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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    It’s official…  
 
    I’m the biggest loser in Haven Falls… FML! 
 
      
 
    Things couldn’t possibly get worse from here.  
 
    Everyone leaves me. My mom, my friends… Kaylah. It’s like the curse of Henley Bronx. Forever alone, and that’s no exaggeration. I’m all I’ve got in this world. Just me, myself, and I… and my goldfish, Frog. 
 
    Who would have thought that throwing a bowl of spaghetti Bolognese all over the school bad boy would change it all? I sure as hell didn’t. If anything, I was expecting a very different outcome. 
 
    Noah Cage. What can I say? He’s the pack leader. He stormed in, tattooed up with muscles for days, desperate to prove he’s not like the rest. He saved me while sweeping me right off my feet, but really… I think I saved him too.  
 
    He wormed his way in and brought love, happiness, and friendship with him and now the thought of losing him tears me apart, but if my track record is anything to go by, he’ll leave me, just like everyone else. It’s inevitable. 
 
    I’d give anything for Noah Cage to prove me wrong. 
 
      
 
    Will the Henley Bronx curse return once again to take away my only happiness or do I finally have what it takes to turn this bad boy my way? 
 
      
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Haven Falls Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Romance filled with LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon-worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. This series is recommended for mature readers due to cursing and sexual content. If this offends you, then steer clear of this bad boy romance! 
 
    For everyone else, dive in and have fun! 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    My eyes peel open to the glaring morning sun streaming through my open window. Damn, that’s bright. I press a hand over my face and let out an unladylike groan as I rub my hand down my face, forcing myself to wake up.  
 
    I let out a heavy breath. It’s yet another school day. Fucking great.  
 
    I reach over and feel around my bedside table, knocking shit over as I search out my phone. My alarm hasn’t woken me and the curiosity of just how much more sleep I can get is eating away at my curiosity. My fingers curl around the cool metal and I tear it off its charger before accidentally dropping the bastard on my face. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunt, scrambling around to catch the phone before it falls off the side of my bed and smashes against the old wooden floors. It slips right off and I slap my hand down on the side of the bed, trapping the phone under my hand. “Gotcha, you little bastard,” I murmur as I bring the phone back up, being a little more careful not to engage my clumsy tendencies. 
 
    I hover it above my face and hit the home button, lighting up the screen. The second the phone comes to life, I fly straight out of bed. “Shit,” I gasp, throwing the blankets back and scrambling around my room. 
 
    No wonder I haven’t heard my alarm go off yet. I forgot to set the stupid thing and now I have all of fifteen minutes to get my ass to school. 
 
    Just effing great. This is exactly what I don’t need for a Tuesday morning. 
 
    I hurry around my room, pulling my sleep shirt over my head and tossing it onto my messed up bed before rushing around my room in the nudie rudie, searching out a clean bra and something to wear before remembering to feed my goldfish, Frog. 
 
    Precisely three minutes later, I’m dressed in my only pair of clean ripped jeans, my combat boots, and an old white tank which was stuffed down in the very bottom of my closet. Unfortunately, finding a pair of panties is a little hard and I simply don’t have time to search them out. Lucky me. I guess I’m going commando today. 
 
    I hurry down the hallway and look at my shower longingly, knowing I won’t have a chance to have one until after school. Don’t get me wrong, I showered last night, but my hair could really use a good scrub. It’s going on a few days and I’m starting to toe the line between lazy and downright disgusting. Instead, I throw in a little dry shampoo and hope for the best before scrubbing my teeth and putting on some mascara.  
 
    Making my way around the house, I throw my books into my bag before I realizing that it’s way too quiet. Something’s off here. “Dad?” I call out before backtracking down the hall and poking my head into his bedroom. It’s not unusual to find him sleeping well past midday after having a few drinks the night before, but instead of finding a lumpy, disaster of a bed, I find nothing. 
 
    “Dad?” I call out again, continuing up the hall. He must be in the kitchen. 
 
    As I make my way around the living room, my eyes cast out the window and immediately everything makes sense. His big mother effing, Optimus Prime looking truck is nowhere to be seen. He must have booked another job. As well as noticing the missing hunk of shiny chrome in the driveway; I can’t help but take in the drizzle falling from the sky, making the shitty start to the day that much worse. 
 
    Dad’s been a truck driver since before I can remember. His truck is his pride and joy, you know, right after me, of course. That truck got him through some difficult times and it’s the reason we’re so close today. 
 
    After mom left when I was twelve, he simply didn’t know what to do with me. Did he leave me home alone or did he take me with him across the country for days at a time? He didn’t really have that ‘father’ gene until he started hauling me on his road trips. We bonded like never before and we’ve been close ever since. I guess that was the silver lining of having a wife and mother walk out on us. 
 
    If I’m honest, I’d have to say that dad never really got hit with the ‘father bug.’ When mom left, everything went up in flames. I didn’t know how to rely on my dad, and dad, well, he didn’t know what the hell to do with me. We started off slow. He would book jobs that only required a few hours on the road, and he’d take me with him. That quickly turned into overnight jobs which eventually turned into ‘big jobs’. Sometimes we’d be away for weeks at a time. I absolutely loved it, until I got older. 
 
    Dad started getting calls from the school. I was missing too much of my education and eventually, he stopped bringing me along. He’d leave me at home, and at first, it was terrifying. I was scared of the dark and had a few abandonment issues no thanks to my mother. As the years went by, I got used to it, and now, it’s our normal. 
 
    Dad leaves and I take care of myself. We’re happy and it works for us both. He stays out of my hair and I stay out of his, while also loving each other fiercely. It’s an effed up relationship, but it’s our own personal brand of effed up, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    These days, I guess it’s fair to say it’s more of a surprise when he’s home rather than waking up to find him gone. 
 
    I get into the kitchen and my eyes instantly start scanning for the note that, no doubt, will be hiding somewhere around this mess that I’m going to have to clean up after school. You know, if I ever make it to school. Actually, considering the whole clothes situation this morning, I might have to do a few loads of washing as well. 
 
    I find the note and let out a deep sigh as I take in the two fifty dollar notes sitting on top. Damn. Two fifties. That means he’ll be gone a while. 
 
    I pocket the money, knowing I’ll be slipping it into my ‘get the hell out of Haven Falls’ stash that I keep hidden under the floorboards in my room and come to terms with that fact that I’ll probably be eating noodles for the next few nights. 
 
    I snatch up the note and scan over it as I dig through the cupboard for something quick and easy to eat so I can save myself a little time. 
 
      
 
    Squish, 
 
    I booked a big job. 
 
    Won’t be back until Friday, possibly Saturday. 
 
    Buy yourself something to eat and stay safe. 
 
    Lock the doors and call me if you need me. 
 
    Love you. 
 
    Dad. 
 
      
 
    I stuff the note into my back pocket along with the money before letting out yet another sigh. When dad says he’ll be home Friday or Saturday, what he means is, he’ll be home by Sunday night, at best. He’s an optimist. The glass is always half full where mine is usually half empty. Hell, it’s usually so empty, it’s bone dry.  
 
    Dad never takes into account the fact that something always happens when he’s out on the road. No matter what, something will happen. It might be engine trouble or a flat tire. Not to mention, there’s always a cop who thinks the worst of truckers, pulling them over and inspecting their loads like assholes. I mean, yeah, sometimes it might be necessary and occasionally they find someone smuggling something, but for the most part, these guys are just trying to earn themselves a dollar for their family and get from point A to point B in peace. 
 
    I can’t help but look at the time. Shit. I really have to go. 
 
    I stuff a bagel in my mouth and balance it between my teeth with the intention to eat it on the way. Grabbing my bag, I sling it over my shoulder and pat down my pockets to check I have the keys and my phone before pinching my jacket off the back of the couch and hauling ass out the door. 
 
    The drizzle continues and I shelter my head as best I can from the rain, but to be honest, it’s really not that bad and I don’t have far to go until I’m reaching dad’s old pick up. 
 
    I hastily unlock the door before tossing my bag across to the passenger’s side and clambering in after it. The door is slammed shut and not a moment later, I’m jamming the key into the ignition and giving it a firm twist. 
 
    The old pick up rumbles for a moment before promptly dying. I groan and try again knowing that sometimes it just needs an extra kick in the morning. “Come on,” I whine as it fails on me again. Why does this shit always happen when you’re running late? 
 
    Third times a charm, right? I turn the key once again with a cringe as a sinking feeling settles itself in the pit of my stomach. Naturally, the old pick up tells me to fuck off and go find some other way to school. 
 
    I slam my hands down on the steering wheel and fall back into the driver’s seat as the frustration gets the best of me. “Damn it,” I growl before slamming my hands down again. 
 
    I open the door and hurry around to the hood of the old pick up, hating just how big this thing is. It’s not like I need a step ladder or anything, but a couple more inches of height would help in situations like this. 
 
    I open the hood and look down at the old, dirty engine. Dad has had this pick up since he was seventeen and was passed down by his dad, and I have to be honest, it sure looks like it’s taken a beating or two in its life.  
 
    As I look over the engine trying to figure out if maybe something has come loose, a noise to my right steals my attention. I look across at the neighbor's place to see Rocko watching me with an amused grin on his face.  
 
    The guy is a serious creeper. He was a senior at Haven Falls last year and is nothing but trouble. I can’t stand the guy. All the girls were relieved when he left school, but not me. I wasn’t lucky enough to get rid of him. I still see the loser every damn day.  
 
    “Can I help you?” I question as he continues to stare. Getting no response from him, I shake my head. “Either come over here and be helpful or fuck off.” 
 
    Rocko scoffs before walking forward and dropping down into his shitbox car and screeching out of his parents’ driveway. What a loser. I roll my eyes as I get back to my task. I swear, that guy is seriously going nowhere, the only thing he has going for himself is his sheer size. He’s probably working for the Russian mob as a muscle man…either that, or he’s a janitor. 
 
    I pull my phone out of my back pocket, cursing the rain as I do, shaking the thoughts of Rocko from my mind. 
 
    I find dad’s name at the top of my recently called list, as let’s face it, he’s literally the only person I’ve called over the past eight months. Things used to be different. Very different. I used to have a friend, a best friend. We were so close to the point I’d considered her my sister, but then things changed; and now, I’m stuck here alone, handling everything she left behind. 
 
    I press down on dad’s name and he answers almost immediately. “Squish,” he bellows down the line. “What’s going on? Everything alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumble. “I didn’t realize you were heading out.” 
 
    “Sorry. The job came in late last night and I wanted to get an early start on it. You were already asleep. Didn’t want to wake ya.” 
 
    “K,” I sigh, jamming the phone between my shoulder and ear as I fiddle around with the engine. After spending so much time in the truck, I like to think I know what I’m looking at, but truth be told, I’m drawing a blank.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Dad questions again. “Shouldn’t you be at school already?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “The truck won’t start.” 
 
    “Shit,” he groans. “What do you mean? Is she out of gas?” 
 
    “No,” I tell him. “I filled her up yesterday. It’s just not…turning over,” I say, scrunching up my face and hoping that’s the right phrase to use for this situation. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbles, lowly to himself. “What about the oil? I haven’t changed that in a while.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and let out a huff before placing the phone down on the side of the hood. I check over the oil, and just my luck, it more than needs changing. Not to mention, it smells like a rat crawled up in there and is peacefully rotting away. 
 
    I groan realizing that there’s no chance in hell of me fixing this on my own. I wouldn’t know the first thing about changing the oil in an old pick up. Not to mention, if I even attempted, the truck would probably go up in flames. “Yeah, it’s the oil,” I tell dad, picking the phone back up. 
 
    “Crap,” he says. “I won’t be home for days. You’ll have to walk. Maybe call a mechanic this afternoon to come have a look at it.” 
 
    “Shit,” I grumble. I guess there goes my shot at making it to school before the bell. I think it over, calling a mechanic means handing out cash that we simply don’t have. I can handle walking for a few days. Dad will come home, fix her up, and she will be good as new next week. 
 
    Like I said, I can handle it. 
 
    “I’ll manage,” I tell dad before saying a quick goodbye and hanging up. 
 
    I put the hood down and walk around the side of the pick up before grabbing my jacket and bag off the passenger’s side seat. I pull the jacket around my body, letting it hang open as I do my best to shield my face from the drizzle. I mean, I could run back inside and search out an umbrella, but that’s taking more time which I don’t have. 
 
    It’s only a ten minute walk. I’ll be fine, despite the fact that the bell will be ringing in about two minutes. 
 
    I start making a walk for it, doing my best to avoid the puddles which have appeared on the sidewalk overnight.  
 
    Rain comes down and my hair and shoulders begin to take on that wet, grunge look, making me happy I didn’t waste time this morning washing my hair. 
 
    I’m only a few minutes away from the school when I hear a car approaching fast from behind me. I keep my head down, not wanting to draw attention to myself. It’s probably just some loser late for school and in a rush to make it before receiving a detention like the one I’ll most likely be getting. 
 
    The car slows just a bit and I glance up just in time to see the familiar black car of Spencer Jones, filled to the brim with all his jock, asshole friends, darting from the center of the road towards me. My eyes widen a fraction as his car hits a puddle on the side of the road, sending a wave of muddied water over me before speeding away with the sound of his friends’ laughter booming out the open windows. 
 
    “Fuck,” I yell as I wipe water from my face. I’m completely drenched. Top to fucking bottom. 
 
    I glance down at myself. My jacket is soaking wet and I curse myself for not doing it up as my white tank is now completely see-through, showing off my black bra and sticking to my body like a second skin. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck. FUCK! I should just turn around and go home now, but if I do… they win and I’m too fucking proud for that. They won’t see me break. I won’t allow it. 
 
    Breathe in. Breathe out. 
 
    I shake the water off my body, wring out my hair, and hold my head high before continuing to walk forward. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I head for the back door instead of going through the front of the school where I’ll be stopped by the creeptastic security guard wanting to wave his metal detector over me to check I’m not carrying anything, just as he does every morning. I mean, it’s a fucking belly button piercing and he knows it, yet every morning, I get stopped as everyone else waltzes on past. No doubt, he’ll be fired soon anyway.  
 
    We go through security guards like the football team plows through condoms and cheerleaders. Haven Falls isn’t exactly a great school, it’s nothing like our neighboring town, Broken Hill, which has it all. The money, the fancy cars, the mansions. Here in Haven Falls, we’re considered ‘the other side of the track.’ We’re the working class people, the people who struggle to get by, the bad apples. 
 
    Haven Falls Private is our school and really, I’m not really sure it deserves the title ‘Private.’ It’s a dump. Most of us attended the public school, but two years ago, over the summer, a brutal fire tore through the school and burnt it to shreds. We had a choice to either enroll in the public school a million miles away or attend Haven Falls Private, the school for the doomed. 
 
    Dad couldn’t bring himself to put me in the public school far away. I was only young and couldn’t drive, not to mention, his work made it hard. So instead, he works his ass off so we can afford the school fees, though I don’t know where they go. The school is in serious need of an upgrade, or at least some touch ups. 
 
    It’s my senior year and so far, we’re only a few weeks in, but I can tell, this year is going to suck. All I want to do is see graduation and get the hell out of here. 
 
    I slip in through the back of the school and head straight for the girls’ locker room in desperate need to fix myself up before anyone sees me. The school looks deserted and it’s clear that everyone is already in homeroom. 
 
    I walk into the locker room and head straight for the mirror. There’s mascara running down my face making my usual lively, blue eyes seem dull and boring, while my golden hair is an absolute mess. I quickly fix myself up and throw my hair up into a bun, pleased that I have hair that just seems to ‘work.’ I can do just about anything with it and it still manages to look like I’ve spent hours perfecting my messy ‘beach hair’ vibe. 
 
    The clothes though…I don’t know what I’m going to do there. 
 
    I pull a hair pin from my bag and break into the closest locker before scrambling through the items. This is clearly a cheerleader’s locker, but it doesn’t matter to me. They’re all stuck up bitches anyway. 
 
    I find a plain black tank and thank my lucky stars that it’s clean. I briefly look around the locker room and confirm it’s empty before stripping off the wet jacket and ruined tank. I’ll have to deal with the wet jeans for the day. Besides, I doubt I’ll be able to find a pair of jeans in this locker room, and even if I did, I’m not wearing any panties. I don’t exactly want to share where my lady taco is concerned. 
 
    I pull the black tank over my head and cringe at how low it sits over my tits. It’s completely showing them off. I’m confident enough to admit I have nice boobies, they’re full and perky, but I’m not exactly one to show them off. 
 
    I slam the locker door and pick up my wet clothes off the bench before marching out of the locker room, pleased that I was able to salvage my look for the day. My jeans are still soaking, but unless anyone actually touches them, they won’t be able to tell.  
 
    My body shivers from being in cold, wet clothes all morning and until the sun really has a chance to warm this green earth, I’m going to have to deal with it, and hope my classrooms for the day have turned on the heating. 
 
    I trudge up the hallway, hating the feel of my wet socks in my boots. I get to my own locker and put in the combination before opening the door and throwing my wet clothes in the bottom. I put my bag up top and am just pulling out my books for my first class when a voice calls from down the hallway. “Get to homeroom, Henley.” 
 
    I glance down the hall to see a scowling Mr. Jacobs, my extremely frustrating Calculus teacher. He’s a douche, just like most of the guys around here. Not to mention, he’s having an affair with the librarian while his wife struggles at home with their newborn twins. He’s a real winner. 
 
    I salute Lord Douche and turn my back on him, slamming my locker closed in the process. 
 
    I tuck my books under my arm and head down to homeroom, knowing I’m only going to be in there for a few minutes before the bell rings for our first class of the day. 
 
    Pushing through the door, every eye turns in my direction and naturally, I ignore all of them. I walk forward and without a word, slide the pink detention slip off Miss Jameson’s desk, not bothering to look up to see the scowl on her face. 
 
    I find my desk, drop my books down beside me, and take a seat before leaning back and sticking my legs out and crossing them at the ankle under the chair of Rebecca Limwits in front of me. 
 
    If only I had some headphones right now. 
 
    As I wait for the bell, I work on tearing the little pink detention slip into tiny little pieces. School stinks. Believe it or not, I actually used to enjoy coming to school. I used to have friends. I used to love that the guy who held my heart was here, not that he ever knew… or well, if he did, he never acted on it. 
 
    Kaylah and Jackson Millington. They were my life. My support system, until they were nothing.  
 
    Kaylah was my best friend. We were friends since we were kids and that friendship only grew as we did. Every secret I had, every problem, every thought was shared between us. We were just that close. Hell, I considered her a sister. The added bonus…she had a brother. A damn sexy one. A brother who, still to this day is the only guy I’ve ever wanted. 
 
    Jackson Millington, quarterback. He was the star of Haven Falls Private. He was a bad boy. He raced. Every girl wanted him. He was just…everything. Until he wasn’t. 
 
    Kaylah and I used to joke about all the girls constantly fawning over him, and to be honest, we used to get bullied like you wouldn’t believe. We were the girls who got to be close to him. We got what they all wanted and for that, they hated us. We were bullied and teased, but we had the protection of Jackson and the rest of the football team. 
 
    The three of us had an inseparable bond, the only downfall was that he thought of me as a little sister. I hated it. It killed me to watch him dating and whoring around. What I wanted most in this world was for him to think of me as…more. 
 
    Things changed.  
 
    For just one night, he didn’t think of me as a little sister. I was more. We were both drinking and Kaylah was home sick. He had taken me home to his place as my dad was home and would have killed me if I’d stumbled through the door smelling like a bar. I don’t know what had happened from there, but something did. He kissed me and it was incredible. One thing led to the another and before I knew it, we were crashing down onto his bed where I finally felt what it was like to be with Jackson Millington. 
 
    It was incredible.  
 
    His body moving against mine. He was gentle with me, knowing it was my first time. It was sweet and sexy at the same time. 
 
    Until Kaylah stormed her way through the door. 
 
    She hated me. I could see it in her eyes. She thought I was like all those other girls who used her to get close to her brother. She never knew how I felt about him, but I went a long way in making sure she didn’t. She would have hated the idea of us together. 
 
    In her eyes, I’d betrayed her in the worst possible way, and in that moment, I saw the regret flashing over Jackson’s eyes. That moment everything changed. 
 
    What was so incredibly special for me, was just another random girl for him to regret.  
 
    By the time school came around on Monday morning, neither of them were there and I haven’t seen them since. That was maybe eight months ago. Kaylah ignored my texts and I didn’t bother trying with Jackson. He had gutted me and I’ve never been the same. 
 
    I still can’t believe it actually happened. The sweetest moment of my life was turned into the worst in a matter of seconds. I just…I need to see him just once. There are so many questions in my head, all of which I’m sure I won't like the answers to. 
 
    Jackson would be starting college now and rumor has it that he’s found ‘the one’ and is destined for greatness on his college football team. I don’t doubt it for one second. When it came to football, he was simply the best. But the idea of him falling in love with someone else…I simply can’t handle it. I had always dreamed that it would be me. That he was waiting until the right time to claim me as his own. What a disturbed little fool I was. 
 
    Kaylah though, apparently, she’s dating the king of Broken Hill High, Jesse Ryder. I heard the guy was a douche so I don’t know what the hell she’s doing with him. I’ve never actually met the guy, nor do I want to. I’d also heard he was the biggest manwhore in Broken Hill, you know, right after his older brother, Nate.  
 
    Good luck to her. 
 
    So, now…it’s just me left here to fend off the bitches of Haven Falls Private by myself without a best friend’s comfort or the protection of Jackson and the football team. Now, it’s a free for all and all they’ve ever wanted was to see me break. 
 
    The only good thing that has happened to me over the past eight months was when summer came around. It gave me a chance to escape the whispers and taunts, but now that school is back and I’m a senior, it’s all come back with a vengeance. I swear, every fucker and their dog thinks they know what went down, which means they blame me for Jackson leaving. Without Jackson, the football team had no chance in hell. 
 
    Well, fuck ‘em.  
 
    The bell rings and I get up, scraping my chair across the floor as I go. I grab my book off the desk and leave the room, leaving the mess of my pink detention slip behind. 
 
    By lunch, I want to drown. 
 
    Today sucks. I’ve had some skank ram her elbow into my ribs in the hallway, some jerk jock requesting me to sit on his dick because losing my virginity to Jackson Millington means that I’m now the designated Haven Falls whore, and to finish it all up, I’ve had the whole cheerleading team do a spontaneous performance in the quad, specifically to call me out as a loser. 
 
    FML. 
 
    I will not break. I will not break. 
 
    Holy hell, I think I’m going to break.  
 
    Usually, I can handle this shit. I’m strong. I have a backbone from years of being tortured by cheerleaders and skanks wanting to get in with Jackson, but it’s been hit after hit since I woke up. Slept in. Dad gone. The state of my home. The truck. Those stupid jocks in the car. The list goes on and on. 
 
    I walk into the cafeteria to the familiar noise of one hundred students’ murmured conversations. If I keep my head down, I might just make it out of here alive. 
 
    I line up to get myself some lunch and sigh as I notice that all they have on offer today is spaghetti Bolognese. I mean, isn’t this supposed to be a private school? Shouldn’t there be a whole selection of meals, all healthier than the one before? 
 
    I take my bowl of spaghetti and turn towards the tables, spying one in the back that looks lonely enough so I can avoid talking to anyone. I start beelining towards it when someone grabs a fistful of my hair and jerks me back with a hard pull. 
 
    “That’s my fucking shirt, bitch,” a prissy shout is yelled in my ear, as I screech out, desperately trying to release my hair. 
 
    I whirl around and come face to face with none other than Candice McGillies. Fuck me, out of all the lockers I had to break into, it had to be hers. Jackson’s on again/off again girlfriend for the past two years. You know, excluding when he left to go to Broken Hill, they were seriously over then, which naturally, she blames me for. 
 
    Candice stands around a circle of cheerleaders, but I don’t let that stop me, especially since the back of my head is hurting. I’m pretty sure she ripped out a good chunk of hair.  
 
    I hold the spaghetti in one hand and bring up the other, slamming it so hard into her chest, she flies back a few steps. “Don’t you fucking touch me, whore,” I tell her, deciding I may as well own it. “It’s my fucking shirt now.” 
 
    Her eyes widen as she flies back, but her friend, Monica, catches her and quickly balances her. Candice surges forward, getting back in my face. “You don’t know who you’re messing with.” 
 
    “Sure, I do,” I scoff. “You’re the captain of the cheer squad. The biggest whore in school. You’re in the prime of your life. Tell me, where do you go after this? College? No,” I laugh. “I doubt that. This is it for you, isn’t it? This is where you peak. It’s all downhill from here.” 
 
    “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” she tells me with a twisted grin. “You’re the one with nothing. Where are your friends, Henley? Where’s your little protection detail now? Oh, that’s right. You fucking screwed it and he ran the fuck away.” I scowl as she continues. “Jackson told me he only fucked you because he was sick of you drooling every time he walked into a fucking room. You know, get it over and done with.” 
 
    Fuck, that hurt. My fingers clench down on the bowl of spaghetti as I try to keep my calm. “Really?” I laugh. “Because he told me you were a lazy screw. You’re all about that starfishing.” 
 
    She scoffs, stepping into me even more. “If I was such a lazy screw, why did he keep coming back? Over and over again. Tell me, did he come back for seconds with you? Hell, were you even good enough to bother finishing the first time?” 
 
    Breaking. Fucking. Point. 
 
    My jaw clenches as my hand tightens firmly on the bowl of spaghetti. I rear back and launch the bowl forward with everything I have, determined to put the bitch in her place. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Candice is ripped out of my face and thrown back a few steps as a body is shoved between us. “What the fuck is-” 
 
    Too fucking late. The momentum is too strong for me to stop and the bowl of spaghetti is slammed hard into the chest of Noah Cage. 
 
    Gasps and whispers are heard throughout the room before dead silence. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasp, wide eyed. What the hell have I done?  
 
    Noah’s green, fuming eyes look down at the spaghetti falling off his chest in chunks before he turns his glare on me, his muscled, tattooed arms twitching with fury as he clenches and unclenches his fists. 
 
    My heart races as my mind scrambles for something to say. “I…” 
 
    Noah Cage is King Fucking Shit at this school. He’s what Jackson used to be and what Jesse and Nate Ryder are to Broken Hill. He’s our resident bad boy. What he says goes, and I just put spaghetti all down his shirt in front of the whole fucking school. Not to mention, his bitch of a girlfriend, Monica, is standing here too, watching on, probably about to claw my eyes out for embarrassing her boyfriend in front of his school. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Noah and his friend, Rivers, are the two guys you don’t want to mess with. They’re larger than life, dangerous, dark, and mysterious. The two of them rule this school and to be honest, they’re the kind of guys you don’t want to meet in a dark alley. Well, at least Rivers is anyway. No one really knows much about him and I have a feeling he keeps it that way on purpose. I couldn’t even tell you his first name. 
 
    Add Noah’s twin sister, Tully, to the mix, and you have the most feared pack in Haven Falls. The three of them are fucking lethal. When they work together, they’re unstoppable. No one enters their group and no one gets out.  
 
    Noah’s the pack leader, always up front, the face of the group, where Rivers is the loyal servant, ready and willing to put anyone in their place if they step even a toe wrong. Don’t be fooled though, Noah is no stranger to handing out a beat down, but I get the feeling Rivers enjoys it more. Tully though, she’s the silent assassin. She’s the voice of reason and I don’t doubt the glue that holds the boys together, or at least, holds them back from landing their asses in jail. 
 
    People everywhere have been trying to break into their ranks and I’m not surprised when they fail each and every time. They’re impenetrable. It’s like an exclusive club that no one has the password for. 
 
    And I just put spaghetti all over Noah Cage. I’m fucked. 
 
    I just put the biggest fucking target on my back. I might as well walk down to the morgue, climb up onto a table, and wait for the inevitable. Hell, I’ll sign my own death certificate just to speed up the process. 
 
    My mind continues to scramble as all eyes watch on with interest, waiting for Noah to deliver his smack down. Not a sound rumbles through the cafeteria. Not silverware against the cheap china, not the lunch lady yelling at kids, not even the sound of one hundred kids breathing.  
 
    Dead fucking silence. 
 
    All I hear is the rapid beating of the pulse in my ears from the fear that’s quickly claiming me.  
 
    I shake my head as I try again. “I…” You know what, I’m already screwed. I might as well go out with a bang. “Well, that will teach you for putting your big fucking nose into someone else’s business.” 
 
    Noah looks taken back as he watches me. I might even go ahead and say that he looks impressed. “Excuse me?” he scoffs adjusting himself to face me more directly, really showing off his sheer size to appear like the scariest shit to ever come out of Haven Falls. But beyond that, he looks surprised to see at least one person in this school has the balls to give him attitude.  
 
    I straighten myself up and raise my chin, challenging him. This is the face of someone who has nothing left to lose and no doubt he senses that. “You heard me,” I tell him, ignoring the way his tall, muscled frame seems to hover and intimidate.  
 
    I pause for a moment waiting to see what he’s going to do. Those green, fuming eyes travel up and down my body before focusing on my face as a grin lifts the corners of his lips. I hate what he sees. Smudged mascara framing blue eyes that have nothing left to lose. Dirty hair and borrowed clothes. I’m a mess and no doubt, he’s about to point it out to the whole school. 
 
    “Well,” he says, appreciatively. “You’re a little spitfire, aren’t you?” 
 
    Say whaaaat? 
 
    Monica squeaks beside him and instinctively slides her arm around him before turning a ferocious glare on me. Just great. He added fuel to the fire. Now they’re all going to think I’m trying to steal her boyfriend and tear me to absolute shreds. Just fucking great. 
 
    Noah’s eyes move from mine and it’s like a weight lifting off my chest, finally allowing me to gasp for breath. He turns to Candice, his grin disappearing and quickly replaced with a less than enthusiastic scowl. Noah takes in her narrowed glare before indicating to the spaghetti at his feet. “Clean this shit up.” 
 
    Ummmmmmm…. What? Did he just…? Noooo. Not possible. 
 
    I take in Candice’s shocked squeal and watch as her eyes flick to me. “You’ve got to be kidding?” she demands of Noah, reminding him of her position within the school. 
 
    Noah shrugs and steps back from the mess, clearly not giving a shit about her protests before turning back on me. It’s clear he’s got something to say, but I’m not about to hang around to find out what.  
 
    I’m out. 
 
    I duck around him and haul ass towards the door. The closer I get, the more I can smell freedom. Hell, I’m too terrified to even turn around to see if she’s cleaning up the spaghetti. I doubt it. She would have just stormed away while plotting my untimely death. 
 
    Fuck. That was a dangerous game I just played and I have no idea how I’m alive right now. 
 
    I barge my way out of the door and take a deep breath as I break through to the hallway. I stop by my locker and grab my wet clothes from this morning and pull my bag over my back. 
 
    Finally. Now, I just have to get my ass home and lock every door and window, turn off all the lights, and cower under my bed for the rest of the day. Hmmm, maybe I’ll stay there until the end of the week, maybe graduation would be best. 
 
    Shit. Where did my backbone just go? 
 
    I start heading for the front doors of Haven Falls Private when a large hand curls around my elbow and yanks me to a stop. 
 
    “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Noah growls as my world crumbles around me. 
 
    I’m in serious trouble here. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Ummm,” I say, looking around anywhere except at the intimidating guy with his fingers curled around my elbow, making my skin burn with his touch. My eyes flick back to the exit, wishing desperately that I was on the other side of that door. Shit, Henley. Find that backbone. “Where does it look like I’m going?” 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me, studying me as though I’m some kind of alien, or maybe just some idiot with a death wish. “You called me out,” he says accusingly as though he can hardly believe it happened, which I guess, is something that doesn’t happen often. “Nobody calls me out.” 
 
    “Well,” I breathe. “It’s going to happen again if you don’t take your hands off me.” 
 
    He looks down at where his hand fits perfectly around my elbow before reluctantly pulling it away. A cocky smirk crosses his face. “I like you, Spitfire.” 
 
    “What?” I sputter, hating how much I like that he calls me ‘Spitfire.’ “You’re insane. You don’t even know me.” 
 
    He just grins, looking at me as though I’m his next meal. 
 
    “Ok… well, this has been nice,” I say with a condescending tone. “I’m sorry about your shirt and all, but I’m out before…whatever this is, gets me in any more trouble.” 
 
    Noah scoffs and I hate that I like it. It’s like a badass attitude that’s been perfected over the years. He’s dangerous while being the perfect poster boy. But those tattoos…what I wouldn’t give to explore them a little more. “You couldn’t possibly be in any more trouble than what you’re in now,” he tells me. 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” I say, peering back up the hallway to see Monica standing expectantly at the other end with her arms crossed over her fake chest. “I think you’re about to be summoned by Queen Skank.” 
 
    Noah looks back over his shoulder and practically shudders. “Fuck me,” he groans lowly. “I can’t catch a break.” 
 
    “Huh?” I question, having no idea why I’m so interested in him hating on her right now. I mean, it’s none of my damn business. Monica and Noah have been a thing for, well, I have no idea how long, but all I know is that up until this very moment, I’ve never given two shits about it. So, why do I suddenly want to know all the little ins and outs of their relationship? 
 
    Noah’s eyes cut back to mine as a strange emotion flickers in his deep eyes, reminding me that I shouldn’t be thinking about anything to do with him. “She’s a stage five clinger. I broke up with her last week and she won’t leave me the fuck alone,” he explains, startling me with the insight of his life. “Didn’t you know that? It’s the only thing these fuckers seem to talk about.” 
 
    Ahhhhhh… and it all makes sense. Noah Cage has never gone out of his way to speak to me, now suddenly he breaks up with his girlfriend and he’s giving me the time of day. Clearly, this is about showing off to Monica that he doesn’t want her anymore and he’s using me as his pawn to do it while also making the target on my back that much bigger. Well played Noah Cage. I guess you don’t get to be the feared leader if you’re not calculating as hell. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “How could I know when I don’t talk to anyone here?” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” he questions. “Are you a fucking reject or something? Sounds fucking boring to me.” 
 
    “Like you’re one to talk. It’s not like you go out of your way to chat with the kids here. Besides, why would I?” I shoot back at him. “The girls here are bitches and the guys are jerks. All they do is gossip and bitch about other people behind their backs.” 
 
    He puts a hand to his heart and feigns a hurt gasp. “Even me, Spitfire?”  
 
    There’s that name again… 
 
    “Beats me,” I shrug. “I don’t know a damn thing about you. Now, thanks for putting a target on my back, but I’m out of here before your girlfriend decides to burn me in my sleep.” 
 
    “Ex-girlfriend,” he corrects, though I notice how he doesn’t bother correcting me on the whole ’burning me’ thing. It’s probably more of a possibility than I fully realize. “And remember, you put that target on your own back, babe.” 
 
    Noah steps into me and I watch in confusion as his arm falls over my shoulder, bringing that same burning sensation back to my skin. I mean, what the hell is that? “Come on,” he says, looking down at me as though he can’t live without me, but his eyes tell a different story, reminding me this is an act for Monica. “I saw you walking this morning. I’ll drive you home.” 
 
    I walk with him towards the door as I feel Monica’s glare stabbing into my back. I push his big arm off my shoulder. “No thanks,” I grumble. “I’m not some damsel in distress, I’m not a pawn you can use to piss off your girlfriend, and I can get myself home perfectly fine.” 
 
    “Tough shit,” he says. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. You owe me a new fucking shirt.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I argue. “That was your own fault. I’m not responsible for you barging your way into my business. If anything, Candice owes you a new shirt for saving her precious uniform from a mountain of red sauce.” 
 
    His brows pull down and I can’t help but glance up at him and take in the sharp jawline which is covered with the slightest stubble. Holy hell. He’s hot. The tattoos. The body. The jaw. The green eyes and plump lips that are begging to be bitten. Add that with the short brown hair and tanned skin that screams of endless days out in the blistering sun. He’s perfection. It’s no wonder every girl in school wants to be with him and it’s no wonder he doesn’t trust or let anyone in. They all want one thing. 
 
    As if sensing my gaze upon him, his eyes cut down and meet mine, completely catching me checking him out. A cocky smirk crosses his face and I quickly realize this is his signature look. The one that brings all the girls to the yard. He doesn’t need any milkshakes, he’s doing perfectly fine on his own. 
 
    “You about done?” he questions, calling me on my blatant gawking. 
 
    “Nope,” I tell him, giving the cocky attitude right back to him. “Why don’t you do a little turn and give me the full effect?” 
 
    He grins and not a moment later, starts a slow turn that has me laughing out and completely missing my chance at checking out his ass. As he comes back to face forward, his arm settles back over my shoulders, making me wonder what the hell is going on. I mean, we’re way out of Monica’s sight now. There’s no need for the act. 
 
    I realize he’s leading me towards the parking lot and I start pulling out from under his arm. “I guess I’ll see you around,” I tell him as I start heading for the back gate, remembering who I’m talking to and not trusting for one second that he isn’t finished withhis little game of cat and mouse. After all, I did slather him with spaghetti sauce in front of the whole school. That’s not going to be forgotten quickly. 
 
    “Whoa,” he says, catching up to me and dragging me back towards the parking lot. “I said I’d take you home.” 
 
    “And I said I’m not a damsel who needs saving. I got my ass here and I can get myself back again.” 
 
    “Chill out,” he laughs. “I get it. You’re hard as nails, but babe, it’s just a ride. I’m not asking you to get down on your knees and get to work.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him and he holds his hands up in defense. “What?” he shrugs, clearly not seeing a thing wrong with what he just said. 
 
    I consider him a moment and I don’t know what makes me do it, but I see a genuine kindness lingering in his eyes that makes me want to trust him, despite my better judgement. “Fine, but I swear, if we get halfway there and you start asking for sexual favors, I’m diving out the car. I don’t care if it’s still moving and I end up with road rash from head to toe.” 
 
    “You know, I’ll return the favor, right?” he chuckles with a deep fire burning in his eyes. 
 
    “Nope,” I grunt, turning around and beelining for the back gate, I’m not interested in becoming Noah’s newest fuck buddy. 
 
    “I’m joking,” he laughs, catching up with me once again and pulling me back. “I promise. I’ll behave. I’ll be the perfect gentleman.” 
 
    “Yeah fucking right,” I grumble, rolling my eyes, but nonetheless, let him pull me along to his white Camaro that sits front and center of the student parking lot. My eyes rake over it. I’ve never really been one of those girls who fawn over cars, but I can certainly see the appeal with this one.  
 
    It’s shiny and new. Not a lot of people in Haven Falls can afford the luxury of buying a brand new car and the fact that Noah has one tells me he’s most likely worked his ass off for it. Either that or he’s involved in something that I really don’t want to know about. Considering who I’m standing in front of right now, I’d go with the second option. 
 
    “Nice stripes,” I tell him, taking in the two, thick, black racing stripes that go right from the front of the car to the back. It’s no secret that Noah is into illegal racing at the dirt track in Broken Hill.  
 
    Jackson used to race there and I would go with Kaylah to watch him. I never knew Noah raced until I saw him, but to be honest, I couldn’t tell you if he was good or not. My attention was taken by Jackson. It was always taken by Jackson. 
 
    Noah unlocks the car with the key fob and a smug grin takes over. “The stripes make it go faster,” he tells me like a giddy, little boy, excited about showing off his favorite toy. 
 
    "Oh, really?" I tease, feigning ignorance as I go in for the dig. "Does it go faster than, say...black Camaros?"  
 
    Noah's eyes widen, clearly knowing I'm referring to Nate Ryder's Camaro which was destroyed in a wreck a little while ago. I have no doubt, there would have been a lot of competition between the two and judging by his reaction, I'd dare say it could be a touchy subject. 
 
    Noah scoffs, rolling his eyes before realizing that I'm teasing. "That Camaro is either in pieces or sitting in a junkyard somewhere, so I'd dare say that yes, mine is definitely faster." 
 
    "Only because it has stripes, though?" I confirm. 
 
    He raises his eyebrows as pride flashes through his green eyes. "Damn straight," he tells me. "Now, get your fine ass in the car. " 
 
    I do as I'm told and even I have to admit that it's one hell of a nice car. It's sleek, sexy, and for a guy's car, surprisingly clean. It's clear he takes great pride in it and so he should. It's another good quality I'm quickly learning this stranger possesses. Which makes me wonder why he's letting me in like this. Don't get me wrong, he's the first human being, other than my father, to bother having a decent conversation with me in months, and if I'm honest, I'm kind of liking it, despite the fact that I can’t trust a word he says. 
 
    Noah drops down into the driver’s seat and I can’t help but roam my eyes over him once again. His tattooed arm reaches out as he slides the key into the ignition and gives it a turn. The Camaro rumbles to life and I feel it right down in my soul, and a few other places that won’t be named. This car is loud and domineering, just like its owner. 
 
    A brief worry flutters through me that he’ll probably get in trouble for ditching school until I remember who I’m sitting beside. Noah Cage isn’t one to shy away from a detention. Hell, half the time he’s not even here. I’ve wondered on occasion where the hell he and his friend Rivers go all the time, but then I remind myself that I don’t actually give a shit. 
 
    Noah props his arm up behind my seat and I get those warm fuzzies down in the pit of my stomach as he reverses out of his spot. I don’t know why, but I’ve always found something so sexy about the way a guy would put his hand up on the back of a chair when reversing. I mean, when Jackson would do it…damn. 
 
    He pulls out onto the road and hits the gas, forcing me back into the chair. “Your dad is the one with the big ass truck, right?” he questions. 
 
    A smile spreads across my face, thinking how dad would get a kick out of the way he called it a ‘big ass truck.’ “Yeah,” I say. “How’d you know?” 
 
