him will do to me.

      Will it corrupt me? Turn me into a bad person like my father?

      No, I’ll never be him, I vow to myself. I never could be him.

      But the truth is I’m not really sure who I am anymore. The girl who makes deals with mobsters? The girl who’s branded for the mistakes made by her dad? The girl who has so much on her plate right now she feels like she’s going to crack apart at any moment?

      I’m not sure.

      I’m not sure of anything anymore.
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      By the time lunch rolls around, my lack of sleep is really kicking in. My eyelids feel heavy and I can’t stop yawning.

      “You look tired?” Londyn notes with worry as I approach her locker.

      I yawn for at least the umpteenth time. “I am a little bit. I think I need some coffee.”

      “I don’t think the cafeteria has any.” She bumps her locker shut. “But maybe we can go someplace for lunch. I know Payton and Bailey were planning on staying here, but I’m sure they wouldn’t mind going somewhere.”

      As much as the idea of going to lunch with my sisters sounds amazing, I already made plans with Blaise. Sure, Austin said he may know where the bags are, but I’m not going to rely solely on a guy who’s the son of the man threatening me. And besides, even if Austin comes through for me, I don’t like the idea of owing him a favor.

      “Actually,” I tell her as we start down the hallway. “I’m supposed to go to lunch with Blaise today.”

      Her eyes slightly widen. “Like on a date?”

      I dismiss her with a flick of my wrist. “Nah, we’re just friends.”

      “Friends who have lunch together? And kiss?” she questions with her brows elevated.

      “That’s a normal thing,” I lie, knowing I sound like an idiot.

      “Except you usually don’t kiss your friends,” she points out with insinuation.

      I give a nonchalant shrug. “Maybe I do.”

      “Had, I know you. And I know you don’t just go around kissing guys,” she says, digging her phone out of her pocket. “You’ve kissed like, what? Two guys? And one was on a dare.”

      I scratch at the bandage on my wrist. “Yeah, so what?”

      She glances at her phone before stuffing it into her pocket. “So? You’ve kissed Blaise two times. Three if you want to count that kiss you gave him after you guys tied in that drag race. You’ve never kissed the same guy more than once, and I’m pretty sure you’ve never kissed anyone because you wanted to.” She pushes open the doors and we step outside. “That has to mean something.”

      “Yeah, it means I’m a teenage girl who decided to kiss a hot guy. That’s not that weird.”

      “So you’re admitting you think Blaise is hot?”

      “He obviously is,” I reply with a shrug. “Everyone with eyes knows that. Hell, even Blaise knows it.”

      She muses over something. “You two would be a really cute couple.”

      I glare at her. She so did not just say that. “I don’t want to date Blaise. I don’t want to date anyone period. And we wouldn’t make a cute couple. We’re like night and day.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Like you said this morning, you guys have a lot in common. Plus, you’d look really good together.” She gestures at my outfit. “Especially with the whole goth thing you’ve got going on today.”

      “Why are you being so persistent about this?” I ask, feeling uneasy. “Just a few days ago you were telling me we needed to stay away from the Porterson brothers. That they were bad news.”

      “That was before Rhyland gave us a ride to school. And Blaise stepped in when dad was…” Her gaze drifts to the bruise on my face and she swallows hard. “If he was a bad guy, I doubt he would’ve done what he did that day.”

      I instinctively touch the bruise on my face then wince. “Yeah, probably.”

      She offers me an almost apologetic smile and I know she’s about to say something I’m not going to like.

      “I think he might really be good for you. I really do. Not that I think you need a boyfriend, but it seems like, I don’t know, you usually try to handle everything by yourself. But for whatever reason, you let Blaise help you.”

      I massage my temples, feeling a headache coming on. “Lon, I love you to the moon and back, but please let this go. Blaise and I are just friends and I don’t want to be anything more.” I lower my hands to my sides. “I don’t want to be anything more with anyone right now.” Can’t be with anyone right now.

      A squeezing sensation fills my chest, making it hard to breathe. I have no damn clue what’s causing the feeling, but it’s almost as annoying as the fluttering sensations I’ve been feeling lately when I’m around Blaise.

      She studies me, the light breeze blowing strands of her hair into her face. “All right, I’ll let it go for now.”

      A relieved exhale eases from my lips. “Thanks.”

      She forces a smile. “Just remember, I’m here if you ever need to talk.”

      “Thanks little sis. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I lightly nudge her shoulder and her smile turns real.

      Then we start across the grass and toward a tree where Bailey and Payton are sitting in the shade. Bailey is babbling about something with a sandwich in her hand while Payton dazes off into the empty space.  It reminds me of yet another problem I need to deal with, but I’m not sure I can deal with this one on my own. I need some help, even though I’m not a huge fan of asking for it, especially from my sisters. But this isn’t really about me. This is about helping Payton.

      Taking a deep breath, I do something I haven’t done in a long time.

      “Maybe you could take them to lunch,” I suggest to Londyn. “And work on finding out what’s going on with Payton.”

      Londyn appears a bit surprised, probably because this is the first time I’ve asked for help in a very long time. “I can do that.”

      Taking another deep breath, I prepare to do something else I rarely do. I dig my keys out of my pocket and hand them to her, my chest tightening again, but for different reasons. “Just don’t be too pushy with her. If she gets too irritated, maybe back off for a bit. Pay’s stubborn and getting to the bottom of what’s going on might take us some time and a lot of careful prying.”

      She takes the keys from me. “I can handle this. Go have lunch with our hot neighbor and try to enjoy yourself. You need the rest. You look like someone who’s stayed up for days planning for the apocalypse.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I say dryly.

      She stuffs the keys into her pocket. “Sorry, but it’s true.”

