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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    Nothing could prepare us for the secrets we were about to uncover or the dangers that would come out to haunt us. 
 
    Our lives are very quickly spiraling out of control and we’re struggling to keep breathing. 
 
    Rivers is gone and we don’t know when he’s coming back, Tully’s heart has been shredded into tiny pieces, and Noah’s doing his best to appear the fearless leader, but I can feel that he’s broken inside. 
 
    Seeing my father laying helpless in a hospital bed put some things into perspective, and it’s about damn time our pack stands tall once again. We’ve been torn apart from the inside out. Trust has been broken, secrets exposed, and heartbreaking lies unravelled. 
 
    But not anymore. I won’t stand for this. Our pack won’t stand for this. We will make it right, vowing to take down anyone who dares stand in our way.  
 
    These are our lives are we’re claiming them back. 
 
      
 
    That is until the unthinkable happens. 
 
      
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Noah looks down at his junk and I swear, I’ve never seen him look so sick.  
 
    Never in a million years did I think we’d be here about to do this. I mean, lying in a tattoo parlor amongst a bunch of needles isn’t exactly something new for Noah, but the fact that the needle he’s been staring at for the last ten minutes isn’t going to be used for a tattoo is kind of putting him on edge, and rightfully so. 
 
    I don’t know how we got here. Actually…I know exactly how we got here and it has a little something to do with Noah losing a bet that I never dreamed he’d lose. What I’m not wrapping my head around is the fact that he’s actually going through with this. He’s a man of his word, but where his junk is involved? I figured he’d be on his knees, begging me to go easy on him or to at least give him another shot at the bet. 
 
    But nope, he’s laying here in front of some woman, with his dick hanging out, waiting for her to pierce a metal bar right through it. 
 
    Shit. I feel sick for him. I don’t think I can watch this. 
 
    The woman, Tiny, who’s covered head to toe in tatts is the woman whom Noah has come to for all his tattoos. They’ve spent many, many hours together and he insists that if he’s going to trust anyone to do this; then it’s going to be her. 
 
    Tiny laughed when she saw Noah walk through the door and asked what he was getting tattooed as though spontaneous visits weren’t something new for him. When he explained that he was here for a very different reason, she hardly batted an eyelash and stated that she knew he’d start on the piercings sooner or later. Though, she was surprised that he was starting with his dick. After all, most guys don’t quite jump in the deep end like that; they tend to start with a nipple piercing. 
 
    Not my Noah, if he’s going to do something, he’s going to go all out. Go big or go home, right? 
 
    Tiny turns around to face him and I watch with a smirk as Noah carefully studies her gloved hands. She has a marker and he seems to relax just a smidge as she steps towards him and gets her first real look at what she’s working with.  
 
    Tiny nods and looks a little longer than necessary as she appreciates what Noah’s got going on. “Damn,” she says, giving me a congratulatory grin. “Good job, girl.” 
 
    I can’t help but puff my chest out, extremely proud of my achievements and decide not to call her out on appreciating my boyfriend’s body for far too long. I mean, totally unprofessional but I have a feeling that was something I should have expected considering what we’re here for. Besides, if it wasn’t for her, this masterpiece of a body would look very different. I guess I kind of owe her. 
 
    Tiny steps right up beside Noah and all the unprofessional shit goes right out the window. As she stares down at him, she pulls on her serious face. She’s here to do a job and now that her fun is over, she can get on with business. She uncaps the marker and puts a small dot on either side of his tip to use as a guide before stepping away to prepare the needle. 
 
    Noah’s eyes flash nervously to me and I laugh at how ghostly he appears. “It’s not too late to admit that you’re a pussy and back out.” 
 
    Noah scoffs as he props one hand behind his head, acting hard. “I ain’t no pussy,” he tells me, but the way his eyes nervously flick back to Tiny suggests otherwise. “Besides, I’m not stupid enough to back out and give you something to hold over me. This is happening.” 
 
    I laugh to myself as Tiny turns back around with the needle, ready to get this done. “Wait,” Noah panics. “Isn’t there still a hundred steps before…that?” 
 
    “Nope,” she says. “I could use a clamp, but that’s going to be uncomfortable and take longer. If I do it freehand, you’ll be done in less than thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Shit,” he sighs. “You better fucking do this right. If my dick falls off, I’m coming after you.” 
 
    Tiny steps up beside Noah once again and I find myself stepping into his other side, taking his hand and hoping that somehow calms my nerves. “Have I ever done you wrong?” Tiny scoffs with confidence. 
 