    Noah scoffs. “Babe, I drive past your house every single day. It wasn’t exactly hard to figure out, and don’t act like you don’t notice me, my car isn’t exactly quiet.” 
 
    “I know,” I groan, thinking off all the times I’ve heard the rumble of his engine shooting past my house in the middle of the night, waking me out of a peaceful sleep. It always makes me curious to know where the hell he could be going so late, but I don’t dwell on it long. The answers are pretty obvious. You know, either a late night screw or an illegal race. 
 
    I swear, this guy must be living the life. He has it all. The respect of his peers, a cool car, the good looks, and an ego that has his confidence soaring through the roof. I wish I had that. Though, I guess I used to. I’m basically a shell of the girl I used to be. 
 
    “So, what’s your deal?” he asks. “Don’t you usually drive that old pick up to school? Why were you walking in the rain?” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh, wondering why he would even care. Maybe it’s just polite small talk. “Yeah,” I tell him. “The bastard wouldn’t start this morning and now I have to work out how to change the oil or fork out the cash for someone to do it for me.” 
 
    “Surely your old man can do it, right?” he questions as he pulls up at a red light. 
 
    “Usually,” I explain. “He’s out on a job, so I can either wait until he gets home this weekend and suffer walking through the rain every day, or I can get it fixed myself.” 
 
    “Does that happen often?” he questions. 
 
    “What? Dad being gone?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I nod. “All the time. It’s our normal.” 
 
    “No mom?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    He glances over and considers me a moment before returning his eyes to the traffic. “Must get lonely,” he comments with a strange emotion rattling his voice, though I can’t quite figure out what’s put it there. 
 
    “Nah,” I shrug. “I mean, it did at first, but I got used to it. I like being alone.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” he grins before deciding to take pity on me, clearly seeing through my blatant lie. “I’ll fix the pick up if you make me lunch.” 
 
    I study him for a moment, briefly wondering why the hell he wants to help me, but the offer is too good to pass up. I don’t even bother thinking about how effed up the idea of us having lunch together is. I mean, it’s simply something that’s never supposed to happen. The untouchable, popular guy spending time with the designated loser. I mean, so cliché, right? 
 
    “Deal,” I tell him, not wanting to miss the opportunity to get the pick up fixed and spend time with the guy who seems to have me somewhat intrigued. I just hope I’m not shooting myself in the foot. 
 
    We get back to my place and I cringe as he gets out of his car. Dad and I haven’t had people over for so long that we’ve let our home go. There are dishes piled up in the sink and a mountain of dirty laundry, though, for the most part, it’s respectable… well, respectable enough. You know, if he doesn’t venture down the hallway and get a look at the way I left my room this morning.  
 
    I slide my key into the lock on the front door and give it a good wiggle before a firm turn, knowing it tends to get jammed. Before I know it, I’m pushing into my home with the Haven Falls badass, Noah Cage, hot on my heels. 
 
    I know, right? I can hardly believe it myself. Never in a million years did I think Noah Cage would be inside my living room. This is ridiculous. Is this what it’s like to fangirl? Or maybe this is spazzing out over a sexy boy showing a little interest. Shit, it’s probably just nerves of the unknown. I don’t know, I haven’t felt anything in so long. 
 
    I walk through the living room and into the kitchen, hoping I can clear a little space before he walks in behind me, only as I get into the kitchen and turn around, I find him shrugging out of his shirt before he tosses it right in my face. “Um,” I squeak. “What the hell are you doing?” I question. “I don’t know about you, but I was raised not to get naked in other people’s homes when I first walk in.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m doing?” he shoots back at me with a sparkle lighting up his mischievous eyes as I try desperately to keep my eyes locked on his, rather than the masterpiece which is his wide chest and sculptured abs covered in ink. “You owe me some favors.” 
 
    My eyes widen in shock and I swallow back. 
 
    He’s not serious, is he? 
 
    What have I done? I should have known better. A guy like Noah doesn’t just give a girl a ride home without expecting something in return. No, he doesn’t get a badass reputation and girls fawning all over him for being a gentleman. 
 
    Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
    Heat surfaces behind his eyes as steps towards me. Within the blink of an eye, I toss his shirt straight back at him. “Ahhh…whatever it is that you’re expecting to go down here, you can forget it. You’re going to have to do something a shitload better than giving me a ride home to get in my pants.” 
 
    Booming laughter tears from within him. “Holy shit, your face,” he laughs. “That was good.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt, completely confused.  
 
    “I told you back at school that I’d be the perfect gentleman. I don’t know about the guys you hang out with, but I stick to my word,” he tells me. Relief washes through me, but there’s still a slight pang of hurt. I mean, does he not want to sleep with me? Does he think I’m used goods like all the skanks at school keep suggesting? “Though,” he says with a wink, “maybe next time I’ll offer you something a little more than just a ride home.” 
 
    Ahhhh, that makes more sense. 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest. “You really think I’d be interested in ‘a little more than just a ride home’ with you?” 
 
    “Spitfire,” he grins, looking at me as though the thought of taking me for a ride is the only thing keeping him breathing. He gets up and walks around to my side of the counter before stepping in behind me. He doesn’t touch me but is close enough that I feel the heat of his breath on my neck. “You’re more than interested,” he whispers before bringing up his shirt and pressing it into my stomach. Forcing me to take it from his hands. 
 
    “You’re delusional,” I murmur, trying to give the shirt back once again. “Stop giving me your damn shirt and put it on before the neighbors assume I opened a brothel.” 
 
    He laughs, stepping away from me, leaving the shirt in my hands. “Can’t,” he tells me, “some crazy psycho covered me in spaghetti.” 
 
    Oh, yeah. 
 
    A wicked grin spread across my face. “If you’re not careful, I’ll cover you in more than that.” 
 
    He stops walking away and grins back at me with a raised eyebrow. “Is that a promise?” 
 
    Huh? I think over what I just said and realize, way too late just how dirty it sounds. Shit. Now it looks like I’m coming on to him.  
 
    He lets me off the hook as he heads for the internal garage door. “Oil in here?” he questions, walking straight in, not bothering to wait for my confirmation while still confusing the ever loving shit out of me. I mean, why the hell is he doing this? There has to be some kind of twisted end game here that I can’t see. 
 
    I follow him into the garage and turn on the light as I pass the switch. I point out the oil before realizing that within the space of two seconds, Noah is already distracted. “Fuck me,” he breathes. “Your dad has a fucking awesome setup.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” I question. “His truck is his pride and joy, and not to mention, our only source of income. If he doesn’t look after it right, we could be digging ourselves a pretty nasty hole. I don’t even want to begin to think how much buying a new truck would cost.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he says as his eyes run over all of dad’s tools like a giddy child in a candy store, “it’s not cheap.” 
 
    As he gets distracted by all the gadgets and gizmos, I take the opportunity to roam my eyes over his tattoos, and I have to admit, they’re done to perfection. Whoever his artist is, is damn good. 
 
    I take in all the typical ones. You know, the naked chick who looks absolutely terrifying and the patterns and twists which seem to protrude from his skin. There’s a skull which looks as though it’s melting and makes him look even more terrifying, though I think that was the point. 
 
    As my eyes scan over his chest, I find myself zoning in on one particular design as this one stands out in contrast compared to the rest. It’s different. This one isn’t about making himself look like a work of art. This one is personal and it screams of heartache. 
 
    I take in the lily that completely takes over the right side of his chest, but what catches my attention is the soft line of a heartbeat which fades into a flat line. I don’t know why, but something tells me this is real. This is a dedication, something that means something to him, and I’d dare say, this is for someone he’s lost. 
 
    “You’re staring,” comes his deep voice from across the garage.  
 
    My eyes flick up from his body and realize he isn’t even looking at me, he just senses my heavy gaze on his body. “You covered your body in art and expect people not to stare?” 
 
    His lips lift up into a playful smile as he turns to face me front on. “I’m going to keep you,” he tells me. “Now, where the hell is this oil?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Spitfire,” Noah says from underneath dad’s old pick up with his legs hanging out from under the hood, giving me the perfect view of his tight abs. “Who do you hang out with?” 
 
    I scoff. “Is that a trick question?” 
 
    “What?” he grumbles from under the hood, clearly not understanding where I’m going with this. I mean, that’s not the usual response someone would expect from a question such as ‘who do you hang out with?’ 
 
    “I don’t hang out with anyone,” I clarify. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t hang out with anyone? Who do you talk to?” 
 
    Shit. Why didn’t I just go inside when he started working on the truck? I just had to awkwardly stand around passing him random tools instead of going in and getting myself lunch. I could have had the house clean by now, but instead, I’m standing here, letting some strange guy from school drill me on shit that isn’t his business. Yet, here I am, about to give him the answers he’s looking for.  
 
    “No one,” I tell him. “I don’t have friends.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts again before wriggling his way out from under the truck. He looks up at me from the ground as though I’m some kind of puzzle. “Of course, you have friends,” he says, deep in thought. “I’ve seen you talking to…shit. I don’t know. There’s got to be someone.” 
 
    “Nope,” I say, shaking my head. “Why would I want to bother with that?” 
 
    “Wait,” he grunts with an amused grin, looking at me like the pathetic loser that I am. “You have no friends on purpose?” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows, daring him to challenge me on it. “Correct.” 
 
    “Why?” he scoffs as though it’s the most moronic thing he’s ever heard, and he might be right. 
 
    Why am I entertaining this? It’s none of his business and hell, why does he want to know anyway? Nobody wants to know shit about me. I roll my eyes and play into his line of questioning, not yet ready to lose this rare moment of human interaction that doesn’t involve me getting ranted at by skanky cheerleaders. 
 
    Letting out a low breath, I give him my hard truth. “All friends are good for is stabbing you in the back.” 
 
    Understanding dawns in his eyes and I’m saved from having to explain myself. He knows what I’m referring to. Everyone in Haven Falls knows what I’m referring to. 
 
    “You’re seriously disturbed,” he tells me, sliding his way back under the truck and getting on with changing the oil, which he shouldn’t be doing anyway. I should have taken it to the mechanic like a good little girl instead of setting myself up to owe somebody something. I can only imagine what a guy like him is going to request as a reward for his troubles. “Tully’s the same. She’s a total psycho bitch. I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    Oh no. Tully Cage. She is not my kind of girl. She’s…kind of fucked up. She’s forward and hard, and hell, from what I’ve seen, she’s as loyal as anything and won’t hesitate to cut a bitch. Ugh. Me and her equal a bad idea. “Uh, thanks, but no,” I tell him. “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “It’s not like you’ve got anything better going on,” he says, calling me out with a scoff. 
 
    Damn it, Henley. Clean up the boy’s shirt and send him on his way before he uses you as his chew toy. It’s the smart thing to do. You do not need this kind of drama in your life. 
 
    Fuck, I’ve got to stop talking to myself. Is this the first stage of insanity? 
 
    “I… do too have something better going on,” I lie. 
 
    His scoff from under the truck is loud enough that the spoiled rich kids in Broken Hill could probably hear. A few grunts and groans are heard before Noah wriggles out from under the truck and props himself up on his elbow to look at me. “You’re a shitty liar.” 
 
    “And you’re cocky with a big ego.” 
 
    He winks and I don’t doubt the typical ‘that’s not the only thing that’s big’ response is on the tip of his tongue. A sly grin spreads across his face and I can't help but notice how good it looks on him. "Aren't you supposed to be making my lunch?" 
 
    That little... 
 
    You know what? Maybe removing myself from this situation is actually a really great idea. Something screams that I'm toeing the line of dangerous territory and that's the kind of shit I don't need in my life. I salute this weird stranger. "Hope you like noodles." 
 
    With that, I turn my back and scram inside. What the hell is happening here? The Haven Falls pack leader is fixing my dad's truck. What the actual fuck? Did I wake up in an alternate universe? Why is he even entertaining this? He puts on such an act of being untouchable, yet here he is, being the complete opposite of the guy he is at school. 
 
    This sort of stuff doesn't happen. Losers like me get pushed aside, forgotten, and disregarded. We don't have the future prom king walking around half naked in our homes, quizzing us on our social skills, and giving secretive little winks as though we've known each other for years. 
 
    I walk back into the house and figure that Noah will still be working on the truck for another half an hour or so and decide a little cleaning would go a long way. Hell, assuming he stays here to eat, I could probably get his shirt through a quick wash and have it dried in no time. Maybe I might even wash a few of my own clothes. 
 
    But...first things first. These wet jeans have been sticking to my ass all day. I mean, what a day to go commando. 
 
    I find wherever I had put Noah's shirt down and toss it into the wash before heading down to my room. I quickly glance out the window and make sure Noah is still outside and see his body completely bent over the hood. I have to smile as from this angle, it looks as though dad's old pick up is trying to swallow him whole.  
 
    With Noah occupied, I try to wriggle my way out of these tight jeans and end up having to sit down so I can work one leg at a time. 
 
    I pull off Candice's black tank and toss it into my laundry basket before spying a pair of knickers in the very back of my closet. Score! I must have missed them in my rush this morning.  
 
    I quickly step into them and slide them into place before finding something that's not wet or dirty to wear. When I'm finally comfortable, I hurry around my room collecting all the laundry which I tossed around this morning and quickly straighten up my bed, not that anyone will see it, but having a good looking bed just makes the rest of the room seem so much cleaner. 
 
    I take the laundry basket up the hall and dump it in front of the washing machine as it’s already busy with Noah’s shirt. 
 
    Next up, the kitchen. 
 
    I get some noodles cooking and clean around me as I go before remembering dad’s note and the cash in the back pocket of my jeans. I hurry back to the laundry and scramble through the basket searching for the jeans, horrified by what could have happened if that money had ended up in the wash. 
 
    I go back down to my room and double check Noah is still occupied outside. With the coast clear, I get down on my hands and knees and pull up the old floorboard which has been broken for the past few years. It’s been my secret hiding spot since the day I discovered it and as far as I’m concerned, it’s still secret. 
 
    I reach in and pull out the old, silver jewelry box my parents gave me for my eighth birthday. I still don’t understand why they gave me this thing. I mean, it looks freaking expensive and ancient, but I’ve never been one to wear jewelry. Maybe it’s like one of those special things parents just like to gift their children; like fathers give little boys motorbikes and shotguns, while mothers hand out jewelry and dresses. 
 
    I flip open the silver lid and grab the roll of cash that I’ve been working on for the past few months. It’s my ‘get the hell out of here’ fund and at this rate, I’ll still be adding to it until I’m an old, old woman. I hate it here. Well, to be honest, I only started hating it since the whole ‘Jackson and Kaylah’ thing, and since then, all I’ve been able to think about is getting the hell out of here. 
 
    Though, if I was faced with an actual chance to leave…I don’t know if I’d be able to go. No matter how awful it is right now, this is my home. This is where I grew up and where my dad is. I don’t exactly have any other family to run to, so for now, this is all I got. 
 
    I add the cash dad had left for me this morning to my fund before tossing it back into the box and cramming it down under the broken floorboard. I’m more than happy to eat toasted sandwiches and frozen meals for the next few days if it means getting myself ahead. 
 
    Hearing the garage door open and close, I scram out of my room and head back to the kitchen to find Noah leaning over the stove, looking down at the noodles. “Not bad,” he grunts to himself before walking over to the sink and washing his hands. 
 
    I make my way across the kitchen and grab the spoon before plunging it into the noodles and giving it all my attention as Noah opens the pantry cupboard. I tune him out as I focus on what I’m doing and before I know it, a well-defined arm shoots across my vision and dumps a shitload of chili powder into my noodles. 
 
    I screech as I scramble for his arm and shove it hard into his chest. “What the hell are you doing?” I demand, gawking at my noodles, hoping there’s some kind of way I can save them. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he laughs. “Everything is better with chili.” 
 
    “You ruined my lunch.” 
 
    Noah raises a smug eyebrow at me as he props his hip against the kitchen counter and crosses his arm over his wide chest. “Have you ever tried it before?” 
 
    “No,” I scoff, turning back to the destroyed noodles as looking at his impressive body and the sharp lines of his devastatingly handsome face is too much for me to handle, especially as the wicked sparkle in his eye is doing something to me which I haven’t felt since… since him. “Why the hell would I? Chili doesn’t belong in noodles.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he says under his breath before an amused chuckle comes out. “Instead of scowling at the pot, why don’t you move the hell over and let the professional work? I’ll show you what noodles are really supposed to taste like.” 
 
    I can’t help it. I have to look back at him, only this time, it’s with a lethal glare. “I swear,” I tell him, holding my hand up and hovering my pointer finger just millimeters above my thumb. “You are this close to getting this pot tipped over your head.” 
 
    The smugness returns. “I dare you.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on the bastard. “You don’t think I will?” I question. 
 
    “Pour scalding water all over me? No, I don’t think you would,” he says, completely calling me out. 
 
    I scoff and turn back to the noodles, stirring them with a little too much force. “You’re lucky I have decent morals,” I mutter. 
 
    Noah laughs as he steps into me and places his hand over mine on the spoon, sending a hot jolt of electricity shooting up my arm and forcing me to smother a gasp. “Move the hell over, Spitfire,” he says, taking the spoon out of my hand and bumping me over with his hip. 
 
    I step aside and then take another just to be safe; as watching a shirtless, tattooed Noah working the stove with a cocky smirk is nearly enough to make me explode. 
 
    I should probably check the washing. Maybe getting a shirt on this boy will help. 
 
    I fist my hand down at my side before shaking it out as the electricity still pulses strongly through my body. What is that and why does it feel so good? Nobody has ever made my skin burn from their touch. Why the hell is Noah Cage any different? 
 
    I shake it out of my head. What does it matter anyway? Noah Cage is just some guy, who after graduation, I’ll never see again. What does it matter if my body reacts to his touch? What does it matter that he’s probably the most attractive guy I’ve ever met? He’s probably a douchebag heartbreaker just like the rest of them. Besides, he’s only here to make a point to Monica about their trip to SplitsVille and cement the target on my back. 
 
    He’s not interested in me. I’m a loser. A nobody. A pawn to use in his twisted games. 
 
    I scurry away, trying not to think about how much the thought bothers me. I search out some bowls and grab a couple of cans of soda from the fridge, hoping he’ll eat quickly and get the hell out of here. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Noah is dishing up a huge serving into each bowl, despite me arguing that my stomach literally can’t hold that much and reminding him that I’ll most likely not like it anyway. He scoffs and continues dishing it up. 
 
    I slide my bowl across the table and take a seat behind it on the stool before looking down at the chili noodles with a cringe. 
 
    This is not going to go well. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Noah asks, taking a seat on the stool beside me and cracking open his soda. 
 
    I let out a breath and ignore the prying eyes beside me. I guess it’d be rude to not eat it after he went to the effort to drive me home, fix the truck, and cook me lunch. So, with no other choice, I take my fork and dig in, praying that the chili doesn’t burn a hole in my esophagus.  
 
    I lift the fork to my lips and the second the noodles hit my taste buds, I melt.  
 
    It’s fucking heaven.  
 
    The guy must be some kind of modern prince charming. He ticks all the boxes that every woman around the globe is searching for. I always thought finding the perfect man was some kind of joke. It couldn’t be possible, yet here we are.  
 
    He’s funny, he calls me out on my bullshit while managing to somehow make me smile, he’s unbelievably good looking, and he has that whole ‘dangerous bad boy’ vibe. He’s perfect. 
 
    Only that couldn’t be the furthest thing from the truth. Noah Cage is untouchable. 
 
    I must be insane. While I’ve been going to school with the guy for the past few years, today was the first time I’ve ever spoken to him. What the hell do I know? 
 
    Yep. Definitely insane. 
 
    “Well?” he questions. 
 
    I glance over and notice that he hasn’t started eating yet and is caught up watching me, waiting for my inevitable downfall. I roll my eyes and can’t help the smile from spreading across my face. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    Triumph flashes in his eyes before he digs his fork into the noodles. “What did I tell you, Spitfire?” he says with that signature cocky attitude. “Everything is better with chili.” 
 
    With that, he leaves me to eat in peace and before I know it, I’m cleaning up the dishes and shoving his shirt into his arms, silently begging him to put it on before I throw myself at him. “Put your shirt back on, Romeo.” 
 
    “Romeo?” he laughs, feigning ignorance as though he doesn’t realize that he’s been a complete flirt all afternoon. 
 
    I start ushering him towards the front door, making sure he collects his keys on the way. “Well, um… thanks,” I say rather awkwardly as I try to shoo him out the door. “I guess, thanks for the ride and fixing the truck.” 
 
    “Why does it sound like you’re trying to get rid of me?” he questions with a sparkle in his green eyes. 
 
    “Ahhh, because I am.” 
 
    “I told you, I’m going to introduce you to Tully. Grab your shit.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I groan. “I thought we covered this. I don’t do friends.” 
 
    “And I thought you understood that I don’t give a shit. That was a bullshit excuse and you know it. Besides, Tully could use a friend too.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I grumble under my breath, resisting rolling my eyes as he calls me out on my shit once again, but the second he said that Tully could use a friend, I couldn’t say no. I mean, he’s shown me kindness today, why the hell can’t I do the same for him. “Fine.” 
 
    I grab my phone off the kitchen counter and before I know it, I’m locking up the house and allowing him to drag me to his car for the second time this afternoon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “I swear to God, Rivers,” a voice is shrieked as Noah opens the front door of his home. “If your Willy Wonka comes anywhere near my vaginamite, I’m going to strangle you until your eyes pop out of your skull.” 
 
    Damn. I should get out of here before it’s too late. It’s like walking into the lions’ den. 
 
    “Shit,” Noah groans, letting out a frustrated breath as he walks in with me following behind him. “They’re always at each other’s throats.” 
 
    We walk into what must be one of the biggest homes in Haven Falls to find none other than Tully Cage two seconds from tearing Noah’s best friend, Rivers, in two. “Babe,” Rivers laughs. “What did you just call your pussy?” 
 
    Tully’s face flames as Noah’s voice sounds out. “Knock it off,” he tells them. “We have company.” 
 
    Both Rivers and Tully’s eyes snap to mine making it clear that ‘company’ is not something they usually have. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of people being invited over here, you know, except for the massive parties they have every now and then. 
 
    Rivers looks up and down my body, his eyes narrowing further the longer he looks; making me feel like some kind of leech who’s just walked through the door trying to attach myself to Noah. Within two seconds, he’s made it clear that I’m not welcome. 
 
    Tully on the other hand flicks her eyes between me and Noah, probably wondering why the hell some girl is standing in her doorway and why he felt the need to drag me in. 
 
    I can’t help but take her in. She’s like a girl version of her brother, long brown hair, stunning green eyes, and gorgeous sunkissed skin. She’s just like him minus all the tattoos, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a few hiding in places that only she would ever know about.  
 
    She looks as sweet as anything, but I know, hiding deep within her, is a caged lion, a Mumma bear ready to pounce on any kind of threat that comes to her and her boys. 
 
    I’ve only been standing here for a blink of an eye, but it’s already enough to know that the tensions are riding high. I’m an outsider and the next few seconds are going to dictate a hell of a lot. 
 
    “Henley,” Tully smiles moving forward and surprising the hell out of me that she knows who I am. “I heard you got Noah with a spaghetti bomb. Are you ok? Those bitches can be hard work.” 
 
    I briefly glance across at Noah before settling back on his twin sister, assuming I’m supposed to just go with the flow on her forwardness. “Umm, yeah. I’m fine,” I tell her. “I’m ready to go back and finishing kicking their asses.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes as Rivers continues standing silently, watching me like a hawk with an intense darkness settling over him, reminding me of the company I’m currently standing in front of. I must have forgotten that these were the most feared people in Haven Falls. What the hell am I doing here? “Tell me about it. Candice and Monica are fucking whores.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say. “You don’t like Monica? I thought you guys were tight because, well, you know, she’s with your brother.” 
 
    Noah groans. “Past tense,” he reminds me. “We’re not together anymore.” 
 
    “Dude,” Rivers says as he walks out of the living room into what I’m assuming is the kitchen while giving Noah the side eye, clearly still not very impressed that he brought me in here. “You two are always together, even when you’re not.” 
 
    “Get fucked,” Noah grunts back at him as we hear the sound of the fridge opening and closing. 
 
    Tully draws my attention back. “I’ve never liked Monica. She’s so fake. It’s all a show she puts on so people think she’s the perfect girlfriend with the perfect relationship. When she’s here, she practically locks herself in Noah’s room and doesn’t talk to anyone.” 
 
    “Really?” I question as things finally start to make sense. I turn to Noah. “Why the hell would you date someone like that?” 
 
    He looks at me as though I’m crazy. “Ummmm….have you seen her?” he asks. “She’s fucking hot.” 
 
    I scoff as Rivers walks out of the kitchen with a soda. “She also has incredible tits.” 
 
    Noah spins around to face Rivers. “How the fuck would you know?” 
 
    “Dude,” he laughs as though he’s proud of himself. “That girl is fucking horny. She walked out here butt naked the other week and tried to screw me on the couch.” 
 
    “What?” Noah questions. 
 
    Rivers continues. “Do you have any idea how hard it was not to touch her? I mean, if you guys weren’t together, I would have slammed her into the wall and fucked her until she was seeing stars.” 
 
    “Man,” Noah scoffs, shaking his head, “thanks for telling me.” 
 
    “Sorry, man. I completely forgot until now. Besides, what does it matter? You guys are over. It was the middle of the night and I was dead asleep.” Rivers turns to Tully and winks. “I actually thought it was you finally coming to your senses.” 
 
    She scoffs, just like her brother had. “You wish.” 
 
    A knowing smile spreads across his face making it clear as day that something is definitely going on here, or at least, Rivers wants something to go on. I wonder what Noah thinks about that. 
 
    “Come on,” Tully says, grabbing my hand and dragging me down the hallway before I have a chance to escape. 
 
    I follow on as I hear Rivers’ voice behind us. “What the fuck are you doing bringing in strays?” 
 
    Tully pulls me into her room and closes the door behind her, cutting off Noah’s response, but honestly, I don’t know if I want to hear it. “So,” Tully says, crossing her room to open her closet doors, “what’s going on? Why’d Noah bring you here? Are you guys a thing?” 
 
    “A thing?” I laugh. “No. He saved me from giving Candice a black eye and then wouldn’t leave me the hell alone. How do you think I ended up here?” 
 
    “Seriously?” she questions with a knowing smile, looking over her shoulder at me. “I think someone has a little crush.” 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “No, I don’t like your brother.” 
 
    “No, I meant that he’s crushing on you.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” I tell her. “He was taking pity on me and using me to get back at Monica. Are you forgetting about the spaghetti thing? I covered him in front of the whole school. I doubt he’s just going to forgive and forget.” 
 
    Tully shakes her head. “He’s not like that. He doesn’t give a shit what Monica thinks and if he wanted to get back at her, he would do it without using anyone. That’s not his style. Besides, why would he pity you? You’re beautiful, tough, and can stand up for yourself. You put him in his place today and he would have loved that.” 
 
    “Has it not occurred to you that I’m the school loser?” 
 
    “You’re not,” she tells me. “You’re the girl who fell in love with the wrong guy. We’ve all been there.” 
 
    “Thanks, but…have you been living under a rock?” 
 
    “No,” she laughs. “The way I see it, if Noah thought you were a loser, he would never have stepped in at school, he never would have driven you back to your place, and no way in hell would he have brought you here. He does not pity you, he respects you. I guess the question is how much?,” she muses. “We’re not exactly known for bringing people in.” 
 
    My brows pull down, taking it all in. If that were true, then there must be some other reason he spent the afternoon with me as hanging out with me, just to be nice, doesn’t make sense to me. Respecting me? Well, that makes even less sense “Huh,” I grunt, feeling more and more unsure of myself. 
 
    Tully turns back to her closet and reaches up before trying to grab something from the top. “Look,” she says, trying to explain it a little more. “Noah doesn’t usually let anybody in. The fact that you’re standing here right now tells me that there’s something about you that he likes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff, “my ass and tits.” 
 
    “No, that’s just an added bonus,” she tells me as she finally reaches a box of popcorn from the top of her closet. “You’re tough and edgy. You don’t let other people’s bullshit affect you and he’s drawn to that. You fucking called him out in front of the whole school.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I question, leaning against her desk as she drops down onto her bed, making me realize just how easy she is to talk to. Maybe I’d misjudged her earlier. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she muses. “But the last time he let someone in like this, it was Rivers and the fucker is still here.” 
 
    “So, Noah wants a new BFF?” I question. “And why the hell are you stashing popcorn in your closet?” 
 
    “Shhhhhhhh,” she demands, desperately trying to hush me before double checking the door is firmly closed. “The boys have a popcorn obsession. Whenever I buy it, it disappears within seconds. In order for me to get any, I have to hide it,” she explains, wiggling her eyebrows at me with a knowing glint in her green eyes. “And as for Noah, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Shit like that makes me nervous. I don’t like not knowing people’s intentions. If somebody wants something with me, then I need to know what that is, but sensing she’s spoken the last word on the topic, I turn the spotlight back on her. “So, what’s going on with you and Rivers?” I ask, hoping I’m not overstepping the line. 
 
    “Ugh, don’t get me started,” she groans, but I have a feeling she’s more than ready to talk about it. “There’s been this awkward sexual tension between us for the past six months and it’s clear he likes me, he’s told me as much, but he doesn’t want to act on it because of Noah.” 
 
    “What?” I question, absolutely stunned with that revelation. I mean, there are definitely rumors at school, but there’s nothing to back it up. Though, what I just walked in on… that tells a different story. “What’s Noah got to do with it?” 
 
    “Noah’s protective,” she explains, “and Rivers is a bit of a ladies’ man.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” I say as understanding dawns, “Noah doesn’t want his best friend screwing over his sister.” 
 
    “That,” she says with a grin, “or he just doesn’t want his best friend screwing his sister at all.” 
 
    “And what do you think about that?” 
 
    She lets out a breath as a deep thoughtfulness comes over her. “I haven’t decided yet,” she tells me. “On one hand, being with Rivers would be exciting, and to be honest, I think I like him, but on the other hand…, I’d get hurt for sure. He’d get bored of me. I mean, you saw how easily he spoke of fucking Monica against the wall.” 
 
    “Has he cheated on girlfriends in the past?” I question. 
 
    She raises her eyebrows. “He’s never had a girlfriend before.” 
 
    A grin rips across my face. “Are you the exception?” 
 
    Tully shrugs her shoulders before leaning back on her hands “Who knows,” she says. “I’m down if I could guarantee he wouldn’t hurt me, but I’m not exactly sure I want to risk my heart to find out.” 
 
    “Hence the awkward sexual tension between the two of you.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Damn, that sucks,” I say, having experienced my own torment due to sexual tension with Jackson. Though that was one-sided and I ended up looking like a fool. 
 
    “Come on,” Tully says, jumping up from her bed and walking over to a stack of DVDs. “What are you in the mood for?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulder. “I don’t know. You pick,” I tell her, wondering how my day ended up with me watching a movie with a girl I’ve never talked to in my life, in the house of a boy who practically abducted me for the afternoon, with a group of people who I’m still stunned to be hanging out with. 
 
    “K,” she grumbles as she searches through her selection before smiling as she finds the one she wants. “‘Fifty Shades of Grey’, it is.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really,” she defends. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders again. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before, but isn’t it all about dirty sex?” 
 
    Excitement lifts her eyes. “So much dirty sex,” she tells me, “but it’s so much more than that. Did you ever read the books?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” she groans, grabbing a little tablet looking thing and shoving it into my hands. "You're missing out. Read it when you get home." 
 
    "I don't have a copy.” 
 
    “You do now,” she says, looking down at the device in my hands. “That’s my old Kindle, you can have that. Noah bought me a new one for my birthday last month, and I’ve kept the old one completely updated.” 
 
    I shake my head completely stunned. Is this girl for real? I just met her and she’s handing me a Kindle? “I can’t take this,” I tell her, trying to jam the Kindle back into her hands, “I only just met you.” 
 
    “Tough shit,” she smiles. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll write you a list of books that I want you to read and when you’re finished, I’ll take it back. Besides, I like you. I think I’ll keep you.” 
 
    I can’t help but groan, realizing she said pretty much the same thing that Noah had said earlier. “I’m warning you, I’m not a big reader.” 
 
    “And I’m warning you that once you get hooked on a good one, you won’t be able to stop. Now, quit making excuses. You’re taking it home and you’re going to read until your brain is fuzzy by Mr. Grey.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and tuck the Kindle under my arm, realizing that this isn’t something she’s about to cave on. “Fine,” I tell her. “But don’t be surprised if I don’t finish it.” 
 
    “Don’t be surprised if you do,” she shoots back at me before grabbing the box of popcorn off the bed and dragging me out of her room.  
 
    Something catches my eye in the hallway and I find my feet digging in as I stare up at the black and white photo frame on the wall. Inside the frame is a beautiful little girl staring back at me with bright eyes and a cheeky smile, one that reminds me of Noah. “Who’s this?” I question, not having seen a little girl running around the house earlier. 
 
    Tully’s face falls as shadows overtake her eyes. She lets out a heartbroken sigh. “That’s my little sister, Lily,” she explains, running her eyes over the frame and taking in the little girl within. “She’s not with us anymore.” 
 
    My eyes widen and I find myself pulling Tully into a tight hug as I recall the lily tattooed on Noah’s chest. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up something hard.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” she tells me, holding me a while longer before pulling out of my arms. “You didn’t know.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask how it happened?” 
 
    Tully gives me a tight smile as I notice Noah on the couch in the living room, watching us up the hall. “It was cancer,” she explains, “leukemia. She was diagnosed at three years old and she fought it off like a boss until eight. She was incredible. The strongest person I’ve ever known. A piece of both me and Noah died when she did.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I tell her, shaking my head as I try to contemplate what it would have been like to watch your baby sister suffer through something like that. “I can’t…I.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” she tells me. “You don’t need to say anything. Even though it still kills me to think about, I’ve come to terms with it and she wouldn’t want me breaking down all the time. She’d want me to be happy and strong so when she looks down on me, she’d have something interesting to watch.” 
 
    I simply can’t help it. I pull her in again. “You’re incredible,” I tell her. “I don’t know how you do it, but I bet you were the best sister she could have ever asked for.” 
 
    “Stop, you’re going to make me cry,” she laughs, “and if I cry, the boys are going to start hovering and being protective assholes and then our whole afternoon will be ruined.” 
 
    “Ok,” I laugh. “Let’s get this movie over and done with.” 
 
    “You’re on.”  
 
    Tully drags me back out to the living room and I watch with amusement as she goes straight up to the TV and turns off whatever rubbish the boys were watching to put the DVD on. “What?” Rivers groans, throwing his hands up in the air as the menu for ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ appears on the screen. “Again?” 
 
    “Yep,” she smiles. “It’s a must. Henley hasn’t seen it before.” 
 
    Rivers looks across at Noah. “Wanna get out of here, man?” he murmurs. “Blake’s having a party tonight. All the boys are at his place now.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes flick to me before he scrunches up his face and gives Rivers a slight shake of his head. “Nah, I’m cool here,” he says, throwing his arm back over the top of the couch. “You go if you want.” 
 
    Tully blanches and stares at her brother for a short second before pressing her lips together and smothering a smile while making things really awkward for me as some sort of secret message passes between them. Rivers though… the look on his face is scary enough to kill. 
 
    Both the boys’ eyes fall on me and I find myself glancing away, unable to deal with their gazes. Noah’s curious one and Rivers deathly pissed off one. “Here,” I say, taking the box of popcorn from Tully. “Let me do this.” 
 
    She happily hands it over and I find my way into the kitchen before opening the packaging and sliding a packet into the microwave. I hit start and lean forward on the counter, pleased to finally have a moment to myself as the three of them have a hushed conversation in the other room, making me feel even more like an outsider. It’s been a crazy afternoon and to be honest, I still can’t believe I’m here. Especially after everything Tully just said in her room. 
 
    I mean, surely Noah doesn’t like me. He doesn’t even know me, but that’s not what Tully was suggesting. Maybe he just thinks I’m cool and legitimately just wants to be friends. That, I can deal with. Though, something is screaming at me that from this point on, things are changing and that scares the crap out of me. 
 
    The popcorn finishes and I open the door of the microwave, loving the heavenly scent that flows out of it. I grab the hot bag, being careful not to touch anywhere that’s going to burn my fingers as I take the bag back out to the living room. 
 
    I find everyone squished down onto the three-seater couch and I’m about to put the popcorn down on the coffee table when Rivers plucks it from my fingers before opening it and shoving his hand into the packet within seconds. 
 
    I go to make my way over to the other couch only to have a strong, tattooed arm catch me around my waist and haul me down onto the couch between him and his twin sister. 
 
    “Oft.” The air escapes my lungs as my back is slammed into the back of the couch before I do my best to get comfortable. I guess this is where I’ll be staying. 
 
    Noah removes his arm from around my waist and I scoot down on the couch as his arm ends up behind my head, resting along the top of the couch. He doesn’t touch me and I’m grateful for that. I’m not sure I could handle it right now. 
 
    The boys prop their feet up on the coffee table as the popcorn is passed across the front of me and Tully. Back and forth. Back and forth. Unable to reach the coffee table, I pull my legs up under me and grin when Tully leans into Rivers, then grin a little more as his arm falls down over her shoulder. 
 
    Yeah, they’re definitely crazy about each other. I’ll have to remember to quiz her about him a little more. After all, I like to know about the people I’m hanging out with. Tully and Noah seem easy to read, but Rivers? I don’t know. There’s something a little…more about him, something dark. 
 
    With that, I focus on this movie and I have to admit, I’m damn surprised when ten minutes later, I’m already hooked. I mean, wow. Mr. Grey. My, oh my! 
 
    The end credits are just coming up and I’m staring at the TV with a sick need to watch the next one. I mean, that was amazing. How have I not watched this yet? Shit, maybe Tully is right. Maybe I need to be reading the book. People always say that books are better than the movie adaptions. 
 
    That settles it, I’ll start reading the series tonight and when I’m finished, I’ll watch the next two movies. 
 
    This can be my obsession for the week, and I guess maybe it’s best to read this while my father isn’t in the house. That could get a little awkward. 
 
    Rivers disappeared outside a while ago and Tully spread out wide on the couch. Noah though, he stayed right there beside me, texting the whole way through. He wasn’t actually watching the movie, except for the sex scenes, that seemed to hold his attention and as soon as they were over, his eyes were back on his phone. Me? I couldn’t tear my eyes away. 
 
    I go to get up when the front door is barged in and not a moment later, a scowling Monica stands before us with Rivers on her heels. “What the hell is this?” she demands, taking in the comfortable way Noah sits beside me and the way my crossed leg brushes against his, though it’s not like that was intentional. The couch wasn’t exactly made for four. 
 
    Noah groans and pushes his way up off the couch. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he demands with a sharp glare. 
 
    “I’ve been calling you all afternoon,” she tells him as her eyes flick back to mine. “I want to go to Blake’s party, but I guess it’s clear what you’ve been doing…or who you’ve been doing.” 
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh. I don’t need this shit. Besides, I’ve been here a while. Perhaps it’s time to get home. “I’m out,” I announce. 
 
    “Good idea,” Rivers says, his eyes glaring into mine. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Monica grunts as Noah spins around to face me. “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, but Noah quickly steals my attention. “I’ll drive you home,” he tells me. 
 
    “What?” Monica shrieks. “No way in hell.” 
 
    Noah practically growls at her. “For fuck’s sake, Monica. We’re over. Get it through your thick head, and while you’re at it, you can fuck right off out of here.” 
 
    Woah. There’s that lethal, scary as shit guy I’ve been expecting all afternoon. 
 
    “We’re not over,” she tells him. 
 
    Noah groans and I grab Tully’s Kindle off the coffee table before heading for the door. “Wait up,” Noah says.  
 
    I turn back around to face him. “No, it’s cool,” I say, my eyes flicking back to Monica with an amused grin. “You clearly have shit to deal with.” 
 
    “I’ll drive her,” Tully says a moment later, getting up off the couch and quickly ushering me out the door. Noah follows us out, despite Monica’s high-pitched wails and closes the door on the drama within. 
 
    “Um,” he says with a cringe. “Sorry about that. I would have locked the door if I knew she was coming.” 
 
    “It’s cool, it’s not your fault,” I tell him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Noah nods and with that, Tully and I are dropping down into her car with Rivers coming out to stand beside Noah, instantly getting in his face. “Sorry you had to see that,” Tully says as she pulls out of her driveway. 
 
    “It’s no problem,” I say, unable to leave without casting my eyes over Noah one last time. “Watching Monica sweat was actually pretty entertaining.” 
 
    Tully cringes. “I should warn you,” she starts as she takes off down the road, “if Monica thinks you’re interested in Noah, she’s going to make your life a living hell.” 
 
    “It’s just as well I’m not interested in him.” 
 
    Tully glances across at me before a knowing grin takes over. “Uh huh,” she murmurs, not buying it for one second, and I guess she’d be right as if I’m honest, there’s something extremely intriguing about my new tattooed stalker.  
 
    “Well, from the looks of it, Rivers isn’t going to let me get close enough anyway, so there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Don’t stress about Rivers,” she murmurs, keeping her eyes on the road. “He just doesn’t like change. He’s… protective. But doesn’t matter what he thinks anyway. Noah was the one who brought you in which means you’ve gotten his stamp of approval, and I like you, so as far as I’m concerned, everything’s cool.” 
 
    Tully drops me off a few minutes later before disappearing back down the road. I make my way inside and for the first time in eight months, I find myself excited to go to school tomorrow. 
 