      I sigh. She’s probably right. And much as I’d love to just go out and enjoy myself, I won’t be able to until I fix all of our problems.

      The shitty part is that deep down, I know I may never be able to do that. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the last handful of years it’s that problems have a way of always being part of the Harlyton’s lives. It was part of the reason I wanted to take off to college so badly. I thought maybe if I got away from my dad and his world, I could escape the problems. Perhaps I was being naïve, though. Perhaps they would’ve followed me. I guess I’ll never find out, since I’m not going anywhere for a while.

      That thought makes me feel super depressed, but I shove it aside and focus on looking composed as we reach Bailey and Payton.

      “Hey my favorite people in the whole wide world,” I greet my sisters with a smile.

      Bailey smiles back, but Payton scowls at me.

      “Hey big sis,” Bailey says, picking the crust off her sandwich. “Wait, we don’t have to call you mom now, do we? Because that’d be weird.”

      I promptly shake my head. “No way. Never, ever call me mom. Not just because it makes me sound old, but because I could never replace her.”

      “Obviously,” Payton mutters and I sigh.

      Bailey frowns at her before looking back at me, her brows dipping. “Where’s your lunch?”

      “Oh. I’m actually going off campus to eat.” I could tell them with who, but I’m hoping I don’t have to.

      “Cool. This sandwich tastes like balls anyway.” Bailey rises to her feet and collects her bag from off the ground. “So where are we going to eat? Please say somewhere good.”

      I scratch at my wrist and prepare myself for what’s coming. I know my sisters well enough to know how they’re going to react. “Actually, Lon is going to take you to lunch. I have something else to do right now.”

      Londyn gives me an amused look, knowing I’m being vague on purpose.

      “What do you have to do?” Bailey wonders with her brows knit.

      “Um…” I scratch at the back of my neck. “I’m going to lunch with someone.”

      “With who? Wait, are you making friends without us?” she jokes, slinging the handle of her bag over her shoulder.

      “Hey.” Blaise’s voice sails over my shoulder, causing me to tense. A second later, he steps up beside me, his blond hair blowing in the wind. “I was just headed out to my car to meet up with you.” His gaze skims across my three sisters then lands on me. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Wait… This is who you’re going to lunch with?” Bailey’s looks at me, her brow meticulously arching.

      “Yeah, so what?” I say defensively. “It’s not a big deal.”

      Bailey glances at Blaise then back at me. “Are you guys dating or something?”

      “No,” I stress, giving her a dirty look. “We’re just friends.”

      Bailey’s grin is all sorts of mischief. “Is that why you’re dressed like that?” She mocks, gesturing at my outfit. “To match with your boyfriend?”

      Blaise chokes on a laugh.

      I point a finger at him. “Don’t encourage her.”

      He holds up his hands in front of him. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You’re laughter said enough.” I give him a dark glare, then return my attention back to Bailey. “I’m dressed like this because I didn’t have any clean clothes this morning. That’s it. And FYI, if I was dating a guy, I sure as hell wouldn’t dress to match him.”

      “I guess that’s probably true.” Bailey’s gaze dances back and forth between Blaise and me before settling on Blaise. “So where are you taking my sister on this not-date?”

      I give her another dirty look but she ignores it.

      “I’m not sure yet.” Blaise digs out his car keys from his pocket. “But somewhere good. I promise.”

      Bailey trades a secret smile with Londyn and I shake my head.

      “Well, we’re going to need to know where you’re taking her,” Londyn says, turning to look at Blaise and crossing her arms. “Or else we can’t let her go with you.”

      I shake my head, but a smile pulls at my lips. I’ve taught them well.

      “We’re not doing this to be mean,” Bailey adds. “We just need to know she’ll be safe with you.”

      “I get that.” Blaise rubs his jawline, his face set in amused contemplation. “I think I’ll take her to this diner that’s in the middle of town. A lot of people go there for lunch and it’s in a very safe neighborhood. I swear.”

      “And you promise she’ll be safe with you?” Londyn struggles to keep a straight face.

      Blaise’s lips quirk. “I promise to the moon and back.”

      Londyn’s eyes widen in surprise, her gaze drifting to me.

      “He heard me yelling it out to you when the people from social services took you guys away,” I stress. “I didn’t teach the saying to him.”

      “You made me use it to make you a promise,” Blaise reminds me.

      Well, shit. I forgot about that.

      Londyn stares me down with a knowing look on her face, to which I respond with a bored expression.

      Blaise’s gaze skates back and forth between us. “Why do I get the feeling you guys are having a secret conversation right now?”

      “Because we are.” I blast Londyn with another warning look then glance at Blaise. “I’m sure you recognize the secret siblings look because you and your brothers do it all the time.”

      His smiles. “You noticed that?”

      “It’s pretty obvious,” I say through a yawn while stretching my arms above my head.

      “You tired?” he asks with concern.

      I shrug, my hands falling to my sides. “A bit, but I’m fine.”

      He stares at me for a heartbeat or two then nods toward the parking lot. “We should get going. I don’t want you getting another tardy today.”

      “How the heck did you know I already got one?”

      He winks at me. “Because I know things.”

      I roll my eyes. “Whatever, dude. Keep your secrets then.” I wave bye to my sisters. “Be careful with my car,” I tell Londyn as I back away from her.

      “I will,” she calls out as Bailey says, “You be careful too. If you need some extra carefulness, make sure to stop by the house and visit the cookie jar.”

      For the love of all damn unicorns, she so did not just yell that out.

      Blaise shoots me a puzzled look as I turn around and walk beside him.

      “What’s in the cookie jar?” he asks.

      “Cookies,” I lie, scratching at my brow. “Obviously.”

      “What sort of cookies? Or is cookies code for something?” he asks curiously. “Because you have this look on your face that, I don’t know…” He stares at me, as if trying to read the answer on my face.