    Noah doesn’t respond and turns his head away as Tiny gets comfortable. She places the things she needs down on a sterile pad before taking hold of his junk.  
 
    I can’t look away. It’s like watching a horror movie. You can’t look away even though you know you should. 
 
    Tiny brings the needle up and double checks her marking before murmuring to Noah. “Alright, you’ll feel a small pinch. Deep breath in three, two-” 
 
    “No,” Noah calls out. “Don’t fucking count. Just do it.” 
 
    The needle pierces through and I gape at the sight before me. Noah’s hand squeezes mine and I fear for the little bones throughout my hand. “Oh, fuck,” he grunts before a long, pained groan pulls from deep within him. 
 
    “Nearly done,” Tiny tells him as she threads through the bar and works on attaching the ends. 
 
    Noah shakes his head as she finishes up and I tear my eyes away to take him in. “How’re you feeling? Do you need some water?” 
 
    “I think my life just flashed before my eyes,” he tells me, dropping his head to the table and staring up at the ceiling. “That sucked; like really fucking sucked.” 
 
    “At least it’s all done,” I tell him. “We can get out of here and you never have to think about it again.” 
 
    “Not quite,” he tells me, a smirk spreading over his face. “You’re up next.” 
 
    “Ummm…what?” I laugh. “Not sure if you’ve realized, but I come equipped with a different set of tools, and besides, you’re the one who lost the bet, not me.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the last time I challenge you to ‘Minute to Win It’ by the way. That had to be rigged. You must practice that shit day in and day out.” 
 
    I grin to myself. I’d found a YouTube video of ridiculous party game ideas and was laughing when Noah peered over my shoulder and suggested he could whip my ass in every single game. I don’t mean to toot my own horn but I absolutely smashed him every damn time. Hell, Aria even judged to make sure neither of us were cheating. 
 
    I was stoked and shocked to realize just how good I was at sitting on a towel and scooting up the hallway without using my hands and making a pyramid out of soda cans using only my shoulder and chin. I mean, I fucking rocked. I thought for sure Noah was going to have me on the tissue box challenge, but apparently, I can pull those bastards out of that box like a fucking machine. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, Spitfire?” Noah says, sitting up with a groan as Tiny finishes with his aftercare. “Sit your ass down. I think we’ll do your tongue.” 
 
    I blanch at him. “Are you fucking kidding me? No way. I won that bet fair and square. I’m not getting anything pierced.” 
 
    “The hell you aren’t,” he challenges. "I just had my dick pierced. Do you really think you’re in a position to argue about this?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I laugh before glancing down at his new shiny dick. “Besides, wouldn’t you worry that we’d…uh, get stuck together?” 
 
    Tiny snickers as Noah requires a moment or two to understand what the hell I’m talking about. Watching him finally get it is like seeing that moment in a cartoon when the light bulb above the character’s head finally comes to life.  
 
    Noah grins wide and shakes his head. “Trust you to think about that shit,” he tells me before turning to Tiny with curious eyes. He indicates between the two of us. “How long before we can get nasty?” 
 
    Tiny rolls her eyes and laughs as she cleans up her station. “I’m not exactly going to suggest doing it right now, but you’re good to go whenever. Just use a condom until it completely heals to avoid infection and make sure you clean it well and stick to all the aftercare instructions. I don’t want a repeat of what happened with your first tattoo.” 
 
    “Yeah, I learned that lesson real fucking fast,” he cringes while sucking in a sharp breath. He turns back to me. “Come on, babe. Don’t tell me you’re a pussy and can’t handle what you dish out.” 
 
    “You know I’m not a pussy,” I remind him. “But I’m not getting my tongue pierced. I’ll get a tattoo though.” 
 
    Noah raises a surprised brow. “Really?” he questions. “You’ve never said anything about wanting a tattoo.” 
 
    I nod. “I know because I wasn’t ready to do anything about it and I’ve always worried about the pain. Besides, when would I have had the time to go and get it done? The past seven months have been hit after hit, and it’s not like Dad would have allowed me to do it…but now that I’m eighteen…” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Noah questions excitedly as though a tattooed chick turns him on. 
 
    “Dead serious.” I pull out my phone and scroll through my gallery until I find the screenshot I’d taken of the angel wing tattoo. I hand him my phone and watch anxiously as he takes it in, looking over the angel wing that would take up a good portion of my right rib cage and the beautiful blues and purples that blend throughout it, looking as though the ink is dripping off the wings. It’s stunning and if Tiny could do something like that, I’d be a happy camper. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s hot,” Noah grins, handing my phone to Tiny to look at. 
 