    I don’t know what’s happening here. I don’t know what to think about Noah or the reason behind his attention, but I do know that for the first time in a long time, someone showed me kindness, and not only that, I think I might even have a friend in Tully. 
 
    I’m confused, but it’s a welcome confusion because it means something is finally looking up for me. I just hope this is a good thing and that I’m not making a mistake by letting Noah worm his way into my world.  Who knows, come tomorrow, he’ll probably forget all about me. 
 
    With a sigh, I head down to my room and drop down onto my bed before pulling out Tully’s Kindle. After searching through it for a while and finding out how the hell it works, I pull up the book version of ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ and let the pages take me away while wondering what tomorrow holds. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I push my way through the door of Miss Jameson’s classroom for my lunchtime detention. Apparently, she was a bit pissed that I’d skipped out on yesterday’s detention and was more than happy to hand me another detention slip the second I walked into homeroom this morning. 
 
    I can’t even complain. I’m having a pretty good day. 
 
    I haven’t seen or spoken to Noah today, but just having that day with him yesterday was enough to brighten my spirits despite the disgruntled looks I keep getting from Monica, and the hissing that comes from Candice. 
 
    I just don’t give a shit. Noah Cage made me feel human again and I’m going to hold onto that feeling for as long as I can because no matter what, those bitchy cows can’t take it away from me. 
 
    I give Miss Jameson a beaming smile as I waltz past her and I have to smother a laugh at the way she blanches at me. I don’t think I’ve smiled at a teacher since Kaylah and Jackson up and left. Besides yesterday with Noah and Tully, I doubt I’ve smiled at all. 
 
    At this point, I don’t even care if neither one of them talk to me again, I’m just thankful that their kindness was able to shine a little light on the shadows that seem to have taken over my world. Though, it would be nice if it could become a regular occurrence. I mean, I haven’t exactly had much human interaction since… you know. Spending the afternoon with them was refreshing. I’ll even admit that listening to Tully and Rivers bickering was extremely entertaining, despite the lethal death glare I got from him. 
 
    I find a seat amongst the handful of other students who managed to land themselves a lunchtime detention and chuckle to myself when I realize that Miss Jameson’s eyes are still cautiously watching me. She looks extremely suspicious and when I glance up and give her another smile, she can’t help but question me. “Is everything alright, Henley?” 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I don’t actually lie when I answer this question. “Yes, actually,” I say. “It is.” 
 
    She studies me for another brief moment before deciding she must like what she sees and smiles back at me. Miss Jameson is quite young so I wouldn’t put it past her to keep up with the gossip of her students. No doubt she knows all about the drama in my life and from the relief shining through her eyes, I’d dare say she’s happy for me. 
 
    After spending the night reading all about Mr. Grey, I can’t help but reach for Tully’s Kindle. As my fingers wrap around the cool tablet, the door swings open.  
 
    My mouth drops. 
 
    My eyes narrow. 
 
    My stomach begins to flutter. 
 
    Noah Cage walks in looking as though he’s so damn hot, the ground must melt where he walks. He strides past Miss Jameson’s desk like he’s walked into detention every day of his life, and even she can’t help but roam her eyes quickly over his muscly, tattooed arms. 
 
    As he turns to walk up the row of students, his eyes rise from the ground. He scans over the chairs, looking for a place to sit when his eyes connect with mine. Shock registers for a second before a pleased grin etches itself onto his sunkissed face. “Fancy meeting you here,” he says, cutting across the row and kicking out the chair beside me. 
 
    He drops down and leans back in the chair, shooting his long legs out under the desk and well and truly invading the space of the girl in front. “Are you really surprised?” I question. 
 
    He chuckles as he shakes his head. “Not in the least,” he says. “What crime did you commit?” 
 
    Miss Jameson’s voice rings loudly from the front of the room. “Do I need to remind you two that you are currently serving a lunchtime detention? Keep your mouths closed or you’ll find yourselves back in here tomorrow.” 
 
    Noah’s grin seems to widen as he silently chuckles to himself. I see in his eyes that he’s more than ready to continue this conversation, but something is holding him back. Perhaps he doesn’t want to risk getting me in trouble? I don’t know, but either way, I’m grateful. I’m not exactly thrilled about having a conversation with him as the rest of the students listen in. 
 
    Noah grabs his phone and I go for the Kindle while finding that strange comfort in sitting beside him which I found on the couch yesterday. 
 
    How does he do this? 
 
    The door opens and this time, I couldn’t give a shit who’s come to detention. Only, I probably should have looked up considering the fact that the person comes to a stop right beside me as a frustrated groan comes from my other side. 
 
    An irritating voice clears and I glance up, bypassing the tiniest skirt I’ve ever seen. Monica crosses her arms over her chest and raises an eyebrow, giving me a look that I’ve come to recognize as the one the bitchy girls use to get their way. This one, in particular, is the ‘get the hell out of my seat so I can sit beside my boyfriend’ glare. 
 
    When I don’t move, she clears her throat again. 
 
    “Is there a frog in your throat?” I question, glancing up at her and feigning concern as the comment makes my stomach drop with the realization that I forgot to feed my goldfish, Frog, this morning. I’ll have to give the guy a little extra attention when I get home. “You should go get yourself a drink of water.” 
 
    Noah smothers a laugh, probably dreading the shit she’ll give him for that later as she glares down at me. “You’re in my seat,” Monica demands. 
 
    My eyes widen in mock horror. “Oh, gosh. Really?” I gasp. “I didn’t realize. Let me just go out of my way so the princess can get whatever the fuck she wants.” 
 
    Monica scowls down at me. “You better move,” she says trying to appear terrifying, though she should know that shit doesn’t work on me. 
 
    “Or what?” I question as Noah casually puts his arm over the back of my seat as if to say he’d rather sit by me. “You’ll try to pull out my hair like Candice did yesterday? You’ll taunt me? Tease me? Drag my name through the mud? Well, guess what? Your little antics don’t work on me. So, I suggest you go and find somewhere else to park your ass before you really start to piss me off.” 
 
    Monica clenches her jaw as she sucks in a hard breath. I watch her hands clenching into fists at her side before she raises her eyes over my head at Noah. “Come on,” she says. “We’ll sit up front.” 
 
    I look back over at Noah who glances at me then back to Monica. “Nah,” he says. “I’m good here.” 
 
    “Are you serious, right now?” she shrieks. 
 
    “Monica,” Miss Jameson reprimands. “Take a seat and make it fast.” 
 
    She lets out a loud huff before storming away and falling down into her chair, making a point that she’s damn pissed right now.  
 
    “Fuck me,” Noah murmurs under his breath, astonished by her attitude. If she was my kid…damn, I don’t even know what I’d do. 
 
    I glance across at Noah to find one of those sexy half smirks that boys do and the butterflies instantly start swirling around my stomach. I try my best to pulverize them. I can’t be crushing on Noah. He’s hot, flirty, and fun, but I don’t want to ruin it by crushing on him. The last time that happened, World War Three almost broke out. 
 
    I roll my eyes and glance back to the front of the room. “You’re seriously disturbed to have dated her for so long.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he grumbles before Miss Jameson looks back up at us with a warning deep in her eyes. 
 
    I zip my lips. I’m all for spending another detention beside Noah, but perhaps it would be better doing it outside of a stuffy classroom where his ex isn’t glaring daggers at me. 
 
    My phone buzzes in the back pocket of my skinny jeans and I do my best to raise my ass off the chair and slide the phone out of the too tight fabric. I unlock my phone to find a text message and my brows instantly pull down in confusion. 
 
    When the hell did I save his number in my phone? Or better yet, when did he save his number in my phone? 
 
    Noah – What landed you in jail, Spitfire? 
 
    I look across at him to find his curious eyes on mine, playful smirk on his lips, and one hell of a cocky attitude that says ‘yeah, I stole your phone and entered my number.’ 
 
    Henley – Skipped detention yesterday. You? When did you have a chance to steal my phone, btw? 
 
    Noah – Shit. My bad. Skipped class and missed a test. 
 
    I shake my head and scoff.  
 
    Henley – That should teach you to abduct me. 
 
    Henley – You didn’t answer my question. 
 
    Noah – First off. I didn’t abduct you. It’s not kidnapping if the kidnapee wanted to go, and second, it’s none of your business. 
 
    Henley – Of course, it’s my business. It’s my phone! Or has your ego gotten in the way of your common sense? 
 
    Henley – And I stand by what I said. It was a definite kidnapping. 
 
    Noah chuckles beside me and I can’t help looking across at him to find a smile that lights up his eyes as he types on his phone, completely knocking the air out of my lungs. 
 
    Good God, Noah Cage is so attractive, it should be illegal. What that sparkle in his eye did to me just now…wow.  
 
    Noah – Would it be kidnapping if I took you back to my place again this afternoon? 
 
    I suck in a breath. That sounds a bit like he was asking me out while also not asking me out. What does this mean and what the hell am I supposed to say to that? Crap, when all else fails, the Henley Bronx cocky attitude is the way to go. 
 
    Henley – Sounds an awful lot like you can’t get enough of me! 
 
    Noah – Shit! Your ego seems almost as big as mine. 
 
    Henley – Almost. 
 
    Noah - … 
 
    Noah – What do you say? 
 
    I swallow back and cringe. Maybe I should double check before I end up embarrassing myself. 
 
    Henley – This better not be your idea of a date. 
 
    Noah – Trust me, if I was taking you on a date, you’d fucking know it. Now, are you coming or not? Tully liked having a girl in the house. She needs more tough friends, not bitches like the ones she’s got now. 
 
    Henley – Will there be more Mr. Grey and popcorn? 
 
    Noah groans beside me. 
 
    Noah – Really? 
 
    Henley – No Mr. Grey = No deal. 
 
    Noah – Fine, but I ain’t watching that shit. 
 
    Henley – Then I guess I could do you a solid by showing my face. Wouldn’t want the pain of my rejection to make you ugly cry. 
 
    Noah’s chest gently vibrates with his silent laughter as his arm over the chair comes forward and lets his fingers brush across the skin of my shoulder, sending a jolt of electricity through me. I try to ignore it, but damn it, I’m not that strong. 
 
    I can’t help but wonder if he feels the fire too, or maybe it’s just something I’ve built up in my head. Yeah, it’s probably my imagination, the same way it was with Jackson. I have a habit of reading these kinds of situations wrong. 
 
    Noah – Spitfire… 
 
    I read over his message again and again. It’s just one word, yet it has the power to paralyze me. It holds a million different meanings and yet, here I am, trying to decipher just one as my heart races in my chest. 
 
    Why me? Why am I the girl he’s giving all this attention to? Why now? 
 
    This is too much for me to handle, but I can assure anyone who asks, there’s no doubt in my mind that the second the after school bell rings, I’ll be heading straight there to get another fix of this guy beside me. I have a feeling that this half hour next to him isn’t going to be anywhere near enough. 
 
    Not knowing how to respond, I place my phone back down on the desk and replace it with the Kindle, only now, there’s no way I’ll be able to concentrate on the pages in front of me, not with this guy sitting so close beside me. 
 
    I give it a try anyway. I read the page, and then I read it again. Not once taking in a single word. 
 
    I give up. This is pointless.  
 
    I put the Kindle back down and lean back into my chair, briefly forgetting that Noah’s arm is resting there. He doesn’t move it and I’m glad. I like it there. I like it, even more, when his fingers brush my skin. 
 
    I look across to find his smoldering eyes already on mine and I swear, I’d have to be a fool to think this is all part of my imagination. He’s right here and the chemistry and pull between us is real. Hell, it’s more than real. It’s staring me in the face, daring me to do something about it. 
 
    Only what? I barely know the guy. Do I make a move or wait him out? After pining over Jackson for so long and getting nowhere, I feel incredibly inexperienced right now. 
 
    I am so out of my element and my league, but something is growing inside me, a desperate need to see what this is between us. 
 
    Crap. Am I blushing right now?  
 
    I sit beside him in complete silence with my heart racing until our detention is over. The bell rings and I grab my things off the desk before pushing back out of my chair. My phone gets slipped back into my jeans pocket and I make my way out of the classroom with Noah right behind me.  
 
    “I hope I don’t have to see any of you tomorrow,” Miss Jameson calls out as the students file out of the room. 
 
    Candice is waiting for Monica just outside the classroom, and the second I step out and they lay eyes on me, it’s like an all-out war. “Well,” Candice says, roaming her eyes over me and taking in Noah right beside me. “Look who’s trying to bag herself a man.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and keep walking, only they follow right behind us. “You know,” Candice continues with a laugh, “it’s kind of pathetic. You don’t belong in this world. You’re a loser. Why don’t you go find someone else to sink your claws into? You know, someone a little more your speed.” 
 
    Noah looks back over his shoulder. “Knock it off,” he tells her. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she sputters. “You need to remember who you’re talking to.” 
 
    That stops Noah in his tracks and within the blink of an eye, he spins around and storms towards her. Candice’s eyes widen a fraction, but for the most part, she holds her own. It’s like the king and queen of Haven Falls facing off and I don’t doubt who the winner will be here. “You need to remember who you’re talking to,” Noah shoots back at her, using her own words against her. She begins to shrink back from him and I desperately wonder what kind of look is on his face to make her react this way. “Leave her the fuck alone or you’ll have me to deal with, and I can guarantee, just one word from me and you’ll lose your fucking crown.” 
 
    Woah. I’ve been forgetting what kind of power he has around here, but he’s right, he could crush her and leave her as the school reject in a matter of seconds, and clearly, she realizes this. Candice narrows her eyes on Noah as Monica huffs and narrows her eyes on me. 
 
    I briefly want to hate on the fact that he’s standing up for me when for the past eight months, I’ve been standing on my own two feet. I don’t need his protection, but at the same time, it’s kind of nice knowing someone has my back. 
 
    Noah turns back to me, throwing his arm over my shoulder and dragging me away, only Monica and Candice storm past us in one last show of superiority before walking ahead of us towards the cafeteria.  
 
    Noah scoffs under his breath as they strut off in front of us, swaying their hips as though they’re trying to prove some kind of point. Though I don’t know if the point is supposed to be made to me or to Noah. Either way, it doesn’t seem like either of us really give a shit. 
 
    “You ok?” he murmurs, pulling his arm in a little closer, drawing me into his side. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “Trust me, that shit wasn’t even the tip of the iceberg with those girls. I can handle it.” 
 
    “But you shouldn’t have to.” 
 
    “It is the way it is,” I tell him. “That’s just the price you pay for being me. Kaylah and I have been dealing with it for years. Believe me, if there was something I could have done to make it stop, I would have already done it. This is just my life.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he says. 
 
    “I don’t exactly find it a walk in the park either, but I’ve grown a thick skin.” 
 
    “I can make it stop,” he tells me. 
 
    I give him a grateful smile. “I don’t mean to crush that big ego of yours, but I seriously doubt it. If Jackson couldn’t make it stop, nobody can make it stop.” 
 
    Something flashes in his eyes that I can’t quite place. “You know, the sun doesn’t shine out of Jackson’s ass right?” he questions. “He’s just a guy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh. “I know that now.” 
 
    “So, that’s…over?” 
 
    “Over?” I laugh. “Are you subtly trying to ask me if I like anyone at the moment?” 
 
    His only response is a wide grin before his phone buzzes in his hand. He looks down at the screen before grinning back at me. “Duty calls,” he says, evading the questions like a pro. “Got to go.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I laugh before he jogs off towards the student parking lot where I notice Rivers joining him. 
 
    My stomach grumbles and I make my way into the cafeteria, desperate for something to eat. Though, if I was smart, I would have brought myself a sandwich or something a little more enticing than the cafeteria food. 
 
    As I step through the door, the two bitches in front of me instantly turn and force me into the corner of the cafeteria, hidden mostly by the big double doors. “Listen, Bitch,” Monica starts, getting in my face and deciding to take point on this one. Though, it’s not the first time she’s been in my face and I’m sure as hell it won’t be the last. “Consider this your warning. Noah is mine and I don’t like filth like you moving in on him. So, understand this now, he’s not interested in you. You’re like some kind of pity project to him. Move along.” 
 
    “You done?” I question, pushing off the wall and getting right back in her face. “Noah came to me. Noah was the one who stepped in yesterday. Noah was the one who took me back to his place and Noah was the one who broke up with you. So, why don’t you understand this – he’s done with you.” 
 
    Her face flames and I push a little more. “You’re old news. It’s just a matter of time before you make your way through all the guys in school, and guess what? No one wants an old, used up whore, and that’s all they see you as.” 
 
    Her hand pulls up and barrels towards my face, but I’ve been here before. It’s the only move she’s got.  
 
    I pull back and catch her wrist in my hand before punching out and getting her right in the gut, instantly winding her. If I was outside of school, I probably would have followed it up with an ass whooping, but for being inside the school grounds, this will have to do. Besides, it’s enough to let her know who’s got the upper hand here.  
 
    Monica straightens herself up and I slam her hand back into her chest, pushing her back a few steps. “Next time come a little more prepared,” I tell her. 
 
    I step away, sure that Monica and Candice are gawking after me. I mean, they’ve both given me the occasional slap for speaking out of line, but I’ve never quite fought back like that, and to be honest, it felt good. 
 
    Tully barrels into me, catching me by the shoulders. “Shit, are you okay?” she questions with her eyes roaming over me. “That was a dangerous move you just made.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I agree. 
 
    “You’ve just put a massive target on your back.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Is it any different from the one I placed there yesterday?” I laugh. “Now, what’s to eat? I’m starving.” 
 
    Tully lets out a sigh and shakes her head. “I knew senior year was going to exciting.” 
 
    “It’s only just begun.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I’ve been here every night this week and I love it. Noah and Tully’s place is quickly becoming my own. They welcomed me in like family and neither of them has let me leave. Especially Noah after Tully filled him in on the ass whooping I handed out on Wednesday. Rivers though, while he’s welcoming, there’s still something there. Something uneasy. 
 
    Noah’s parents, Violet and Eddison, are freaking awesome. They don’t give a shit that I’ve become part of the furniture and they completely go out of their way to make me feel comfortable. When Tully blurted out that I was all alone at home for the week, Violet insisted on me staying over and when I ensured her that I was alright, she then insisted on sending Eddison over to make sure my house was locked up properly at night. Like I said, I’m part of the furniture now and I’m loving it. 
 
    Hell, yesterday I tried to go home so I could get a few chores done and Noah was there not a moment later, kidnapping me and dragging me back to his place. I’d like to say that I went kicking and screaming, but let’s be real, I practically dove head first through the window of his Camaro and impatiently waited for him to walk around the front of the car. 
 
    Apparently, the whole school is talking about it. I hadn’t realized at the time but when at least one person is witness to the queens of Haven Falls being put in their place, word seems to travel, like fast, and they’re not happy about it. 
 
    I stand in Tully’s room, staring at myself in the mirror as she rifles through her closet, pulling out little black dress after little black dress and hauling them across the room at me. “What about this one?” she asks, pulling out another. 
 
    I glance across and cringe. What was I thinking? I agreed to go to a party with her tonight, but she said in order for her to be the designated driver, I had to get dressed up. I’ve only been trying on dresses for ten minutes and I’m already missing my ripped jeans and boots. 
 
    Though, when she suggested I wear a pair of heels, I drew the line. There will be no heels for me, not unless she wants to drive me to the emergency room with a broken ankle. 
 
    My eyes rake over the dress she holds up. It’s just a bit shorter than the one I’m wearing now, but at least this one doesn’t plunge down between my boobs. “Fine,” I tell her, deciding I’d rather flash my ass than my tits all night.  
 
    I strip off the skanky dress and pull the partially skanky one over my head before tugging it into place. Tully and I are the same size, but she doesn’t quite have the rack that I’ve got, so when this dress finally comes into place, my chest is nearly busting at the seams and threatening to spill out of the tight fabric.  
 
    I look myself up and down in the mirror and even I have to admit that I look damn good. 
 
    I fluff my hair a bit and let the golden strands fall straight down my back before pulling my leather jacket over the top, despite Tully’s objections. I mean, just because I’m wearing a dress doesn’t mean I have to freeze all night. I don’t care what those other girls like to do, I’m a little more practical than that. 
 
    I pull my boots back on and grin. I look badass while also looking like a damn fox. I like it. I wonder why I never tried this little black dress thing before. Hell, I look like the perfect arm candy for Noah. 
 
    Shit. I shouldn’t be thinking like that. There’s been a shitload of flirting, but nothing serious. He’s just playing with me, getting my hopes up. 
 
    “Where are the boys?” I ask, distantly realizing that the house seems a little too quiet. After spending every afternoon here since Tuesday, I’ve come to realize that no matter what, this house is always generating some kind of noise. Whether it be from Tully blasting music in her room, the boys competing like idiots against one another on the PlayStation, the cars being worked on in the driveway, or the TV on as background noise. 
 
    The boys had disappeared again yesterday afternoon and I didn’t bother asking where they’d gone as Tully suggested heading down to the beach, but now that they’re not here again, the curiosity is getting to me. 
 
    Tully steps up beside me in the mirror and bumps me across with her hip before leaning in real close to start on her mascara and eyeliner. “They’re at Noah’s race,” she says, holding her mouth open as she applies the makeup. 
 
    “Race?” I question, momentarily forgetting about the whole illegal racing thing he likes to do and silently kicking myself. I would have loved to go and watch him. I’ve been there a few times last year when he raced, but I was never really watching. I wasn’t invested in what went on in his life, but now… things are changing. 
 
    “Do you ever go?” I ask her as I rummage through her huge box of make up for a black eye shadow. 
 
    “Sometimes,” she tells me. “But it’s not really my thing. Watching him go around a track is actually kind of boring. You know, once you’ve seen him do it, you don’t need to see it again.” 
 
    “Oh, ok,” I say, trying to sound like I couldn’t care less while continuing to rummage. 
 
    “Why?” she questions, watching me in the mirror with slight suspicion. “Did you want to go?” 
 
    I keep my eyes trained down. “No, I just… I don’t know,” I sigh with a cringe before looking up and deciding to be honest about it, “maybe.” 
 
    “You’re starting to like him, aren’t you?” 
 
    Another cringe, not wanting to admit it because the last time I liked a friend’s brother, it ended up ruining a good thing. “I think so.” 
 
    She nods in understanding as a smile pulls at her lips. “I knew it,” she says. “But don’t worry, he never invites me to his races because he knows I find it boring. He probably just assumed you weren’t into it either.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” I tell her. “I’m not into racing…” 
 
    “But you’re into him and want to swoon over the Haven Falls bad boy while he dominates the track?” 
 
    “Damn it,” I laugh. “I really do.” 
 
    “You’re such an idiot,” she chuckles, lighting up the screen of her phone and double checking the time. “He’s probably racing about now, so we won’t make it tonight, but we’ll go next week for sure.” 
 
    I groan to myself. That shouldn’t make me so happy. “K,” I grumble before focusing back on the make up box. I find the eyeshadow and get started on doing myself up. I used to do my make up quite a bit in the hopes of impressing a certain somebody, but after all that shit, I stuck with just using mascara, and that’s if I can remember to put it on. Standing here beside Tully, doing such a typical girl thing is so damn refreshing. I’ve missed this. 
 
    “Hey,” I say as I apply a little bronzer. Tully looks to me with a strange curiosity and I realize that my tone came across way too suspicious, but I might as well go for it. The question has been bugging me all week. “Does Noah actually put chili powder in everything?” 
 
    “What?” she barks out with a sharp laugh. “No, he can’t stand the stuff.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Why?” she says, getting back to adding a well-practiced wing to her eyeliner. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “I get the feeling the moron was messing with me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past him,” she laughs. “Now, hurry up. I feel like dancing.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Tully and I are climbing up into her Jeep before she jams the keys in the ignition and turns. Her car starts up and along with it comes the deafening sound from the sound systems that Noah had insisted he install for her. Apparently, it was some kind of eighteenth birthday present. I can just imagine what their eighteenth birthday would have looked like. Crazy, epic, and intense probably doesn’t even start to cover it. 
 
    We pull up at a party a few minutes later and I find myself curiously looking around. Call me nosey, but I’ve never been here before and I’ve always found it fascinating to see how others live. Hell, maybe as the party gets going, I’ll even snoop around a little. 
 
    This place belongs to one of the many cheerleaders of Haven Falls and is one of the bigger places around here. Most of the houses in this part of the world are cramped and don’t offer much space. I’m fortunate enough that it’s only me and dad living at my place, so the whole ‘cramped’ thing doesn’t bother me, but for a bigger family, it would probably be an issue. 
 
    Tully grabs my hand and practically hauls me towards the front door. There are people littering the street and already a couple getting nasty in the bushes. “What’s your poison?” Tully asks, glancing across at me with a curious smirk. 
 
    “I’m definitely a Vodka girl,” I tell her. “Though, it’s been a while.” 
 
    “Well, it’s time to get reacquainted,” she laughs, grabbing the door and hauling it open as though she’s been here a million times. Tully Cage isn’t a stranger to a good party and I have a feeling I’m in for a wild night. “Tonight is going to get messy.” 
 
    Hell yes. That’s exactly what I need. 
 
    Kaylah and I used to come to this shit all the time. We lived for it. It was one party after another despite the bitches who tried to make those parties a living hell. We loved it. It was our way of letting off steam from another shitty week. But tonight, this isn’t letting off steam, more like celebrating feeling human again. 
 
    Speaking of…I wonder if Noah will be coming tonight? 
 
    I walk with Tully through the house and can’t help but glance at the bodies all around me as the cigarette smoke begins to sting my eyes. These are the people who have teased and tormented me for the past few years, and no doubt, the ones who have tried to tear me down over the past few months are probably hiding here somewhere too, just waiting for me to show my face so they can do it all over again. 
 
    As I make my way through the house with Tully dragging me along, those eyes fall on me and I brace myself for a verbal smackdown, yet it never comes. They simply look away and mind their own damn business as though me walking into this party was a non-event. I mean, what? That is not the kind of shit I am used to, but I could definitely get used to it. 
 
    Not being called out for not belonging was actually kind of nice. 
 
    Maybe it has something to do with the fact that Tully’s hand is wrapped around mine and Noah has been glued to my side all week with Rivers never too far away. Maybe that deems me socially acceptable. Who the hell knows? 
 
    Tully and I break through the grinding bodies and find a table filled to the brim with drinks. I usually bring my own to these kinds of things. You know, you can never be too sure when it comes to alcohol, especially in Haven Falls. We’re not particularly known for being the safest community. There are definitely some major douchebags around here, all of whom are either into some heavy shit or into dealing that heavy shit. No doubt, that will be going on in some discreet corner of this house tonight. It’s inevitable in Haven Falls. 
 
    Tully reaches for some cups and grabs an open bottle of Vodka and I shake my head before replacing the bottle with a brand new, unopened one. She rolls her eyes at my cautiousness, but nonetheless, takes the bottle from me and gets to work creating the strangest concoction I’ve ever seen. 
 
    She hands it over to me and waits patiently as I take a cautious sip. “Shit, that’s actually good,” I tell her, surprised. 
 
    Tully gasps in mock horror. “Did you doubt me?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I laugh. “To be honest, I’m surprised I’m not frothing at the mouth yet.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and starts making her own non-acholic version of the drink. “First off, you should have a little more faith in my abilities, and secondly, Noah would probably kick my ass if I let anything happen to you while he and Rivers aren’t here to be some overprotective, macho, dimwits.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin. I can just imagine what they’d be like looking out for his sister at parties like this. 
 
     Before I know it, Tully grabs the bottle of Vodka off the table and hauls me along after her. “What are you doing?” I laugh as we bump into bodies from every angle. 
 
    “I have a feeling you won’t drink if we don’t keep an eye on this bottle,” she explains, holding it up and giving it a wiggle. “And I really want to get you drunk.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” I groan. “I’m more than happy to get drunk, but if I wake up naked in a gutter somewhere with a tattoo of your brother’s face on my ass, you’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Noted,” she laughs. “But let it be known, if you were going to get a drunk tattoo on your ass, it’ll be my face, not Noah’s,” she explains before looking back over her shoulder with a mischievous sparkle in her green eyes. “Though, he’d sure get a kick out of his face on your ass. Maybe we should head to the tattoo parlor after this.” 
 
    “Oh, hell,” I groan. “I’m going to die tonight. I can just see the headlines tomorrow. ‘Haven Falls teen - Tragic death at hands of best friend. Did she or didn’t she?’” 
 
    “Ooooh,” she smiles wide with bright eyes. “I’ll be famous. Do you think they’ll put in a headshot too?” 
 
    A body slams into us and we both stumble back a step. I latch onto Tully as she does the same for me and we somehow manage to right each other as both of our drinks get splashed across our chests. Tully’s hand comes up and shoves at the guy fumbling around before us. “Hey, watch it,” she demands, managing to make herself appear as though she’s a hundred feet tall. Though, I guess when you’re part of a pack, you need to know how to hold your own. 
 
    The guy spins around and I find myself scowling at Spencer Jones, the douchebag who splashed dirty rainwater all over me on Tuesday morning. “Oh, shit,” he chuckles, clearly already wasted. “Didn’t see you ladies there.” 
 
    “Maybe next time you’ll watch where you’re going or you just might end up with my fist in your face.” 
 
    “Calm down, Tullz,” he says. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “You don’t get to call me that anymore.” 
 
    A softness creeps into his eyes, but it’s gone a second later as he rolls his eyes towards me. He looks me over with a hungry curiosity. “Who the hell are you?” he questions with a sly grin. “You new around here?” 
 
    Tully scoffs as I arch an eyebrow. “You’ve got to be kidding me, right?” I ask. “I’ve been at the same school as you for years.” His brows furrow, but I’m not about to let this asshat off the hook. “Just Tuesday morning you drove through a puddle, sending water all over me and instantly ruined my day as you and your jockstrap friends howled like the animals that you are.” 
 
    “What?” Tully gasps in outrage. 
 
    Recognition dawns in his eyes. “Oh, shit. That was you?” he cringes, wide eyed. “You know, I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Spencer,” I say, calling him out and taking another sip of my liquid courage. “You darted to the side of the road and hit that puddle like it was the answer to all of life’s big questions.” 
 
    His face scrunches up and I prepare myself for whatever bullshit is about to come out of his mouth, only, he shocks me once again. “Alright, yeah,” he says with a sigh. “I did it on purpose, but only because I had the boys in the car, and well, you know how it is with us boys. If I didn’t do it, they would have called me a pussy.” 
 
    I can’t help but scoff again. “And that’s supposed to make it ok?” 
 
    “Well, no,” he says, stepping into me and taking my waist as his eyes become hooded. “Let me make it up to you.” 
 
    I bring my hand up and press it against his wide chest before pushing him back a step. “If you think you have even the slightest chance of getting with me, you’re seriously disturbed.” 
 
    “Come on, babe,” he says. “I promise, I’ll make it worth your time.” 
 
    “No thanks, Spencer. I’d rather gouge my eyes out with rusty nails.” 
 
    He laughs as though the insult doesn’t affect him. “Your loss.” 
 
    “Quit while you’re behind, Spence,” Tully says before taking my hand and hauling me away with a jerk, making me spill my drink once again. It’s a good thing Tully has the refill on hand because, at this rate, I’m going to need it sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me what he did?” she seethes over the loud music as she pulls me out the back door to where people are crowding the backyard. “I would have done something about it.” 
 
    “I’m not some kind of charity. I can handle this shit on my own,” I tell her. “And besides, you’re the first girl who’s talked to me in months. Why would I start off with ‘the school jock is a douchebag?’” 
 
    She lets out a groan. “You should have told me.” 
 
    “You should have told me that something went down between you and Spencer,” I fight back, throwing the attention on her. 
 
    Her eyes widen. “What? How did you… never mind.” 
 
    “Spill it,” I tell her as I spot somewhere for us to sit down. 
 
    Tully waits until we’re happily seated and without the ears of people nearby before she comes out with her hard truth. “Spence and I…” cringe. “We sort of dated over the summer, but don’t tell Noah. He’ll kill me if he found out. He and Spencer aren’t exactly on great terms.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek. “Are you kidding? Why the hell would you date Spencer Jones?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, but he’s actually a really nice guy. He’s just a little too caught up in the whole ‘appearing as a typical jock’ to be popular.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I grunt. 
 
    “No, really. He’s sweet and mostly has a kind heart. He can just be a little stupid when he drinks and lets his friends get in his ear.” 
 
    “Ok,” I laugh. “I’ll have to take your word for it because I don’t really care to spend time with the guy to find out.” 
 
    “Good plan,” she tells me. “The guy has a way with words to make any girl believe she wants him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have a feeling his usual bullshit won’t work on me.” 
 
    “Just remember I warned you.” 
 
    “And you remember that I brushed you off.” 
 
    Tully shakes her head and refills my cup with Vodka. “Come on,” she tells me. “Throw that back and then we’re dancing all freaking night.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Tully and I sway on the dance floor and I’m more than happy to report that my old friend Vodka is working its magic through my body and helping me forget that my life is a complete and utter mess. 
 
    The music pulses around me and the fact that I’m surrounded by people who have tormented me over the past few years is completely lost on me. I don’t give a shit that they’re here partying with me. All that matters is the way my body moves across the dance floor as I lose myself to the music. 
 
    This is perfect. It’s exactly what I’ve been needing over the past few months. The fact that I’m doing it with someone I call a friend just makes it that much better. Tully laughs and by now, she’s forgotten that she was supposed to be driving and is just as lost to Vodka as I am, which probably means we’ll be walking back to her place tonight, but that’s fine by me. All it means is that our fun can be prolonged that much more. 
 
    I bark out a laugh as Tully fucks up a dance move that has her falling on her face and eating dirt. I go to reach down and help her up when a shoulder is charged into mine, throwing me back a step as pain pulses through my shoulder. “What do you think you’re doing here?” Queen bitch Candice questions as Tully gets herself up behind her. 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” Monica finishes for her as though the two of them couldn’t possibly confront someone by themselves. 
 
    “I might not belong here, but I know for a fact that you two don’t,” I shoot back. “The whorehouse is down the road. They don’t usually take trash like you two, but I’m sure they’ll make an exception for the kinds of tricks you guys like to offer. Two for the price of one?” I say, referring to the rumor that’s going around school for the last few days that subtly suggests the two of them got down and dirty with Eric Johnston in the locker room. 
 
    Candice scowls while Monica’s face flames, telling me she’s my main problem here. After all, she thinks I’m stealing her boyfriend away; while Candice simply just doesn’t like me for shit that went down ages ago. 
 
    Monica steps forward and gets right in my face. “You better watch yourself, trash.” 
 
    “Or what?” I fire back, stepping back into her and smirking at the way she wobbles on her hooker heels. 
 
    A big arm curls around my waist and I’m just moments from shooting my ass back and nailing the guy in the junk for touching me when that strange familiarity comes over me. I’d bet every last dollar in my jewelry box that if I look down, I’d find a muscled, tattooed arm. And besides, from the jealousy pulsing through Monica’s eyes as she takes in the arm on my waist, it’s no secret who it is. 
 
    “I thought I told you two to leave her the fuck alone,” Noah’s low, rumbly voice growls over my shoulder. “She’s one of mine now,” he adds. “You fuck with one of us, you fuck with us all.” 
 
    Monica sucks in a sharp breath and I watch on with curious eyes as Candice reaches out and takes her elbow. “Come on,” she murmurs to Monica, clearly seeing that pursuing this couldn’t possibly end well for them. “She’s not worth it.” 
 
    With that, Candice drags her away and I find myself turning around in Noah’s arm as he refuses to drop it from my waist. “One of yours, huh?” 
 
    A wide grin spreads across his face as he looks down at me, studying my face. “You look fucking gorgeous,” he tells me. 
 
    The force of his intense gaze has me wobbling on my feet and he tightens his strong arm around me, holding my body close to his. A second later, his eyes narrow suspiciously. “Are you drunk?” he questions. 
 
    I shake my head, unable to stop the smile. I mean, damn. Being in his arms is so thrilling. “Not quite,” I tell him. “But it won’t take much.” 
 
    Noah’s head snaps up as he looks over my shoulder at his sister who’s currently fending off Rivers’ grabby hands. “Why’d you let her drink so much?” 
 
    “Please,” Tully scoffs. “She should be drinking more. The girl seriously needs to relax after the shit Monica keeps putting her through.” She raises her eyebrows. “I know what you could do to help her relax.” 
 
    Rivers scowls down at her as Noah shakes his head in exasperation. 
 
    I fight the laugh that threatens to come booming out of me. I wouldn’t mind a bit of relaxing, especially if it involves getting naked with Noah. Oh, God, I can just imagine the feel of his skin moving against mine. 
 
    Damn it. Head out of gutter, Henley. 
 
    A shiver takes over my body and before I know it Noah’s mouth is at my ear. “Are you cold?” 
 
    I shake my head, secretly hating my traitorous body. “No,” I smile. “I’m good. Better than good.” I realize after the words come out just how flirty and forward I sound, but I shrug it off. I seriously don’t care. I’m having fun and besides, what harm could a little shameless flirting do? 
 
    Noah’s body begins to move against mine and it doesn’t take a genius to work out that he’s dancing with me, but my god, I’m freaking melting. His knee pushes between my thighs and I find myself grinding down onto him as our bodies move in a sensual dance. 
 
    It’s as though only we exist in this moment. It’s just me and him, not a soul around us. Completely lost to each other. 
 
    God, I want so much more right now. 
 
    I knew something was going on between us as the week went on, that much was clear; however, neither of us have actually admitted it out loud. There’s been shameless flirting and ‘accidental’ brushes of fingertips across my burning skin, but not once have either of us actually said that this is happening, that this pull between us actually means something, and that this is what we want. 
 
    That first day was filled with confusion but as each day went by, the confusion morphed into belonging and now that belonging is changing into need and desire. Hell, I don’t know if Noah is just flirting for a bit of fun, but to me, this is something more, and right now, it’s damn hard to deny. 
 
    His body calls to mine and it’s like an electric current running through my veins, drawing me to him and making me wonder what his lips taste like. 
 
    This is ridiculous. I find it hard to comprehend that it’s even happening. This week has been a page out of a fiction novel. It couldn’t be real. This stuff isn’t reality for me. I feel like I’ve been living in some kind of fantasy world where the loser girl actually gets the popular guy. I should stop imagining it, that way when my hopes and dreams are inevitably crushed, it won’t hurt as bad. 
 
    This is dangerous territory. Letting myself feel for a guy like Noah could only get me hurt. I should back away slowly, but that magnetic field between us is holding me close. 
 
    Noah’s hand winds down my arm until he’s clutching my hand in his and I don’t miss the way Rivers’ eyes zone in on the touch. “Come on,” he murmurs before leading me off the dance floor. 
 
    I let him pull me away and follow as he winds through the throng of people and straight out the back door. He walks around the side of the house to where darkness shadows over us. 
 
    Nobody is around here and I feel like, for the first time since having lunch at my place, we’re truly alone. 
 
    The butterflies take flight in my stomach as his thumb runs over my knuckles, making me feel all levels of weak. 
 
    I’m in trouble here. 
 
    I can’t like Noah Cage, but not liking him is impossible. He’s simply incredible and not to see where this goes would be a crime. 
 
    With the darkness covering us, Noah comes to a stop and winds his arm back around my waist before pressing me up against the side of the house, pinning me there with his strong body. 
 
    My knees feel like jelly as we silently watch each other, wondering what’s going to come from this moment. My heart pounds and I can’t help my hand sliding up his body and taking possession of his wide chest only to feel his heart racing just as fast as mine. 
 
    What is this? 
 
    There’s enough light coming from the house that I can see those intense green eyes boring into mine. His free hand comes up and takes my chin between his thumb and forefinger before tilting it up. He watches my lips as though he might die without them. 
 
    I bite my lip as the anticipation gets the best of me. If he doesn’t kiss me soon, I think I might scream. I need it more than my next breath. 
 
    Noah’s thumb reaches up and frees my lip from the confines of my teeth before he leans in ever so slowly.  
 
    His fingers release my chin before they slide around the back of my neck, pulling me closer as his head continues to dip towards mine. I feel his breath on my face and I can’t help but close my eyes, preparing for a moment that is bound to change it all. 
 
    And then finally, his lips are pressing down on mine taking me home. 
 
    It’s a feeling I can’t describe. It’s like that moment in movies when the boy finally kisses the girl and the sky fills with fireworks. This is so much more than that. 
 
    My hand on his chest travels up around his neck and I find myself pulling him impossibly closer, desperately needing more as his lips move against mine. 
 
    His tongue brushes my lips and I welcome him in, moaning with the pure satisfaction of his kiss as his fingers squeeze my waist, making me feel more like a woman than any boy ever did. 
 
    How is it possible to feel so good? It’s like I’m floating. My soul is literally trying to pull free from my body and take me away. 
 
    Glorious. Awe-inspiring. Satisfyingly perfect. It’s pure pleasure in its finest form. I mean, this is just his kiss. I can’t even begin to imagine what else he can do. 
 
    I moan into him, giving him all of me in this moment. 
 
    All too soon, Noah pulls back ever so slightly, but leaves his forehead resting against mine. I want to cry out in devastation. How dare he break such a beautiful connection? 
 
    He breathes me in and I’m left with shaking legs, glad that he seems to still be holding me up, otherwise I’d be a gooey puddle of kissed mush on the ground. 
 
    Noah’s fingers squeeze the back of my neck and I look up into his green eyes that I‘ve never seen look so dark. “What is this?” he breathes, asking the question that I’ve been asking myself all week long. 
 
    I shake my head ever so slightly, still taking him in and coming to terms with the fact that I’ve just been kissed in a way that set my soul on fire. “I don’t know,” I whisper, feeling unbelievable comfort from the way his body is still pressed up against mine, keeping me cloaked from the world around us, “but I think I like it.” 
 