      Luckily, I’ve never been one for blushing or else my cheeks might be bright red right now.

      I lightly elbow him in the side. “There’s just cookies in it, so stop staring at me like that.”

      He sinks his teeth into his bottom lip. “Fine, I’ll let it go for now. But one day I’m going to get to the bottom of what the hell you’re hiding in your cookie jar.”

      I yawn again. “Good luck with that.”

      He smiles but concern floods his eyes. “You’ve yawned like ten times in the last five minutes. Just how much sleep did you get last night?”

      “I didn’t really go back to sleep after I left your house,” I admit.

      “Too excited about having your sisters home?” he asks.

      “That and confused why my sisters were home.”

      A crease forms between his brows. “Why did they get dropped off at your house so early anyway? That’s not how social services usually works.”

      “I know, which makes the entire situation super strange.” I start giving him a recap of what Londyn told me, how some woman dropped her and my sisters off at the house without giving much of an explanation, how the same woman gave Londyn an envelope with a weird wax crest stamped on the seal, how inside the envelope were custody papers signed by my mom.

      “Your mom signed the custody papers?” Blaise stares at me in confusion as he unlocks the passenger door of his SUV.  “But I thought your mom…” He trails off with remorse in his eyes

      “Is dead,” I finish for him, my heart aching inside my chest. “She is, which is why I’m so damn confused about these papers. I mean, she had to have gotten them drawn up and notarized before she died, but why? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      He opens the door. “There wasn’t a note in with the papers that explained why?”

      “There was a note from her, but it didn’t explain much of anything other than if I was receiving the papers then my dad lied to her.” I heave a sigh. “I know I should be grateful about the papers—and I am—but I also feel a bit apprehensive about the situation. I almost feel like at any second someone is going to show up and tell me it’s not real and that the papers are fake. And I don’t think I’ll ever be able to relax until I can figure out why my mom had the papers drawn up, and how the hell she knew I was going to need them. Which means I probably need to track down whoever gave the papers to this woman that dropped off my sisters in the middle of the night.” I shake my head at myself. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I keep dumping my problems all over you. I bet you’re really regretting the day you decided to hit on me, huh?”

      He rubs his lips together, contemplating something. “I might regret that day, but not for the reason you just said.” He steps back, holding the door open and gesturing for me to get in. “Lets go get something to eat and see if we can get this bag situation taken care of. Then we can move on to figuring out where these custody papers came from… Maybe I can call up the person I know at Social Services and see if she knows who the woman is that dropped your sister off and then maybe we can talk to her.”

      There he goes again with that we shit. I should put a stop to it right now. Walk away and handle this myself, but the truth is I need him.

      Dammit, I’m so screwed.

      Still, I don’t argue, reminding myself that I may need help to clean up my father’s mess. And I need to clean it up or else… Well, I’m not going to think about that right now or else I just might lose it.

      “Wow, you really are a gentleman,” I joke, trying to lighten the mood. “Do they teach you those skills in football?”

      He gives me a hardy har har look. “You’re really getting a kick out of this football thing, aren’t you?”

      I slide into the passenger seat. “I totally am. It’s beyond amusing and kind of weird.”

      Amusement glitters in his eyes. “Why’s it weird?”

      I shrug, reaching for the seatbelt. “Because you don’t look like the type of guy that plays football?”

      His amusement remains. “So what sort of guy do I look like?”

      “I don’t know. When I first saw you, I figured you were the kind of guy that got trashed on weekends, got into a lot of trouble, was cocky and a total player.”

      “And now what do you see?” he asks.

      “Well, I definitely still think you’re cocky,” I quip and he smiles. “But as for getting trashed on weekends and getting into trouble… I think I may have been wrong about that.”

      “And what about the last one?” he asks, holding my gaze. “Do you still think I’m a player?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Only time will tell.”

      He scans my face over with the oddest look on his face. Then he steps back and shuts the door, leaving me to wonder what on earth he was thinking about.

      Leaving me to wonder a lot of things.

      Leaving me to realize I’m starting to wonder a lot about this guy.

      Of course, my thoughts get distracted as he rounds the front of his SUV to climb in, and a tall, curvy girl with long blonde hair stops him before he can get in. She starts talking to him. Or more like flirting since she keeps laughing at him and touching his arm.

      I once made a joke about how she was the kind of girl that’d look good with Blaise, how they’d be a super pretty couple. I was only mostly kidding when I said it, but seeing them standing by each other, I realize they do look good together. And  I don’t like the way that revelation bothers me.

      See, this is why you’ve stayed away from guys. Because they’re distracting and complicated things.

      To keep myself from staring at them, I focus on picking the chipped fingernail polish off my fingernails. I also make a mental note to inform Rhyland that Blaise does know how to flirt, since he once tried to convince me he didn’t.

      About a minute later Blaise climbs into the car.

      “Sorry about that,” he says, shutting the door. “Layla had a couple of questions about the notes we took in history class today. Honestly, it’s kind of weird she asked me. Usually people keep their distance from me and my brothers. And I’m not really the guy you ask for notes.”

      “I think she was hitting on you,” I tell him, rotating in my seat to face him.

      “I got that vibe too.” He starts up the engine. “I’m not sure why, though? I know girls check me out and everything and who can blame them.” He flashes me a smirk to which I respond with the most dramatic eye roll ever. “But they’re usually too scared of my last name and what it means to actually flirt with me. Well, except for Amelia, but she’s straight up crazy. Plus, her father could probably give my father a run for his craziness.” He sighs, gripping the wheel.

      I almost say: oh trust me, I know. Luckily, I catch myself or else I’d have to explain how I know his father is as batshit crazy as Axel, and I can’t tell Blaise about the deal I made with his dad.