    I can’t help but feel proud. I’ve loved this tattoo ever since I first saw it. The wing will be a metaphor for rising above which seems like the slogan of my life right now. Everything is trying to bring me down but no matter what, I continue to rise above it all. 
 
    The wing is so artistic that if I didn’t have the picture on my phone, there’s no way I would been able to describe it to her, but when Tiny hands the phone back to me with a smile and says, “I can work with this,” I’ve never been happier. 
 
    “Really?” I ask, suddenly feeling excited about the possibility of getting it done. I mean, this is going to look incredible during summer in my bikini. 
 
    “Sure thing,” she tells me, walking over to her schedule and opening it to today’s date. “I have a client due to come in soon for a tattoo laser removal, but if you’re really serious, I can work on a design while you guys grab lunch and you can meet me back here in…let’s see, maybe two hours. This would take maybe two sessions though.” 
 
    I look to Noah. “You sure about this?” he asks. “It’s not the same as getting a piercing. It’s permanent.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him with a wide grin. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says, glancing back at Tiny. “I guess we’ll meet you back here in a few hours.” 
 
    She beams excitedly, instantly grabbing her sketchbook and walking out to the front of the shop with us in tow. She opens the door for us while reminding Noah to take it easy and before we’ve even walked away, she’s already sitting down at the front desk, getting started on my design. 
 
    Noah takes my hand and leads me down the street towards my car with a bit of a limp that has me smothering a grin. “You know,” he says, digging into his pocket and pulling out my car keys before handing them to me. “I think you should drive.” 
 
    I take the keys and laugh. “Yeah, that might be a good idea,” I tell him, unlocking the car for us to drop down into. “I can’t believe you went through with that! I thought for sure you were going to pussy out, though, I can’t say I’m disappointed. Tully says being with someone with a piercing is-” 
 
    “The fuck?” Noah shrieks in a tone I never imagined could come out of a guy like him. I slam my mouth shut. That really wasn’t meant to come out. “Who the fuck has she been with that has a piercing?” 
 
    I shake my head, focusing every little piece of me on the road as I pull out of my parking space. “No one, just something she read in a magazine.” 
 
    “Spitfire, you know one of the good things about being able to read you like a map is that I can tell when you’re lying,” he says. “Now, you have three seconds to spill it before I take it up with her, and trust me, the way she’s been hating on me lately, it’s not going to be pretty.” 
 
    “Shit. Can you just pretend I didn’t say anything?” I beg. “Pretty, pretty please?” 
 
    “Not a snowball’s chance in hell.” He looks across at me. “It’s Rivers, isn’t it?” 
 
    I squish my lips together as hard as I can, desperately trying not to say anything, only in doing that, I completely give it away.  
 
    Noah howls with laughter. “Are you fucking kidding? We have matching dicks?” 
 
    A grin rips across my face, splitting it in two. “Yeah,” I laugh. “I guess you do.” 
 
    “Shit,” he says, shaking his head. “How could you let this happen?” 
 
    I somehow manage to get my laughter under control and not wet my pants before pulling up outside my favorite salad bar, despite Noah’s objections that ‘you don’t make friends with salad.’ Though, he’s being a smartass; he absolutely loves salad no matter how much he denies it. I mean, you don’t get a body like his from eating shit all the time. 
 
    We go in and order before walking down to the park with our food to sit down. The park is practically empty as the sun is shining bright and most people have probably gone down to the beach. To be honest, I’m kind of pleased as Noah can’t go anywhere without someone coming and chatting to him, so having an empty park is great, especially considering that Noah has snapped at anyone who has tried talking to him lately. 
 
    It’s only been a few days since his mom threw him out. Having her do that tore him to shreds. He knew she’d be upset when she discovered that he worked for Anton, but he never dreamed she’d take it that far. 
 
    He’s hurt and he’s doing a great job of hiding it by taking his anger out on Anton. He wants to take him down. We all do, but it’s not going to be easy and he knows it. A guy like Anton doesn’t get taken down. The cops have tried countless times and he always manages to cover himself. He’s like some kind of criminal mastermind, just like my mom. 
 
    Finding out that she was the leader of a prostitution ring; my God, I never expected that in a million years. I mean, from what little I could gather about Rivers’ personal life, I always assumed the woman who raised him was going to be no good, but a prostitution ring? It’s been weeks and I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. 
 