    His eyes light up and from the way he looks at me and touches me with such gentleness, it’s clear he feels this pull between us, just as strongly as I am.  
 
    “I’m going to kiss you again,” he warns, drawing me back in. 
 
    “I’d hate you if you didn’t,” I murmur just moments before his lips are back on mine, making those fireworks shoot straight back up into the sky. 
 
    I pull back to take a breath and without skipping a beat, his lips come down on the sensitive skin of my neck, making an intense desire shoot through me. 
 
    As if sensing my need, his knee pushes between my legs just as it had on the dance floor and I find instant relief at the pressure against my lady bits. Only that pressure brings on a need that can’t possibly be satisfied here against the side of the house, especially with clothes on. 
 
    “Noah,” I moan, missing the feel of his lips on mine, despite how sensual they feel on my neck. I bring my hands up and guide his face back to mine, and he’s more than happy to oblige my silent request. 
 
    When we finally break apart, panting for air to fill our lungs, he steps away from me as though it was the hardest thing he’s ever done. “Shit,” he grumbles. “If I keep touching you, I’m going to end up taking you right here against the wall.” 
 
    I grin as I watch his lust filled eyes roaming over my twisted dress. “I think I might just let you.” 
 
    He shakes his head with awe shining out of his eyes. “Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    “You took the words right out of my mouth.” 
 
    He grins that cocky grin. “And if you’re lucky, I’ll put something straight back in there.” 
 
    “If I’m lucky?” I laugh, loving how he teases while also not coming across like a perve as so many other guys do. “More like if you’re lucky,” I grumble. “Besides, I don’t think you could handle me.” 
 
    Fire burns in his eyes. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    “More like a dare.” 
 
    He steps into me once again. “You’re on, Spitfire.” 
 
    The second his hands touch me the desire comes back with a vengeance and I pull him back in. His lips crush down on mine and the smile on both our faces makes it hard, but nonetheless, we tough it out, making it work. 
 
    His hand grabs my thigh and I hitch it up over his hip, absolutely loving the way it gives him access to press himself more firmly against me. His hand slides down the back of my thigh and I groan as it reaches my ass, but what I love more is the way he holds it. He’s not just grabbing my ass, it’s like he’s claiming it. 
 
    “Henley?” My name is screamed out across the backyard by a familiar voice, making Noah groan into me. “Noah? Where the hell are y… Ewwwww,” Tully groans, spotting us against the side of the house, covered in shadows. “Really? Do you guys have to do that there?” 
 
    Noah doesn’t move his body off mine nor does he pull back, he simply turns his head to look at his sister. “Would you prefer we went home and did this on the couch that you lay on?” 
 
    Tully cringes as my face flames with embarrassment. “Yeah… you’re right. Carry on,” she tells us, spinning around and hurrying away as though what she just witnessed is now threatening to haunt her poor mind. 
 
    Noah turns back to me with a playful grin lighting up his mischievous face. “She’s going to have my balls for that later.” 
 
    “And so she should,” I laugh. “The poor girl was mortified.” 
 
    “It was worth it,” he chuckles, releasing my leg and giving me a chance to fix myself up, clearly letting me know the moment between us has passed. Though, it’s for the best. I was just about ready to throw myself at him for everyone to see. I can only imagine what something like that would do for my already incredible reputation. “A chance to mess with my sister is just too good to pass up.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and shake my head. “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders before taking my hand. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    With that, Noah leads me back around to the party where I find Tully waiting for me with another drink. “Here,” she says handing me the red cup as Noah grins at her like the Cheshire cat. “I figured you’d need this to wash down his foul taste and forget you just did that.” 
 
    I laugh as I take the cup and bring it up to my lips. The Vodka burns as it makes its way down my throat. I give her a big cheesy smile. “Actually,” I tell her. “Seems your brother knows exactly what he’s doing when it comes to pleasing a woman. I might just have to go back for seconds.” 
 
    Noah barks out a laugh as Tully’s face scrunches up in disgust. “Ugh,” she groans, pretending to gag. “You two were made for each other.” 
 
    I guess Noah was right, messing with Tully really is too good to pass up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I walk around my kitchen on Sunday afternoon daydreaming about… well, everything. But mainly Noah’s lips. I mean, they were intoxicating. Being in his arms was thrilling and I simply can’t wait to do it all over again. 
 
    Though that was two days ago and I haven’t really seen him since. We spent the rest of Friday night partying and then he drove me home, but with Rivers and Tully in the car, there wasn’t really a great goodbye. 
 
    I spent all day waiting to see if he’d text or call, hell maybe even show his face at my door, but nothing. Nada. Zilch. 
 
    It leaves me with way too many questions. Are we a thing or were we just messing around? This connection between us is was way too strong to deny and when his lips finally touched mine, it was everything… like, everything. At the risk of sounding like a pussy, the freaking stars aligned and the moon was knocking on my doorstep, ready to thrust its wonder upon me. 
 
    Gahhhhhhh! I hate feeling like this. You know, that weird in between, not knowing phase. I just want my damn answers and I want them delivered to me on a silver platter.  
 
    Is that too much? 
 
    You know what? I don’t care. 
 
    I try to get back to keeping myself busy so I stop thinking about it over and over… and over again. It’s literally driving me insane. I shouldn’t be focusing on this. If anything, it was just two friends hooking up and having a good time at a party. Why am I over thinking something that isn’t there? Only, there was something there. I felt it. 
 
    I guess the question is, did he feel it too? 
 
    What I wouldn’t give to explore this thing with him. What I also wouldn’t give to stick it to Monica in the process. I mean, that girl is a bitch. Hands down the most frustrating chick I’ve had to deal with in my life. Does she not understand that if she keeps coming at me, I’m going to end up giving her a smackdown that Haven Falls will remember for years to come? 
 
    I’m not usually a violent person but living in Haven Falls, you just learn to keep your nails trimmed in case you need to make a fist first thing in the morning. The weak don’t survive and everyone else? They only get by because they’re not afraid to put bitches in their place. Bitches just like Monica and Candice. I wonder how Tully would feel about delivering an ass whopping to Candice? We could take them both. Two for the price of one.  
 
    Damn it. There I go daydreaming about stupid shit again. I should be focusing on cleaning the house before dad gets home. Friday zoomed past with no sign of him and yesterday ticked by slowly as I moped around the house wishing for my killer hangover to fade into a distant nothing. I tried talking myself into reading, but the thought of looking at a little screen for the afternoon nearly had me bringing up chunks. 
 
    I pack away the dishes and wipe down the table before spending a good portion of the afternoon actually folding and putting away the laundry while catching up on Netflix.  
 
    This has generally been my life for the past few years. Don’t get me wrong, I love my dad to pieces, but when it comes to parenting, he’s kind of clueless. The second he realized I was old enough to press ‘go’ on the washing machine and put a little detergent into it without flooding the house with bubbles, doing the laundry basically became my chore. Next, was the general cleaning of our home, and soon after that, the cooking followed. 
 
    When you think about it, I’m more the parent around here, but I don’t mind because without me, dad would be eating meals out of a tin and wearing dirty clothes day in and day out. 
 
    God knows I love him, but I’ve never had to wonder why mom left. It’s pretty damn clear to me. The only question there is, why she would leave me too? 
 
    See, this is why I can’t be left alone with my thoughts for too long. They wander and eventually get me in trouble. I came to terms with the fact that mom left years ago, yet here I am, bringing up old issues because I’m terrified to get caught thinking about Noah again. 
 
    Because I know deep down, that at some point, he’s going to hurt me. I can feel it in my bones. 
 
    Everybody leaves me eventually. Mom up and left the second she could. Kaylah deserted me. Jackson took off without so much as a goodbye. And dad, well, with the way he works, he’s barely here anyway. 
 
    That just leaves Noah and Tully. 
 
    They’re all I’ve got at the moment, and I’m terrified of screwing it up. Having them around for the past week has reminded me of the girl I used to be. The one who wasn’t afraid to step out of the house every day. The one who was lively and happy, and good God, I want that back. 
 
    Something tells me that Noah has what it takes to bring that old girl back and help me to lose this depressive assrat that I’ve become. I need the old me back so desperately, but I can’t get there by myself. I need his help. 
 
    This past week with the twins has been incredible. I haven’t had such positive human interactions in so long. I can already feel the grave being dug for this pathetic version of myself. Maybe the old me didn’t die after all? 
 
    I lay down on my bed and reach for Tully’s Kindle once all the housework is done and the place is spotless. It’s such a good feeling, one that I know is going to disappear the second dad walks through the door, drops down into his recliner, and kicks off his boots, leaving them in the center of the living room, waiting for me to pick them up. Not to mention, when I have to unpack everything I just put away to cook dinner, but I guess that’s just the way of life. 
 
    Shit, there I go ranting again. I should just learn to accept things the way they are. 
 
    My phone chimes on my bedside table and I place the Kindle back down to replace it with my phone. I unlock the screen and stare down at it in confusion as a strange number stares back at me. 
 
    The only people who would be messaging me are Noah, Tully, possibly Rivers, and dad, yet I have all their numbers saved into my phone. 
 
    I open the text and my confusion slips away before it’s replaced with irritation. 
 
    Unknown – Babe, it’s Spencer. What do you say I take you out tonight? 
 
    I resist grinding my teeth together as I save his contact info and hit reply. 
 
    Henley – Bit late in the day to be asking me out. What happened? Did all the other girls cancel on you? Am I the consolation prize? How’d you get my number anyway? 
 
    Spencer – All questions I can answer at dinner. 
 
    Henley – Smooth! But, no thanks.  
 
    Spencer – Is this because of the whole puddle thing? I told you I’d make it up to you. 
 
    Fuck me. If buying a new phone wasn’t so damn expensive, I probably would have thrown this one across the room by now. I mean, is this guy for real? 
 
    Henley – No, it’s because of the whole 'I’m not interested' thing. 
 
    Spencer – Bullshit.  
 
    Henley – Alright, fine. Book a restaurant, get yourself all dressed up, and take your seat. We can play a game - How long will Spencer sit there alone before he realizes I wasn’t bullshitting? 
 
    Spencer - … 
 
    Spencer – You’re a bitch. 
 
    Henley – You’re a cocky asshole that allows your friends to dictate your life and can’t take no for an answer. 
 
    Spencer – Is that seriously what you think of me? 
 
    Henley – Have you ever led me to believe differently? 
 
    There is a few minutes pause before his next text comes through and I find myself waiting with bated breath, hoping the world isn’t about to blow up in my face. I can handle a catfight with the bitchy cheerleaders, but taking on the jocks at the same time; that’s probably more than I can handle at once. 
 
    Spencer – I guess you’re right. 
 
    Say what? Did King Jock just agree with me? 
 
    The vibrating sound of a heavy engine outside my bedroom window has me throwing down my phone and completely forgetting about the jock who hurt my friend. I bound out the door like an excited puppy seeing their owner after a long day at work. Only in this case, it’s an excited daughter seeing her father after nearly a week out on the road. 
 
    “Daddy,” I squeal as I slam my way out the front door to find his huge truck in the middle of reversing back into our narrow driveway. The way he drives this truck is incredible. I don’t know how he does it. Dad let me play around once to see if I could do it, but after the third time of nearly taking out the house, we decided enough was enough. 
 
    Dad’s window is down and I have no idea how he hears me over the roar of the engine, but he looks up and gives me one hell of a cheesy grin and a thumbs up. “Hey, Squish,” he hollers out the window before returning his attention to reversing this beast into our drive. 
 
    I walk down the back of the driveway to help direct him in, knowing the right-hand corner has a bit of a blind spot. Though he’s done it so many times before, he wouldn’t need my help, but there’s nothing quite like being helpful. 
 
    Dad finishes up reversing the big fucker and it seems to take forever, though I know as a general rule, dad does not do this slow. He is a freakin’ pro at this shit. I’m just a little impatient turd and can’t handle having to wait for what I want. 
 
    When dad finally jumps down from the truck, I crash into him, throwing my arms around his waist as he catches me in a massive bear hug. “Hey, Squish,” dad murmurs with affection as he pulls me in tight and practically crushes my head into his chest. 
 
    I brace my hands against him and give a hard push, freeing my head from the confines of his strong arms. “Missed you,” I grin. 
 
    “I know you did,” he tells me with his too sure attitude as he throws his arm over my shoulder and drags me towards the front door. “What’s been going on? Any news? Bills?” 
 
    “Nope. All taken care of,” I tell him. “Though, Mr. Morrison from two doors down came and accused me of stealing his cat.” 
 
    “His cat?” dad grunts. 
 
    “Yup,” I laugh. “Big…no, massive misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Henley,” dad scolds. 
 
    “What?” I shrug. “It’s not my fault the cat likes me better than that old fu-” 
 
    “Hey, watch it,” dad cuts me off before the insult can fly from my lips. He looks back over his shoulder to where his old pick up is sitting out the front. “How’s the truck? Did you get her fixed?” 
 
    We make our way inside the house and dad instantly drops down into his favorite recliner, leaving me to close the door behind us. “Yeah,” I tell him. “A friend helped me out so I didn’t have to pay for a mechanic.” 
 
    Dad’s head whips around at the word ‘friend.’ “Friend?” he questions with exaggerated curiosity, assuming this so-called ‘friend’ is a dude, seeing as though I said this ‘friend’ fixed the truck. I mean, I don’t see many chicks being able to do that shit, but if they can, hats off to them. 
 
    “Yes, dad,” I groan, dropping down into the opposite couch. “A friend.” 
 
    “Who is this friend?” 
 
    “He’s just a guy from school. We’ve been hanging out this week.” 
 
    His eyes widen in horror. “Here?” he gaps. “Tell me you haven’t been having boys over? I’m cool with you finally making friends, but I’m not ready to have no kids running ‘round me ankles.” 
 
    “Chill out,” I laugh, trying to hide my unease at what the idea of having kids with Noah does to me. Shit, I cannot go there. “He’s just a friend. It’s not like that. He has a twin sister who’s pretty cool and.… I don’t know, I guess they make me forget that the world sucks.” 
 
    Dad watches me with pride swirling in the depths his eyes; though he’ll never actually admit it. It’s more than enough for me to see it. “Well then,” he says. “I suppose I’ll have to get to know them.” 
 
    “Let’s take it one step at a time,” I laugh. “We don’t want to scare them away.” 
 
    Dad rolls his eyes before kicking off his boots and leaving them right by the foot of the recliner where I know they’ll stay until I can be bothered to put them away, either that or dad gets sick of tripping over them every time he walks through the living room. I have to admit, watching him stumble over them has had me in laughing fits, bent over at the waist, holding my stomach while trying to gain control of myself. 
 
    “Alright, Squish,” dad says, pulling the lever for his recliner and putting his feet up. “What else has been going on?” 
 
    A few hours later, I wash up the dishes after dinner and grin as I peek around the corner, taking in dad fast asleep on the couch. I chuckle to myself as I tiptoe through the living room, making sure not to wake dad as he would be exhausted after driving halfway across the country and back over the past few days. I head down the hallway and into my bedroom before silently closing the door behind me. 
 
    It’s too early to sleep so I drop down onto my bed and grab Tully’s Kindle off my bedside table before rolling onto my stomach and unlocking the screen. 
 
    “What?” I murmur to myself in deep confusion as my brows draw down. Why the hell is this all in… is that Chinese? Hell, I have no idea, all I know is that I can’t understand a single word on the screen, including how to find the setting to change the language options. 
 
    I fiddle around with it for a while and end up pressing a few things that just seem to make everything worse. 
 
    Damn it.  
 
    I let out a frustrated groan as I drop the Kindle beside me on my bed. I guess there will be no Mr. Grey tonight. I’ll have to settle for good old Netflix. 
 
    Now my only issue is actually picking something. 
 
    I flick through my endless options when my phone buzzing on my bedside table grabs my attention. I reach over and unplug it from the charger while keeping my eyes locked on my Netflix options. 
 
    I bring my phone up in front of me and my stomach instantly starts swirling with butterflies when I see Noah’s name across the screen. I want to believe that I’m strong enough not to lose my mind over the fact that he texted, but to be honest, I’m opening up the text faster than lightning. 
 
    After not hearing from him all weekend after he kissed me like I was his queen, a million things start to surface. I mean, what could he want? To tell me he had fun? To tell me to get lost? Hell, maybe to tell me he can’t possibly live without me. 
 
    I don’t know, but the unknown is starting to kill me. 
 
    Though, the second my eyes scan over the message, I kind of wish I never opened it. 
 
    Noah – Happy reading, Spitfire!!!!!!!! 
 
    That little swamp turd. 
 
    Fury radiates all over me. This is the freakin’ chili powder all over again. He changed the settings on the Kindle knowing I’d want to divulge in a little Fifty Shades. I mean, I haven’t been quiet about my obsession over the past week, not to mention, I whined on Friday afternoon because I hadn’t had a chance to start book three yet. 
 
    That little… Crap, I can’t even find the words for what he is right now. I’ve never wanted to sucker punch someone so bad while also shoving my tongue down his throat. Damn… those lips though. 
 
    How does he manage to pull these reactions out of me? 
 
    I open a new text and have to take three calming breaths before I start typing my reply. 
 
    Henley – Your dead to me! 
 
    Noah – You’re*** 
 
    I burst out laughing while silently cursing myself. I walked into that trap, though he doesn’t have to be such a dick as to point out my shitty grammar. He’s one of those people. 
 
    Henley – I swear, the second you see me tomorrow morning… you better run! 
 
    Noah – I think I’ll take my chances! 
 
    Henley – You’re funeral. 
 
    Noah – HAHAHAHAHHAHA… Your*** 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Henley – DAMN IT!!!!!!!!!!!! Run, Noah. Run. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    My mouth drops open as I stare at Tully. Did she really just say that? “Are you kidding?” I stutter out. “You’re actually cool with the idea of me and Noah getting together?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “I mean, why the hell not? As long as I don’t witness you two trying to make babies up against the wall again, I’m good.” 
 
    I shake my head, completely astonished by this revelation. I’m so used to the whole ‘don’t fall in love with my brother’ shit that has been thrown at me for the past few years. Kaylah hated the idea of girls using her to get close to Jackson and the second the realization hit that I was crazy about the guy, she completely shut down and our friendship went with it. That doesn’t mean I don’t miss her though. It’s like losing a part of yourself. I’m struggling to find me without her. 
 
    “I guess dating a friend’s brother has always been a taboo sort of thing,” I explain. 
 
    “Ahhhh,” she says in understanding, drawing out the sound. “Say no more.” 
 
    We reach my locker and I quickly grab my things before slamming the door shut and letting Tully continue. “Noah needs someone real. Someone to keep him grounded and I think you could do that for him. I’m so tired of him dating skanks like that,” she says, waving her hand towards Monica, “it’s exhausting.” 
 
    I can’t help but look up at the movement to see the cow in question already glaring at me. So, I do what anyone else in my position would do. I flip her off and smirk, knowing that on Friday night I had my tongue shoved down the throat of the guy she insists belongs to her. 
 
    Yeah fucking right. The sooner she learns that Noah Cage belongs to no one but himself, the better. 
 
    “Jesus,” Tully scolds. “Quit poking the bear.” 
 
    “Can’t help it,” I tell her. “It’s just so much fun.” 
 
    It’s been another boring as batshit day at school and I’ve never been so happy to be going home… or well, to be dragged to Tully and Noah’s place.  
 
    Tully loops her arm through mine and starts pulling me towards the exit of the school and I can’t seem to help the feeling that rises in my stomach knowing that when we get back to their place, he’ll be there. 
 
    Why am I so damn excited about it? I seriously need to get myself under control. 
 
    I haven’t really seen him much today, but I certainly didn’t miss the knowing grin he sent my way as we passed in the hallway. I swear, my face lit up like a Christmas tree. I wouldn’t be surprised if my cheeks went bright red too. I got my hopes up thinking I’d see him during lunch but then, naturally, I earned myself yet another detention. When I got out, Noah was nowhere in sight. Tully filled me in and let me know he’d skipped out on school for the rest of the day with Rivers, but when I asked where they’d gone, a funny look crossed her face and she changed the topic pretty damn quick, making me go from curious to suspicious. 
 
    Those boys are up to no good and I don’t doubt it for a second, though to be honest, I’m not exactly surprised. This is Haven Falls. 
 
    Tully and I reach her Jeep and she fumbles with the keys before finally unlocking the car. Tully hauls herself up into the driver’s seat as I get busy moving all her crap off of mine. Why the hell does she have twelve half-empty water bottles, three packets of sticky notes, a banana, and a packet of cigarettes even though she doesn’t smoke? 
 
    I clear it all onto the floor and sit my ass down. Not a second later, we’re pulling out of the lot and speeding down the road towards one of the only places I’ve found happiness over the past eight months. 
 
    Tully pulls up into her drive, but with Noah’s car parked right in the center of the drive that’s big enough for two big cars, she has no choice but to swerve onto the lawn. “Fucking prick,” she grumbles to herself as she cuts the engine. “I swear,” she continues. “Noah’s head is shoved so far up his ass, it’s a miracle he gets anything done.” 
 
    “He’s not that bad,” I say, shocking myself with my sudden need to defend him. “He’s just being a guy.” 
 
    “A douchebaggy kind of guy,” she adds. 
 
    I roll my eyes as we get out of the car and can’t help scanning over Noah’s Camaro. It looks so good, like ‘I wouldn’t mind being taken advantage of inside that thing’ kind of good. But what’s more, I’m damn happy to see it. Whatever he and Rivers were up to this afternoon is clearly finished and now my boys are back. 
 
    An idea strikes and before I know it, I’m making my move, not once considering the consequences. I dive back inside Tully’s car and scramble around for the sticky notes I’d seen in here earlier and grin as my fingers curl around the bright pink packaging. “Fucking perfect,” I say proudly to myself. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Tully questions, looking at me as though I’ve lost my mind. 
 
    I look up at her and I don’t doubt the sparkle in my eyes is shining bright. “Revenge for changing the language settings on the Kindle.” 
 
    A wicked grin spreads across her face as she walks towards me. “Well, don’t hold back on the details. Whatever it is, I’m in.” 
 
    I hand her one of the packets of sticky notes and glance towards the front door, making sure the Douchebag King isn’t about to catch us before we’ve had our fun.  
 
    Precisely eighteen minutes later, Noah’s Camaro is covered from top to bottom in bright pink sticky notes. We even managed to find a packet of regular yellow ones to cover the racing stripes. You know, as it would be a shame to cover those bad boys. 
 
    Tully and I stand back and admire our creation before taking a few pictures as we know he’ll never let us get this close to his baby again. 
 
    Naturally, we high five each other on our efforts and do our best to pull on straight faces before waltzing inside as though we didn’t just accomplish greatness. 
 
    Noah’s eyes rake over me the second I step through the door making heat flush in my cheeks. Our eyes lock and the sexual tension between us grows so thick that I could probably climb him like a tree and go for the ride of my life right here in the middle of the living room. I try to ignore it, but let’s be real, this thing between us gets more and more intense by the second. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Rivers’ voice cuts through my stare, drawing my attention away from Noah. 
 
    I search for some kind of response, but my brain is far too mushed from the effect Noah has on me. “What do you mean?” Tully questions, saving me from making a fool of myself in front of these guys once again. 
 
    Rivers eyes swivel to face her with a deep suspicion lingering beneath the surface. “I heard your car pull up ages ago.” 
 
    “Nope,” she says, shaking her head and walking through the living room, somehow holding onto her straight face. “Just got home. We stopped by the store.” 
 
    Rivers’ eyes narrow on her back as she walks through to the kitchen. “For what? You don’t have any bags.” 
 
    “What is this?” Tully questions, sticking her head out of the kitchen to glare back at him. “The Spanish Inquisition?” She riffles through her handbag and pulls out a packet of tampons before throwing them at his chest. “I was getting tampons if you really must know.” 
 
    Rivers silently studies the packet of tampons in his hands for a short moment as Tully disappears back into the kitchen. He looks across at me. “How do they measure these things?” he asks, unwrapping the packaging and pulling one out to inspect. “Is it like small, medium, and large depending on the size of your pussy?” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” I groan to myself as I feel the heat of Noah’s eyes piercing into me. “If you really must know, it’s all about flow.” 
 
    Rivers face scrunches up as a horrified expression settles in. “What the fuck does that mean?” 
 
    “Google it,” I tell him. 
 
    His brows pull down before a wicked grin spreads across his face. “Do you chicks get off putting these things in?” he questions, going back to inspecting the tampon. 
 
    Tully sticks her head back out of the kitchen. “Why don’t you shove one up your ass and let me know how it feels. Though I have a feeling you’ll like it.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head and groans at his sister. “I thought you two were going to knock this shit off.” 
 
    “I thought I asked you not to park in the middle of the drive,” she fires back at him. 
 
    “I thought you-” 
 
    “Fuck me,” I groan, cutting them off. “Shut up. You two are like babies.” I turn to Noah. “You need to leave your sister the hell alone, and you,” I say, turning on Tully. “You need a fucking muzzle.” 
 
    “What?” she shrieks. “Me? What about him?” 
 
    I rake my hands over my face as Noah chuckles to himself, pleased to be getting under his sister’s skin. “What kind of bullshit did you drag me into here?” 
 
    Tully scoffs, but the pride is strong in her tone. “You love me,” she declares before disappearing back into the kitchen with Rivers getting up to follow her.  
 
    I make my way down the hall and barge into Tully’s room, dumping my things on her desk and making the executive decision that I’ll be watching the third ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ movie whether the boys like it or not.  
 
    I have a feeling Tully will have no issue with it, besides, what else are we supposed to do? No one in Haven Falls believes in spending their time on homework, the mall was raided by the cops last week so nothing is really going on there, the beach is probably crowded, and it’s not like there are any races on tonight.  
 
    So, movie it is while Rivers complains about having to watch it again, though he’ll probably just fall asleep on the couch while Tully discreetly paints his toenails and Noah makes any excuse in the book to move closer to me, but I have a feeling I won’t be complaining. 
 
    As I search through her stack of DVDs for a little Mr. Grey, I spot a photo frame sitting upon her desk of the twins walking down the sidewalk with Lily between them, holding hands. The image breaks my heart and even though the picture is of their backs, it’s clear how much Tully and Noah loved her. 
 
    I hear the sound of Tully’s bedroom door open and I find myself placing the frame back down and grabbing the movie, not wanting to pry on what was clearly a private family moment. But damn, that photo showcases just how much Noah loved his little sister. They must have been best friends and I don’t doubt that he would have been shredded to pieces when she passed away. 
 
    I look back over my shoulder to see Noah leaning against the closed door watching me. “Is there something you need?” I ask him, playing hard to get as I turn back to the movies and let my fingers curl around the Kindle on the desk before me. 
 
    Noah pushes off the door and walks towards me, making those damn butterflies resurface in my stomach as desire hits me like a ton of bricks.  
 
    Good God, I want him so bad. 
 
    Noah steps up behind me and I close my eyes at the satisfaction that comes with his hands claiming my hips. I straighten myself up again and have to resist smiling like a fool while trying to remember that I’m the ‘don’t give a shit about anything’ version of myself unlike the ‘swoon over everything’ girl I used to be. 
 
    Noah’s fingers press into the skin of my hips and I slowly turn, putting us face to face with only intense desire between us. I mean, if he can’t feel this too, then he’s crazy.  
 
    His eyes become hooded and I know it’s only a matter of seconds before he kisses me, and holy hell, I want that kiss so badly. 
 
    He leans in and I bring myself even closer. My chin raises and I feel his warm breath against my lips. 
 
    So close. 
 
    He goes to close the distance, and in this moment, my world is complete. 
 
    His lips brush over mine and before he can truly press them against mine and give in to this wild craving, I slam the Kindle against his chest. “Did you think it was really going to be that easy?” I ask as the grin begins to spread. “You need to fix this.” 
 
    Noah grins right back at me as I pull away. He takes the Kindle from my hands and shakes his head. “That was brutal.” 
 
    “Get used to it,” I tell him, plucking the movie off the desk. “I’m not like the other girls who just fall at your feet. If you want something from me, you’re going to have to earn it. “Oh,” I add, giving him the sweetest smile possible. “And the next time you correct my grammar, I’m going to tear your ballsack from your body and feed it to you.” 
 
    I turn and walk for the door, wondering where the hell all that confidence just came from. I mean, did I just push him away before anything has even really begun, or did I just set him a challenge that he couldn’t possibly resist? 
 
    Why can’t this whole ‘liking a boy’ shit be easy? 
 
    “That’s it?” he questions suspiciously as I reach for the handle. “Just… fix the Kindle? No payback or endless torture to endure?” He gives me a boyish smile that has me forgetting my own name as he enjoys this little game between us. 
 
    Damn it. There goes that straight face. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Who knows?” I say looking back at him and trying not to swoon over the tattoos and sharp jawline as I leave the room. “Maybe I already got my payback.” 
 
    Just as I think I’ve got away with it, a snicker slips from my lips and before I know it, Noah’s warm arms are slipping around my waist before he presses me up against the wall, pinning his body against mine as his eyes narrow with intense suspicion. “What did you do?” he questions. 
 
    The smile spreads across my face and just like that, he knows he was right, I certainly have gotten my sweet, sweet revenge. I raise my chin and gently brush my lips against his, loving the animalistic, crazed look that seeps into his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You’re a shitty liar,” he murmurs back, letting his lips continue to move against mine. He pauses for a second and suddenly everything changes. It’s almost as though someone poured freezing water all over him. “That was Tully’s car we heard before,” he gasps, “what were you doing outside?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders, finding it impossible to come up with another lie right now, but absolutely loving how good it feels to tease the guy. 
 
    His eyes widen, realizing he’s on the right track. “My car,” he gasps. 
 
    With that, he takes off down the hallway like a bat out of hell as the laughter overtakes me. The next thing I hear is the front door being torn open so quickly that it rebounds off the adjoining wall. 
 
    I hurry up the hallway behind him, but I’m nowhere near as fast.  
 
    “HOLY FUCK,” I hear roared from outside, only making my laughter come so much harder, to the point I fall to the floor. “WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rivers asks, coming out from the kitchen and crossing towards the front door with Tully falling in behind him. 
 
    I can’t even reply to his question, but there’s no need as he stands out front, taking in the now pink and yellow Camaro, sitting in the very center of the big drive. “Fuck,” Rivers laughs, looking back at me with a low whistle and for once, there’s no darkness as he looks at me. “You better run.” 
 
    I see nothing but a cold, hard warning within his eyes and that knowledge alone has me scrambling to my feet and taking off like my ass is on fire. 
 
    Noah shoots back in through the front door and I squeal as he charges towards me. “No,” I scream out as he thunders through the house behind me. I head for the hallway, hoping I can make it out the back door in time, but he’s way too fast. 
 
    Noah collects me in his strong grip and hauls me over his shoulder. “Nowhere to go now, Spitfire,” he booms. 
 
    “Put me down.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I can’t help but scream out as he turns on his heel and barges through the bathroom door. “What are you doing?” I laugh, banging my fists on his back over and over again, hoping and praying he will put me down. 
 
    He grunts a few times as he rips the shower door open. Dread fills me and I hold onto him with everything I’ve got, knowing he’s about to throw me in. 
 
    The freezing cold water is put on full blast and as he tries to tear me off him, he realizes I’m going to put up one hell of a fight. My fingers dig into his strong waist, holding on as tight as I can, making it impossible for him to pull me off. 
 
    What I didn’t anticipate was him sacrificing himself for his sweet revenge. 
 
    Noah shrugs. “Suit yourself,” he tells me moments before he dives into the cold shower too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The cold water assaults me and I squeal out, desperate for dry land, or at least a towel. I arch my back off his shoulder, trying my hardest to pull away from the water. “Shit, Noah. It’s freezing,” I shriek. “Put me down.” 
 
    He spanks my ass over his shoulder, spreading warmth all through me. “Are you going to fix my car?” 
 
    My teeth begin to chatter. “Are you going to fix the Kindle?” 
 
    Noah continues holding onto me, but the water between our skin makes it hard for him to keep me there and I slid down his body until my feet are safely on the tiled shower floor. His arms cage me in, keeping me from darting out of the spraying water, but in doing that, he’s also drenching himself, and I have to admit, the way his grey shirt sticks to his abs is a tasty little treat. 
 
    “I’ll fix the Kindle if you go on a date with me.” 
 
    My teeth continue to chatter while shivers begin to take over my whole body. “I’ll go out on a date with you if you let me out of the shower.” 
 
    A smile brightens his already beaming face and damn, it looks good on him. 
 
    “Deal,” he says before reaching around me and turning off the water. 
 
    We stand face to face, dripping wet and within the blink of an eye, Noah reaches out of the shower and grabs a towel before pulling it tight around me and rubbing his hands up and down, trying to bring a little more warmth into my skin. “You’re an ass,” I inform him just in case nobody has reminded him lately. 
 
    “Yeah, but you like it.” 
 
    “You’re cocky as well.” 
 
    “You’d be disappointed if I wasn’t.” 
 
    I press my lips together, refusing to respond to that as he might just be right. If he wasn’t a cocky prick in all the right ways, making him charming, exciting, and unpredictable, he’d be just like everyone else and that would be a tragedy. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says with a confident scoff. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and I do my best to keep a straight face, but a grin spreads wide and the laughter comes howling out of me. Noah takes my hand and a second later is leading me out of the bathroom. “Come on,” he says. “Let me get you some dry clothes.” 
 
    I follow Noah down the hall and a strange nervousness settles over me as he turns into his bedroom. I don’t know why, but I had assumed he’d take me to Tully’s room and steal her clothes, but apparently, that’s not the case. 
 
    He leads me deeper into his room and drops my hand as he reaches for his closet door. He pulls it open and slides his wet shirt over his head, putting that beautiful body on show. 
 
    I shouldn’t stare. What I should be doing is peeking around in his room, searching out the skeletons in his closet, but fuck it, my eyes are drawn to his body like a moth to a flame. It’s simply perfection. 
 
    “Quit staring,” he murmurs as he riffles through his closet, reminding me of that first day together. 
 
    I pull the towel tighter around me, hoping it can somehow mask the effect he has on my body. Maybe he’ll mistake the goosebumps from the cold shower rather than the shivers that come from watching that perfectly round drip of water sliding down his spine, over the impressive tattoos, and all the way down to his low hanging jeans. 
 
    Damn. This is too much. 
 
    I need to get my ass out of here before I jump the guy. 
 
    You’re a strong independent woman. You’re a strong independent woman. Damn it. No, you’re not. You’re weak. You’re mean. Pathetic. Nothing but a loser. You feed on the defenseless souls of attractive teenage boys. Attractive boys who ask you out. 
 
    Wait… Ask me out? 
 
    What the hell did I agree to? 
 
    “Ummmmm…” I start, realizing the whole date thing probably isn’t such a great idea, considering the fact he’s Noah Cage and I’m… me. “About this whole date thing.” 
 
    “Nope,” he buts in, not even bothering to turn around to face me. “No way in hell are you bailing on me. We made a deal. We shook on it.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt, dumbfounded. I mean, it’s kind of eerie how quickly he picked up on the fact that I was about to bail. Am I that predictable? Or maybe the guy just made an effort to get to know me over the past week and I haven’t realized how much attention he’s been sending my way. “We didn’t shake on anything.” 
 
    At that, he finally turns around and flashes me those green eyes before winking and sending my brain into meltdown. “It’s your word against my word, babe.” 
 
    Babe…sigh. 
 
    I go to defend myself, but Noah cuts me off before I have the chance. “Besides,” he says, grabbing a shirt and walking towards me with heat rising behind his eyes that makes my knees shake with need. “You like me too much to bail.” 
 
    “I…” swallow. “That’s absurd. I don’t like you.” 
 
    “Really?” he questions with that cocky sureness that I seem to love as he hands me the dry shirt, letting his fingers brush against mine and leaving them there a second longer than necessary. He leans into me and gently presses his lips against my neck. “So, you’re telling me that every time I do this and your breath catches, that’s you not liking me?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I breathe, placing my hands on his warm shoulder. 
 
    “And every time you touch me and your eyes flutter closed for the briefest second, that’s you resisting my charm like a damn pro?” 
 
    Crap. Does that really happen? 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “And what about when I kissed you?” he questions, raising his head so his lips hover just above mine. “Tell me, what the hell was that reaction? Because to me, that seemed a hell of a lot like you not being about to get enough.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “What can I say?” I grin, denying it all even though the truth is as clear as day. He knows it, I know it, every last person in Haven Falls knows it. “I’m a woman and you were giving up the goods. I would have been a fool to pass up what you were putting down, and besides, I was half drunk.” 
 
    “You’re blaming your reaction on alcohol?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “And what about your reaction now?” 
 
    “Huh?” I question though one mental check of myself tells me I’m practically wrapped around the guy. My arms are around his neck, my chin tilted towards his, begging to be kissed, while my mind is foggy with everything Noah. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, cocky attitude and all. “There’s no way in hell you’re bailing on our date.” 
 
    I can practically feel the stars in my eyes as I watch him. Right now, Noah Cage could do no wrong and the moment is made that much sweeter when his lips finally press down on mine. 
 
    I melt into him as though his lips were made just for mine and it’s as good as I had remembered from Friday night. Actually, this is even better. On Friday night I had a blurry mind from my friend Vodka, but here, this is just me and him and I have more than a clear mind. 
 
    Noah’s lips pull from mine as his forehead drops and rests against mine. “Yeah, you definitely like me.” 
 
    Crap. He’s right. I could definitely get used to the idea of dating this guy. Hell, I might even consider more than just dating. He’d make one hell of an amazing boyfriend. 
 
    “I could say the same about you,” I tell him. 
 
    “I sure fucking do,” he says, not denying it one bit and making all the uncertainty within my mind disappear. “I’m man enough to admit that you’re in my head.” 
 
    I bit down on my lip. “Is that a good thing?” 
 
    He studies me for a moment as his fingers spread wide over my skin. “I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means you’re trouble. You’re different than what I’m used to. You’re fucking real and honestly, that scares the shit out of me.” 
 
    I step back from him and drop the towel from my shoulders before grasping the fabric of the cold, wet shirt. I study him right back, unsure of what to think of his honesty as I pull the shirt from my body. I guess I wasn’t prepared for that. Shrugging it off and denying any kind of feeling while keeping a cocky grin on his face. Yeah, that’s the kind of reaction I would expect from the pack leader.  
 
    Instead, I get honesty. I get straight up, in your face, heart warming honesty. I mean, is this normal? It couldn’t be, right? 
 
    I drop the wet shirt at my feet and go to pull on Noah’s dry one when I realize he’s gawking at me. I quickly glance down just to check one of my tits haven’t fallen out of my bra and let out a breath of relief when I find them safely tucked away. I mean, they’re cold and I certainly have fripples, but otherwise, they look pretty good as usual. 
 
    So why the hell is he gawking at them like a horny thirteen year old boy about to spring an untimely boner? Should I turn around and scramble to pull my shirt on or own it? Shit, I don’t know. I’m sure he’s seen more than his fair share of tits over the past few years. Mine couldn’t be anything new. 
 
    I cough to gain his attention. “They’re just boobs, Noah. What’s the deal? I bet you’ve seen more than anyone else in Haven Falls.” 
 
    His green eyes reluctantly pull from my chest and up to my eyes before briefly dropping back down again, not ashamed at all to be caught having a good look. “First of all,” he tells me, stepping into me and running his finger softly over the curve of my breasts. “They’re not ‘just boobs.’ They’re… fuck. They’re perfect. And second of all, I haven’t seen that many sets of ti….” His face scrunches before he lets out a proud sigh. “Yeah ok, I’m not even going to bother lying about that.” 
 
    My mouth drops as a gasp sails out of me. “You were going to lie to me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was,” he laughs. “Then I remembered that you’re not like all the girls I’ve been with. You’re cool. You don’t give a shit about stuff like that.” 
 
    “Nope,” I confirm, finally pulling the shirt over my head and covering the so-called ‘perfect’ boobs, though I don’t doubt this is the last time he’ll ever see them. I bet they’ll be plenty of times for them to come out and play. Hell, if I hadn’t known him for only a week, I might just let him play with them right now. 
 
    Shit. That was skanky. I take that back…no, actually, I don’t.  
 
    Noah Cage would be a beast between the sheets and given the chance, I’m sure I’ll take it with both hands, hold on tight, and be taken for the ride of my life. Besides, I’d be a fool to pass up on that. 
 
    As I’m busy daydreaming about what it would be like to get down and dirty with Noah Cage, a pair of sweatpants hits me in the face. “They’ll be way too big, but they’ll do,” he tells me. 
 
    I unravel the pants and hold them up to see they’d probably fit three of me in them and scrunch up my face. “Shouldn’t I just grab a pair of Tully’s?” 
 
    “No,” he scoffs. “Tully will lend you just about anything in her closet except her sweatpants. She’s fiercely protective of those bad boys.” 
 
    “Ok,” I laugh. “These big fuckers it is then.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” he says as his eyes roam over my body in his shirt, and I could be wrong here, but something tells me he likes the look of me in his clothes. 
 
    I finger the button of my soaking wet jeans and do my best to pull them down over my hips, but taking off wet skinny jeans is not exactly the easiest thing to do. Doing it while not losing my undies? Well, that’s just near impossible. 
 
    I get the jeans a little further down before dropping back onto his bed and giving it a really good try. Noah’s deep chuckle has me glancing up to watch him striding towards me like King Shit coming to rescue the damsel in distress. “Need a little help with that?” he questions as though this gives him all the joy in the world. 
 