      “Maybe you’re not as scary as you think,” I manage to get out a teasing remark. “Maybe your pretty boy looks are becoming more prominent by the day and people don’t find it very scary anymore.” I give him a sly grin. “Pretty boys really aren’t that scary. Well, unless you’re allergic to prettiness, which I totally am.”

      A smile quirks at the corners of his lips as he steers his SUV out of the parking space. “Bullshit.”

      “It’s complete un-bullshit.”

      “Un-bullshit?” he questions, highly amused.

      “It’s totally a word,” I say with a sassy grin. “In my dictionary, which is the dictionary you really should start living by.”

      “And what’s this dictionary called?” he plays along. “You know, so I can purchase a copy and memorize all the words.”

      “I’m not sure you can do that. There’s like a millionbagillon of them, which is a lot.”

      He chuckles, shaking his head. “You’re so adorable sometimes.”

      I hold up my hand. “You so did not just say that to me.” When he grins, I lean over and lightly pinch his arm. “Take that back, Blaise Porterson, before I throw up all over the floor of your car.”

      “Why would that make you throw up?” he wonders.

      “Um, because I’m almost as allergic to adorableness as I am prettiness,” I say like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

      But it should be because I’m not adorable. At all.

      He fights back a smile. “If that’s the case then you must be allergic to yourself.”

      I gag. “Oh my God, cheesy overload. And if you don’t knock it off, I may have to kick your ass.”

      “Please don’t tease me, stubborn girl,” he quips as he slows down to exit the parking lot.

      “You think my ass kickings are amusing?” I question. “Because I’m betting your balls wouldn’t agree with that.”

      He winces, one of his hands drifting toward his crotch. “Yeah… I get your point.”

      I smile to myself, completely entertained until I become aware of the fact that I’m sitting here with him, joking around and laughing like it’s the easiest thing in the world to do.

      Before I can over analyze that—which I was about to—the back door to the SUV flies open and Rhyland dives into the backseat.

      Blaise and I both startle, nearly jumping out of our seats. Then Blaise taps the brakes.

      “Jesus Christ, Rhy.” Blaise grips the wheel and shakes his head. “You damn near gave me a heart attack.”

      “That makes two of us.” I blow out a shaky exhale, trying to get my heart rate to calm the hell down. Then I turn around in the seat to look at Rhyland. “Okay, so do you normally jump in the back of moving cars or is this just some random thing you decided to do today?”

      He grins at me as he situates in the seat. “Actually, I was trying to chase down a pretty girl.”

      I elevate a brow. “I sure as hell hope you’re not talking about me.”

      “I actually am.” He scoots forward in the seat. “I come bearing a message for you.”

      “From who?” Blaise and I ask simultaneously.

      “Aw, look at the two of you. So in sync with each other.” When I give him an unimpressed look, he retorts with an innocent smile. “What?”

      “Don’t start with that shit,” I warn, aiming a finger at him. “And tell me about this message.”

      His gaze flits from Blaise to me. Then he scratches his brow, seeming uneasy. “Austin told me to tell you that he has information for you about that thing you discussed with him earlier today.”

      Blaise’s gaze snaps in my direction. “What?”

      When I make no effort to explain, Blaise grits his teeth.

      “But anyway.” Rhyland clears his throat. “He said if you’ll meet up with him, he’ll tell you what he found out. He actually wanted me to give him your number, but I refused to, not just because I think it’s a terrible fucking idea for Austin to have your number, but I also don’t have it.” He gives me a joking stern look. “Which I’m trying not to feel too hurt about, but I kind of am.”

      “No one has my number except for my sisters.” I pause. “Well, and him.” I nod at Blaise.

      Rhyland’s gaze shifts from Blaise to me then a knowing smile touches his lips. “Interesting.”

      I give him a dirty look.

      For the last couple of days, Rhyland has been suggesting that Blaise and I secretly like each other and that are arguing is our way of flirting. While I find his accusations annoying, the more time I spend with Blaise, the more difficult it becomes to defend myself against Rhyland’s accusations.

      “What’s really interesting is that you and Austin were having a conversation.” Blaise glances at me, worry filling his eyes. “Is it about what happened yesterday? Is his dad having him keep an eye on you or something?”

      I shake my head, facing forward in the seat. “No. Austin approached me today and said he might be able to help me find the bags my dad stole. That there’s some surveillance guy who may have information, but is holding onto it because he wants to get something out of it.” I tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear. “He gave me this big speech about how that’s how things work in his father’s world. And your father’s.”

      Blaise works his jaw from side to side. “He’s right about that, but I don’t believe for one second that he has a way of getting information about the bags. Axel treats Austin like shit, which means Axel’s men treat Austin like shit, and they aren’t going to give him important information. And I know this because our dad treats us the same way.” He trades a look with Rhyland, who swallows hard.

      “Yeah, I guess I kind of understand that,” I mutter, thinking about how my dad treats me and my sisters like crap, and how he took off and left us to deal with this mess.

      All it’d take is one phone call to tell us where the bags are, but so far, we haven’t heard a word from him, which makes me wonder if perhaps he has the bags with him.

      I really need to check the backyard and see if that other bag is still buried there.

      “Yeah, I think you kind of do too.” Blaise reaches over and grazes his finger along the back of my hand.

      A shiver begs to roll through me, but I stop it before it starts, knowing it’s too warm in the cab to blame any shivering on me being cold.

      Rhyland sharply clears his throat. “Okay, I don’t want to say this because I know it’s probably going to piss you guys off, but I’m going to say it anyway, because it needs to be said.” He slumps back in the seat and crosses his arms. “You guys are nauseatingly cute.”

      I throw a glare at him. “And you’re about to be nauseated.”