    Noah takes his water bottle off the park bench and discreetly looks around before gently placing the cold bottle between his legs and pulling me out of my head. “What the hell are you doing?” I chuckle as I watch him trying to ice his dick. 
 
    “It burns,” he groans before taking a bite out of his Caesar wrap and focusing on the children playing in the park, though, I know he’s looking that way but I don’t think he actually sees them. Something tells me he’s trapped inside his head which has been happening a lot lately. 
 
    I reach over and take his hand. “You ok?” I murmur, hating that his heart is hurting at the moment. 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighs. “I’m just thinking of ways I can get mom to forgive me.” 
 
    “She said she needed you to make amends for everything you’ve done while working for Anton.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “But it’s not that easy. It’s not like I can go and un-steal a car and give it back to the guy. That thing is probably in tiny little pieces and long gone. How am I supposed to make amends for that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m sure you’ll figure out a way. You could always volunteer for the community. I’m sure your mom would appreciate that.” 
 
    He looks back at me. “Keep talking.” 
 
    “Ummm…there’s always picking up trash and cleaning up the community. You know, scrubbing graffiti off buildings or giving them a new paint job.” 
 
    “Like a fucking criminal doing community service? No thanks. What else you got?” 
 
    “Uh, you could volunteer for the fire department. I’m sure they’ll appreciate the help. You’re fit enough to keep up with those guys, but I’d be pissed if you killed yourself trying to be a hero.” 
 
    Noah looks over at me. “That’s not a bad idea. I’m going to look into that.” 
 
    “Good,” I smile proudly as I dig into my lunch. “Now, what about Anton? Have you worked out what you’re going to do there?” 
 
    “Nope,” he says with a heavy sigh, putting his lunch down. “I can’t tell the cops what I know without telling them how I know it. They’ve tried him so many times before that they’ll need hard evidence to get another warrant and as bad as I want to take him down, I’m not too keen on taking myself down with him. But if I could find a way to make that happen and be the guy who puts him away, that’ll go far in earning back mom’s trust.” 
 
    “She’ll come around eventually,” I tell him. “She’s just hurting and feeling betrayed. Just give her a little time.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy. She’s my mom.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him, a little jealous of the bond he shares with her. I was never lucky enough to have something like that. The woman I thought was my mother was awful until she abandoned me, and the woman I’ve recently discovered is my biological mother…well, she’s currently rotting in prison. 
 
    How did I get so lucky? 
 
    “I think it’ll get worse before it can get better,” he tells me. “I can’t earn her forgiveness and trust without telling her the full story. She needs to know about Lily’s involvement with this. Right now, she just thinks I work for the guy to earn a bit of cash. I have no idea how she’s going to react when she finds out that I sold my soul to him for Lily.” 
 
    “I think it’ll take a little while, but she’ll eventually understand.” I scoot into his side and get undeniable relief when he wraps his arm around me. “No matter where you’re living or how upset she was, just remember that she loves you.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighs. “I’m trying but when your mom kicks you out of her house, it’s not that easy to remember.” 
 
    “You have no choice but to remember,” I tell him before glancing down at his crotch. “Now, how much is that thing hurting? I want to see it in action.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “Trust me, babe. I am so out of action,” he says with a smirk. “And you’ve got no one to blame but yourself.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Noah and I walk through my door just after seven at night. We spent a good four hours with Tiny and she managed to get the whole outline done. I’ll be going back in a few weeks after it’s healed to get the color added and I can’t wait. It already looks incredible. 
 
    It was crazy and it hurt like a bitch. I’ve been jumped and been involved in more fights than I care to admit, but getting a tattoo? It sucked. 
 
    Tiny and I talked nearly the whole time. I told my life story and then we switched and she told me all about herself while Noah slouched in a chair with an ice pack on his dick, absolutely shameless. It didn’t take long for him to fall asleep and I instantly became jealous. 
 
    At first, Noah did what he could to try and get my mind off it. He hated seeing me like that but it got to the point where his incessant asking how I was doing was driving me insane and I ordered him away. He refused to go far which is how he ended up slouched in the chair. 
 
    By the time Tiny was done with the outline, I was more than happy to get up off that table. I was dying to pee and the need to check out my ink was becoming overwhelming. Seeing it for the first time though...wow. I felt kind of badass to be honest. I mean, I have a tat now and that means I’m a bad bitch. Well, I already am a bad bitch but now I have the ink to go with it. 
 