    “I really want to say ‘no’ just to prove a point,” I tell him before letting out a frustrated sigh. “But yes. They’re really stuck.” 
 
    “Well, I might just help if you ask me nicely.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be an asshole about it,” I laugh. “Besides, not only did you get to kiss me, you got to ogle my boobs, and let’s be real, you and I both know you took a mental image to add to your spank bank.” 
 
    Noah raises his pointer finger and taps his temple. “It’s stored right in here. Nice and safe, next to Nicole Scherzinger in the Buttons video clip and Hallie Berry as Catwoman.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I groan. “Would you just help me get these damn things off?” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he says before gripping the fabric at my thighs and slowly peeling it down my legs, making me proud of my decision to shave them this morning. The jeans finally come off and Noah trails his finger up the inside of my leg, driving me wild with need as he straightens himself back up. 
 
    He steps back, giving me a moment to get myself under control and I start looking around, trying to remember where the hell I just put his stupid, oversized sweatpants while forgetting about one important thing. 
 
    “Damn. ‘Avengers’,” he says, noticing my knickers. “I would have taken you as a ‘Justice League’ girl.” 
 
    “Shut up and pass me the stupid sweatpants.” 
 
    He does as he’s told and not a moment later, his sweatpants are hanging dangerously low on my hips. I roll them over a few times before deciding they’re safe enough to walk around without flashing Tully and Rivers my ass, though I have a feeling neither of them would mind. 
 
     I walk out of Noah’s room with him following right on my heels and I stop in the bathroom to take a look at myself in the mirror. I roll up the bottoms of the sleeves which nearly come down to my elbows before tying a knot in the bottom of the shirt and deciding the look is actually quite cute. He should be warned though, he’ll probably never get either of these items back. Besides, I think I might sleep in this shirt tonight, it smells just like him. 
 
    “What happened to Tully and Rivers?” I ask as we walk out of the bathroom and into the empty living room. 
 
    Noah shrugs. “If I know them as well as I think I do, I’d say Rivers is showing off to my sister, trying to get her to fall at his feet while she’s pretending she’s not into it, but secretly loving his attention.” 
 
    My eyes widen a fraction. “You know about all that?” 
 
    “Of course, I do,” he scoffs. “I’m not fucking blind. The guy is in love with her.” 
 
    “So… you’re cool with them if they were to start dating?” I ask, dropping down onto the couch and pulling my legs up under me to get comfortable as Noah finds the discarded ‘Fifty Shades Freed’ movie I was going to watch earlier, though I don’t recall how it ended up here. Maybe I dropped it when he chased me through the house. 
 
    I watch as he walks over to the DVD player and gets it all set up. “No,” he tells me as he waits for it to power on. “But if she had to date someone around here, I’d prefer it to be him.” 
 
    “Why? Because he’s a good guy?” 
 
    “No,” he scoffs again. “So I can keep a close eye on them.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’s a good guy?” 
 
    “He is,” he tells me, slipping the DVD in. “But he’s not good enough for my sister. Nobody is.” 
 
    Seeing this protective side of him is doing all sorts of things to me, but the topic also reminds me of another guy who wasn’t good enough for her. “You know, Spencer asked me out yesterday.” 
 
    “What? Spencer?” he grunts as his head whips around to take me in. “What were you doing hanging out with him?” 
 
    “I wasn’t hanging out with him,” I say, wondering why the topic brings such an attitude out of him. “He texted.” 
 
    Booming laughter rips from deep within him. “He texted?” he confirms. “The guy couldn’t even find the balls to ask you face to face?” 
 
    “What’s your issue with him?” 
 
    “I don’t have an issue,” he shrugs. “Don’t get me wrong. The guy’s a loser and into some shady shit-” 
 
    I cut him off with a scoff. “Says the tatted-up douchebag who’s into illegal racing and keeps disappearing with his best friend all the time.” 
 
    Noah pauses for a second before a slow smile spreads across his face. “Have you been keeping tabs on me, Spitfire?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “You wish. I can’t help it that I’m observant,” I tell him. “What is it you guys are up to anyway?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he questions with a sparkle in his eyes, completely giving him away. I mean, I knew he was doing something shady, but this pretty much confirms it. 
 
    “I knew it,” I call out. “You’re doing something illegal, aren’t you? What is it? Drugs? Hookers? Oh, my God. You’re a pimp, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” he laughs. 
 
    “Who’s a shitty liar now?” I challenge him, knowing deep down that whatever he’s into, it couldn’t be too bad. Or at least, I hope it’s not. I glance away as a million question fly through my mind, each and every one of them wondering what he’s gotten himself into. “Just… whatever it is. Don’t get yourself caught. Orange isn’t your color.” 
 
    He studies me for a moment before slowly nodding and moving towards me. “It’s killing you, isn’t it?” he questions lowly. “Not knowing.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and scoff. “You think you have that much of an effect on me?” 
 
    Noah drops down onto the couch beside me, instantly putting his arms up around the back of the couch, inviting me in. “I know I do,” he grins, somehow making me feel at ease with the fact that he’s into illegal shit, though, something tells me he’s not the kind of guy to do anything too shady, he’s also not the kind of guy to get caught. “As for Spencer, I hope you said ‘no’. I don’t like to share.” 
 
    “You realize I’m not a toy, right?” I question. “And I’m not yours.” 
 
    That grin full of cocky confidence spreads across his face as we ignore the opening of the movie. “Yeah, Spitfire,” he murmurs. “You are.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him, trying to play off the way he makes me feel. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    With that, I drop back onto the couch, trying to ignore the way my body seems to lean into his with a desperate need to be held. 
 
    We watch the movie and get about halfway through when I realize I haven’t been watching any of it. I couldn’t tell a soul what’s been happening on the screen right before me. All I can think about is how I could so easily fall for Noah if I’m not careful, and I know that he said that liking a girl like me is scary as hell for him, but falling for a guy like Noah is terrifying for me. 
 
    He could hurt me in ways that Jackson could never have dreamed of. This is something different and it’s making me realize that maybe the way I felt for Jackson was just some stupid school girl crush. Something that needed to be ticked off my bucket list. 
 
    I don’t know, but whatever it is, Noah is breathing light back into me and it’s a feeling I’m not sure I want to be without. 
 
    The movie is just about over when Tully cuts through the room, being an absolute pain as she stops right in front of the TV, not even realizing that she’s doing it. I guess that’s just typical Tully. “Why the hell are you wearing his clothes?” Tully grunts, scrunching her face up at me. “You could have taken mine. I have heaps of sweatpants that’ll fit you properly.” 
 
    I suck in a breath as I look to Noah to find him cringing after being caught out lying… again. Tully has no issue lending out her sweatpants. I should have known better. The jerk just wanted to be the one to provide for me, and honestly, it’s so damn sweet that I don’t even call him out on it. Instead, I just snuggle straight back into his side and throw a cushion at Tully until she gets the hint to move. 
 
    At eight o’clock, I walk through the door of my home and the sound of Noah’s car speeding up the road has a goofy, idiotic smile plastered on my face, making me wonder all about this date he’s going to take me on, you know, assuming he fixes the Kindle, of course. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” my dad’s alarmed voice comes from the couch. 
 
    My eyes flick across to find to find him shooting up off the couch. “What?” I question in a panic, desperately looking around for the threat. 
 
    His face turns beet red. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    I look down and realize what this must look like. “Oh, chill out, dad,” I laugh. “I’m not sleeping with the guy. You’re going to give yourself a heart attack.” 
 
    “No, Squish,” he says. “You’re going to give me a heart attack. Now, get down to your room and put on something girly that doesn’t remind me that you’re grown up and spending all your time with boys.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and waltz down the hallway grinning like a fool, excited that I get to do it all again tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I sit in my history class, tapping my pen against the old wooden desk, very impatiently waiting for the bell to ring so I can get some food in my stomach. I get a vision of the Britney Spears video clip for ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time,’ and have to giggle. I could totally pull that look off right now. Though, from memory, in the video, the bell was just about to ring. In my case, I’ve only been sitting here for about three minutes and still have a whole history lesson to suffer through. 
 
    Gosh, I hate history. In one ear and out the other. It simply doesn’t hold my attention, not the way that science does. Ok, you got me. I’m a secret nerd, but no one needs to know. It’s not like anyone from Haven Falls ends up in college anyway. 
 
    Well, dad likes to think that I will, but the truth of the matter is we couldn’t afford it if I was to get in anyway. I’m just going to have to make something of myself after high school with what I already know. 
 
    Dad left again this morning and I really wanted to be upset about it, but I couldn’t as it means I can spend more time with Tully and Noah. I usually hate when dad leaves. Well, mostly anyway. It’s never nice watching a parent walk out the door. I should know, I watched mom go and never come back. The thought that something could happen to dad out on those roads terrifies me, but he’s a great truck driver. He’s been doing this for years and knows exactly what his truck is capable of… but freak accidents happen. That’s why they’re called ‘freak accidents.’ 
 
    He’ll be fine. He always is. It’s just our routine now. He goes and I worry while trying not to. I guess that’s just part of being a daughter who’s generally all alone. No thanks to Kaylah. She was supposed to be my support system whenever dad would leave, but then she left too. 
 
    Everyone leaves me. 
 
    It’s the curse of Henley Bronx. Forever alone. 
 
    Another minute ticks by and I stop tapping my pen against the table when Mr. Garrison’s irritated gaze flicks my way. 
 
    My phone buzzes in my pocket and I slide it out of my jeans, thankful for the distraction. 
 
    I peek down at it and a smile instantly spread across my face when I see his name. I open the text and the smile fades as confusion takes over. 
 
    Noah – Get that sexy ass of yours down to the old football field. 
 
    I stare at the message, reading it over and over again. What does he mean? It’s the middle of class. Did he maybe send that earlier and it’s only coming through now? Class hasn’t been in for long, so it’s possible. But then, it’s also possible he wants to get me out of class to spend time with me. After all, the guy did ask me out on a date. Either way, I’m good to do a little investigating. 
 
    My hand shoots up in the air. “Sir,” I call out, stealing Mr. Garrison’s attention and waving my arm around like a desperate maniac. “Sir, I need to pee, like… now.” 
 
    Mr. Garrison narrows his eyes on me. “Then you should have gone before class. You’re not a child anymore. I’m not about to give you a pass when you know better.” 
 
    “But Mr. Garrison,” I whine. “I really need to go. It’s so bad.” 
 
    “Tough luck. Hold it until your lunch break.” 
 
    “Ok,” I shrug. “But I want it stated for the record that you said ‘no’ which means it’s not my responsibility when I pee all over the floor. Besides, it’ll make a lovely addition to your classroom. The fresh aroma of pee soaking into your cheap carpets.” 
 
    Mr. Garrison clenches his jaw and I watch with amusement as he forces himself to relax. “Fine,” he all but growls. “You have three seconds.” 
 
    It ain’t going to get better than that. 
 
    I grab my things and scram. 
 
    I hurry towards the back exit, knowing if I get caught running this way, I’ll be dragged to Principal Evans’ office kicking and screaming. 
 
    I break through the doors and get hit in the face with the cool morning air before letting out a breath of relief. If I’ve made it this far, I’m safe. 
 
    As I take my next step, I spot Noah coming out the other exit, but before he darts down to the back oval, he stops, glances around, and then shocks the living hell out of me as he grabs the fire alarm against the side of the wall and gives it a firm pull. 
 
    The alarm squeals throughout the entire school and I stare dumbfounded. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I screech, knowing perfectly well that he won’t be able to hear me over the sound. Don’t get me wrong, I like to consider myself to be a ballsy chick, but pulling the fire alarm? I’m not that ballsy. 
 
    I watch Noah for a second longer and laugh as he spots me. Hell, he’s so far away that I can’t really be sure, but I’d swear on my grave that he just winked right now. 
 
    He darts off and for the second time in less than a minute. I scram. 
 
    I hurry down to the old football field which hasn’t been used for the past two years after the bleachers were destroyed when my neighbor, Rocko, lit them on fire. It was freaking huge. All over the Haven Falls news and on every social media account in the area, though he never got caught. I never worked out how that was, but the guy is certainly sneaky. Come to think of it, maybe he’s the one who burned down Haven Falls Public a few years ago. 
 
    I beat Noah there and I have to admit, the giddiness pulsing through my veins is ridiculous. I shouldn’t be feeling like this. He’s just a boy, but this last week has proved that maybe he’s a little more than that. Plain and simple, he’s ten different shades of awesome. 
 
    And now this… 
 
    I’d bet any money that he pulled that fire alarm just so I wouldn’t have to hurry back to class. He did it purely for the sake of spending time with me and while it was probably the stupidest thing he could have done to achieve that outcome, I can’t help but love it. 
 
    Noah Cage is surprising me in ways that I never expected and I don’t doubt that given the chance, I could fall hard for a guy like him. Shit, maybe I already am. 
 
    Being with Noah would be easy. Hell, it already is. Everything up until this point has just come to us so naturally and I love it. He’s so chill and doesn’t give a shit about stupid things while letting me be me, unlike other guys in the past who have hated me being so challenging. I get the feeling Noah kind of likes that about me. Me and him… it would be epic. Easy. 
 
    I stand under what’s left of the charred bleachers knowing that when he gets here, this is where he’ll come. 
 
    As I wait, I can’t help but look back up at the school and cringe with amused guilt as students pour from the school. Half of them use the alarm as an excuse to get out of here and head for the parking lot while teachers scramble around trying to find some kind of order amongst the remaining students. 
 
    By this point, I’m sure the teachers are figuring out that there’s no fire, but that doesn’t change the fact that there’s a protocol they need to follow, so no matter what, Noah and I have at least an hour or two to ourselves. 
 
    I wait a few minutes before my eyes stop scanning the students and start searching out Noah. Where the hell is he? I literally saw him heading this way only a little while ago. He should have been here ages ago. 
 
    Unless he got caught pulling that alarm or tripped and fell on his way here, but I seriously doubt either of those situations actually happened. First of all, Noah is too badass to get caught doing stupid shit, and even if he did, no one would have the balls to call him out on it, and second, Noah simply doesn’t trip and fall. It’s almost as though he’s superhuman. He’s too cool for that lame shit. 
 
    I pull my phone out and check if he sent me another message. Maybe he changed the meeting spot and he’s waiting for me, but one look at the screen tells me I’m reaching.  
 
    He isn’t coming.  
 
    By the time the firemen show up, I’ve had enough. Noah is out there somewhere and I’m not about being made a fool out of. I don’t wait around for boys. That’s not who I am. I’ve had my days of pining after some guy who wasn’t interested and I’m not doing it again. I can’t help but feel played. Was this past week some stupid joke or did something seriously happen for him not to be here right now? 
 
    Fuck. This is probably payback for the whole spaghetti thing. 
 
    I make my way back up to the main part of the school and cut through all the students, not bothering to check in with Mr. Garrison so he can mark my name off the role. With all the students hanging around, no one is paying attention to me as I slip back inside the deserted school. 
 
    I head for the lockers near the front entrance of the school to grab my shit and then I think I’ll bail. 
 
    I can’t say that I’ve ever walked through an empty school like this before and truth be told, it’s creepy as hell. I’d take having football players unknowingly shoulder charge me in the hallway than this creepy deserted shit any day. 
 
    I’m just about at my locker when I walk past a classroom that makes me stop in the doorway solely because out of the hundred classrooms in this building, this is the only one that actually has people inside of it, people who I never would have expected to see together. 
 
    I should have known. 
 
    Monica sits on top of a desk with tears streaming from her eyes and a very familiar tattooed guy standing before her, caging her in with his hands on either side of her thighs and his head dropped to her shoulder. “What are we going to do?” she whispers to him, reaching out and placing a hand on the chest that only yesterday, I’d placed my hand on. 
 
    Noah’s broken voice cuts right through me and has my heart clenching inside my chest. “It’ll be ok,” he murmurs back to her. 
 
    I suck in a breath. 
 
    How could I have been so stupid? 
 
    No matter what I do, there’s always someone lining up to play me. I can’t catch a fucking break. 
 
    I back away from the classroom while trying to get the image of them out of my head before it becomes ingrained there for me to think about over and over again while driving myself insane. 
 
    Who was I kidding to consider something with Noah Cage? He’s been with Monica on and off for ages. There’s too much history there. I should have known that when he said it was over between them, what he really meant was that it was over… for now. 
 
    Fuck, I’m an idiot. 
 
    I continue down the hallway, but I can’t manage to tear my eyes off them as I pass in front of the classroom. 
 
    Monica’s eyes lift to mine and I suck in another breath, especially as shock registers on her face. Her mouth pop’s open and that slight movement has Noah’s head whipping around with his green eyes instantly locking onto mine. 
 
    The regret passes over him and I find myself picking up my pace as he breaks away from Monica. “Fuck,” he grunts, making the word echo right down the empty hallway and ricochet deep within my soul. 
 
    I hurry away, not sure if I can handle being hurt in front of him. 
 
    All I want is to go home and forget this ever happened. Hell, forget the past week even happened. 
 
    Just yesterday I was more than ready to give myself up to him. Hell, I even agreed to go on a date with the guy. I don’t do shit like that, and there I was, ready to change my ways to see where this could have gone. 
 
    Like I said, I’m a fucking idiot. 
 
    I should have known better. A guy like Noah Cage doesn’t date girls like me. They play with us, they make us think there’s a chance, they make us think we’re different, we’re special, but when it comes down to it, they want the perfect cheerleader. The girl who has it all. The girl who’s going to drop to her knees and ask him how deep he likes it, not the girl who’s going to make him feel, not the one who could change it all. 
 
    “Henley,” Noah calls after me as I hurry up the hall, desperate to get to my locker. Hell, maybe I’ll just skip grabbing my shit and head straight home. Surely, he won’t chase me the whole way, right? “Fuck, Henley. Stop.” 
 
    Yeah right, fucker. 
 
    I get to my locker and with the keys to dad’s pick up inside promising me a quicker getaway, I have no choice but to stop. “Spitfire, it’s not what you think,” he tells me, finally catching up to me with a strange desperation on his face mixed with an anger that has me on edge. 
 
    At that, I whirl around. I can maybe handle being hurt, but I can’t handle him lying about it, especially when I saw them with my own two eyes. What happened in the classroom was certainly not Noah telling the girl to fuck off again, whatever it was, it was intimate. 
 
    “Not what I think?” I scoff. “Please, I’d love to hear what it is you assume I’m thinking?” 
 
    His face falls and it’s clear he knows he’s hurt me, but I wasn’t expecting him to, well… care. “Babe, come on,” he says, reaching out for me. 
 
    I step back from him. “Are you kidding me right now?” I snap. “You were two seconds from shoving your tongue down her skank ass throat and now you want to shove your bullshit in my face? It ain’t going to happen, Noah.” 
 
    I turn back to my open locker, but his warm hand curls around my elbow and turns me back to face him. “This isn’t over yet.” 
 
    I rip my arm out of his grip. “Don’t touch me.” Noah’s hand drops to his side and I’ve never seen someone look quite so devastated before. “You played me.” 
 
    His face falls. “How can you say that?” 
 
    “How can I not?” I all but cry. “Last week you only left with me because she was watching. You wanted to make a point. Well, congratulations, you made a point, and now, your little game is over.” 
 
    Regret flashes in his eyes and I realize I was right. “It was a game, wasn’t it?” I question. “Leaving here with me and taking me back to your place. It was all for Monica. You wanted her to see that.” 
 
    “Henley,” he sighs, clenching his fists at his sides to resist reaching out for me. “At the start, yeah, but…then it changed.” 
 
    The betrayal slams through me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff. “Heard that one before.” My eyes grow watery as I reach for my bag inside my locker and look back up at his desperate eyes. “I’m done,” I tell him before turning and walking away, not giving a shit that I’ve just left my locker wide open for anyone to rifle through, but it’s not like there’s anything important in there. 
 
    “Fuck,” Noah roars a second later followed by the sound of my locker door being slammed closed with such force I’m surprised it didn’t snap right off the hinges. “It’s fucking real, Henley. It’s not a game to me. Not anymore.” 
 
    I keep walking, but I can’t help but look back over my shoulder to find Monica standing at the end of the hallway watching Noah, who’s pressing two clenched fists into my locker with his head dropped down between his shoulders. 
 
    As if sensing my gaze upon him, he looks back up and shattered is the only way to describe what he looks like right now. Seeing the desperation in his eye, the fear of me walking away has me reconsidering. Maybe this is real after all. Maybe there is a chance for us and I should give him a moment to explain. I take a step towards him as his head hangs low in defeat. Not a moment later, two simple words come out of his mouth and ruin it all. “She’s pregnant.” 
 
    Monica walks forward in triumph as my world crumbles in a way I wasn’t prepared for.  
 
    And with tears of finality dropping from my eyes, I walk away, leaving the one guy who could have changed it all behind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Tully – Where the hell are you? Wanna skip? We can see who can hold the most tequila before passing out. I’d fucking kick your ass BTW! 
 
    Tully – Seeing as though I can’t get a hold of Noah, I’m assuming you two are getting busy somewhere… or being losers and staying at school. Guess I’ll drink my tequila by myself. 
 
    Tully – Hello? Are you dead? Did the fake fire swallow you whole and take away your ability to reply to your best friend? 
 
    Tully – Hey, SKANK???? 
 
    Tully – Whore!!!!!!!!  
 
    Tully – Did you lock yourself in the bathroom again? 
 
    Tully – Shit! Did you start drinking without me? 
 
    Tully – I’m not going to stop until you text me back, bitch. 
 
    I let out a sigh as I spin my phone between my fingers. I don’t doubt for one second that she means it. She’ll keep going until I let her know that I’m ok. On Saturday night, I unlocked my phone to find thirty-three unread texts from her when I was busy indulging in a bubble bath. 
 
    I get busy replying to her texts before I get another one claiming that I’m a soul sucking bimbo with a fat ass. 
 
    Henley – I’m fine. I’m at home. 
 
    Tully – What? I thought you were with Noahsaurus? I’m coming over. 
 
    I giggle at the stupid nickname and instantly hate myself for it. Damn it. Why does that have to be so cute and why does it have to tear through me? 
 
    Henley – No. I’m fine. Go have a party or something. 
 
    Tully – Tough shit. Already on my way. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    I throw my phone down and do my best to clean myself up. I put the ice cream back in the freezer and make sure there’s no mascara running down my face from the tears that poured down my face the whole way home. 
 
    I pull my jeans off, deciding that comfort is the best way to make me feel somewhat human again before I spy Noah’s shirt and sweatpants at the foot of my bed. I’d slept in them last night and I could have sworn it felt like he was with me all night long. 
 
    I guess I’ll never know what that truly feels like. 
 
    I grab his clothes and toss them into my washing basket, realizing that with one wash, his sweet scent will be stolen from the fabric, but what does it matter now? It’s not like I’d grown particularly fond of the smell. It was more like a comfort that made me feel like there was more to the world. 
 
    Fuck, I’m a liar. That smell made my world turn. It drew me in and made me feel like I could finally move on. It made me feel like I had a chance to heal. 
 
    I pull on a pair of my own sweatpants and collapse back down into my bed. Tully will know where to find me and if she doesn’t, I’m sure she’ll figure it out. 
 
    It doesn’t take long before I hear the front door being kicked in. “Where the hell are you, party pooper?” Tully’s voice rings through my house. 
 
    I don’t bother responding because two seconds after barging her way in, she’s standing at my bedroom door, staring at me as though seeing me crumpled in my bed is a sight she can hardly bear to witness. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she grunts, stepping into my room and making her way around, touching, looking, and snooping at all my things while becoming familiar with my room. “You look like shit.” 
 
    I realize this is the first time she’s been here and it’s almost unbelievable. I’ve spent countless hours at her place so far yet this is the first time she’s stepped into the safety of my home.  
 
    I’m two seconds from blurting out what the hell went down when I remember this is her twin brother. If she doesn’t already know, then it’s not my business to tell her. If Monica really is pregnant and Tully is about to be an aunt, then Noah needs to sit down with her and their family to talk about it. This isn’t any of my business. I just happen to be the heart that got hurt in the process. 
 
    “Thanks,” I tell her. “I love hearing how shitty I look.” 
 
    She turns back to me, winks, grins, and then continues snooping through my closet. “Anytime,” she says. “But seriously, what the hell is going on? You and Noah were like fugitives. I swear, I searched for you guys everywhere after the alarm went off. I mean, what was all that about anyway. I wonder who pulled it.” 
 
    “It was Noah,” I grumble, figuring if I’m going to blab about something, then this topic would do the least damage. 
 
    “What?” she laughs. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Wish I was,” I tell her. 
 
    “Huh?” she grunts, picking up on my Debbie Downer attitude. “Why?” 
 
    “Because your brother is an asshole. If he never pulled that stupid alarm, we wouldn’t have had a chance to have the stupid fight we had afterward.” 
 
    At that, Tully finally turns around and gives me her full attention. “What are you talking about? Why’d you fight?” she asks, walking forward before dropping down onto the end of my bed. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess I thought something was happening between us, but I couldn’t have been more wrong.” 
 
    Tully’s face falls and I cringe at how it fell in the same way that Noah’s had earlier today, putting me right back in that hallway, finding out that Monica is pregnant and telling him I was done. I guess these two are more alike than I had thought and that’s something I’ll have to be careful to be more prepared for. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Tully repeats. “Noah is the closest person I’ve got. We grew up side by side, telling each other our secrets. I know him more than anyone and I’m telling you, you weren’t wrong. He likes you. Maybe he hasn’t admitted it yet, but I can see it, just like I can see how much you like him too.” She throws her hands up in the air. “What the hell is wrong with you two? Whatever this fight was about, sort it out and get yourselves back on track. You deserve each other. It’s kind of sickening really.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” I tell her scrambling for an excuse. “Too much was… said.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” she says throwing her hands up. “What could have been said? You guys hardly know each other enough to fight.” 
 
    I shake my head, desperately not wanting to replay the conversation over in my head. “Do we really have to talk about this?” 
 
    “Uhhh, yeah,” she scoffs. “Either that or we can go track him down and beat the living shit out of him. I’m keen if you are.” 
 
    Damn, that sounds good. 
 
    “You really think we’d have a chance against him?” I question, not sure if I’m being serious or not, but the idea of pummelling my fists into his steel stomach over and over again seems intriguing. 
 
    Tully studies me for a second too long and I begin to feel uncomfortable with her curiosity. “What…,” she sighs. “He hurt you, didn’t he?” 
 
    I press my lips together and finally admit it. I slowly nod my head and disappointment washes over Tully. “That rat bastard,” she curses. “Just you wait until I get my hands on him.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I say, replaying the conversation in my head from last night where he told me that I was his. “I just want to forget about it. It’s not like we were actually together or anything.” 
 
    “How can you say that? You guys weren’t official or anything, but anyone could see the chemistry between you two. Hell, even Rivers admitted it. You know that’s why he stopped giving you a hard time, right?” she laughs. “Come to think of it, you and Noah were kind of annoying. I didn’t like sharing you with him, actually, maybe it’s a twin thing, I don’t like sharing anything with him.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “I just want to forget about it,” I tell her. “What’s Rivers problem with me anyway? Does he not like me?” 
 
    “He likes you just fine,” she tells me. “He doesn’t like change and that’s exactly what he sees you as, but I think he can see it’s a good change. He sees me happier and he sees Noah opening himself up in a way he’s never done before. I think Rivers is finally starting to see that you’re a good change.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulder. “I guess he doesn’t have to worry about it anymore.” 
 
    “Come on,” she says. “Noah is a good guy. Whatever it is, you two can figure it out.” 
 
    I shake my head for what seems like the millionth time today. “No,” I tell her. “I’d hate to break your little ‘Noah and Henley’ bubble, but there’s no going back. We’re done.” 
 
    “It’s really that bad?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathe, hugging my pillow to my chest. “It’s that bad.” 
 
    A throat clears at my bedroom door and both Tully and I gasp as our heads whip around to find Noah, awkwardly hovering in the doorway, looking like a shell of the guy I’ve come to know over the past week. 
 
    Tully instantly shoots to her feet and Noah reluctantly tears his eyes from mine as he fights off his sister. “What did you do to her?” she demands. “I swear, Noah, she’s the only good friend I’ve got. You never let anyone else in. If you screw this up for me, I’m never going to forgive you.” 
 
    “Tullz,” he murmurs. “Go home.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” she threatens. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Just…Tully, go home. Please. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    She lets out a frustrated huff before turning back to me. “Do you want me to leave or kick his ass out of here?” 
 
    My eyes flick back to Noah and seeing that defeated look in his eyes has me caving. “It’s fine,” I tell her. “Go. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says. “Text me later.” 
 
    I nod and she turns a ferocious glare on her brother. “You better make this right,” she warns him. 
 
    “Trust me,” he murmurs, stepping aside to let her pass. “I wish I could.” 
 
    Tully disappears and Noah doesn’t take his intense eyes off me as we listen to Tully making her way out the door and into her Jeep. It’s not until she’s halfway down the street that Noah pushes off the side of my doorway, looking both sick and nervous. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “You’ve already welcomed yourself inside my house, I don’t see why you wouldn’t just barge your way in here too.” 
 
    He takes that as some sort of ‘yes’ and slowly makes his way inside my bedroom. I watch as he stands at the foot of my bed, not snooping around and touching everything the way his sister had done, instead he only has eyes for me. “You didn’t tell her?” he questions. 
 
    “Why would I?” I ask. “It’s not my bomb to drop. I figured if you’re about to disappoint your family, I shouldn’t give them the heads up to lessen the blow.” 
 
    He cringes and I hate how bitchy that sounded, but what the hell? My feelings are hurt and my inner bitch is clawing her way out. 
 
    I sit and wait expectantly, wondering what the hell he thinks he could say right now to make the situation better. Maybe an apology? Maybe beg on his knees for my forgiveness? I doubt either of those bullshit ideas would be enough as neither of them are going to change the fact that he’s going to be Monica’s baby daddy. 
 
    All I know is that after talking to Tully, I might have been wrong. Maybe he wasn’t playing me. Maybe the feelings were real and they’ve just been ruined by Monica’s horny ovaries. Either way, what we had is gone now. I don’t see myself being someone’s stepmom at seventeen.  
 
    This guy is about to become a father. Whether he likes it or not, his life is about to change in a big way and call me mean-hearted, but I’m not signing myself up for that shit, especially after only knowing him a week. Besides, I think my dad would kill me.  
 
    Noah lets out a sigh and moves forward to lean against the frame at the foot of my bed. I can tell he’s preparing for something, but whatever it is, he’s struggling to get the words out. 
 
    “What is it?” I question, unable to handle the suspense. 
 
    Noah swallows before standing a little taller. “I have to be with her.” Fuck. I wasn’t expecting that. “I’m sorry, but I have to do the right thing.” 
 
    I resist telling him that the right thing to do would have been to use protection, but I have a sneaky suspicion that comment isn’t going to go down well, especially now that she’s already knocked up. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because I owe you an explanation.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything,” I tell him. “It’s not like we were together.” 
 
    “Come on,” he says. “You know that’s not exactly true.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulder and press my lips into a disappointed line. “It’s easier to believe that than to admit I let you close enough to hurt me.” 
 
    He hangs his head and is quiet for a moment as I begin to curl in on myself, wishing this torture would just end. “I never meant for you to get hurt,” he whispers. “Believe me, that’s the last thing I ever wanted and if I could take it back, I would… but all this happened before you and me. If I’d have known…” 
 
    “What?” I question. “If you’d have known you never would have driven me home that day? Oh wait, you only drove me home to fuck with your knocked up baby Mumma.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    I shoot up to my feet. “You really want to talk to me about what’s not fair?” I scoff with unshed tears in my eyes. “You were basically handing me everything on a silver fucking platter. You made me like you. You made me feel something for the first time in forever and just when I thought it was ok to let you in, this shit happens?” I cry. “You walk through my door and here I am, thinking you’re here to tell me you’ve got it all wrong or to start apologizing for today, but instead you come to tell me you have to ‘do the right thing’ and be with her? What does that even mean? Do the right thing? How does doing the right thing have anything to do with being with her?” 
 
    “This is my kid,” he shoots back at me. “I don’t know about you, but I was raised with the beliefs that a father is there for his kid. It’s fucking morals, Henley.” 
 
    “Morals?” I scoff. “You’ve got this all fucked up. Do you really think being with someone you don’t love for the sake of a kid is great morals? Do you think teaching a kid that it’s ok to be in an unhappy relationship is great morals? Sure, go and be a great father, but don’t claim you’re with her because of your fucking incredible morals.” 
 
    I walk over to my bedroom door and wait there impatiently. “We’re done here,” I tell him. “Congratulations, you really are going to be a great dad, but as for you and me, this is where it ends.” 
 
    There’s only one way to describe the look on his face and it’s devastation in its purest form which has the power to complete gut me.  
 
    Noah walks over to me and stops right in front of me before he curls his hand around the back of my neck and tilts my head up to meet his. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs before gently pressing his lips to mine. 
 
    I can’t help but kiss him back. It’s like some kind of devastating goodbye and when he pulls back all too soon and walks out my door, I’m left gasping for breath. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The past three days have been a living hell. 
 
    On Tuesday night, I cried myself to sleep. 
 
    On Wednesday, Noah didn’t show up for school and I held Tully back from beating the shit out of a pregnant girl. I mean, morals certainly have been questioned lately, but that’s one I won’t even budge on. 
 
    On Thursday, Monica strutted around as though she’d just won the fucking lottery while Noah looked thoroughly repulsed and broken while constantly watching me from across the school. 
 
    And somehow, we’ve made it to Friday night and he hasn’t spoken a single word to me since the kiss in my bedroom doorway. 
 
    It’s killed me in a way I wasn’t prepared for. I lived for those afternoons chilling out with Noah while Tully and Rivers argued over burned popcorn. I adored the knowing smiles he’d give me when he thought no one was watching. I loved the way his arm always seemed to find its way over my shoulder, but the way the nickname ‘Spitfire’ would come out of his mouth with his signature cocky sureness breathed life into me. 
 
    That’s all gone now and I can feel myself retreating back inside my broken shell. That girl I was just the other week is knocking on the door, threatening to claim me once again and I’m struggling to hold her off. 
 
    I need a drink. 
 
    “What are we doing tonight?” I ask Tully as she walks into her room which I’ve barricaded myself inside just in case Noah happens to come home. Rumor has it, he’s racing again tonight, though I guess I’m happier to hear that then to find out that he and Rivers have disappeared again to get up to whatever shady shit they’re into. It still bugs me that I don’t know what it is, but I don’t think I want to know. I’m terrified of finding out that it’s something awful and my opinion of him might change. 
 
    Apparently, the news of having a baby has scared him shitless and he’s trying to do the respectable thing by getting cashed up to help support the baby. I don’t doubt Monica would be putting that burden on him rather than sharing the costs. 
 
    I have to commend him for it, but at the same time, I still can’t bring myself to be happy for him. Maybe when the hurt wears off I’ll reconsider. As for now, the fact that the race is on and I’m not there to see him kick ass…yeah, that kind of stings. 
 
    Tully’s face lights up like a damn Christmas tree. “Are you serious? You want to go out?” she practically roars. “I thought for sure we’d be holed up in here all night, listening through the wall, waiting for Noah to get home only to pretend you’re asleep when he walks in.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You and I both know that he doesn’t even like her,” I remind Tully. “He’ll be home as soon as the race is done and I want to be gone before then.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she chuckles. “What do you feel like? A crazy party or dinner and a movie?” 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “Sorry, I hadn’t realized we were dating.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and throws a cushion at my face. “You’re such a dork. You know that’s not what I meant. I just assumed you wouldn’t be up for a wild party.” 
 
    I grin up at her. “A wild party is exactly what I need.” 
 
    “Wait, let’s just clarify here. By ‘wild party’ do you mean getting wasted, screwing a handful of guys on the dance floor and whoring out or do you mean sitting on a couch and watching the party as everyone whores out around us?” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I plan on being the one doing the whoring and drinking.” 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah,” she cheers, before racing across her room and throwing her closet doors open. “What are we wearing and who are you screwing?” 
 
    I climb off her bed and make my way across to her closet, knowing she only has one pair of ripped jeans that I’d actually consider wearing. The rest of her clothes consist of tiny little dresses that hardly cover my coochy. 
 
    I seriously doubt I’ll be screwing anyone tonight, but I’m more than happy to go in with the attitude that I will be, you know, it’s good for the soul. Be one with your inner skank, especially in times of severe lady taco drought. 
 
    If I’m honest with myself, there’s only one guy I want taking me for a test drive as I have a feeling that no one else would be able to compare. Maybe he’s some kind of beast between the sheets or maybe it’s the feelings I have for him that would make it so good. I don’t know, but either way it’s not going to happen now. 
 
    Time to pack my shit and move the hell on. 
 
    Realizing I haven’t answered Tully’s question, I reach into her closet and grab the ripped jeans off the hanger. “At this point, I’ll be getting dirty with anyone who shows me just the teeniest bit of attention.” 
 
    “Something tells me you’re full of shit. I think you’ll only be kissing someone if Noah happens to walk through the door.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, feigning innocence. “That doesn’t sound like something I’d do.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she laughs. “You can’t honestly tell me that if Monica shoved her tongue down his throat, you’d just sit back and be ok with it.” 
 
    “Hell no,” I boom out laughing. “I’d kiss you if I was desperate enough.” 
 
    Tully shakes her head as she drops down to grab a pair of heels to match the red dress she picked out. “Babe, you should kiss me anyway. I’m a fucking rock star with my tongue. You’re seriously missing out.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind if I strike out with the guys,” I tell her, peeling off my shirt and replacing it with a black tank. 
 
    “Damn straight you will.” 
 
    An hour later, I feel like I’ve been waiting a lifetime for Tully to straighten her long dark hair, but hell, with that hair, sunkissed skin, green eyes, and red dress, she looks incredible. Maybe I might just have to kiss her after all. 
 
    I was ready ages ago. My look never takes long to perfect. I toss my hair around a bit, pull my jeans on, and add a little mascara. I finally feel like I can understand when guys in movies whine about their girlfriends taking forever to get ready. God save the man who ends up with Tully, though, we all know, or hope that it will be Rivers. 
 
    We walk out to the living room. The boys haven’t gotten home yet and thank God for that. I was hoping we could slip out without them questioning where the hell we're going. Shit, I don’t even know where we’re going, but that little fact doesn’t bother me. I trust Tully to show me a good night. 
 
    After shoving a handful of cash down her bra, Tully reaches for the door handle, only it opens just before she has a chance to grab it. We shuffle back to avoid being smacked in the face with the hardwood and not a moment later, Noah is standing right there in front of me, silently staring as Rivers looks up and down Tully’s body with a fierce appreciation. 
 
    Noah reluctantly tears his eyes from mine, finally allowing me to breathe before he snaps at his sister. “Where the hell do you think you’re going dressed like that?” 
 
    “Thought I’d go and get myself knocked up,” she smiles with a big ‘fuck you’ hidden behind her eyes. “Wouldn’t it be great? Our kids could grow up together just like I always wanted.” 
 
     Tully doesn’t allow him a chance to respond before she barges her way past Rivers and flies through the door. Rivers cuts in front of me and follows her out, not about to let her go to a party without his protection, even though we all know she can more than handle herself. 
 
    I go to follow them out the door, but Noah’s warm hand grips my elbow. 
 
    I turn back and watch him for a second, clearly struggling with whatever he needs to say. I wait a beat more and have never felt so disappointed at what comes out of his mouth. “Just… be careful, ok?” 
 
    No fight. No begging me not to go. No ‘I wish things were different.’ 
 
    I pull my arm away, silently wishing he would have said something else, anything else. Hell, maybe even put up a fight, but I should have known. The guy is all about his twisted morals, wanting to be a family with his baby Mumma. 
 
    Shit, the thought has me turning away and heading for Rivers and Tully, even more desperate for that drink. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    “Hit me again,” I slur, slamming the shot glass back down on the table. 
 
    “You got it, dude,” Tully laughs as she grabs the bottle of pretty green stuff and fills up the little glass.  
 
    I throw it down the hatch and cringe at the burn before smiling at the sweet aftertaste. “Shit, that’s good,” I tell her, grabbing the green bottle off the table and walking away with it as Tully follows behind with a bottle of her own. 
 
    We dart away from Rivers who seems to be everywhere and find somewhere to dance. It’s not long before I’m losing myself in the music and doing my best to forget the shitty week that I’ve had. 
 
    I’m just about at the point of feeling good when a very familiar black jacket crosses through my vision. 
 
    Jackson Millington.  
 
    “Fuck,” I curse as the force of one thousand memories nearly knocks me off my feet. 
 
    Tully reaches out and steadies me. “What is it?” she questions alarmed. 
 
    I nod my head in his direction and Tully twists around to get a good look at my past, but what’s worse is Kaylah trailing behind him with her boyfriend, Jesse Ryder, the king of Broken Hill High. 
 
    “Oooooh,” she says, drawing it out. “Are you good? Do you want to leave?” 
 
    “No,” I shake my head. “I need to forget,” I tell her, knowing I don’t need much more explanation than that, after all, she’s been the only person I’ve been able to vent to since it happened all those months ago. She knows just how hurt I was when Jackson left and she understands the torment I felt when Kaylah left right along with him. 
 
    I was all alone for months and seeing them here right now reminds me of everything I felt and everything I’ve been missing. I loved them both like family and that was torn away in the blink of an eye. I made one stupid mistake and it cost me dearly. 
 
    “Well then,” Tully grins, waving her hand around the room to showcase the selection of man meat in the room. “Take your pick.” 
 