      A sparkle twinkles in his eyes. “Why? Are you two going to start making out?”

      “No. I’m about to punch you in the balls,” I quip. “And from what I’ve heard, if I hit you with just enough force, you might puke.”

      He bites back a smile. “You’re so snarky.”

      “And you’re a troublemaker,” I retort. “I didn’t think so when I first met you. I thought you were the nice one, but now I’ve decided that you’re just a bit more sneaky about causing trouble than your brothers are. Well, minus Jaxon.”

      His brows rise. “That’s an interesting observation. Makes me wonder what you think about Blaise.”

      The first word that pops into my mind is: sweet. Is he cocky? Sure. Although, I feel like a lot of that cockiness is directed at me. But underneath his arrogance, Blaise is a sweet guy.

      “I need to get gas,” Blaise mumbles suddenly.

      Then he veers into a parking lot of a nearby gas station, slams to a stop in front of a pump, and hops out without saying another word.

      “He seems annoyed.” I watch through the window as Blaise pushes buttons on the gas pump.

      “I don’t think he is,” Rhyland mutters, staring at Blaise through the window. “I think he’s confused.”

      I glance at him. “Over what?”

      He shrugs, looking at me. “Over you.”

      What? “What did I do?”

      “Nothing really. He just likes you, but I think he’s confused about it. And confused about how you feel.”

      “I like him the same way he likes me,” I insist. “As a friend. And FYI, I think you’re wrong about him not having the ability to flirt. He was totally flirting with this girl in the school parking lot before we left.”

      He rolls his eyes. “That’s total bullshit.”

      “It’s total un-bullshit. Her name is Janie and she was touching him and smiling at him like he was the prettiest guy in the world.” Which he could very well be, but like hell I’m going to say that aloud.

      “Sounds like she was flirting with him. Not the other way around.”

      “No, he flirted back.” Didn’t he?

      Rhyland gives a lazy shake of his head. “I really doubt that. And honestly, at this point, I think you might be a little clueless when it comes to flirting.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Wow, way to be harsh, dude.”

      “Sorry, but it’s true.” He gives an unapologetic shrug. “I also think you might be a bit clueless about whether or not a guy sees you as more than a friend.”

      “If you’re referring to Blaise, you’re wrong. We’re just friends.”

      He heaves a sigh. “Please don’t be like that, sweetheart. If you’d just be honest with yourself, you’d see that Blaise doesn’t like you as just a friend. I told you he’s never really hit on anyone except for you. And he spent all night letting you cry all over his shirt.”

      “Friends do that for each other,” I insist, but squirm a bit. “And don’t call me sweetheart.”

      He starts to smile, but then his lips tug downward. “I know I’ve been pushing you guys into admitting you like each other, but if you really do just see him as a friend, I think you should take a step back from whatever this thing is going on between you two.” His gaze strays to his brother. “Before someone gets hurt.”

      “Why can’t Blaise and I just be friends and spend a lot of time together?” I question. “Not every guy/girl relationship has to lead to a boyfriend/girlfriend thing.”

      “I know that.” He looks at me again. “But Blaise likes you. I can tell, even if he won’t admit it. And yeah, I know, I’m kind of ratting out my brother right now, but he’s been through a lot and I think it could end up really messing him up if you don’t reciprocate his feelings.” He sighs, yanking his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry. I know I probably sound like an asshole, but I’m trying to look out for my brother because no matter what he says, he’s not as tough as he pretends to be.”

      “I get that,” I tell him. “I act tough in front of my sisters, and I think Blaise is kind of that way with you guys.”

      “He is. And most of the time he gets so caught up in us that he forgets to take care of himself, kind of like how I’m guessing you do.”

      I dismiss his statement with a flick of my wrist. “Nah, I take care of myself just fine.”

      His eyes wander to the bruise on my face then his brow curves upward. “Was that the first time your dad hit you?”

      I smash my lips together, wanting to lie, wanting to be tough, but the words won’t seem to leave my lips.

      “I figured so.”

      “And why’s that?” I sound more defensive than I mean to, but I feel really exposed at the moment.

      The Portersons know too much about me.

      He rolls his tongue in his mouth, studying me for a moment. Then he tugs the sleeve of his shirt up. Just along his bicep are mounds of elevated scars.

      “What happened?” I whisper, but deep down I think I have a good idea of the answer.

      “My father’s an asshole and a pyro, among a million other things.” He yanks down the sleeve of his shirt, covering up the scars. “The really shitty part is those aren’t the first scars he put on me. Blaise has had it worse, though, because he always tries to take the fall when one of us fucks up. Kind of like what he’s doing with you.”

      “I never asked him to do that,” I reply, feeling awful. “He offered and I just didn’t have anyone else to turn to and I…”

      He hurriedly slides forward in the seat and places a hand over mine. “Hey, I didn’t mean that he shouldn’t help you. I just…” He gives my hand a squeeze. “Just don’t break his heart, okay?”

      Every one of my instincts scream for me to say that Blaise and I don’t like each other enough for me to have the power to break his heart, but instead I find myself nodding.

      “Okay. I won’t.”

      He relaxes a drop. “Thanks.” He examines me for a second. “You know, I think you’re not quite as snarky as I first thought.”

      I snort a laugh. “Oh no, I’m totally snarky. And I like being that way.”

      “Yeah, but you’re also kind of sweet underneath all the sarcasm and toughness.”

      I glare at him. “You did not just call me sweet.”

      He sinks his teeth into his bottom lip, chuckling. “And cute.”

      “Rhyland,” I warn. “Stop insulting me or your balls are gonna pay.”

      He busts up laughing. “Only you’d see me calling you cute and sweet as an insult.”

      “It is an insult,” I insist, trying to remain pissed off because, hello, he just called me cute and sweet, but, I don’t know, something about Rhyland’s laughter is a bit contagious.

      “Look at you, trying to be pissed off,” he jokes through his laughter. “Now that’s fucking cute.”

      “Dude, I warned you.” I start to lean over the seat, pretending like I’m going to hit him in the balls.

      Really, I’m not. I just want to scare him.

      Apparently, Rhyland doesn’t think I’m that scary though, and he only laughs harder. I could smack him, maybe punch him in the dick, but he’s not really doing anything that justifies a dick punch, no matter how much I want to do it.

      “You’re lucky,” I say, lowering my hand onto my lap.

      “Why’s that?” Rhyland asks, his eyes stained with tears of laughter.

      “Because during this car ride, I’ve wanted to punch you in the balls twice, but I have some self-control. Although, if you keep it up, I may lose it.”

      He scoots forward in his seat, a wicked grin playing at his lips. “Those are some big threats coming from your cute mouth.”

      Shaking my head, I ball my hand into a fist. “You know what? Screw this whole self-control thing.” I move to hit him.

      I’m not really going to. I just want to make him flinch, which he totally does, but then laughter tickles his lips again. I give him a nasty look right as the driver’s side door swings open and Blaise climbs in.

      His gaze skates between the two of us and then a crinkle forms at his brows as his eyes settle on Rhyland. “Why does it look like Hadley’s about to punch you and you find it amusing?”

      Rhyland lifts a shoulder, a mischievous glint sparkling in his eyes. “Because that’s exactly what was happening.”

      “You didn’t find it amusing.” I smirk. “You totally flinched.”

      “I had an itch in my eye,” he insists, reclining back in his seat.

      “Liar,” I argue, but I’m on the verge of smiling.

      A real smile too.

      How that’s happening with everything going on is a mystery, but I’ll enjoy it while I can.

      The smile is short-lived, though, as Blaise pulls back onto the street and I spot the same car I saw this morning driving just behind us.

      I’m about to ask Blaise if he knows who it belongs to when he mutters a string of curses.

      “What’s up?” Rhyland asks, casting a glance behind.

      Blaise shakes his head, his gaze flicking at the rearview mirror. “I think one of dad’s lackey’s is following us.”

      My heart slams against my chest. “That car was following me this morning.”

      Blaise attention snaps in my direction. “What?”

      I nod. “When I drove to school this morning, I noticed it.”

      His grip on the wheel constricts. “Why didn’t you say anything about this earlier?”

      I shrug. “It slipped my mind.”

      “How did a car following you slip your mind?” he asks in astonishment.

      I give him a duh look. “Because I have a bunch of other shit taking up space in my brain.”

      A look of understanding crosses his face, but then he suddenly tenses, his gaze darting to the rearview mirror. “Shit.”

      I twist around to see what he’s looking at and my muscles ravel into knots.

      The car is no longer tailing us, but is in the other lane and pulling up beside us.

      “Should you maybe try to outrun them?” Rhyland asks with a hint of worry.

      Blaise chews on his bottom lip. “I’m not sure…” He trails off as the car zooms by and swings in front of the SUV.

      As the brake lights of the car flash on, Blaise curses and slams on his breaks, the tires skidding as he struggles to get the SUV to stop.

      “Mother fucker,” Blaise growls as he steers the SUV to the side of the road and skids into the gravel.

      Dirt laces the air as he gets the SUV to a stop. As the car pulls off to the side of the road in front of us, Blaise shoves the shifter into drive and reaches for the door handle.

      “What the hell are you doing, man?” Rhyland asks as Blaise pushes the door open.

      “I’m going to go kick the driver of that car’s ass,” Blaise growls, moving to get out.

      But Rhyland reaches forward and grabs Blaise’s arm. “More than likely that’s one of dad’s lackey’s and if you go pick a fight with him…” He shakes his head. “It’s not going to be pretty.”

      Blaise grits his teeth, glancing from Rhyland to the car in front of us. Then, slowly, he moves back into the driver’s seat.

      I release a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “Why do you think they did that…” I start to ask but then trail off as the back door to the car swings open.

      My jaw nearly hits the ground as Austin climbs out of the car, a smile rising on his lips as he strolls up to the passenger side and raps his knuckles against the window.

      “I’m going to kick his ass,” Blaise mumbles, moving to get out of the car again.

      I place a hand on my arm and shake my head. “Don’t.”

      He gapes at me. “Why not? He just about made us wreck.”

      “I know, but…” I think about how Austin may know where the bags are. “Let me hear what he has to say, okay? In case it’s about the bags.”

      Blaise rubs his lips together then shakes his head. “Fine.”

      Rhyland makes a whipping sound and Blaise blasts him with a dirty look, but Rhyland only grins.

      Mentally rolling my eyes, I roll down the window. “May I help you?” I ask with indifference.

      His lips quirk into an amused grin. “Actually, I’m here to help you.”

      “Help her how? By making her almost get into a car accident?” Blaise glares at him.

      Austin rolls his eyes. “Don’t be overdramatic, Blaise.”

      Blaise’s glare deepens. “I’m not being overdramatic. You seriously about made us wreck and it was completely unnecessary.”

      “But completely amusing,” Austin quips.

      Blaise clenches his hands into fists, but before he can say anything, I interrupt, wanting to know why the hell Austin is here.

      “Did you find the bags?” I ask him, telling my heart to settle down, that it’s pointless to get excited just yet.

      His smile grows as he rests his arms on the windowsill. “I did.”

      I still don’t let myself get too excited. After all, this is Austin we’re talking about.

      “Okay, so where are they?” I ask as calmly as I can.