    I look them over, not getting that turned on vibe from anyone. “I don’t know,” I tell her. “Who have you been with? Who’s good?” 
 
    “Geez, we’re not picking out used cars.” 
 
    “Aren’t we?” 
 
    “You sound like such a whore,” she laughs as she looks over our selection. “Honestly,” she says with a cringe. “Spencer is the only one worth getting your junk off for. He’s a shitty boyfriend, but the guy certainly knows his way around a vag, and fuck…his tongue. He knows how to use that too.” 
 
    “You sure?” I question, looking her over. “You won’t get weird if I hook up with him?” 
 
    “No,” she laughs, “Because I know you won’t go far. You might suck his dick, but you won’t let him inside the promised land. It’s not your style.” 
 
    “How do you know what my style is?” I ask, looking up and double checking that I haven’t been spotted by Kaylah or Jackson as I’m not quite sure I have what it takes to handle that right about now. 
 
    “I just do,” she tells me. “Now, fuck off and go get your knickers wet.” 
 
    Well, when she puts it like that… 
 
    I put on my best man-eating smile and try to get Noah off my mind which is easier said than done. I get my target in sight and beeline straight for him, despite the fact that he’s currently dancing with Candice, who’s grinding her ass back into him. 
 
    I catch his eye and as if every star in the universe was perfectly aligned, he drops his hands from her waist and steps around her like yesterday’s trash. 
 
    Candice shrieks her outrage, but she’s quickly forgotten as Spencer scoops me up in his capable arms. I mean, they’re warm and inviting, but I certainly don’t get the same thrill as when… shit. No. No more thinking about him. 
 
    I bring my bottle of green yumminess to my lips and take another shot. “Whoa,” Spencer chuckles in my ear as his fingers splay against the exposed skin of my stomach. “Slow down, babe. We’ve got all night.” 
 
    “Trust me,” I tell him, pushing my ass back into him. “I’m hoping to be well and truly passed out before ‘all night’ happens.” 
 
    “Now that I can get down with.” 
 
    With that, I tune out Spencer’s mindless babble and try my best to get lost in the music. I bring the bottle to my lips once again and realize that maybe I do want Jackson to see me. I want him to know what he skipped out on, but then, apparently, he’s with that other girl now. What would he care anyway? I’m just some chick who got tossed aside like the many other girls he’s been with. I don’t know why I thought I’d be special. 
 
    Spencer’s fingers tighten on my waist. “Come on,” he says. “I need some air.” 
 
    I let him lead me out the back door and by this stage, I’ve had enough to drink that I don’t really care what we do right now. 
 
    Spencer pulls a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and holds them out towards me. “Want one?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I don’t….” I cut myself off. What have I got to lose? “You know what? Yeah, ok.” 
 
    I slide a cigarette out of the packet and try not to focus on Spencer’s curious eyes. “You sure? Have you smoked before?” 
 
    “Nope, but it couldn’t be that hard, right?” 
 
    “Depends,” he laughs before pulling out a lighter. “Here.” 
 
    I place the cigarette between my lips and lean into the lighter. As the flame stands tall, I suck in a breath and hope to God I’m doing it right, otherwise, I’m about to make a fool of myself. 
 
    Once the cigarette is lit, Spencer lights his own before blowing out a cloud of smoke and making me wonder why the hell that didn’t happen for me. 
 
    Spencer laughs at the clueless look on my face and explains what to do. As I take the drag, I instantly start coughing, but along with it comes the laughter which is exactly what I’ve been needing, despite the way the cigarette is making my head spin. 
 
    Hell, who would have thought I’d have so much fun smoking with Spencer? 
 
    I take another drag and smile up at Spencer as he reminds me what a bitch I was when he texted me last week. I can’t help but agree, maybe I could have been a little nicer to the guy. He seems alright so far, but then, he did come on a little too strong. 
 
    I’m about to tell him that when the cigarette is plucked from between my lips and thrown down on the ground moments before a heavy boot slams down on it and puts it out. “What the fuck, Henley? You smoke now?” 
 
    My mouth drops open as I stare my past right in the face. “Excuse me?” I question with a scoff. “Since when do you care?” 
 
    Anger flashes behind Jackson’s eyes which is when I notice Jesse Ryder standing right behind him, probably wondering who the fuck I am, but from the way Kaylah pulls on his hand and tries to drag him away, I’m sure it won’t be long until he figures it out. 
 
    “I’ve always fucking cared about you. You were like a kid sister to me.” 
 
    Ouch. That stung. 
 
    I flinch at his words and it’s clear from the way the regret seeps into his features that he knows where he’s gone wrong, but I’m not about to let him keep treating me like that pathetic loser he threw away. I’m more than that.  
 
    I raise my chin and narrow my eyes on the guy I thought I was once in love with. How wrong could I have been? “Fuck off, Jackson. You didn’t think that highly of me when you screwed me? Or how about Kaylah? She didn’t care when she left right along with you. You both abandoned me. I had no one, so don’t come all up in my face pretending to care about me now.” 
 
    His eyes widen a fraction as he watches me with concern. I never once took that tone with him and I’m sure he’s probably wondering what the hell is up with me now, but months of being on my own and dealing with the shit they left behind have turned me into someone neither of them would recognize.  
 
    Kaylah watches me from behind Jesse’s shoulder looking more than pissed off. The second our eyes meet, hers drop away and I swear, I almost see guilt taking over, but that couldn’t be right. You don’t feel guilt for someone you don’t give a shit about. 
 
    I bring the bottle back to my lips, needing something more to dull the ache within my chest and watch with amusement how Jackson watches me. It’s like seeing him witness a stranger going through a trainwreck.  
 
    I look up at Spencer, unable to handle the look in both their eyes. “Take me away.” 
 
    He grins down at me like all his dreams are coming true and puts his arm over my shoulder. He begins to pull me away when Jackson steps in his way, making Jesse fall in beside him, prepared and ready to fight for the damsel just as I would expect of the guy. 
 
    Jackson’s eyes cut to mine, his brows drawing down as he tries to get a read on me. “What are you doing?” he questions, looking at me with a pity that has me wanting to throat punch the guy. No one pities me, especially not Jackson. Anyone but Jackson. “Who are you?” 
 
    I set my jaw. “Get out of my way,” I tell him, making myself grin as I realize that I still have the ability to drag out his overprotective douche side. 
 
    When Jackson doesn’t budge, Spencer moves an inch forward. “You’ve already fucked her over, man” he says, for some reason jumping into the protective boyfriend role. “You looking to do that again?” 
 
    “What? No,” Jackson says. 
 
    “Right, then move the fuck on. She wants to party.” 
 
    Jackson shakes his head, his fists clenching at his sides while his jaw clenches. Jesse hits his chest. “Come on, man. She’s not interested.” 
 
    I turn away, not wanting to hear his response. With my bottle in hand and hopefully the promise of another cigarette, we walk away from my past. I don’t bother looking back as I allow Spencer to lead me down to the back of the property where he can finally help me forget. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I lay in the cool grass with Spencer hovering above me and his lips pressed to the sensitive skin of my neck. His hips sink down onto mine, letting me know exactly what he’s got to work with as he starts to grind. 
 
    Tully was right, he really is good with his tongue. No wonder she gave the guy a decent chance. 
 
    Spencer’s hands roam over my body, claiming every part of my skin as his lips move up from my neck. They brush across my lips and I find myself tearing my face away from his. “No,” I rush out, slightly panicked and having no idea why.  
 
    I’ve kissed plenty of boys in my seventeen years and not once have I ever had an issue like that. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he questions, trying again. 
 
    “Anywhere but the lips,” I tell him. 
 
    Spencer gives me a funny look but his need to get lucky surpasses his desire to figure me out, so he shrugs and gets back to work. Just as well though, because I haven’t been able to figure myself out for eight months. 
 
    Spencer’s hand slides up under my cropped tank and cups my boobs. He’s gentle but firm yet I’m still not feeling it. I close my eyes hoping it helps me climb aboard the horny express, but as he gives my boob a squeeze, I picture the arm under my shirt being covered in tattoos. 
 
    My body relaxes and my tank is tugged over my head, leaving me exposed, but if it was Noah touching me, I really wouldn’t mind. 
 
    As he chuckles, I can picture his face, only it’s not Spencer’s that appears behind my eyes. It’s a sunkissed boy with dark hair and green eyes that seem to call to me, but hell, it’s working and if he’s not careful, I’ll be finished before we even get started. 
 
    Spencer touches me as his lips roam over my neck. I tilt my head back, needing more and if he can manage to keep quiet, I’ll be more than happy to continue this all night. 
 
    I must be sick. Where’s my drink gone? 
 
    What kind of girl pictures someone else while getting down and dirty? Surely, this is wrong. I mean, it’s not like I have to tell Spencer that the only way I was going to get off was by picturing his ex-girlfriend’s twin brother. 
 
    Shit. It’s definitely wrong. 
 
    I open my eyes to find Spencer’s face hovering right in front of mine with hooded eyes and a relaxed smile. This must be his sex face, or at least, his ‘just about ready for sex’ face. 
 
    It’s like getting a bucket of iced water thrown over my face. What the hell am I doing? 
 
    I scramble back from Spencer. “No, no, no. Stop,” I tell him, holding up a hand to keep him at bay. 
 
    “What the fuck, Henley?” he grunts, moving towards me again. “Things were just getting good.” 
 
    “Yeah, for you,” I snap back at him. 
 
    He flinches and I realize he probably assumed I was insulting his moves rather than having an issue with the fact that he’s the wrong guy all over me. “Damn it,” I groan, feeling around for my top and wanting my bottle of green yumminess back at my lips. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. You’re great, it’s just… I’m not into it.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he says, reaching for me again. “You were definitely into it.” 
 
    “Yeah, because I was picturing someone else.” 
 
    “Hey,” he grins before sending me a dirty little wink, “That’s perfectly fine by me. Whatever works. I won’t tell if you don’t.” 
 
    “How about no?” I say as my fingers curl around the bottle. I bring it straight to my lips and swallow it down. Once. Twice. Three times. Yeah, that should do me for now. I push up to my feet and am surprised to find myself wobblier than I had expected. 
 
    “You’re a fucking tease, babe,” Spencer growls after me, clearly annoyed he couldn’t get his rocks off. 
 
    “Chill out,” I call over my shoulder. “I’m sure Candice will have no issue getting down on her knees for you.” 
 
    With that, I ignore his case of blue balls and stumble my way back up to the party. I get hit in the face with someone’s cigarette smoke and it instantly makes my head start spinning again. I need to find Tully. 
 
    I feel around my jeans pocket for my phone, but all I get is a handful of ass. Shit, it must have slipped out while I was fooling around in the grass. I search the bodies dancing around me, but don’t see Tully anywhere. 
 
    I push my way through the dancers, wanting nothing more than to go home and sleep it off. I spot Rivers across the room, pouring himself a drink as he looks down at someone with complete adoration. Taking one step to the right, I see Tully smiling up at him as though he’s her knight in shining armor, and I find myself falling in love with the way they love each other, not that they have big enough balls to take the leap. 
 
    His arm falls around her and he pulls her in. I gasp as I watch. Are they about to…? He ducks his head and she looks up at him like he’s her whole world as they have a private conversation. A fond smile cuts across his face and in the blink of an eye, he presses his lips to hers, instantly making her melt. 
 
    “YES!” I scream, throwing my hands in the air and making all the idiots around me look at the drunk, crazy girl. I should go and cheer them on. 
 
    Wait. I don’t want to be the reason to ruin this. I should leave them to get their freak on. After all, Tully really likes him and I know he likes her too, besides, she’s having a dry spell too.  
 
    They should have a little privacy. Hell, I don’t even care that Rivers seems a shitload shadier than Noah and hasn’t given me the time of day. He’s a good guy and after all, Tully wouldn’t allow herself to feel for someone if he wasn’t worthy of her. 
 
    I turn on my heel and with the knowledge that Spencer is probably making his way around the party with a hard on, looking for me, I slip out the front door with my bottle in hand, more than ready to go home.  
 
    I get about thirty steps down the road and realize this is going to be a much bigger task than I had thought. I pass a house. Then another. Then a big tree with a broken branch. I stop to carve my name into it and get halfway through the ‘H’ when a light inside the closest house comes on. “Whoops,” I grumble before I keep going. 
 
    I finish off my bottle but keep holding onto it. Maybe it will magically refill and keep me in this happy state. No, maybe I should go back to the party and get another. Excellent idea. I turn around and start heading back, but as I look up the street, I realize I don’t recognize a damn thing. Where was the party anyway? 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    I turn back around and my head spins. How many turns did I do? Am I facing the right way? 
 
    “Oh, well.” 
 
    I push forward and end up in a deserted little park. Well, of course, it’s deserted. There’s not going to be any kids hanging around here at three in the morning. Or is it four? Hell, maybe it’s only midnight. I’ll check my phone. 
 
    I feel around and realize it’s gone. “Damn,” I grumble, but something screams at me that I already knew that. 
 
    I wonder where Tully is. I bet she’s having a great time. A damn great time. 
 
    I take a seat on the park bench and rest my head against the cool metal of the table. Yeah, that feels good. With my eyes closed it makes it easier to manage the world spinning around me. I could probably have a little nap, rest my feet, and then keep going in a little bit. 
 
    Yeah, that sounds fantastic. 
 
    But then, they have some swings at this park. My head pulls up and I focus in on the swings, but the thought of sitting in one of those death traps while going back and forth, back and forth, makes me want to hurl. 
 
    I’ll pass on the swings. 
 
    My head goes back down to the cool table. Yeah, this is where I should stay. 
 
    Noah’s going to be a daddy. 
 
    I should have found my way down to the beach. It probably would have been a bit nicer. Oh, I could have gone swimming with the dolphins. We could have a little party and they could take me to visit their underwater world. The Little Mermaid would be there and I’d swim with them all night. 
 
    I’d make an excellent mermaid. 
 
    I push up off the park bench as something that sounds like the tune of ‘Under the Sea’ comes flying from my lips. 
 
    “Whoa, Little Mermaid,” a voice says at my back, catching my shoulders and steadying me when I go to fall back over the bench. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” 
 
    I spin around, terrified of who’s standing behind me and have to blink a few times to make sure I’m seeing this correctly. “Hey, daddy,” I grin, absolutely ecstatic to see him, though I bring my hands up and feel his face, just to make sure. “Where have you been? Not dealing drugs again, I hope.” 
 
    Noah grabs my hands and puts them down by my side as he laughs at the trainwreck before him, while ignoring my ‘drug’ jab. We both know he isn’t into that, or well, I hope anyway. “Spitfire, what are you doing out here?” he questions, a little more forcefully as his eyes roam over me from head to toe, no doubt taking in the empty bottle that lays carelessly at my feet. He inhales before narrowing his eyes. “Have you been smoking?” 
 
    I fall against him and instantly start melting. Yeah, this is where I want to be. “Let’s go swimming.” 
 
    “We’re not going swimming,” he tells me, wrapping his arm around me and leading me away as he presses a discreet kiss to the top of my head.  
 
    “You’re such a party pooper,” I grumble. 
 
    “Shit happens,” he says, leading me towards a white blur across the park which I’m assuming is his car. 
 
    I let out the most unladylike scoff. “You’re preaching to the choir, Noahsaurus.” 
 
    His head whips around to me so fast that I worry he’s just snapped his neck. “Where the hell did you hear that name?” 
 
    I grin up at him and wiggle my eyebrows. “Where do you think?” 
 
    Noah groans and holds me a little tighter as we finally reach his car. “I’m going to kill her.” 
 
    I sway as I reach for the handle and Noah boots me out of the way to do it for me. “No, kill her tomorrow. She’s busy right now.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me. “What’s that supposed to mean? Who’s she busy with?” 
 
    I press my lips together and drag a finger across the front of them, pretending to zip them. As he rolls his eyes, a burst of laughter booms out of me. “Whatever,” he laughs. “As if Rivers would let her out of his sight.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet Rivers is taking real good care of her.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes again before deciding to give up. “Get your ass in the car, Spitfire. I’m taking you home.” 
 
    My eyes widen in fear and I begin to retreat, scrambling around and trying to make a break for it. “No. You can’t take me home,” I panic. “Dad will kill me. I was smoking.” 
 
    He lets out a frustrated huff, probably at having to deal with me like this. “Fine, you can sleep in Tully’s bed.” 
 
    At that, I allow him to help me into his car and when I struggle with the seatbelt for a good five minutes, he takes the clip out of my hands and does it for me, though he makes sure to do it with a groan. “Shit, where would you be if I didn’t find you?” 
 
    I let out a dreamy sigh. “Swimming with the dolphins.” 
 
    He laughs as the engine roars to life. “You know there are no dolphins in Haven Falls, right?” 
 
    I suck in a breath, absolutely horrified by this news. I mean, I used to sit out on the beach day in and day out just waiting to spot one. “Whaaaaaaaat?” I draw out. “You’re lying.” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “Google it if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    I flop back into the chair, devastated as he drives me back to his place. We sit in silence for a short while and with each passing second, the tension rises. “What were you doing tonight?” Noah questions, though from his tone, he’s not asking me how the party went, he’s asking a much deeper question. 
 
    I let out a sigh and turn to look out the window, hoping he can’t see my face. “You hurt me, Noah. I was trying to forget,” I murmur so low that I don’t even know if he can hear me. “What did you think I was doing?” 
 
    “Drinking like that and walking away from the party was stupid,” he scolds, trying to lecture me on my bad decision making. 
 
    I turn back to him. “So is doing shady shit with your best friend and having unprotected sex with whores.” 
 
    His fingers curl around the steering wheel, sending his knuckles a bright white. “I like her enough.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I grumble, shaking my head. “I’ve seen the way you look at someone you like and believe me, you don’t like her, not even a little.” 
 
    Shit. Did I say that out loud? 
 
    Noah doesn’t respond, but he doesn’t need to. We both know I’m right. 
 
    He pulls into his driveway and doesn’t bother helping me out, but I don’t deserve it. I probably shouldn’t have called him out on his bullshit while he was in the middle of saving my ass from sleeping on a park bench. 
 
    I walk down the hall to Tully’s bedroom as Noah disappears somewhere else in the house. I unbutton my jeans and pull them down my legs before deciding that was way too much for me to handle. I drop down on the end of Tully’s bed and let out a sigh as I pull my top over my head. 
 
    I look down at myself and a small purplish mark draws my attention on the curve of my boob. Is that a fucking hickey? I gasp as I spot another one and fly back to my feet. 
 
    I dart across the room and stand in front of the mirror, taking in my body. The right side of my neck is covered in them and they cover a good part of my chest. “Fuck,” I curse, hating the look of myself right now. 
 
    A low breath is expelled behind me and my eyes meet Noah’s in the mirror as he takes in the markings on my body. His face morphs from tired frustration to absolute fury. “Who the fuck touched you?” 
 
    I spin around, not bothered by my near nakedness in the least. “What does it matter?” I question. “I’m not yours.” 
 
    “It fucking matters,” he snaps before shutting his mouth and clenching his jaw. He’s quiet for a short moment and something tells me he’s working hard to control himself from arguing the point, but what can he say? I’m a free agent. I’m not here saying anything about the fact that he was probably with Monica tonight, screwing her pregnant brains out. 
 
    “Here,” he finally says, drawing my attention to the glass of water and pain killers in his hands. He passes them to me and I reluctantly take them, hating how much I love the fact that he’s looking after me, even though I really don’t deserve it. 
 
    “Thanks,” I grumble, glancing away. 
 
    The second the tablet touches my lips, my stomach churns. My eyes widen and I thrust the glass of water back into his hands. “Oh, no,” I panic, barging past him and slapping a hand over my mouth. 
 
    No, no. no. This is not happening. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he yells after me as I haul ass up the hallway and barge into the bathroom, hating that I’ve probably just woken his parents. 
 
    I make it just in time to throw myself down in front of the toilet and hurl up the entire contents of my stomach which mainly consists of green liquid. And let me tell you, it certainly doesn’t taste as sweet coming up than as it did going down. 
 
    “Fuck,” Noah curses, flying in behind me and scooping my hair out of my face. He reaches across to the counter and pinches one of Tully’s elastics before doing his best at tying my hair up. 
 
    “No, Noah,” I moan between gags as it seems to just keep coming. “Go away. I don’t want you to see me like this.” 
 
    “Well,” he chuckles. “It’s too fucking late now.” I groan and he runs his fingers down the side of my face. “I’m not going anywhere, baby.” 
 
    With that, he grabs me two wet, cold washcloths. One to clean myself up with and the other to hold against my head. To be honest, I’d probably prefer to take a shower, but knowing me, I’d probably drown in it somehow. 
 
    When my stomach settles, I drop down to the ground, laying my face against the cold tiles. “Don’t do that,” Noah cringes with disgust. “Rivers was in here for ages this afternoon.” 
 
    “Ewwww.” The thought of what he did in here has my stomach clenching once again and I hurl myself back up and over the toilet bowl, but as I’ve already emptied my stomach, all that’s left for me to do is to dry heave. 
 
    Great. I can’t believe I’ve just hurled in front of Noah Cage. Good work, dipshit. If I didn’t fuck up my chances before, I certainly have now. 
 
    “Sorry,” Noah murmurs, slightly pleased with himself. I guess that was his payback for my comments over the past half an hour. 
 
    Noah scoops me up off the floor and takes me back into his room. He looks down at my shirt with a cringe and pulls it up over my head before taking the shirt off his back and slipping it over my head. “You’ll sleep in here,” he tells me. 
 
    I shake my head. “Bad idea, daddy.” 
 
    He groans, probably hating that I’m calling him that. “Would you rather I wake up in the morning to find you’ve choked on your own vomit during the night?” 
 
    I nod. “At this point… yeah.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes and leads me back to his bed. “You’re so damn dramatic,” he tells me. “Now get your ass in bed and go to sleep.” 
 
    I do as I’m instructed and keep right over the opposite side of the bed, hating that we’re so close yet so damn far away. I don’t sleep and my gut is telling me that neither is he, but I’m terrified of rolling over to see the haunted look in his eye.  
 
    All it would take is for me to reach out to him, to just hold him for the night. No one would have to know, but it’s not right. He’s with Monica now, despite the fact that he can barely tolerate the girl. He wants to do the right thing and he has a child to think about now. 
 
    I can’t resist. I just need to peek. 
 
    I roll over to face him. His arm is propped under his head as he stares up at the roof, ignoring the fact that I’m staring at him like some kind of creeper. I was right, he looks haunted. He’s clearly torn about what to do here - what his head is telling him to do and what his heart is screaming for. 
 
    “Noah?” I whisper into the darkened room. He turns his head and those green eyes that I’m getting so damn used to are stormy and wild. 
 
    I reach across under the blanket as we silently watch each other. My fingertips graze across his ribs and he sucks in a breath. “Fuck it,” he murmurs. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, he reaches out and draws me tight into his body, holding me there where an instant peacefulness settles over me. 
 
    His arm curls around me as my head finds its place on his chest and my hand falls down on top of him. My leg hitches up over his hip and his hand rests against my thigh, holding me in place, right where I belong. 
 
    It’s perfect. 
 
    It’s exactly what my body has been craving since he last touched me on Tuesday. 
 
    I don’t know when it happened or how, but somewhere over the past two weeks, I have become one hundred percent his. My body, mind, and soul belong to him and I’m going to have to work out how to get them back because he’s no longer mine. Maybe he never was, but the truth of the matter is that soon enough, he’s going to be someone’s daddy. He’s going to have a family of his own and that future doesn’t include me. 
 
    But for now, I can pretend that just for tonight, I’m his. 
 
    My finger traces over the lily tattoo on his chest as I listen to the racing beat of his heart. “Noah?” I whisher in the night, feeling more sober than ever. 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    “Can you tell me about her?” 
 
    “Who?” he questions. “Lily?” 
 
    I nod my head against his warm skin and he exhales a deep breath before falling silent. I fear I’ve lost him, but when the words start flowing out, I find myself taking it all in and seeing a whole new side to the guy who’s quickly stealing my heart.  
 
    “She was beautiful,” he tells me before a small chuckle vibrates through his chest. “She had Tully’s bluntness and my stubbornness. I swear, she could have taken over the world if she just got the chance.” 
 
    “I bet she would have put you in your place a few times.” 
 
    A fond smile spreads over his face as his thumb moves back and forth over the skin of my thigh. “She sure fucking did. Apart from you, she’s the only one who’s ever been able to shut me down.” 
 
    A million questions fly through my mind but now’s not the time. “She sounds like my kind of girl,” I tell him. “Do you miss her?” 
 
    Noah lets out a sigh that has me desperate to take away whatever pain is filling his heart. “More than you could ever know,” he admits before a soft smile graces his lips. “You know I haven’t been able to eat a strawberry since.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “Why the hell not?” 
 
    “The day she… passed, she kept asking me to go get her a strawberry milkshake. She wasn’t supposed to be eating, but we knew time was nearly up, so I went to get her the stupid milkshake just to make her happy, even though it probably would have made her throw up.” Sensing he needs me, my fingers run down his body until they find his hand on my thigh. My fingers weave through his and I let out a sigh of relief when he doesn’t push me away. “I got back just in time to see her last breath,” he continues. “That stupid shake nearly took away my last moments with her.” 
 
    “You never know,” I tell him. “Maybe she was trying to save you the burden of having to say goodbye.” 
 
    Noah brings up our hands and traces my finger over the pattern of the heartbeat on the lily tattoo. “This was her final seconds,” he tells me. “Whether she was trying to save me from it or not, I never would have forgiven myself if I wasn’t there for her.” 
 
    “Well, the way I see it,” I smile. “If she loved strawberry milkshakes so much, she’d probably be pissed off that you haven’t been having them. How’s she supposed to happily live through you if you’re not drinking her favorite milkshake?” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he groans “That’s the worst reasoning I’ve ever heard, but crazy enough that it might just be true.” 
 
    “So, you’ll start looking at strawberries like you can’t live without them?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “We’ll see,” he murmurs. “Now, go to sleep before you end up barfing all over my bed.” 
 
    With that, I close my eyes and let out a breath as Noah’s arms tighten around my body. “Night, Noah.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Spitfire.” Those final words send me into a world of unconsciousness and I find it’s the best damn sleep I’ve ever had. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Something crashes down on my face and I wake with a start. “What the fuck?” I grunt, looking around and realizing I’m in Noah’s bedroom. “Shit,” I groan, hoping I haven’t done anything stupid. 
 
    A voice clears near the door and I turn to find Tully leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over her chest, and a less than impressed scowl across her pretty face. “Glad to see you’re still alive,” she snaps. 
 
    “Ummmmmm….?” I question, not able to remember much of what must not have been a very good night going off of the killer headache pounding away inside my head..  
 
    “You left,” she screeches. “I was at that party searching for you all night. You left your phone with Spencer and just took off. Who the hell does that?” 
 
    My brows pull down. “Spencer?”  
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” she groans, stepping back out of the room and slamming the door behind her. 
 
    What the hell did I do last night and what does it have to do with Spencer? And what’s that awful taste in my mouth? 
 
    Before I have much time to question myself further, the door is barged open again and Tully launches my clothes across the room. “I love you,” she says. “But I’m so damn angry at you right now.” 
 
    With that, she slams the door once again, making the noise pound through my head like a sledge hammer. 
 
    Fuck. Whatever it was, it must be bad. It takes a lot to work up Tully Cage into an angry fit. I must have really fucked up. 
 
    I climb out of Noah’s bed, glad to have a moment to myself to try and figure this out. I remember going to a party with Tully. Rivers was there acting like our protection detail as usual. We were drinking and then…Oh no. Then Jackson showed up. 
 
    Shit. I skanked around with Spencer. I let him touch me in the hopes of forgetting. I hope I didn’t let it get too far. 
 
    Something buzzes and I look around the bed and find my phone, realizing this must have been what Tully had thrown at me to wake me up. I find a more than a few texts from dad. 
 
    Dad – Where are you, Squish? It’s getting late. 
 
    Dad – Henley. Where the hell are you? 
 
    Dad – Get your ass home. 
 
    Dad – You better be lying dead in a gutter somewhere, or help me God, I’m going to rain all sorts of hell down on you, girl. 
 
    Dad – Are you ok? Did something happen? Are you hurt? 
 
    Dad – Fuck Henley. Get your ass home. NOW! 
 
    Then there’s one from this morning. 
 
    Dad – Home. Now. 
 
    Shit. That was over an hour ago. 
 
    I grab my jeans from last night and draw them up my legs before grabbing my black tank. I look it over and cringe. This is gross and kind of sticky. 
 
    I look down at myself and realize I’m in one of Noah’s shirts and wonder how the hell it got on me. Actually, from memory, this is the shirt he was wearing yesterday before we left for the party. 
 
    Hmmmm…. If only I could put this puzzle together. 
 
    I slink out of Noah’s room, still wearing his shirt, and duck into the bathroom to get a good look at myself. I pee and sitting here on the toilet, I remember all the action it got last night and not only that, the way Noah tied my hair back and witnessed me at my worst. 
 
    How fucking embarrassing. 
 
    I wash my face, fix my hair, and straighten up my clothes. I guess this is as acceptable as it’s going to get. I can go home and shower, I just need to get out of here first. Hmmm, I wonder if climbing out the window is my best option? 
 
    As I walk out of the bathroom and up the hallway, I find four sets of eyes staring at me. Tully sits with her legs crossed on the couch, a perfect scowl on her face. Rivers sits beside her with an uncomfortable, awkward distance between them and an equally as pissed off scowl on his face. Noah is across the room, sitting on the edge of the coffee table, leaning forward on his knees with nothing but that broken confusion that’s been plaguing him all week. 
 
    Seeing him sparks the memory of his arms holding my body all night, keeping me tucked into his side, making sure I was safe. I swear, I’ve never felt so loved in my life. Those memories are torn away as my eyes land on Monica leaning against the entryway for the kitchen, staring at me with a strange mix of shock and pure disgust.  
 
    She storms forward into the center of the room. “What the fuck is she doing here?” she demands, staring at Noah. “And is that… is that your fucking shirt?” 
 
    Her voice is loud and pierces straight through my skull. “Fuck, Monica. Shut the hell up.”  
 
    Tully smirks at Monica being put in her place and I can’t help but feel a small victory. At least Tully wasn’t lying; she still loves me, but needs time to cool down after I decided to leave the party without so much of a goodbye. She was probably worried sick. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Monica grunts, stepping forward and placing herself right in front of me. “You don’t belong here.” 
 
    “Like you do? The only reason you’re here is because you got yourself knocked up. If it wasn’t for that you would have been long gone. In fact, you were long gone.” 
 
    Her face flames and her hand strikes out, slapping me hard across the face. 
 
    My jaw clenches as my hands curl into fists at my side. Don’t hit a pregnant girl. Don’t hit a pregnant girl. 
 
    “Fuck,” Tully gasps, seeing the potential ass kicking that’s about to go down, but she’s wrong. I won’t do it. I won’t punch a pregnant chick, but if she pushes me enough… 
 
    Noah is on his feet in seconds, winding his arm around Monica’s chest and dragging her back a step, away from the crazy girl. He looks over the top of her head at me, his eyes piercing into me and causing all sorts of havoc within. “I think you should go,” he tells me. 
 
    My heart shatters in a way I never thought possible. 
 
    Monica grins like she’s won…again, and all it does is piss me off. 
 
    I grab the hem of Noah’s shirt and tear the fabric up over my head before slamming it into Monica’s chest. “Here,” I say, standing before a room full of pissed off people in my bra. “Have your fucking shirt.” 
 
    With that, I storm towards the door, pinching one of Tully’s jackets on the way. 
 
    “Shit,” Noah curses as I barge through the front door. “Rivers, drive her home.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking bother,” I call over my shoulder before darting down the front path to get the hell out of there. 
 
    I storm down the street, unable to even process what I’m thinking. But with a much clearer head than what I had last night. 
 
    How could Noah just let this happen? I get he feels like he’s somewhere in between, but there’s a clear right and wrong here. 
 
    I get to the fork in the road. One way leads me home, the other leads me down to the old boardwalk over the beach. I toss up my options. Be alone on the beach or suffer through dad screaming at me? It’s not exactly a hard decision. 
 
    I head down to the beach and sit under the boardwalk, curling my toes into the sand in the place that Kaylah and I used to come. I haven’t been here for ages, but right now, the complete aloneness where no one could possibly find me is exactly what I need. 
 
    My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out to find a text from Noah. 
 
    Noah – Don’t hate me. 
 
    I shake my head, wanting nothing more than to throw my phone across the beach and never see it again. I quickly hash out a reply before I can think too much of it and change my mind. 
 
    Henley – Too late. 
 
    Noah – I’m sorry. 
 
    Henley – For what? Hurting me, choosing her, last night, or kicking me out this morning? 
 
    Noah – Everything. 
 
    I close my eyes, trying to make the pain disappear. 
 
    Henley – Goodbye Noah. 
 
    Noah – Don’t do that. 
 
    Henley – You’re the one who did this. Not me. 
 
    With that, I turn off my phone and slide it back into my pocket, not wanting to see what he comes back with, knowing that no matter what he says to me right now, it’s all going to hurt and it’s a pain I simply can’t handle. 
 
    My head drops into my knees and the tears start streaming down my face, pissing me off more because I should be stronger than this. I shouldn’t be crying over boys who weren’t even mine in the first place and I realize that unintentionally, I gave Noah the power to break me. 
 
    After an hour of sitting on the beach, I pull myself together. It’s probably past midday and my stomach is beginning to growl. 
 
    I trudge back to my place, fearing the lecture dad’s been preparing for me since yesterday, but when I stand in front of the house, the first thing I notice is that the truck is gone. I let out a sigh. He only got back yesterday. 
 
    I make my way inside and head straight for the kitchen, knowing that when he goes, he usually leaves me a note, and just as I suspected, it’s right there in the middle of the clean table. 
 
    I cringe at the cleanliness of it all. If dad cleaned, that means only one thing. He was up all night panicking about me. 
 
    Shit, I owe him an apology. 
 
    I grab the note off the table and read over it as I pinch the two fifties between my fingers. 
 
      
 
    Henley, 
 
    I have another big one. Should be gone about a week this time. 
 
    You better have a good explanation as to why you weren’t home last night. 
 
    Be safe. Lock the doors. 
 
    Call me as soon as you get this. 
 
    Love you. 
 
      
 
    Shit. Henley, not Squish. That’s big trouble. Like, really big trouble. 
 
    I get busy pulling my phone back out of my pocket and dialing his number while ignoring the buzz of the incoming text which is no doubt from Noah. 
 
    I speak to dad for a good twenty minutes as he yells at me and I tell him over and over again that I’m ok. I confirm that I didn’t spend the night in hospital or jail, and I lie just a little when I tell him that I didn’t spend the night in a boy’s bed. 
 
    When he’s finally satisfied that I’m alright, he lets me go and I walk straight into the bathroom, desperately needing to relax. I turn on the bath, throw in a few bath salts, add some bubbles and pour myself a glass of orange juice. Then I grab a banana from the fruit bowl as I wait for the bath to fill and before I know it, I’m standing butt naked in front of the mirror desperately wishing there was some kind of magic trick to get rid of the markings that Spencer left on my body. 
 
    I mean, how dare he do that? I look like I’ve been claimed by someone. It’s disgusting. 
 
    I try and let it go in the hopes that the hot bath should help. I’ll add a little cream to my skin and in a few days, I should look like my regular self. I’ll just have to wear a scarf to school on Monday, but who knows? They might be gone by then. 
 
    I bring up my playlist on my phone and place it on the counter so I don’t accidentally drop the phone into the bath as it’s something that seems to happen to me quite a bit. 
 
    I turn off the bathroom light and slip into the water, excited by how damn badly I need this right now. I quickly scrub myself clean and finally get the chance to relax. Within the space of two minutes, my head is back on the edge and my eyes are closed, soaking in the peacefulness of the relaxing bath. 
 
    I don’t get out until the water starts to cool and I start looking like a prune. 
 
    I dry myself off, throw my silk robe around my body, and grab the blanket off my bed before trudging out to the living room which is exactly where I stay.  
 
    It’s not until after dinner that I pluck up the balls to check the message Noah had sent me earlier in the day. I let out a breath, hoping this doesn’t break me like everything else seems to have done today. 
 
    I unlock my phone and sitting right there is his unread text message, along with a few from Tully from this afternoon. 
 
    Noah – I wish things could be different. 
 
    I read it over and over again and find that I couldn’t agree more. 
 
    But what’s the point in telling me that? All it does it remind me that I’ve missed out on something incredible. I think I’d be able to deal with it better if it was because I’d screwed up in some way, but this is completely out of my hands and makes it that much harder for me to accept. We were so close to finding happiness. It was there, hell, I’m confident enough to say that we did have it for a moment before it was ripped away. 
 
    With that, I exit out of the message and focus on Tully’s, knowing this should help a little with my disastrous mood.  
 
    Tully – You get home ok? 
 
    Tully – Sorry I yelled at you. 
 
    I smile at the messages, thankful that she’s still talking to me. I hash out a reply. 
 
    Henley – It’s fine. I’m ok. 
 
    Tully – Thank god! Where have you been all afternoon? Should I come around? Are you sure you’re ok? That shit with Monica was brutal this morning. I thought for sure you were going to deliver a smack down. 
 
    Henley – No, I need to sleep it off. And believe me, if she wasn’t up the duff, I would have kicked her ass. Are we ok? 
 
    Tully – Tell me about it. I was worried for a minute! 
 
    Tully – Yes! Of course. Honestly, I was more pissed off because I was finally going to seal the deal with Rivers when he noticed you’d taken off. 
 
    Henley – Shit, you got clam jammed. 
 
    Tully – Uhhhhhhhhh….? What? 
 
    Henley – Female version of cockblocked. 
 
    Tully – HAHAHAHAHAHAH 
 
    Tully – HAHAHA 
 
    Tully – I can’t even… 
 
    Tully – I’m coming around. Movie night. 
 
    I put my phone down. There’s no point denying her now. She’s probably already on her way here. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she was already pulling into the drive. 
 
    By the time I get up and pee, the front door is being barged open and as I walk out of the bathroom, Tully’s arms are thrown around my body. “Come on,” she says, dragging me along. “I brought ‘Paranormal Activity’ and popcorn.” 
 
    Shit. I guess I won’t be sleeping ever again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I stop by my locker on Monday morning, still struggling to forget the shitty weekend I just had. I guess that’s not entirely fair. Tully kept me up all of Saturday night, slept over, and refused to leave until the early hours of this morning, making sure I was fine with my aching heart. 
 
    I think she could tell how hurt I was by Noah’s rejection and I think she hates the way he dismissed me on Saturday morning, but she’s caught in the middle. He’s her twin brother and no matter what, they share a bond that no one will ever be able to break. 
 
    She supports him, while also doing everything she can to support me. It’s a tricky situation for her, but I’m damn pleased that she was able to see past my bullshit and spend all of yesterday with me. 
 
    We fucked around all day doing all sorts of stupid shit to cheer us both up. She had a missed opportunity with Rivers that apparently, doesn’t tend to come around often with him, despite his endless flirting. So, to say she could really use the girl time is an understatement. 
 
    It was an awesome Saturday night and Sunday spent with her, even though the movie scared the shit out of both of us and we had to watch ‘The Notebook’ afterward just so we could get the idea of a demon living in the roof out of our heads; though it’s completely Tully’s fault for bringing that movie over in the first place. It’s terrifying and she knows it. 
 
    I finally get to my locker and put in the combination. Call me crazy, but I’m actually excited to be here today. It means that everything can go back to normal. I’m done with Noah so all I have to do is go to class, scowl at the rude bitches, and mind my own business, just like I used to. No more of those secret glances from across the room, no more flirting, no texting. It’s all done. 
 
    I haven’t seen him since Saturday morning and to be honest, I’m glad. I couldn’t bear to hear about this baby anymore. I mean, God bless every little child on earth, but I just can’t seem to like this one very much. I will for Tully’s sake, though. Hell, I’m sure if it came out with his green eyes and looking just like his daddy, I’d probably instantly fall in love, as for now, the idea of being salty sits really well with me. 
 
    Tully hasn’t admitted it yet, but she’s excited about being an aunt. I can just picture it now, she’ll buy the kid all sorts of new toys, teach it bad words, go to the park, and teach it how to be awesome just like her. 
 
    She’ll be in her zone. She’s definitely going to love being an aunt. 
 
    And well, Noah… he’s going to be the best father this world has ever seen. You know those ‘World’s best dad’ awards, they’re going to go straight to him. He’s going to work his ass off and will be fiercely protective of his kid. Loyal, trustworthy, and fun. Everything a kid could want in a dad. 
 
    Monica doesn’t know how lucky she is, but then, maybe she does. 
 
    A hard body falls into the locker beside me and I’m just about to tell Noah to get lost when I realize it’s not actually him. I mean, am I that consumed by him that I just assume he’s around me all the time? God, I’ve got to pull myself together. 
 
    Spencer grins down at me as though I’m some kind of meal. “Where’d you disappear to on Friday night?” he questions, stepping in a little closer. “Things were just starting to heat up.” 
 
    I turn and look up at him. “Are you serious, right now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he chuckles. “Course I am. Let’s fuck off out of here and we can finish what we started.” 
 
    “No way in hell,” I laugh, turning back to my locker and rifling through for my things. 
 
    Spencer pulls at my elbow to drag my attention back to him. “What’s up? You’re so hot and cold all the time.” 
 
    “Spencer,” I groan, pulling my arm free before hissing under my breath. “You marked my fucking skin. You made me look like a battered woman you’d claimed. You’re lucky my dad wasn’t home to see that shit. He would have hunted you down with a fucking rifle.” 
 