      With a devious glint in his eyes, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a folded up piece of paper. “I talked to the surveillance guy and with a bit of bribery, I managed to get the locations of all six bags. And FYI, one of them is located in your backyard.” Relief starts to trickle through me as I reach to take the slip of paper from him, but the feeling is quickly stifled as he moves the paper out of my reach. “That’s the only location I’m giving you until we make a deal. Once we do, you can have this paper.”

      “No fucking way,” Blaise and Rhyland say simultaneously.

      I ignore them, though. “How do I know that the addresses on that paper are really where the bags are hidden?” I ask Austin.

      He smirks. “I guess you’ll just have to trust me.”

      I snort a laugh. “Yeah, that’s not happening.”

      Austin wavers, biting on his bottom lip. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll make the deal and then I’ll give you twenty-four hours to check and make sure the bags are located at the addresses. If they’re not, you can back out of the deal. If they are, though, you’ll have to follow through with it.”

      Okay, that doesn’t sound too bad. At least to me. Apparently, Blaise doesn’t agree with me, though, and places a hand on my cheek, steering my face in his direction.

      He carries my gaze. “Don’t trust him. Even if the bags are located at those addresses, it’s not going to be worth whatever he wants.”

      “You don’t even know what I want,” Austin chimes in.

      Blaise’s gaze cuts to him. “Whatever it is, she’ll be in debt to you.”

      “Only for a while,” Austin quips. “And being in debt to me is nowhere near as bad as being in debt with my father.”

      Blaise shakes his head, his gaze returning to mine. “I don’t want you getting mixed up in this world.”

      As sweet as his remark is…

      “It’s already too late for that,” I utter. “And Austin is right. I’d way rather be in debt with him then with his father.”

      Blaise smashes his lips together and shakes his head, his fingers stiffening on my cheek.

      “Maybe one of us can make a deal with you,” Rhyland says to Austin.

      “No way,” I quickly say. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I know that,” Rhyland assures me. “But it might be better if Blaise or I did this for you.”

      “Why?” I question, but he only shrugs.

      I blow out a sigh then I lean away from Blaise’s hand, even though the feel of his palm against my cheek was bringing me a tiny drop of comfort. “I’m going to make the deal,” I tell them. They both frown, but I disregard their looks of disapproval and turn back to Austin. “What do you want?”

      He bites back a smile. “I want you to be my date to my sister’s party on Saturday.”

      “That’s it?” I question in skepticism.

      He nods. “And that’ll give you plenty of time to go make sure these locations are where the bags are.”

      Just a date with him? That doesn’t sound too awful. Or well, it sounds better than what’s probably going to happen to me if I don’t get these bags to Axel.

      “Had,” Blaise starts to protest, but I hold up my hand in his direction.

      “Fine, it’s a deal,” I tell Austin, then reach to grab the paper from his hand.

      But he moves it out of my reach again. “We need to shake on it first.”

      I grimace, my lip twitching in annoyance. “Fine.” I stick out my hand and he places his in mine.

      But instead of shaking it, he lifts my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles.

      “Gross,” I say, wiggling my hand from his. “I’m seriously going to need like a gallon of hand sanitizer now.”

      Austin smirks as he backs away from the SUV. “Pretend all you want, Hadley Harlyton, but we both know you secretly like it.” With a wink, he spins around to leave, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll be in touch about the party. I’d like to coordinate our outfits beforehand.”

      “No effing way!” I shout at him. “That wasn’t…” I trail off, grimacing as he climbs into the car and shuts the door.

      “That’s why it’s a bad idea to make a deal with him,” Rhyland tells me, resting his arms on the console. “There’s always strings attached.”

      “Yeah, well, it might be worth it if these locations check out.” I unfold the piece of paper and skim over the addresses. I don’t know this town well enough, though, to know where any of them are, except for the one in my backyard.

      “Most of them are in pretty conspicuous places,” Rhyland mutters, leaning over my shoulder to look at the paper. “You’re probably going to have to wait until dark to check them out unless you want to risk getting busted digging up bags of cocaine and drug money.”

      He’s probably right, but tonight I’m supposed to be driving for their father. I’ll have to find time, though, to check out the locations, at least one of them, so I’ll know if Austin is telling the truth before I go to this party with him.

      “I still can’t believe all he wanted is for me to be his date to this party,” I mutter as I fold up the piece of paper and stuff it into my pocket.

      “I have a feeling there’s more to it than that.” Blaise reclines back in his seat and stares out the window with a contemplative look on his face. “Especially since Amelia blackmailed me into being her date for the same party.”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” I frown, realizing there might be more to this deal with Austin than I originally thought.

      But what?

      “I want you to be careful around him.” Blaise straightens in his seat and looks at me, his gaze intense. “In fact, it can be your favor to me.”

      “I thought you were giving me a break from those?” I joke.

      “Actually, I want to eliminate the deal completely, but after this one final thing.” Swallowing hard, he quickly brushes his fingers along my cheekbone. “Promise me you’ll be careful around Austin.”

      My heart is a lunatic inside my chest, mostly from his touch, but in Hadley style, I manage to sound perfectly calm. “Okay, I promise. But I don’t want to eliminate the deal—I don’t like freebies.”

      “I don’t care. I’m not going to ask you for another favor, so…” He shrugs.

      I sigh. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll be careful around Austin, but I’m still going to do you random favors if you don’t give any to me.”

      “What sort of favors?” Rhyland wonders with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      “Probably not anything you’re thinking,” I quip with an eye roll.

      His eyes glint even more. “Are you implying I’m thinking something dirty, because I’m not, so you must be the one with the dirty mind.”

      Rolling my eyes, I face forward in the seat as Blaise steers back onto the road. “I think sometime tonight, I’ll go check out one of these locations,” I say to no one in particular. “I want to find out ASAP if Austin is telling the truth before I start coordinating outfits with him.”