    “Whoa,” he laughs. “Chill the fuck out, babe. It was just a little fun.” 
 
    “Fun for who?” I question, feeling a little guilty because, deep, deep down, he means well. “I’m sorry, but screwing around at the back of some random party isn’t exactly my idea of fun. I was drunk. I would have been up for anything.” 
 
    He pulls on my elbow again. “Come on. I’ll make it up to you and I promise, no more hickeys.” 
 
    I go to pull free again when Spencer is grabbed from behind and thrown against the lockers on the other side of the hallway. Students scream and scramble to get out of Noah’s way as he pins Spencer up against the lockers with a hand held at his throat, reminding us all who the fucking pack leader is around here. “You put those fucking marks on her?” Noah demands. “What were you trying to do? Claim her as your own? Make her look like some kind of used slut?” 
 
    My eyes widen at the phrase. “What did you just call me?” 
 
    My question gets ignored as Spencer gasps for air. “Dude,” he says with terror behind his eyes, clearly knowing just how dangerous Noah can be, and trust me, his bad side is not somewhere you want to find yourself. “Back the fuck up. What’s your problem?” 
 
    “My problem is that dickheads like you shouldn’t be allowed to touch fucking angels.” 
 
    Fuck, I want to hate him so bad, but ‘angels’? How could I when everything he does makes my heart beat faster? 
 
    I break my way through the students gathered around, trying to watch their King take down the school jock. This shit needs to stop here. I will not go down for this, and more so, I don’t want Noah going down for it either. “Noah,” I yell, trying to break through his rage. I grab onto his steel arm and try to pull Spencer free before he does any damage, but it’s like trying to raise the dead - damn impossible. “Let him go.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes cut to me for a brief second before he lets up on Spencer’s throat, but that doesn’t stop him from keeping the guy pinned to the lockers and shaking me off. “What’s your fucking problem?” Spencer questions again, though this time it’s a low tone, used only for our ears, hoping he can dissolve the situation with a little one on one, but maybe he forgets who he’s dealing with. 
 
    Noah steps into him. “Don’t fucking touch her. She’s not interested.” 
 
    Spencer grins wide. “And you think she’s interested in you? It wasn’t you that she was grinding her ass into on Friday night. It wasn’t your lips all over her.” 
 
    The rage pouring out of Noah is enough to even scare me and if Spencer keeps running his mouth, it’ll end up wired shut for six to eight weeks with a broken jaw. “Tell me,” Noah grins, wickedly, looking more and more terrifying by the second, “when you were all over her, did she scream your name or was she thinking of someone else? Was it you who took her home? Were you the one in bed with her all night? I don’t fucking think so.” 
 
    My cheeks flame at the way he describes our Friday night. He technically hasn’t lied, but the way he’s describing it makes it’s sound like a lot more went down then what actually happened. I mean, the only thing that went down was my dignity. 
 
    Spencer’s eyes flick between us before he calls him on his crap. “Bullshit,” he says. “I fucking know you, man, and if the rumors are true, you wouldn’t be fucking Henley, not when you’re with Monica.” 
 
    Noah’s jaw clenches as he raises his chin, challenging Spencer. “What fucking rumors?” 
 
    I watch the boys and it’s almost as though Noah just dared the guy to say it, even though we all know exactly what rumor he’s talking about. 
 
    Spencer grins. “You knocked her up, didn’t you?” he says. “And about fucking time. I was getting sick of her always hanging off my dick.” 
 
    Oh, no. Despite the fact that Noah can hardly stand the skank, he’s still possessive over what’s his. 
 
    I pull on his arm again. “Noah,” I warn. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Noah’s fist slams across Spencer's face, shooting towards him at the speed of light. He goes down like a sack of shit as every girl in the hallway screams and starts to run, more than aware of the dangers of being around Noah Cage when he’s about to get down to business. 
 
    Noah won’t leave now until the job is done. Until Spencer gets the fucking point that I’m not to be touched and remembers who’s the fucking King around here. 
 
    Noah goes for Spencer again and I dive in behind him, trying to get him off the guy, but it’s damn near impossible. His fists sail into Spencer over and over again as people stand around watching with their phones out; watching their king in action. 
 
    “Noah,” I scream, wishing Rivers was here to peel him off Spencer, knowing damn well that Noah has the ability to cause serious damage, hell, lethal damage if he’s not careful. None of the guys around here would have the balls to get involved to try and pull him off Spencer, so right now, I’m all alone. I’m all he’s got. His only protection. 
 
    I go for him again just as Noah rears back, not realizing just how damn close I am and within the blink of an eye, his elbow clocks me in the face, sending me hurtling back into the crowd of students before collapsing to the ground. 
 
    “Fuck,” I cry, falling back with my hand pressed against my aching cheekbone as tears instantly spring to my eyes. 
 
    Noah spins around with wide, frantic eyes, looking like some kind of wild animal that’s been caged for way too long as he completely forgets about Spencer laying motionless on the ground behind him. 
 
    Noah dives for me. He grabs me and instantly peels my hand away from my aching face, revealing a palm full of blood. “Shit, Spitfire,” he gasps with his heart on his sleeve, looking like he could be sick. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you behind me. I never would have…fuck.” 
 
    I cut him off, flinching away from his touch. “What the hell is wrong with you, Noah?” I demand with tears pouring down my face, though they’re not from my broken soul, they’re here purely from the pain coursing through my face. “I told you. I’m done with you. I don’t need you getting in the face of every guy who comes near me. I can handle myself.” 
 
    “But I…” 
 
    “No,” I snap. “You made your decision. We’re through.” I wave a hand in Spencer’s general direction. “Shit like this can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Come on,” he says, ignoring my ranting while trying to help me to my feet, still with that crazed animal look deep within his eyes. “Let me take you to the nurse.” 
 
    “I told you. I can handle myself,” I yell at him, pulling myself free with a hard yank. “I don’t need you.” 
 
    With that, I turn and walk away, leaving nothing but brokenness behind me with a shitload of whispers. 
 
    I take myself to the nurse and have to wait as she deems Spencer’s injuries to be worse, and honestly, so do I. Maybe I jinxed him with the whole ‘broken jaw’ thought because it sure as hell looks broken to me. He ends up being carted off in an ambulance so he can get his jaw x-rayed and that’s when the nurse finally pays attention to the massive cut and bruising rapidly spreading across my face. 
 
    A familiar dark-haired beauty sticks her head through the door as the nurse tends to my wound and prepares my face for stitches. “Oh shit,” she laughs, slapping a hand over her mouth for her inappropriate giggles. “He’s seriously going to hate himself for that.” 
 
    “He should,” I grunt as she comes in to get a better look. “It freaking hurts and it doesn’t help that she keeps touching it and making it sting like a fucking bitch,” I seethe glancing up at the nurse who presses her lips into a tight, unimpressed line, having dealt with much worse than me in this very room. 
 
    “I bet,” Tully says, trying to keep me calm. “I can’t say I’ve ever been on the receiving end of one of his punches, but I’ve sure seen him in action. The guy could be a fighter if he wanted.” 
 
    “I believe it. I mean, Spencer went straight down.” The nurse pokes at me and I suck in a pained breath. “Shit, that hurts.” 
 
    “Sorry, but if I don’t clean it up, you’ll end up with an infection.” 
 
    “What about a scar?” Tully asks. “Is her pretty face going to be all messed up?” 
 
    The nurse presses her lips together and shrugs. “It’s hard to tell, but if she doesn’t start sitting still, she’ll end up with something a little more than a scar.” 
 
    I scoff and roll my eyes before turning back to Tully. “I hardly think one little scar is going to mess up my face,” I tell her, knowing damn well that it’s not going to be a little scar, it’ll be pretty damn big, pink and ugly. 
 
    “No, but it’ll make you look like a hardened criminal and tear Noah apart every time he looks at you.” 
 
    “In that case, hit me again,” I tell her. “Make it look worse.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Tully says, always ready and prepared to defend her twin brother. “He feels bad enough as it is. You should see him. He’s fucking torn up. It was just an accident.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you should get Monica to make it all better,” I grumble under my breath before turning back to her. “It wouldn’t have happened if he had just left me the hell alone. You know he was only getting at Spencer because he found out it was him who gave me the hickeys, right?” 
 
    “Shit,” she laughs. “For Spencer’s sake, he better hope Noah never finds out what he did to me over the summer.” 
 
    I burst out laughing, making it that much harder for the nurse to finish up. “I can just imagine,” I tell her. 
 
    Tully sits with me until the nurse is done fixing up my face and I walk away with three little stitches just above my cheekbone and a phone call made to my father which is only just going to make him worry. 
 
    Tully hops off the bed and helps me up behind her before grabbing my phone and passing it to me. "You know there's probably a few unread messages on that thing," she warns me. 
 
    "I know," I grumble, knowing that she’s referring to her more than guilt-ridden twin brother. "There are twelve to be exact. I've been counting them as they come in." 
 
    "Have you read any of them?" she questions sheepishly. "You know, he’s only going to keep texting until you reply. He's worried about you. He’s like me, just not as bad, actually, this might just be the exception." 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh, but can’t help smiling at her comment. "I know he's worried and I get that it was an accident, he didn’t see me behind him and I shouldn’t have tried to break up a fight that was way out of my league. That was just asking for trouble and I don't blame him for that nor will I hold it against him. I'm angry that it could have been avoided if he had just left it alone. He wants to be with Monica. What am I supposed to do? Go and tell him everything is fine in the world and that he's still my special little guy while my vag grows cobwebs? No thanks." 
 
    "For the record, he doesn't want to be with her and you know that. He wants to be with you. It’s clear as day, but he wants a family for this kid. He wants to do it right." 
 
    I let out a frustrated groan. "Why are we even talking about this anyway?" I question. "She's pregnant. Me and Noah are done. There's nothing more to it." 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and grabs me to stop me from storming off in some kind of dramatic exit. "There's so much more to this," she informs me. "Just because you guys can't be together doesn’t mean he doesn't care about you. He's crazy about you and this whole situation is killing him. Hell, the fucker made me bail out of class just to come and check on you. You realize I had to fake a diarrhea explosion, right?" 
 
    "Yuck,” I cringe, scrunching up my face and making it hurt that much more. “But thanks. I thought you would have come and checked on me just because you wanted to, not because your brother made you." 
 
    "Shut up," she says, practically shoulder charging me. "You're fine. You and I both know it. Noah is just worried you might be hating on him." 
 
    "He’d be right. I am hating on him." 
 
    She lets out a sigh. “Hating on him because of this morning or the baby thing?” she questions, being able to read beneath the surface. 
 
    “Baby thing,” I grumble. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” she scolds. “She’s like, six or seven weeks along. That shit happened way before you showed your pretty little face. You can’t hold it against him.” 
 
    “Doesn’t stop it hurting though.” 
 
    “I know, I’m feeling it too,” she sighs. “I mean, out of all the chicks he could have impregnated, why did it have to be her? She’s such a…” 
 
    “Skank?” I offer. 
 
    “Ha. Yeah,” she grins before her face becomes serious. “I assume you’re going to pretend the nurse sent you home?” 
 
    “I’d be stupid not to take advantage of the opportunity,” I tell her. 
 
    “Ok,” she says as the bell rings for first break. “I better go and find Noah before he comes looking for you.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m going to scram.” 
 
    “Good plan,” she laughs. “I’ll see you later. Text me if you need anything.” 
 
    Tully turns and walks away and I duck into the senior bathroom to quickly pee before getting out of here. Tully wasn’t wrong, I’ve only known Noah for a few weeks, but I know him well enough to know that he’s going to come looking for me and right now, I simply can’t handle that. 
 
    I walk into the bathroom and lock myself in a stall before getting down to business, but people walking in make me groan. I’ve always hated peeing with people in the same room. It’s not like we’re in the same stall together, but the walls are paper thin, so we might as well be. 
 
    Their shrill, over the top voices, instantly alert me to the fact that it’s Monica and Candice, and surprise, surprise, they’re bitching about me. What’s new? 
 
    I try my best to tune them out, but their arrogance continues to draw me in, and the fact that they’re getting all the details wrong about what went down this morning just seems to irritate me further. 
 
    “Cammy D. said that Noah and Spence were fighting over you and that Henley got jealous and threw herself at him. That’s how she got hurt,” Candice informs her with a laugh. “It was fucking perfect. You should have seen the trail of blood left up the hallway. You would have loved it.” 
 
    “Really?” Monica gasps. “Tyler in my math class said that Noah went all Hulk on Spencer because he told everyone that they fucked.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. At least that’s a little closer to the truth. A little. 
 
    “Don’t believe it,” Candice says. “Noah doesn’t give a shit about her. She’s a loser. He loves you.” 
 
    Yeah fucking right. 
 
    Monica doesn’t respond and it’s clear she’s mustn’t agree with what Candice is suggesting. After all, Monica has been there to see the way he has chosen me over her time and time again. Hell, she was there when I walked out of his bedroom on Saturday morning.  
 
    “What does it matter anyway?” Candice continues. “You got him back.” 
 
    “Yeah, but for how long?” Monica says in a hushed whisper. “He’s going to realize sooner or later that there’s no bump. You know, yesterday he asked me to see the ultrasound picture you’re supposed to get. I had to lie and say that the doctor didn’t print it out.” 
 
    What. The. Actual. Fuck? 
 
    The bitch isn’t even pregnant. 
 
    I scramble around for my phone, realizing that I’m not going to stumble upon this kind of information again. I hit record and pray to whoever exists out there that this conversation continues. 
 
    “Don’t be such wet blanket,” Candice says with a slight slur, probably applying a layer of bright pink lip gloss as she talks. “It’s simple. Baby bumps don’t show straight away so just fake a miscarriage in a few weeks. It’ll get him off your back and you won’t have to worry about Henley. He’ll feel obligated to stay with you for a few weeks after that and in that time, you can work on sorting your shit out.” 
 
    “You think?” Monica questions. 
 
    “Yeah, for sure,” Candice says. “My friend at Broken Hill did it to her boyfriend and it worked like a charm.” 
 
    “And the whole ‘bump’ thing?” 
 
    “Just eat a few burgers and you’ll gain a few pounds,” she suggests. “But if you get fat, you’re off the squad.” 
 
    I can’t believe what I’m hearing. 
 
    I get myself fixed up and flush the toilet before strutting out of the stall with way too many emotions fluttering through me. It’s like all my prayers have been answered but at the same time, it’s going to cause more drama as too much has been said. It’ll force us to face it. Finally, all the pain can stop and me and Noah can maybe get back on track, you know, once we sort through all the shit that’s been said and done. 
 
    I walk straight up to the sink where Candice and Monica are fixing their makeup and grin as both their eyes widen. “You know what I love about communal bathrooms?” I question as I wash my hands. “You always manage to learn something about somebody.” 
 
    I walk over to the hand dryers and hold them under there for a few seconds before holding up my phone and giving it a little wiggle as Monica’s face turns a deathly shade of white. “You know, I bet I know a few other people who’d be interested in learning about you too.” 
 
    With that, I walk out the bathroom door, finally feeling like things are starting to look up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I’ve spent the day cuddled up on my couch with a handheld mirror, watching the bruise spread across my cheekbone. Noah got me good, like fucking good. I can just picture his face when he sees this, which I wouldn’t be surprised if it was sometime this afternoon. 
 
    All I’ve wanted for the past few hours is to go over to his place and tell him everything I know, except he’s not there. I got a text from Tully just after I got home saying he was MIA. Rivers has already checked their place while Tully checked the school, meaning he could be anywhere. 
 
    I grab my phone and hash out a text. 
 
    Henley – I need to tell you something. 
 
    Delete. 
 
    Henley – Can we talk? 
 
    Delete. 
 
    Henley - … 
 
    Delete. 
 
    Damn it. This isn’t the kind of news I want to tell him through a text, especially with how things are between us. It would be too easy for him to accuse me of lying. I don’t think that would happen, but the thought is still there. Besides, I need to show him the proof on my phone. He needs to hear it with his own ears.  
 
    The other thing holding me back is the fact that if this comes from me, he’s going to forever remember that I was the one who told him he wasn’t going to be a father. All the shit that’s been running through his mind over the past week is all going to be torn away by me. I’m going to be the bitch who ruins that, not Monica. 
 
    Damn it. This shit is so hard, but if he was to find out that I knew and didn’t say anything, I’d be in even more shit. 
 
    Decisions. Decisions. 
 
    A knock sounds at the door and I jolt up on the couch. Could this be Noah already? Has he come to grovel for forgiveness? I’m not sure that I’m ready to hear it just yet, but at the same time, all I want is to throw my arms around him and have him tell me that it’s all going to be ok. 
 
    But if it was Noah, he would have barged straight through the door without knocking. No, it’s definitely not him. Maybe Tully? Or Rivers? It’s got to be Tully. She wouldn’t be able to stay away from this trainwreck. Rivers will probably just send a text later in the day making sure I’m not plotting Noah’s death. 
 
    I throw the blanket off me and place my stupid little mirror down, knowing exactly what Tully is going to say now that the bruise has formed properly. 
 
    I slink across the living room and pull open the door. It’s barely halfway open when a figure blurs in front of me, pushes me back with a hard shove that sends me flying down onto my ass as someone yells out, “Get her!” 
 
    “What the fuck?” I yell as my ass begins to sting from the fall. 
 
    The door is slammed shut by another person and it’s not until then that I realize it’s Monica and Candice with a few of their skank cheerleader friends. Monica throws herself down on top of me as cheer skanks rummage through my home, tearing it apart. “Find that damn phone,” Monica seethes just seconds before her fist slams into the side of my face and someone grabs me, holding me down. 
 
    I buck her off, but Candice joins in as I try my best to cover my already aching face. It’s no use, there are too many of them and fists just keep flying. “You better stay the fuck away from him,” Monica yells between punches. “He’s mine.” 
 
    I get kicked. Cut. Clawed at. Bruised and battered.  
 
    “You’re nothing,” she seethes. “You’re pathetic. Noah is mine. He always will be,” Monica adds, jamming her fist into the side of my ribs. Her punches don’t pack nearly the same force that Noah’s elbow had this morning, but they are more than enough to have me begging for it to stop. 
 
    My arms cradle around my head and I curl my body up as much as possible. It makes it harder for them to punch, so they go with kicking instead. I scream out as someone’s foot connects with the back of my ribs. “Stop,” I cry. 
 
    “Look at that,” Candice laughs. “We made the bitch cry.” 
 
    “Got it,” someone calls out from deeper in the house. 
 
    Monica and Candice leave me be for all of three seconds as Monica grabs my phone off her friend. She searches through it. Laughs to herself and grins down at me like seeing the blood covering my face gets her off. “Consider this your final warning. Tell him what you think you know and I will end you.” 
 
    With that, she throws my phone down, smashing the screen before crushing it beneath her foot. Not a moment later, Monica and her band of whores run from my house, leaving the door wide open for the world to see me crumpled on the ground. 
 
    I groan as I roll onto my side, kind of wishing Noah would come around now. My body aches and every slight movement I make seems to make it worse. I know I’m supposed to be hating on him right now, but this just seems to put things into perspective. Why have I been working so hard to push away one of the only people who actually give a shit about me? 
 
    I crawl along the floor needing to get up or do something to help make the pain go away, but it’s too much. My nose is bleeding and my ribs are screaming with each flinch of my body. My arms instantly give in, unable to move me across the room. 
 
    I give up. 
 
    I stop dead center in the middle of the living room and wait. Maybe someone will come or maybe I’ll be left alone long enough for the pain to settle on its own, either way, I’m not moving anywhere. I can’t 
 
    Instead, I cry. I cry for my aching body. I cry for my messed up feelings for Noah. I cry for how broken he will be when he realizes it was all a lie and I cry for how shitty my week has been.  
 
    I don’t know how long I stay there, but it’s nearly dark when a familiar gasp is heard behind me just moments before someone rushes forward and I’m scooped into a familiar pair of arms that aren’t covered in tattoos. 
 
    Jackson carries me across the room and helps me onto the couch as the tears continue falling down my face. “What happened?” Kaylah demands from behind his shoulder, half cowering not to be seen, but her concern is too great to be ignored. 
 
    I shake my head as Jackson puts me down on the couch. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Kaylah pouts out her bottom lip and it’s clear that despite whatever differences there are between us right now, she still cares a great deal about me. “Believe it or not,” she says. “I got a call from Rocko saying that you needed help. We came straight away.” 
 
    “Rocko?” I question in confusion. My dickhead neighbor doesn’t give two shits about anybody but himself and now all of a sudden, he’s calling someone to come and help me out? It doesn’t make any sense.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jackson says, slipping a hand under my back and helping me to sit up a bit better. I groan and cringe but all that manages to do is make me even more aware of just where I’m hurting. “Come on,” he says, reconsidering as he looks me over. “I should take you to the hospital to get looked at.” 
 
    “No,” I grunt out. “I’ll be fine. I just need help up and an ice pack. You don’t have to hang around.” 
 
    Jackson looks at me blankly. “I’m not about to leave you alone with nothing but a fucking ice pack,” he demands. “Is there someone that you can stay with tonight? You probably shouldn’t stay in the house alone.” 
 
    I don’t like it, but he’s right. It also doesn’t go unnoticed that neither of them not offering to stay. “Yeah, can you call Tully? She’ll stay with me.” 
 
    “Tully?” Kaylah grunts. “Tully Cage?” 
 
    “What other Tullys do you know?” I throw back at her, hating her questioning tone. I mean, Tully certainly isn’t the kind of girl I would have hung out with in the past, but the little booger has certainly grown on me. 
 
    Kaylah scowls and Jackson steps in. “Go get her an icepack,” he tells her. “Find some bandages too.” 
 
    With that, Kaylah disappears into my home as Jackson runs a hand down his face and takes a seat beside me. “Are you going to tell me what the fuck just happened to you?” 
 
    I rear back from him, flinching at his tone. “Don’t take that tone with me,” I scold him. “You’re the one who fucked things up for me, not the other way around. You don’t have the right to question me anymore.” 
 
    He cringes and hangs his head. “Fuck, you’ve got to know how sorry I am about that,” he murmurs. “I guess I really did screw you over, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You think?” I scoff, cringing at the way my ribs scream at me. “You took advantage of me that night. You and Kaylah were my family. One day you were there, the next… nothing.” 
 
    “You know I’m sorry,” he repeats.  
 
    “How could I know that when neither of you has spoken to me since?” 
 
    “Shit,” he curses, running his eyes over the cuts on my face but lingering on the one courtesy of Noah, clearly realizing this had happened before as it’s already been stitched, but luckily, he moves right along. "I was hoping Kaylah would reach out before now. She misses you. I needed her to mend that bridge before I could dive in and start groveling. She wouldn’t have forgiven me if I’d forced it on her.” 
 
    “Jackson,” I sigh, hearing Kaylah rummaging around in the kitchen, “I don’t want to hear your bullshit excuses. Straight up, you knew how I felt and you took advantage of that. You never should have touched me and I never should have thrown myself at you the way I did. It was stupid.” 
 
    “Babe,” he sighs, giving me that smile that I used to think I was in love with as he reaches out and squeezes my shoulder, temporarily forgetting how sore my body is. “You and I never would have worked. You had a crush that would have faded and I look at you too much like a sister.” 
 
    I let out a sigh, hating how those words still have the ability to sting. “I know that now,” I admit. “I’m just sorry it took me so long to figure out.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry I used to be such a manwhore. Those days are gone now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard you locked yourself down in a serious relationship,” I chuckle, holding onto my stomach, hoping it can help soothe the pain. I mean, where the fuck is Kaylah with that ice pack? “Things really have changed, haven’t they?” 
 
    “I heard you’re getting a little too friendly with Noah Cage.” 
 
    “Are you keeping tabs on me, Jackson?” 
 
    He booms out with laughter. “Of course, I am, kid,” he tells me. “Just be careful with him, alright. He’s… into some things.” 
 
    My eyes narrow on him, knowing he must hold the answers to the big ‘disappearing’ secret. I’m two seconds from launching into my interrogation when a cautious voice murmurs behind him, completely throwing me off track. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Jackson turns to take in his sister, staring at me with nothing but hurt. “Shit,” Jackson grunts, looking down at his bare wrist, “is that the time? I got to go.” 
 
    “Jackson,” Kaylah seethes. “You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he laughs, pushing up off the couch. “I don’t want to be here for this showdown.” He walks forward and presses a kiss to my cheek before looking back up at his sister. “Clean her up. I’ll wait outside if you need me,” he walks to the door before looking back at me. “Just remember, the trick with Kaylah is to go for the guilt trip. She’s a sucker for that shit.” 
 
    “Jackson,” she snaps. 
 
    “Make her see the light, Henley,” he calls. “I miss hearing you two singing Taylor Swift at the top of your lungs while momentarily forgetting that you’re not as hard as you think you are.” 
 
    I cringe as I try to adjust myself on the couch, still stunned that they’re even here and I seem to have started mending the burnt bridge between me and Jackson. I guess that leaves one other bridge to fix. “Can’t make any promises.” 
 
    “Well, try. I want to introduce you to Elle.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan. 
 
    With that, he disappears down the pathway, leaving me to face the girl who hurt me in one of the worst ways, though to give her a little credit, she did think I was betraying her. 
 
    Kaylah drops to her knees in front of me and thrusts a packet of peas into my hand before getting to work. 
 
    I let out a shaky breath and try not to cringe. Why am I finding it so hard to talk to her? We used to be like sisters. “Can we at least talk?” I ask, trying to appear much braver than what I feel. 
 
    She watches me for a silent minute before looking away. “Not much to talk about.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I grumble before an awkward pause. “How are you?” I ask, hating this weirdness between us. 
 
    She nods and looks away. “Pretty good,” she tells me with a fake enthusiasm. “Broken Hill High is great.” 
 
    “Really?” I scoff, remembering the millions of times we had complained about all the rich bitches who went there. 
 
    She bites down on her bottom lip before finally deciding to give in and try properly. “Don’t get me wrong, the chicks there are brutal, but Jesse is there and he’s kind of amazing.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d have to deal with the chicks if you’re with Jesse? Doesn’t he, you know, keep them away?” 
 
    She shrugs, putting a bloodied tissue aside and grabbing another. “He thinks he does, but you know how girls are when they want something. We don’t do things the way dudes do.” 
 
    I scoff, for the first time not agreeing with that statement. Dudes are usually the ones you expect to beat the shit out of someone to make a point, Noah and Spencer being the perfect example of that this morning. But I guess women everywhere are fighting for equality and wanted to get in on that action. After all, Monica and Candice literally just handled their shit the way dudes do. 
 
    I let out a sigh as I watch her expert medical skills. After all, we used to patch up Jackson all the time. He used to get in plenty of fights with the guys from Broken Hill, Jesse and Nate in particular. It’s funny how things change. “You left, Kaylah. You didn’t even say goodbye.” 
 
    Her mouth drops open as he fingers pause on my skin. “Are you serious? You screwed my brother. You turned out just like all those other skanks who were using me to get close to him.” 
 
    “How can you say that? After the years we spent being friends, how could you possibly say that? You know that two-faced, fake bullshit isn’t me. It never has been and it sure as hell never will be.” 
 
    “So, you just happened to fall into his bed? You tripped and landed on his dick? Give me a fucking break.” 
 
    “Kaylah,” I sigh, admitting my cold hard truth that I never once let myself tell her before. “I thought I was in love with him. For years I thought that.” 
 
    She pulls back. “Bullshit. You never once told me that. Don’t come up with shit like that to make you look like the good guy.” 
 
    “Are you kidding, right now?” I demand, wishing I was in the position to throw myself to my feet and make a scene. “I am the good guy. I couldn’t tell you because every fucking day you reminded me just how awful it would be if one of your friends wanted to get close to him. You made me feel like what I felt for him was wrong. You made me feel worthless for having a fucking crush on an amazing guy. Of course, I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying, Kaylah. For so long, I thought he was it for me. I had dreams of having his babies… and then, well, shit went up in flames and I didn’t only lose him, I lost you too. You were supposed to be my best friend and you didn’t even give me two seconds to explain myself.” 
 
    “Because you betrayed me,” she yells. 
 
    “No, you betrayed me.” 
 
    Kaylah continues as though I didn’t say a word. “You got close to me just so you could be with him just like every other girl in this fucked up place does.” 
 
    “Stop lying to yourself,” I sputter. “You know that’s not how it is. We were both drinking. You were home sick, and it just… happened. Look, truth be told, I should have told you from the start that I was crazy about him, and you should have told me that you were leaving. I deserved an explanation,” I tell her. "Do you have any idea what it was like for me all alone at that damn school? I’m practically a chew toy for Monica and Candice.” 
 
    Her eyes rake over my body, putting two and two together. “Is that who did this?” I sigh, not really wanting to get into it with her. “Maybe you need a few kickboxing classes,” she scoffs. 
 
    “And maybe you need to forgive me for having stupid feelings for your brother? It’s not like I could help it. He’s pretty cool, you know?” 
 
    She groans. “I know, he’s the best,” she tells me. “You don’t still…you know? Want to have his babies?” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure his babies are going to be gorgeous, but they won’t be crawling out of me. It took me a little while, but I realized what I felt for him wasn’t the real deal. And to be honest, I had the shits with you both too much to even consider it.” 
 
    “How’d you know it wasn’t the real deal?” she asks, ignoring my last comment. 
 
    “Because what I feel for Noah is.” 
 
    “Noah?” she grunts. “Noah Cage? Like King of Haven Falls? Pack leader? Most intimidating guy on the face of the earth?” 
 
    My cheeks flame as I suddenly become sheepish. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well… shit,” she says, giving herself a moment to get used to the idea. “So, Spencer?” 
 
    “Was supposed to be fun.” 
 
    She scrunches up her face. “Doubt it,” she grumbles before giving me a small smile. “I’m happy for you,” she says before she starts biting her bottom lip. Kaylah is quiet for a moment as she looks down at her hands. “I’ve missed you,” she admits. “It been pretty shitty not having you around. I had to make new friends at Broken Hill and it wasn’t easy.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh. “I’ve missed you too, but you could have called me or come by.” 
 
    She lets out a sigh. “Do you think…?” she cuts herself off, unable to word whatever she’s thinking. 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell her, being able to read her like a map. “We can.” 
 
    “Slowly?” 
 
    I shake my head and give her a grin. “No way in hell. You’re not getting one foot through the door just to hover in the damn thing. If you’re in, you’re all in. None of this taking it slowly bullshit. We’ve been friends for too long for that crap.” 
 
    Kaylah lets out a relieved sigh. “Oh, thank God,” she rushes out before throwing herself forward and crashing into me with wide arms. “I’ve hated being angry with you.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I curse, cringing in agony. “Get off me, skank.” 
 
    She gasps. “Shit.” 
 
    She hurries off me and checks me over before scrunching up her face. ‘I think you need a shower. All your blood is matted in your hair.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    She helps me up off the couch and slides her arm around my waist as we walk slowly towards the bathroom. She quickly strips off my clothes and orders me into the shower where I’m finally able to feel somewhat human again, despite the way my body screams with every touch. 
 
    Afterward, I wrap a towel around myself and sit down on the closed toilet and watch as she darts across to my bedroom, thankful that she knows her way around my house almost better than I do. Kaylah searches through my closet and pulls out a pair of sweatpants and grabs a shirt from the clean washing pile. 
 
    I smother a smile as I realize she’s grabbed the shirt Noah had given me after he threw me in the cold shower. Kaylah pulls it over my head and it takes all of three seconds for her to glance down at my body. “Is that a boy’s shirt?” 
 
    “Nope,” I say, which technically isn’t a lie. I’ve definitely claimed it as my own so as of now, it’s my shirt. 
 
    Kaylah rolls her eyes. “Alright,” she says. “Are you good? Do you need pain killers?” 
 
    “I should be fine,” I grumble. “I just want to eat something and go to bed.” 
 
    “K,” she murmurs, walking forward and slipping her arm around my body. She walks me back out to the living room where we find Jackson sitting on the couch with no sign of the bloodied tissues and bandages. 
 
    I give him a grateful smile and go to crash down on the couch, only he stops me with a shake of his head. “You’re not staying here by yourself tonight. Do you want to stay at our place?” 
 
    My back straightens as I think it over before shaking my head. I have too much shit to work out with Noah. “Can you take me to Noah’s place?” 
 
    His eyes narrow, clearly not liking the idea of me and Noah, but there’s not much he can do about it. He doesn’t know him the way I do and he’s taking the fact that he’s into shady shit and using that to judge his character. Not fair. 
 
    Jackson all but carries me out of the house and helps me into his car before Kaylah climbs into the back. The movement of bending down into his car is nearly enough to kill me. It’s excruciating and I can happily say that I never want to get jumped by a bunch of cheerleaders again. 
 
    Don’t be fooled. I will get my revenge for this. Henley Bronx is not one to sit back and let this type of shit happen. They will get what they deserve and I’m going to love every second of handing it to them. 
 
    As Jackson takes off up the road, I can’t help but take in Rocko standing out the front of his house, his head is bent down over the front of his car as he works on something in the engine. He didn’t have to go out of his way to call for help, but he did and I’ll forever be grateful. Hell, maybe he’s trying to make up for all the shitty things he’s done in the past. All I know, is that at some point, I’m probably going to have to say thank you. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I point out a few directions and it’s not long before Jackson pulls up at Tully’s place and helps me out of the car. It feels like a lifetime getting from the car to the front door, but when we do, relief surges over me. I’m so close to being able to crash down onto a bed. 
 
    Noah’s Camaro wasn’t parked out front which all that manages to do is make me question what he’s doing. Is he with her or are he and Rivers doing whatever the hell it is they do? On the good side, he’s not here to bug me with a hundred and one questions about what happened to my face, just Tully who will probably rush around, making sure everything is comfortable and in reaching distance.  
 
    What would I do without her? 
 
    Kaylah knocks on the front door and Tully pulls it open a second later. Her brows pull down, probably wondering why the hell Kaylah and Jackson Millington are standing on her doorstep, but then her eyes roam over me.  
 
    They widen in terror. “Oh, my God,” she screeches, reaching for me. “What the hell happened to you? Who did this?” 
 
    Jackson helps me inside and leads me straight to the couch as Kaylah hangs back at the door. I can’t help but look back and notice a slight flicker of jealousy pulsing through her, but that’s that price you pay when you abandon someone. You can’t expect them to wait around forever. Things change.  
 
    I turn back to Tully. “Who do you think?” I grunt out. 
 
    “No,” she gasps. “She wouldn’t...She couldn’t.” 
 
    “Well, she sure as hell did.” 
 
    Jackson sets me down on the couch and looks over me. “You all good here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say with an awkward smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    He nods. “Alright, Kid. I’ll see you around, k? Don’t be a stranger.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking,” I mutter. He laughs and sends me a wink before heading for the door and dragging Kaylah back up the driveway, completely disappearing. 
 
    “Well, that was weird,” Tully murmurs. 
 
    “Tell me about it. It was uncomfortable while also so familiar, but we were able to talk some shit over. Rocko called Kaylah to say I needed help. I guess he hasn’t taken much notice of the fact that she hasn’t been around for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you know Rocko. If it doesn’t concern him, he usually doesn’t give a shit,” she reminds me before a sheepish cringe flutters across her face. “How are you feeling? Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    I press my lips together and shake my head gently, knowing that if I was to move too fast, the pain will shoot back through my head like a jackhammer. “No. Do you know where Noah is?” I ask. "I should probably talk to him.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she scoffs. “He’s not going to expect you to sort out all your shit right now. You can sleep on it and talk when you’re feeling a bit better.” 
 
    “No, I just… need to talk to him. What happened with Monica, he just… I really need to talk to him.” 
 
    “OK,” she says with a heavy confusion. “I’ll try calling him again, but I haven’t heard from him all day. Rivers still hasn’t seen him either. Have you tried texting him?” 
 
    “Monica smashed my phone,” I tell her. 
 
    Tully sucks in a breath. “Are you kidding?” she demands. “I swear, that bitch has taken it too far this time. Was it just her? I bet she had Candice with her.” 
 
    “There were about five of them,” I inform her. “Candice and Monica jumped me while some skank held me down and the other two ransacked my place. It’s a fucking mess.” 
 
    “Shit,” she sighs. “I’ll help you clean it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she tells me. “Now, how are we going to get her back?” 
 
      
 
    --------- 
 
      
 
    A pain stabs through the back of my ribs and I continue tossing and turning just like I’ve been doing all night. I’ve hardly slept at all as every time I move, I end up pressing down on another bruise. 
 
    This sucks. Big time.  
 
    I sit up in Tully’s bed and reach over her to light up the screen of her phone. It’s just after three in the morning, but the good news is that the headache that came with being jumped seems to have faded to a distant hum. 
 
    Realizing that trying to get a good night’s sleep is ridiculous, I push up out of her bed and tiptoe out her bedroom door, hoping I don’t wake her as I gently close the door behind me. I stop in the bathroom and pee before checking myself out. My bruise from Noah looks nasty and the rest of the cuts and bruises over my body make me look like I was jumped. Oh wait, I was fucking jumped. 
 
    Who would have known that a bunch of cheer bitches could cause so much damage? 
 
    I turn on the light in the living room before making my way through to the kitchen and rummaging through the freezer for an ice pack. All I find is a bag of frozen vegetables and decide it’s going to have to do. 
 
    I grab some more pain killers and a bottle of water before lifting myself up onto the counter and sorting out the pills. I quickly swallow them before taking the frozen veggies and holding the bag against my sore ribs. They’re definitely not broken, but they sure as hell are bruised. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” a low voice rumbles through the darkened kitchen. 
 
    My head whips around to see Noah leaning against the wall, studying my back, but the second he takes in my face, his eyes widen and he rushes forward, completely forgetting about the bullshit between us as this is so much bigger than us. 
 
    He makes his way around the front of the counter and practically pushes himself between my legs in his need to look me over. “What the hell happened?” he demands, studying every little mark on my skin, his eyes jumping from left to right and back again in nothing but pure panic. “Who did this to you?” 
 
    I place the frozen vegetables down as distaste flashes through me at having Noah see me like this. I like being strong. I like being seen as the girl who doesn’t get affected by shit, but right now, I’m weak. I’m more than weak. I’m hurt and my soul is crying out for him. 
 
    Noah's fingers gently brush over the bruise and stitches that he had given me and I see nothing but devastation clouding his eyes. “Fuck,” he breathes. 
 
    My hands move up from my lap and find his shoulders before trailing around the back of his neck, desperately needing him close. “I’m sorry,” he whispers, moving in closer and resting his forehead against mine as I wrap my legs around him.  
 
    “It’s ok,” I murmur. “It was an accident.” 
 
    His hand brushes over my ribs, right where I was holding the bag of frozen vegetables somehow manages to make it feel a million times better. “This wasn’t though,” he says with a raging storm growing behind his green eyes. “Who did it?” 
 
    I ignore his question and remove one of my hands from around his neck. I place it at his chin and raise it so he looks me in the eye. “Are you ok?” 
 
    He shakes his head and I can’t resist him any longer. I lean into him and press my lips to his. 
 
    His lips capture mine for the briefest second before he pulls back. “Spitfire,” he whispers with regret. 
 
    Hurt floods me as I pull him back to me, ignoring his blatant rejection. I press my lips to his once again, not giving a shit what he thinks is right. I need him and I’m taking it whether he wants it or not.  A groan is pulled out of him as he gives in and he winds his arms around my body before sliding me forward on the counter until our bodies are pressed firmly together.  
 
    Not for a single second does he remove his lips from mine and suddenly all the pain and heartbreak of the past week seem like nothing. Noah and I have something that neither one of us have been able to explore, but it’s there nonetheless and I’m sick of holding back from him. 
 
    I am his. Body, mind, and soul. Every part of me even if it means dealing with girls like Monica and Candice. He’s my alpha, my pack leader, and I’m his beta, ready and willing to be anything he needs me to be. 
 
    I sigh into him, everything I’ve been through today was worth it just for this moment with him. 
 
    Noah’s hands slide up my back as he holds me, making me feel like I’m home. This is where I want to be and from now on, I’m going to start fighting for it. No more pushing him away. 
 
    Noah pulls back and asks me for the third time. “Who did this to you?” he questions, looking into my eyes with nothing but concern and a sick desperate need for answers. 
 
    Realizing his patience is running thin, I can’t drag this out any longer. I take his hand in mine and thread our fingers together, loving the way his hand in mine makes my heart race in all the good ways.  
 
    I drop my eyes, unable to look at him, though I don’t know why. Maybe it’s shame for allowing this to happen or maybe it’s fear in being the one who has to tell him the ugliness of today. I let out a shaky breath and prepare myself for the worst. “It was Monica,” I whisper. “Her and Candice jumped me this afternoon with a bunch of the other cheerleaders.” 
 
    He takes a step back, watching me with uncertainty. "What?” he demands. “I know she can be a bitch, but she wouldn’t go this far, especially not now. Not with the baby.” 
 
    “Noah,” I sigh, tugging on his hand to pull him back in, absolutely hating myself. “That’s why she did it. There is no baby.” 
 
    I’ve never seen someone so still. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I try tugging him to me again, but he pulls his hand from mine, absolutely gutting me, making me realize I have to suck it up and tell him the whole story. We’re never going to get past this if I can’t get it out. I need to be strong, not only for myself but for him too.  
 
    I swallow back my fears and give it to him straight. “After the nurse stitched me up this morning, I overheard Monica and Candice talking. Monica was asking advice on how to keep faking the pregnancy and Candice told her that in a few weeks when you realized there was no bump growing, she needed to fake a miscarriage so you’d feel obliged to stay with her.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head, unable to believe what I’m saying, but I don’t stop. I can’t. Not yet. 
 