      “Can you do it early in the morning?” Blaise asks as he flips on the blinker and turns into the parking lot of an old school looking diner lit up with neon signs and flashing lights.

      “I want to go with you,” he says. “But I have something I need to do tonight. We can get up before the sun rises, though, and go.”

      “You don’t need to go with me,” I start to protest.

      But he reaches over and places a finger to my lips. “Yeah, I kind of do. I mean, for all we know, this could be a setup.”

      “A setup for what?” I ask.

      Blaise shrugs as he steers into a parking space. “I’m not sure, and maybe it isn’t a setup, but it easily could be so…” He pushes the shifter into park, shuts off the engine, and lets out a stressed breath. “I know you’re not a fan of accepting help, but I’m more used to this world and I just think it’ll be better if I’m with you.”

      He’s right. I’m not a fan of getting help. But he’s also right about me not knowing this world very well. A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have cared that much, but with me now being responsible for my sisters…

      “All right, you can come with me,” I say, unfastening my seatbelt.

      He takes the keys out of the ignition. “Thank you.”

      I’m not really sure why he’s thanking me, and I should probably be the one thanking him. But he doesn’t give me an opportunity to do so as he hurries and climbs out of the car.

      “You two are disgustingly adorable,” Rhyland remarks as he shoves open the door.

      “Stop making it sound like we’re a couple,” I protest as I open the door and climb out.

      Rhyland smirks at me as he hops out and pushes the door shut. “You may not officially be, but you’re definitely becoming besties. You should probably start making out, though. You know, make this friends thing a friends with benefits thing.” He winks then dashes by me, hurrying for the door.

      “Oh, I’m so going to kick his ass for that remark,” I mutter, hurrying after him.

      But I hastily come to a confused halt as I spot an SUV parked across the street that looks similar to Blaise’s. But that’s not what has me confused.

      No, it’s the woman staring at me through the rolled down window.

      A woman with eyes so similar to mine…

      “Mom?” I start toward the SUV, my heart racing in my chest.

      But when I get halfway across the parking lot, the window rolls up and the SUV quickly drives forward.

      Scratching my head, I turn back and wander toward the diner, confusion flooding my mind.

      It couldn’t have been her… Could it?

      Blaise is waiting for me when I reach the entrance door of the diner, and Rhyland has already gone inside. Blaise takes one look at my expression and frowns.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear.

      Normally, I’d give him shit for the move, but right now I’m too lost in confusion.

      “I thought I just saw my mom in this car…” I shake my head, still a bit stunned. “But I’m sure it wasn’t her. I mean, there’s no way it could’ve been.”

      His frown deepens, his gaze straying to the street. Then his forehead creases as he sinks into deep thought.

      I want to go there too, want to over analyze this, but deep down, I know it’s pointless. There’s no way that could’ve been my mom, unless she somehow came back as a zombie. Which yeah, as much as I love imagining that kind of stuff is true, I know it isn’t.

      “You know what, forget I said anything,” I tell Blaise. “Lets go get something to eat. I’m starving.”

      He nods, but his brows remained dipped as he holds open the door for me. I refuse to allow myself to stay confused, to stress about this. Not when I have more important things to worry about. Not when there’s no way that woman could’ve been my mom.

      Not unless she somehow died and came back to life. And stuff like that is impossible.
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      I’m not sure what to say or do as I follow Hadley into the diner. I mean, there’s no way it could be possible… and yet…

      “What did the woman look like?” I ask Hadley as we head toward a corner booth where Rhyland is sitting with a menu opened up in front of him.

      Hadley shrugs. “Long brown hair, the same color of eyes as me… She honestly looked a lot like me and a lot of people say I look like my mom, so…” She shrugs again, biting on her bottom lip. “When I really think about it, though, it’s not like my looks are that unordinary. I’m sure there’s a ton of women out there that look similar to me.”

      I try to bite back the words wanting to leave my lips, but fail. “Yeah, that’s not even close to being true.”

      Her brows furrow. “Um, yeah, it’s completely true.”

      I shake my head, words continuing to pour out of me. “You’re gorgeous, but what really makes you stand out are these.” I touch the tip of my finger to the corner of her eye. “When I first saw you, they nearly startled me.”

      “My plain green eyes startled you?” she questions in doubt.

      “Your big, bright green eyes startled me,” I explain. “Seriously, they’re so vibrant and big and…” I shake my head, feeling another soup moment coming on, you know the one where I once tried to flirt with a waitress by telling her she smelled like my favorite soup. “You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.” I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from saying anything else.

      Hadley has made it pretty clear she wants to be friends with me and nothing more. And I should probably feel the same way, with everything I have on my plate right now. But I’m drawn to her in a way I can’t fully understand, a way that makes me very uncomfortable and apparently, sprout cheesy lines.

      I wait for her to give me a lecture about flirting with her, but instead her cheeks flush a bit and she quickly turns around.

      “But yeah, anyway, the woman looked a lot like me,” she mutters as she starts toward the booth again. “And that’s why, for a moment, I thought she was my mom.”

      My stomach drops as she says this, worry filling my mind.

      While I’m not sure what Hadley’s mom looked like, I saw the woman in the SUV that she thought resembled her mother and she looked very similar to the woman in the photo that was in the file my dad gave to me this morning. The woman we’re supposed to be robbing tonight.

      What that means, I don’t have a clue, but it has me extremely worried, not only about Hadley, but about the heist tonight. What if the woman caught on to what we’re going to do? Could that be why she’s here?

      I need to inform my father, but I worry he’ll dismiss my concern. And then what? Rhyland and I just go through with the plan tonight and hope we don’t get caught.

      Dammit, I need to figure out a way to get us out of this somehow or else we might end up in jail.

      Or worse.
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