    “I recorded the conversation and made the mistake of telling her that I was going to tell you. I should have just kept quiet,” I tell him as my eyes fill with unshed tears. “I should have gone to you straight away, but I was just so angry with you, with everything. I had to open my big fucking mouth.” 
 
    Finally, he steps back into me and wipes the tears as they fall. “What happened?” he demands, still as stiff as a board. 
 
    “There was a knock on my door. I thought it might have been you or Tully, but when I opened it, they barged through. Monica pushed me down and started beating on me with Candice while someone held me down and the rest of them searched my house and trashed it. They got my phone, deleted the recording, and then Monica smashed it.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “Jackson and Kaylah cleaned me up and brought me here. I hope that’s ok. I just… I needed to see you after everything.” 
 
    “Jackson?” he questions with a strange jealously pulsing through his eyes as his fingers tighten around mine and has me desperate to set the story straight. 
 
    “He was helping me, that’s all. We talked through some shit and now I can really move on.” He seems to accept that answer and slowly nods his head. 
 
    Noah lets out a deep sigh and places both hands down on the bench beside my thighs before leaning into me and resting his head on my shoulder. I listen as he tries to calm himself, using me to help keep himself grounded as he takes slow deep breaths. My hand winds up his arm and hooks around his neck, holding him to me.  “Are you sure?” he questions. “There’s no baby?” 
 
    I squeeze his neck, giving him all of me. “There’s no baby.” 
 
    “So…me and Monica?” 
 
    “Are through.” 
 
    He raises his head and watches me before slowly pulling back, watching me as he retreats. “I’m going to make this right,” he promises before going to step away. 
 
    “No,” I cry in pure desperation, making him stop in the entryway of the kitchen, terrified of him leaving without knowing where we stand. “Please. Don’t go. It’s the middle of the night. Stay with me. I just… I need you to stay.” 
 
    Noah turns and those green eyes come to mine. As if sensing that need within me, he rushes forward and kisses me with an intense need and desire. His arms pull me in, crushing our bodies together while being careful not to hurt me. 
 
    I moan into him, winding my arms around him, holding him tight to me, and finally coming to terms with the reality of just how much I like him. In fact, I think it’s a little more than that. I think I’m falling for him. How could I not? 
 
    Noah picks me up off the counter and I wrap my legs around his waist again, knowing he’ll never let me fall. He walks down to his room, turning off the living room light as he goes and lays me down on his bed. “You know I love it when you wear my shirts.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “What else do you see in my eyes, Spitfire?” he questions, looking down at me with a burning desire, but buried under that is something I’m not quite sure of. Something I’ve never seen before. Is that love? Does he love me? 
 
    I look up at him with confusion and all he does is smile before bringing his lips back down to mine. “You’re fucking beautiful, Henley.” 
 
    Noah’s lips move to my neck and I let out a satisfied moan before reaching for his shirt and tugging it over his head, desperately needing to feel his warm skin beneath my fingers. He pulls the shirt over my head, being careful not to jostle me too much before his lips trail down further, exploring my body. 
 
    He kisses me where I have bruises forming and his gentle fingers somehow make it feel better. My eyes close as the pure pleasure pulses through me. I need more. I need all of him. 
 
    I drag him back up to me and roll us, placing me on top before I reach around myself and unhook my bra. The straps slide down my arms as Noah’s hands on my waist begin creeping up. “Are you sure?” he murmurs with hooded eyes. “Once we start, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop. Not with you.” 
 
    “I’ve never been so sure,” I tell him with a racing heart. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” he reminds me with a pained gaze, telling me just how desperately he wants this, but first and foremost, he’s looking out for my well-being. 
 
    I place my hands down on his chest and lean forward to brush my lips over his. “If you don’t touch me soon, I’m going to have to do it myself. Either come to the party or don’t, but with or without you, I’m getting off tonight.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he groans with a grin that has heat flooding me. “You’re going to be trouble.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    With that, Noah pulls me down to him, once again rolling us back over so he hovers above me and before I know it, he’s sliding into me, making me feel things that I’ve never felt before, and showing me what it truly means to be touched by Noah Cage. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I lay on Noah’s chest, running my fingers over the Lily tattoo, feeling completely spent after spending the last few hours fooling around with him. I mean, that was hands down, the best thing that has ever happened to me. 
 
    Noah Cage knows his way around the female body. He knows just where to touch me. Where to kiss me. Where to be gentle and where to be rough. It was like he was reading a freaking map. 
 
    When he finally pushed into me and gave me what I’ve been needing from him for so long, good lord, I think my soul left my body. I’ve never come like that before. Not by myself and certainly not with Jackson…actually, with Jackson, neither of us actually finished. But Noah… wow. I’ve hit the orgasm jackpot and my lady taco is one lucky girl. 
 
    It’s nearly sunrise and the thought of going to school in a few hours kills me, but to walk in there, holding Noah’s hands and to put that bitch in her place is too damn good to pass up. 
 
    But then…maybe I should stay right here. 
 
    “Why the hell haven’t we been doing that from the start?” I murmur into his chest. 
 
    “Because we’re fucking stupid.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” I tell him. “You’re the stupid one.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” he tells me, rolling us again so he can look down at me. “I swear, I’m going to make it up to you. Monica fucking played me and hurt you. I won’t let her get away with that.” 
 
    I slide my hands up his wide chest until they’re safe around his neck. “I know,” I tell him, having complete faith that he will come through for me. After all, he’s all about doing the right thing and clearly us together is more than the right thing. 
 
    He watches me for a silent second. “You know I’m fucking crazy about you, right?” 
 
    “Really?” I gasp. “I hadn’t figured that out.” 
 
    “You’re such a smart ass,” he laughs. 
 
    I smile up at him before a seriousness takes over me. “Are you ok?” I ask. “You know, about the ‘no baby’ thing?” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “Honestly, I don’t know yet. I liked the idea of having a kid, but I’m too fucking young. It terrified me and I thought for sure I would have fucked it up. I’m kind of relieved, actually. Can you imagine me trying to change diapers and rock a baby to sleep?” 
 
    “I can actually,” I tell him with a fond smile. “You would have been a great father.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” he asks, curiously. 
 
    I pull my hand back down over his chest where the tattoo he has dedicated for his little sister rests against his heart. “Because of this,” I tell him. “It’s clear to me that you loved her fiercely, just the way you love Tully. I see it in all the pictures around here,” I tell him, specifically looking towards the picture of him giving his baby sister a piggyback ride along Haven Falls beach with her laughing her little head off. “So, why wouldn’t it be the same for your children? You would have given that baby the world and it would have been incredible to watch.” 
 
    “You’re incredible,” he shoots back. 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m just me, but you…you’re the reason my world isn’t covered in darkness anymore.” 
 
    His lips come down on mine and I draw him back into me as his fingers squeeze my waist. “Come here,” he tells me, dropping back down beside me and pulling me into his side. “You need to get some sleep and then I have to go to school to kick Monica’s ass.” 
 
    “No way. I’m kicking her ass.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts. “You’re staying right here and sleeping. You’re not going anywhere until you’re better, and I’ll bet anything that my mom will stay right here with you, making every kind of soup she knows how to make.” 
 
    I grin at how right he is about his mom. She’s taken me in like her own daughter over the past few weeks. I’ll have to make a point of spending more time with her. Get to know her a little better. “As much as your mom would love making me soup all day, I can’t let her. I’m the one who was jumped by the bitch. I get to do the ass kicking.” 
 
    “She told me I was having a kid. As if that doesn’t trump the jumping?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I shriek. “Fake baby does not trump getting beaten up. I get revenge first.” 
 
    He groans. “Nope. Sorry. I’ll chain you to the fucking bed if I have to. Besides, your ass kicking will be more effective if you could actually move without cringing and grunting. She’ll hear you coming from a mile away.” 
 
    Damn it. The bastard’s right. I let out a huff. “Fine, but I’m not staying here all day. I’m going to school with you. I want to watch her go down.” 
 
    Tully’s voice screams from up the hallway. “Both you dickheads shut up or I’m going to be the one doing the ass kicking, and believe me, it won’t be Monica getting beat.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh and cringe, realizing if Tully can hear us talking then their parents probably could too. How freaking embarrassing. 
 
    Noah holds his hand out. “Do we have a deal?” he questions, not giving a shit that he’s waking her up. 
 
    I take his hand in mine and give it a firm shake. “Deal.” 
 
    “Now, go to sleep. We can maybe get an hour or two if we’re lucky before we have to get ready.” 
 
    I shake my head and climb up until I’m straddling him and looking down at that masterpiece of a body. “I can sleep when I’m dead,” I tell him before crashing down into him and starting my morning off in the best possible way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    We walk into school only a few short hours later, and Noah was right. I should have slept. My body is aching from being jumped and then spending the night getting nasty. Though I can’t really tell which I’m more sore from.  
 
    A yawn rips out of me and Noah looks down at me with a knowing ‘I told you so’ smirk that makes me want to crash tackle him to the ground and throat punch him while also screwing his brains out...again. 
 
    I know, my priorities are fucked up. I never claimed to have my shit together. 
 
    Noah takes my hand before looping his arm over my shoulder and leading me down the hallway towards my locker. He kisses my temple. “Now, this feels fucking right to me, Spitfire.” 
 
    I can’t help but beam up at him. “You took the words right out of my mouth.” 
 
    Every single student we pass either gawks at my face or gawks at the way Noah holds onto me. To be honest, he’s holding me pretty tight making sure nobody gets close enough to bump into me or cause any more damage. 
 
    During the night, there were times he treated me as though the roughest kind of conditions couldn’t break me, but here, amongst the other students, I’m fucking precious. I’m breakable and in need of his protection… he should know better than that. But then, maybe he’s just holding onto me because he’s not ready to let go. 
 
    Noah leads me right to my locker where he presses me into it. An outraged shriek catches our attention from the opposite end of the hallway. Neither of us bothers to look. We know who it is and she wouldn’t dare come to me now, especially with Noah by my side. She’ll probably try and corner me later in the day, and if she does, I’ll be ready. 
 
    I bet she assumed I’d spend the next few weeks hiding at home, terrified of showing my face. Never in a million years would she expect that I’d directly go against her and show up in Noah’s arms nonetheless. 
 
    She underestimated who she was fucking with and look who ended up on top? 
 
    Noah grins down at me. “You sure you want to be here today?” he murmurs. “I can take you home.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I want to be here,” I laugh. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, and besides, Monica’s cheer skanks kind of trashed my house. I’m avoiding dealing with that shit as long as I can.” 
 
    “In that case,” he says, slowly leaning in and making the butterflies stir despite the fact that we spent the night in bed doing all sorts of unspeakable things, “let the games begin.” 
 
    Noah’s lips press down on mine and it’s almost comical how the gasps are heard from every direction of the hallway. The king of Haven Falls has officially been taken off the market. Girls dreams everywhere are dying and it’s all because of me. Well, because of him too. It’s not like I forced the guy to drive me home after throwing a bowl of spaghetti all over him. That was all him. 
 
    I melt into him and even though this was supposed to be an ‘in your face’ kind of kiss, it turns into more. It always turns into more, but it’s even better knowing what this would be doing to Monica. She’s publicly claimed that Noah is hers and for her friends to see him with me, is like an ultimate stab in the back. It’s fucking perfect. 
 
    I melt into him and before I know it, the rest of the world has faded away. “Ugh,” Tully groans, walking by and purposefully knocking into Noah’s shoulder. “Get a room. You’re going to make me gag.” 
 
    Noah reluctantly pulls back and I can’t help but glance up the hallway, solely for the purpose of flipping Monica off. 
 
    I do just that and her face flames with fury, making me chuckle under my breath. “What is it?” Noah murmurs, ducking his head and kissing my neck.  
 
    “Nothing,” I grin. “I think it’s going to be a great day.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Just remember our deal. You can’t kick anyone’s ass until you’re healed.” 
 
    “I think you healed me this morning,” I tell him. “I never felt so good.” 
 
    Noah rolls his eyes, knowing damn well that I’m talking about his ‘getting down and dirty’ magic, not the words he said to me, even though they were good too. 
 
    He pulls back so I can get into my locker and the second I close it again, he’s right there again. “What are you going to do?” I ask, flicking my eyes back up the hallway to see Monica and Candice in a hushed conversation. They amongst the other cheerleaders who all look like their shitting bricks, realizing their bullshit from yesterday is going to come back and bite them on the ass in a big fucking way. 
 
    A wide grin spreads over Noah’s face. “Wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise now, would I?” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I groan. “Work with me here. I’m practically crippled.” 
 
    “Now you want to use that card? You were absolutely fine to come three times this morning and you think you’re ok to beat the shit out of cheerleaders, but now you want to claim you’re crippled? Bullshit. You can wait just like everyone else.” 
 
    “Actually,” I smile innocently. “I came four times.” 
 
    “Point proven,” he tells me with a proud grin as the bell for homeroom rings. “I’ll see you at lunch, ok? Try not to get yourself a detention.” 
 
    I push up off my locker and smile at him as I start walking down the hallway. “Can’t make any promises,” I call over my shoulder. 
 
    I make my way to homeroom and the second my attendance is taken, I skip out of the classroom and take myself down to the nurse, claiming a nasty headache.  
 
    She gives me a couple of pain killers and I swallow them down greedily while avoiding her questions on what the hell happened to me. After all, I saw her only twenty-four hours ago and she was more than aware that I only had one accidental cut to the face. Just from taking a quick glance she can tell that this was no accident. I give her the ‘I fell down the stairs’ excuse and she pulls a face, clearly knowing I’m lying and not about to give her the gruesome details. 
 
    She allows me to stay in her office and I lay down on the bed, instantly falling asleep. I’m woken a few times to questions like if I’d like to go home or insisting on writing me a pass, but I insist on staying put, at least until after lunch. I’m sure once Noah gets his sweet revenge, I’ll be more than happy to head home and start working on cleaning the place up, but for now, I’m going back to sleep. 
 
    The bell for lunch rings loudly through the nurse’s office and I jolt awake, surprised to see Tully sitting across from me on the other bed. “What the fuck are you doing here?” I grumble as a yawn rips through me. 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders. “History was boring me so I thought I’d come and hang out, but turns out you’re even more boring.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckle as I drag myself off the bed and to my feet, loving that the pain killers have seemed to dull the ongoing ache in the back of my ribs. “Come on, I’ve been dying to see what Noah has planned for Monica.” 
 
    “I know,” she grins, excitedly. “If I know Noah, it will be brutal and humiliating. He won’t let her get away with this. He’ll embarrass her in front of everyone, that’s probably why he’s waited for lunch.” 
 
    “Where is he?” I question. 
 
    “Don’t know. He and Rivers disappeared after homeroom.” 
 
    There they go disappearing again.  
 
    “Tully,” I sigh as my mood plummets. “What the hell are they into?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I…I can’t.” 
 
    “Tully…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Henley. Noah would kill me if I said anything. He’ll tell you when he’s ready. Hell, the only reason I know about it is because I overheard them talking when they thought I wasn’t home.” 
 
    “Just…is it bad?” 
 
    She cringes and shakes her head. “I mean…it’s kind of bad, but not as bad as you think. All you need to know is that they’re both good guys and they wouldn’t be doing it if they didn’t have to.” 
 
    “You know this just makes more questions, right?” 
 
    Tully grins and nods as she pushes open the door. “Just focus on Monica’s takedown. Like I said, it’s going to be brutal and I swear, it’ll have you completely forgetting about the boys’ disappearing act.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, looping my arm through Tully’s and dragging her along, trying to ignore the fact that she’s known all along and still hasn’t told me. 
 
    The closer we get to the cafeteria, the louder the whispers become and the more my excitement rises back up. This is what I’ve been waiting all day for. I can deal with Noah and Rivers’ disappearing act later. As for now, it’s ‘Monica takedown’ time. 
 
    The closer we get to the cafeteria, the louder the murmurs become. 
 
    “Holy shit. Did you see that?” 
 
    “Who’s pregnant?” 
 
    “Shit, someone’s fucked.” 
 
    “Rebecca Limwits screwed three guys last weekend. It’s got to be her.” 
 
    “No, it’s Monica.” 
 
    “Bullshit. It’s got to be a prank.” 
 
    The more whispers I hear, the quicker I drag Tully along. “Jesus,” she laughs. “There’s no need to rush. If you and Noah tough it out for a while, I’m sure you’ll see plenty of this shit.” 
 
    That just makes me move faster. The idea of Monica being taken down seems to be getting me off. If Candice could somehow go down with her, that’d be perfect, but I’m not sure that’s going to happen today. Don’t worry though, she’ll get her own eventually. I’ll make sure of it. 
 
    We get to the cafeteria and I barge my way through the door and come to a startling halt.  
 
    “What the actual fuck?” I laugh as I take it all in. 
 
    Blue and pink helium balloons fill every inch of the roof and a massive ‘Congratulations on your baby’ sign spreads from one side of the room to the other. Streamers and confetti litter the tables while Rivers walks around handing out sparklers and confetti bombs to everyone in the room. 
 
    What really gets my attention is the massive blue box in the middle of the table, begging to be opened with a grinning Noah sitting right behind it. 
 
    “What’s in the box?” I ask Tully as she laughs at the state of the room. 
 
    “I’ve got no idea, but I can’t wait to find out.” 
 
    This time, she’s the one doing the dragging as she pulls me into the room. “Here you go,” Rivers says as he passes us. He hands us each a confetti bomb and instructs us to wait for Noah’s ‘ok’ to set it off. 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Tully says, taking the bombs from him. 
 
    He spanks her ass as he passes while giving her a wink that has her melting. “That’s more like it.” 
 
    I shake my head and make my way over to the grinning idiot sitting by the box. “What’s in the box?” I ask, knowing there’s no way in hell he’s going to tell me. After all, he’s made me wait all day. I’m sure he has no issue with making me wait just a little while longer. 
 
    “How was your sleep?” Noah throws back at me, catching me around the waist and pulling me down on his lap. I fall easily and try not to flinch with the pain that rockets through my ribs. 
 
    “It was great. Would have been better in someone else’s bed, though.” His signature cocky grin spreads over his face and I quickly shut that shit down. “Tully has a great bed. I slept like a baby in there before you disturbed my night.” 
 
    “You’re a liar,” he tells me, pulling me in to brush his lips across mine. “Her bed is shit.” 
 
    I laugh out. He couldn’t be more right. 
 
    Noah’s phone vibrates under my ass and he adjusts me to slide it out of his pocket. He quickly checks a text message before hauling me up to my feet. “Showtime,” he declares, slapping on a fake grin, and picking up his confetti bomb from the table. 
 
    He gets into position and as if on cue, the rest of the students in the cafeteria copy him. Shrugging my shoulders, I grab my own confetti bomb and wait for the door to open. 
 
    Monica pushes through the cafeteria door with Candice right by her side and within the blink of an eye, hundreds of confetti bombs echo through the room as shit flies everywhere. “Congratulations,” Noah yells for everyone to hear. 
 
    Monica’s eyes widen, realizing exactly what’s going on. She’s being outed publicly for a teen pregnancy that isn’t even real. For her to deny it now would be admitting that she faked it for the sake of getting Noah back which would be social suicide, but to go along with it… also social suicide. 
 
    She’s fucked either way and every damn person in this room is going to believe it because the pack leader was the one to tell them. Besides, why would anyone go to these lengths if it wasn’t true, right? 
 
    Monica goes to back out of the room and Noah’s voice rings out. “Stop her,” he says to anyone, knowing damn well that at least fifty people would rush in to be the one who got to fulfill his wishes. “Don’t be shy, Monica. It’s a party in your honor.” 
 
    All his little minions move, closing the door and blocking Monica in the room. Having no other option, she puts on her show face and strides across the room towards us. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “This is what you wanted right?” Noah questions, feigning ignorance. His voice raises for everyone to hear. “You told me you were pregnant. What did you expect? That I wasn’t going to be happy for you and Spencer?” 
 
    “What?” she sputters out, clearly confused. 
 
    Noah grabs her and pulls her hard into his chest for a congratulatory hug. “Smile,” he murmurs. “Everyone’s watching and now the whole damn school knows that you’re pregnant.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But what?” he demands, hushing his voice once again with the dangerous look in his eyes making her shrink back. “Is it not true? Is there no baby? I wouldn’t want to be you if it turned out to be a lie.” She swallows as Noah releases her. “Like I said, you better smile. It’s a fucking party in your honor.” Noah takes my hand and steps away from her before stopping and looking back over his shoulder. “Good luck faking a pregnancy in front of the whole fucking school.” 
 
    With that, we move away and in the blink of an eye, students are rushing up to her, pressing their hands on her stomach and congratulating her on nothing but the egg and bacon burger she ate for breakfast. 
 
    “What about the box?” I question. 
 
    “Patience,” he murmurs, running his fingertips over my shoulder as Rivers appears from somewhere and gives Noah a nod, making me extremely suspicious. 
 
    “Geez,” Tully says, joining us. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.” 
 
    “Come on,” he laughs. “I’ve done much worse shit to you over the years.” 
 
    “Yeah, like hacking my Facebook page and posting a photoshopped picture of me taking it up the ass. Everyone thought that was fucking real by the way. I still get creepy fuckers asking me if I’m down and it was nearly three years ago.” 
 
    Noah chuckles as Rivers high fives him over the top of my head, clearly having something to do with that one. “You deserved it,” Noah reminds her. “Served you right for hiding a pink lacy thong in the bottom of my bed for mom to find.” 
 
    Tully chuckles to herself and I have to laugh at how similar the sound is to Noah’s. “You two are idiots,” I tell them. “You both better stay off my Facebook page.” 
 
    “Do you even have a Facebook page?” Noah questions with a plan clearly being formed in his twisted mind. 
 
    “Nope,” I lie. 
 
    “She does,” Rivers informs him. “I stalked it when you two first started hanging.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt, looking over at him, though to be honest, I’m not surprised. He’s shady as shit, protective and loyal. Of course he’s going to check out the chick who’s suddenly stealing his best friend’s attention and getting close to his girl. 
 
    “Can you blame me? I had to know who my boy was hanging out with. Besides, you didn’t have such a great reputation. How could I not check you out?” 
 
    “Fair call,” I groan looking up at Noah. “If a picture of my ass gets posted on my page, you’re going to die.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge?” he grins back at me with a mischievous sparkle in his green eyes. 
 
    “A warning,” I tell him. 
 
    We watch with a sick amusement as Monica makes her way through the students, admitting to each and every one of them that there is, in fact, a little bouncing baby growing inside her stomach which is when Noah strides towards the box.  
 
    He pushes it across the table so it sits right before Monica. “Here,” he says. “Present time.” 
 
    Monica looks up nervously, but doesn’t want to appear ungrateful for her party and smiles up at him. “Thank you,” she tells him. “I’ll open it at home.” 
 
    “No, don’t be silly,” he says. “Open it now.” 
 
    Worry flashes behind her eyes, but I have to give it to her, she hides it pretty damn well. “If you insist,” she says with that same fake smile. She leans over the box and cautiously pulls open the lid. The second the lid is removed, blue ink spurts up and covers Monica from head to toe before a blue glitter bomb is released all over her. 
 
    “HAPPY GENDER REVEAL!” Noah roars through the cafeteria. “IT'S A BOY!” 
 
    Monica squeals out as the students throughout the room laugh and cheer, having no idea that Noah is being less than genuine right now. 
 
    Blobs of ink and glitter drop off Monica and I can’t help but laugh, knowing that shit is going to stain her skin for days. “Hey, it’s Smurfette,” I announce, gaining nothing but a shrill growl from the beast. 
 
    She goes to step in my way before Rivers takes a step in her direction, letting her know how it is, which has her thinking better of it and running for the door. I can’t help but glance across at Rivers with a warm smile, feeling like I’ve finally got his protection and just officially got accepted into the ranks. 
 
    Noah grabs my hand as Rivers does the same with Tully and we haul ass out the fire exit at the back of the room. The alarm instantly goes off, but we couldn’t really give a shit. “Where are we going?” I yell over the top of my panting, because come on, who can actually talk normally while running? 
 
    “You don’t want to miss her grand exit, do you?” Noah throws over his shoulder as he drags me along. 
 
    I slap my hand over my ribs, hating the way my heavy breaths makes it feel ten times worse. “No,” I tell him. “I really don’t.” 
 
    Cutting through the back of the cafeteria puts us down at the student parking lot a shitload faster than Monica, and when the new and certainly not improved Smurfette comes running towards us, Tully and I can hardly contain ourselves. 
 
    Monica looks up and comes to a startling stop as she finds the four of us lined up in front of her car, blocking her way like the impenetrable force that we are. I can’t help but feel special, standing with the three of them as a part of them, no longer an outsider. 
 
    “Why?” Monica whines with a fake cry. 
 
    Noah steps forward as the leader of the group and gives her the cold, hard facts. “You fuck with one of us, you fuck with us all, and lucky for you, you took the grand prize because you fucked with two of us. This is only the beginning, Monica. Everywhere you go, you’re going to have to look over your shoulder because we’re going to be there to fuck it up. Fuck you up,” he says in a tone that I’ve never heard from him before, a tone that sends shivers down my spine. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No,” he says, deathly low that if I was on the receiving end of that, I’d want to shit my pants. “You touched my girl. You should know better,” he tells her. “You used to be that girl so you should know better than anyone just how far I’ll go to protect what’s mine. You made me believe I was having a baby. You made me hurt her, and for that, I will never stop making your life a living hell.” 
 
    Monica’s eyes flick to mine before focusing back on Noah’s, but I’m far too caught up with the way he just called me his girl. Damn, it felt good.  
 
    Monica starts backing away and for the first time in her life, she seems to be doing the right thing. “That’s right, Monica,” Noah continues in that tone that terrifies me. “You’re done.” 
 
    She swallows visibly and I watch with drawn brows as Noah holds out his hand expectantly. Monica looks down at it in confusion. “Phone,” he demands. 
 
    “What?” Monica sputters. 
 
    “I won’t ask you again.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Monica pulls her phone out of her pocket and hands it over, seeing that she clearly has no other option. I watch as Noah flips it over and starts taking it apart. He pulls her sim card out of it before flicking it back towards her. It falls to the ground and she dives after it as Noah hands me the iPhone. “You owe Henley a phone,” he explains. 
 
    Monica’s fingers curl around the little sim card as a defeated squeak sails out of her. The second she straightens out again, I see the desperate need to escape and I’m just about to step out of her way when Tully speaks up. “Oh, Monica,” she says stepping forward. 
 
    The moment Monica’s eyes focus on Tully, her fist pulls back and she slams it hard across her face like a fucking MMA fighter. Her face rebounds off Tully’s fist like a bobble-head and I stand there, gawking as Monica lets out a squeal.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of here, Monica. You’re done,” Tully demands. 
 
    Whoa. Is it inappropriate to high five her right now? 
 
    Monica scrambles away with a hand pressed to her face as I gawk at my best friend. Noah grins like he’s never been so proud while Rivers looks as though he’s about to fall at her feet and kiss the ground she walks on. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I say, nudging Tully who starts rubbing her knuckles. “What was that?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she murmurs as we watch Monica dive into her car. “Couldn’t help it.” Rivers picks up on the fact that she’s hurt her hand and is beside her in the blink of an eyes, rubbing it and checking over her knuckles, making sure she’s alright. 
 
    The sound of Monica’s car door slamming has all our attention drawn back to her. I cringe with the way the blue ink instantly stains her car seats, but I honesty couldn’t give a shit. She deserves to spend the next few days scrubbing them clean. “You’re just going to let her go?” Tully questions. 
 
    “Just watch,” Rivers murmurs for only us to hear before placing a discreet kiss at her temple and pulling her into his side. 
 
    Monica fumbles with her car keys and eventually jams them into the ignition. The second she gives the key a twist, smoke billows out from under the hood, stalling the engine. “What?” I laugh in shock. “Did you guys do that too?” 
 
    Noah shrugs with a proud grin. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Monica dives out of the car, probably terrified that it’s about to explode, but surely the boys wouldn’t be that stupid, right? 
 
    Without bothering to check on her car, Monica races back from where she came, no doubt, so she can escape through the front gates and run her blue ass home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    My eyes rake over Noah’s body as he pulls his shirt off and tosses it to the side before leaning back over the hood of his Camaro and managing to get grease everywhere.  
 
    It’s race day and I’ve never been so excited, but if this is the kind of show I’ve been missing out on over the past few weeks, I need to be apologizing to my soul. Hell, I don’t even know if he realizes what kind of affect he has on woman kind, or at least me. The tattoos, the muscles, the light sheen of sweat, the sunkissed skin, the grease smeared across his chest. My God, this shit is too good. 
 
    “You’re drooling,” Rivers grunts as he drops down in the seat beside me before handing me a drink. 
 
    I reluctantly tear my eyes away from Noah’s strong back and focus on Rivers’ smirking face beside me. “Jealous?” I question. “No one’s been staring at you like this.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” he laughs. “And trust me, she looks at me like that all day long. It never gets fucking old.” 
 
    I grin back at him, loving how he knows that I’m referring to Tully. “What’s going on?” I ask, cracking open my soda and taking a quick drink as my eyes slide back towards Noah as he changes out the oil before tonight race. “Don’t you usually help him with this shit?” 
 
    Rivers shrugs. “Sometimes,” he tells me, “But he’s a big boy. He can handle it himself.” 
 
    I can’t help it, the words just come tearing out of me. “Damn straight, he’s a big boy.” 
 
    “Shit, Henley,” he groans. “I don’t want to hear that shit.” 
 
    I chuckle to myself as I realize Tully hasn’t followed him outside. “Where’s Tully gone?” I question. “Don’t you two usually stick like glue when Noah’s distracted?” 
 
    He grins as though he hadn’t quite realized how observant I was until now, but when it comes to Tully, I need to have her back. Her business is my business. “Surprised you even noticed with your attention stuck on his ass all day,” he tells me. 
 
    “Trust me, I notice everything,” I tell him. “Sort of like I noticed the way you’re suddenly treating me like a human being rather than a bug you stepped on.” 
 
    His face scrunches up. “Yeah… that’s why I came out here actually. I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    I suck in a breath. “Apologize? I wasn’t aware you knew the meaning of that.” 
 
    He looks at me blankly. “You want an explanation, or what?” 
 
    I nod my head. “Yeah, I’ll shut up.” 
 
    “Thank fuck for that,” he grumbles before letting out a deep breath. ‘Look, I don’t know how much Tully has told you, but I’m not exactly a welcoming person. I like things the way they are and when change happens…well, I just don’t like it.” 
 
    I nod. “She might have mentioned something like that, but it wasn’t hard to figure out for myself.” 
 
    “Don’t take it personally, yeah?” he says. “I had to look out for what’s mine, and you…well, you don’t exactly have a great reputation.” 
 
    “And yours is stellar?” 
 
    “No, but this ain’t about me.” 
 
    Noah turns around and narrows his eyes suspiciously on the two of us talking before Rivers gives a quick nod. Noah instantly relaxes and it’s almost like they have some sort of secret language that doesn’t actually require words. I guess that’s what happens when you’ve had each other’s backs for so long. 
 
    “So, what’s it about then?” I ask, pushing for a little more. 
 
    “You chicks. Noah brought you back here that very first day and despite the fact that he did it to fuck with Monica, there was something else there. He liked you and I didn’t like that. We’re a fucking pack and when chicks come in, they fuck things up. They try to get between us and suddenly our kingdom crumbles.” 
 
    “I’m not like that,” I tell him. 
 
    “It took me a while to figure it out,” he admits. “You got close with Tully, and don’t get me wrong. I love that she has a good friend now, but I hated that because it took her away. She was confiding in you and it drove me fucking nuts.” 
 
    “You were jealous,” I murmur. “But you know there’s nothing to worry about, right? That’s just what girlfriends do so the guys we like don’t see just how crazy we are.” 
 
    His eyes narrow on me before continuing. “I wasn’t fucking jealous,” he defends, but the conviction is there. He was jealous. “Not only that, but Noah was suddenly all about his little Spitfire. Things were changing, and to be honest, all the extra time he was spending with you actually freed up a little of Tully’s time, so I guess it wasn’t a complete disaster.” 
 
    “Are you in love with her?” 
 
    His eyes widen for a second before he shakes his head. “Nah…just. I don’t know. There’s something there, but it’s complicated.” 
 
    “Just… don’t hurt her, ok?” 
 
    He shakes his head before glancing up at Noah. “Never.” 
 
    “So, you and me? We’re all cool? You’re not going to try and kill me in my sleep?” 
 
    He shakes his head with amusement shining through his dark eyes. “I honestly don’t know how the fuck you did it. No one has ever been invited in like that, but you were, and for some reason, I’m not completely hating it.” 
 
    “Well, thanks, I think,” I laugh. 
 
    He grins back at me. “You’re one of us now. Part of the pack,” he tells me before getting up and placing a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t fuck it up and don’t hurt him.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    With that, he walks away, leaving me gawking after him, completely stunned.  
 
    Noah turns around and takes in the confused, blank expression on my face. “You good, babe?” 
 
    I smile back it him. “I’m part of the pack.” 
 
    “You better fucking believe it,” he says, striding over to me. He grabs my hands and hauls me up off the seat. My body slams into his and I brace myself against him, my hands on his warm chest. Not a second later, his lips are crushing down on mine, completely devouring me. 
 
    He pulls back and I groan, needing more. “You sure you really want to come to this? You chicks usually aren’t into this kind of thing.” 
 
    “I thought you’d have learned by now, I’m not like most chicks.” 
 
    “Thank fuck for that,” he murmurs. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Noah slams his fist against the front door. “You fuckers get your asses out here. We’re leaving.” 
 
    Tully and Rivers eventually dawdle out, both with guilty expressions on their faces that has me smothering a smile and shaking my head. 
 
    We head for Noah’s Camaro and I call ‘shotgun’, though not because I have a desperate desire to sit up front with Noah, but because listening to Rivers groan about it is just too good. 
 
    “Fuck that,” Rivers says, grabbing Tully’s elbow and leading her away. “We’ll take my car too.” 
 
    I grin to myself, knowing how much Tully would love the alone time with him and secretly wish those two would just sort out whatever it is that’s holding them back. It’s so stupid. They’d be great together. Everyone can see it, including them, but they’re too stubborn to admit it to themselves. 
 
    Noah and I get into his car and he pulls out of the drive with Rivers following behind us, making me happy for the alone time with him. Maybe now I can finally ask him about the secret, but then, maybe I just want to forget the secret exists and enjoy my night.  
 
    Kaylah and I used to go to the races all the time when Jackson was racing. I haven’t been in so long, but as he drives down the long dirt road leading toward the track, the old familiarity hits me. 
 
    “You’ve been here before,” Noah points as he makes his way down the road. “You don’t have that usual look on your face that people get their first time here.” 
 
    “And what look is that?” I laugh, remembering my first time. 
 
    “Like they think I’m bringing them out here to take advantage.” 
 
    I gasp in horror and place a hand to my heart. “You mean to tell me you’re not planning on taking advantage of me?” 
 
    He looks across at me and shakes his head with that sexy smirk I absolutely adore. “Just tell me what you need, babe, and I’ll give it to you anyway and anywhere you want.” 
 
    Oh, shit.  
 
    I squeeze my thighs together, trying to relieve that ache that seems to appear every time this guy opens his mouth. He places his hand on my leg and trails it up my thigh, slowly killing me. “What’s wrong?” he murmurs with a dark excitement in his green eyes. 
 
    I hold onto my seatbelt as though it could somehow save me from this torture. 
 
    “Fuck the race,” Noah says, pulling off towards the side of the road so he can turn around. “I’m taking you home.” 
 
    “No way,” I shriek. “I’ve been waiting weeks to watch you do this. No way are you about to take that away from me.” 
 
    “But, babe,” he whines.  
 
    “No,” I laugh. “When we get home you can screw me until I can’t walk, but right now, you’re going to dominate that track and I promise, I’ll be more than ready for you when you’re done.” 
 
    A groan pulls from deep within him. “Don’t fucking tease me like that.” 
 
    I take his hand on my thigh and slide it down between my legs, ignoring the way it drives me wild with need. “You don’t race, you don’t get any of this.” 
 
    “Damn it, Spitfire,” he says, getting back on the dirt road. “This is going to be the fastest race I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “You want to hope so,” I tease, “because I’m not going home with no loser.” 
 
    He pinches the inside of my thigh. “Fucking smartass.” 
 
    We finally get to the end of the dirt road and come out to the race track. The place is packed with bodies just as I’ve always remembered it. If anything, it’s probably become bigger. 
 
    Cars line one side of the massive property as people pile out of them and walk towards the huge dirt track. 
 
    Two cars are racing and that old excitement builds within me. There’s nothing better than the high of watching a race at this track. In other cities, they go to clubs and spend their nights partying, in Broken Hill they go to that lame lake, but here in Haven Falls…we race. 
 
    Hell, maybe one day I’d even consider racing, but the thought of possibly destroying a car for a little enjoyment doesn’t sit well with me, and you know, apart from the whole ‘not actually having a car’ thing. That kind of kills the dream. 
 
    Noah drives down past the parked cars and I watch with amusement as people hurry to get out of his way, probably fearing that the King of Haven Falls wouldn’t have an issue bowling them over. I mean, he probably wouldn’t hit anyone to the point of injuring them, but he sure as hell would give them a little nudge. 
 
    He keeps going until he’s near the starting point of the track and I wonder what the hell he’s doing. Rivers and Tully stopped following us ages ago. If he lets me out here, it’s going to take me forever to find them in this crowd. 
 
    As we sit alone, I can’t help but let my mind wander.  Should I just ask him what he’s into. I’m sure he’ll tell me. We’ve come too far for him not too, right? 
 
    Don’t be a chicken sick. Just ask. 
 
    I cringe to myself. 
 
    Ask him, damn it. 
 
    Noah looks across to me and takes in the strange look on my face. “Do you trust me?” he questions, probably mistaking my look for confusion. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I tell him, honestly. I mean, why the hell wouldn’t I? All he’s ever done is try to be the best version of himself. He even went as far as to sacrifice his own happiness because he thought he was having a baby with the town skank. You know, there’s just that one thing, but that doesn’t hold me back from trusting him. 
 
    “Will you race with me?” 
 
    My mouth drops open before my eyes flick around the track. “Uhhhhhhh,” I stutter, completely forgetting that I needed to ask him something. Wait, what was I going to ask? 
 
    “Too late,” he laughs, flicking the button for the lock and trapping me in here before I get the idea to escape. “I want you with me.” 
 
    With that, he drives out onto the track and my heart begins pounding. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    Noah brings the Camaro to a stop as a black car pulls in beside him. He looks across at me, his eyes sparkling, and a somber expression taking over, making me realize that whatever’s about to come out of his mouth is going to be raw and real. “Babe, I don’t know how it happened, but I’m fucking crazy about you. I’m falling for you and there’s no way in hell I’m about to let you walk away from me now, even if it’s to stand on the sidelines and watch.” 
 
    My eyes begin to water. “You’re falling for me?” 
 
    “Fucking hard, Spitfire,” he tells me. “You’re my girl and I want to give you the world. I saw the excitement in your eyes when you saw the track and even if you’re not ready to admit it yet, you want this. You want to feel the adrenaline of speeding around the track. You want to know that rush, and because it’s something you want, I’m going to give it to you.” 
 
    “If you crash…” 
 
    “If I crash, which I won’t by the way.” 
 
    “But if you do…?” 
 
    “If I do, I’ll get your name tattooed across my ass.” 
 
    A smile spreads across my face. “You’re pretty confident, huh?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” 
 
    “Alright,” I tell him. “You have a deal.” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” he grins at me with boyish excitement. “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    I shake my head as the excitement is nearly enough to make me explode. I curl my fingers around the ‘Holy shit bar,’ and hold on with everything I’ve got. “No,” I tell him. “Not at all.” 
 
    “Too fucking late, Spitfire,” he laughs as he looks out the windshield. I follow his movements and realize there’s a woman in a tiny black bikini and short denim cut offs with her ass hanging out the bottom, holding a handkerchief high above her head. I suck in a breath. When the hell did she get there? 
 
    Not a second later, she drops the handkerchief and Noah hits the gas, taking off like a fucking boss as a high-pitched squeal is ripped out of my lungs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review.  
 
    www.amazon.com/dp/B07SFB19Z7 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Haven Falls Series, find me on Facebook or Instagram –  
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
    @Sheridan.Anne.Author 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author Biography 
 
      
 
    Sheridan Anne is a wife to a smart-ass husband, Mumma to two beautiful girls, twin sister, daughter, and friend who lives in beautiful Australia. Sheridan writes both romance and young adult fantasy books on a variety of topics and can be found on most days with her family or writing during nap time. To find out more or to simply say ‘hello’, connect with her on Facebook or Instagram - 
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
    @Sheridan.Anne.Author 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Series by Sheridan Anne 
 
      
 
    www.amazon.com/Sheridan-Anne/e/B079TLXN6K 
 
      
 
    Teen & Young Adult - Paranormal Romance 
 
    The Guard Trilogy (3 Book Series) 
 
    Warriors of Light (3 Book Series - Coming 2019) 
 
      
 
    Young Adult / New Adult - Romance 
 
    The Broken Hill High Series (5 Book Series + Novella) 
 
    Haven Falls (6 Book Series - Coming 2019) 
 
      
 
    New Adult Romance 
 
    Kings of Denver (4 Book Series) 
 
    Denver Royalty (3 Book Series) 
 
    Rebels Advocate (4 Book Series) 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