    Both Noah and I have had an exciting, spontaneous, and painful day. I want nothing more than to collapse down into my bed and wait for dad to fall asleep so Noah can sneak into my bedroom. 
 
    The last few days have been pretty good despite how shitty it was with the whole Violet thing. Dad has been in the hospital so me and Noah have been playing house. It’s been kind of awesome and gave me ‘the feels’ big time. It’s as though I could pretend that this was mine and Noah’s future. It’s exactly how I imagined it; us slaving over the stove, stealing kissing and ass grabs while the kids run around the house. It was perfect. Until dad had to come home and ruin it. 
 
    Before even letting me get him settled in at home, he was already ordering Noah onto the couch, claiming he’s far too young for grandbabies. I rolled my eyes but it’s not like I was surprised. I could see it a mile away. In fact, I should have expected him to put up more of a fight to get out of the hospital a few days earlier just to chaperone our nights together. 
 
    If only he knew. 
 
    We walk into the living room and Aria instantly springs up from the floor, sending her dinner flying halfway across the room. Dad groans while both Noah and I brace ourselves. I turn to the left, preparing myself if she crashes into me while Noah turns to the right and angles his hips away, hoping his junk is secured if she chooses him. 
 
    How it is we both left this morning perfectly fine yet come home, both suffering from self-inflicted pain? 
 
    “Squirt, your dinner!” Dad grumbles but she doesn’t seem too worried about it as she continues full steam ahead. 
 
    Lucky for me, Aria smashes into Noah and does a good job of avoiding his groin, making him sigh out in relief as she welcomes him home. Noah wraps his arm around her and she giggles as he ruffles her hair. 
 
    Aria is loving having Noah stay with us, and I can’t complain, I’m loving it too, though it didn’t stop her from complaining about how I cook breakfast and requesting we head over to see if Violet will cook for her instead. 
 
    With Noah not currently welcome, we compromised and she was satisfied with Noah cooking instead. Though I really don’t get it; my pancakes are fucking incredible. 
 
    On the car ride home, Noah received a call from Maxen who said that Jesse was hosting a massive party at Broken Hill lake and we were all invited. We ‘ummed’ and ‘ahhed’ the whole way home trying to figure out if we should go or crash into bed and put this day to rest. We’re both exhausted, but at the same time seeing Kaylah would be awesome and I have a feeling that Tully will probably show too, so it didn’t take much convincing. 
 
    What can I say? I have a wild spirit and I’ve come to realize that there’s nothing quite like partying with the Broken Hill crew. 
 
    As Aria attempts to smother my boyfriend, I make my way towards dad. “I see you managed to make it through a whole day without ending up in the hospital,” I tease. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Knock it off,” he warns. “Are you kids heading out tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, dropping down to the floor and crawling around to scrounge up Aria’s chicken nuggets while holding my tongue and choosing not to say anything about the fact that a healthy salad would have been a better option for dinner. I mean, when I’m not here to enforce our new rules, he can be a little lax, but for the most part, he’s doing alright.  
 
    Noah gets in a workout wherever he can and for the past few days, dad has been joining him. Watching dad groan and grunt as he tries to keep up with Noah is the funniest thing I’ve ever seen. I caught dad ‘practicing’ his exercises yesterday and while he’ll never admit it, I think it’s so he can impress Noah when they workout next. I could be wrong here, but my gut is telling me that dad has a bit of a man crush on my boyfriend. Either that or he’s extremely impressed with Noah’s dedication while working out and that keeps him motivated. 
 
    “There’s a party in Broken Hill that we thought we’d check out. It should be fun. It’s at the lake and I’m assuming Kaylah will be there. Maybe Jackson too.” 
 
    “Broken Hill?” dad questions, warily. “Are you sure you should be hanging out with those kids? They seem like trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble?” I scoff. “If anyone is trouble; it’s the kids from Haven Falls. Trust me, we can handle the Broken Hill guys. They’re like angels compared to the shit we grew up with.” 
 
    “You better not be trouble,” dad warns. “I didn’t raise you like that.” 
 
    I roll my eyes before grinning wickedly at the old man who I seem to be very fond of. “What can I say?” I shrug. “It’s in my DNA.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Dad laughs. “You have DNA to die for. Top of the line. People would pay big coin for that stuff. I can assure you, if you have trouble in your DNA, then I want a refund. I didn’t bargain for trouble.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh while I try not to consider the fact that I share my mother’s DNA, and well, she’s the definition of trouble. “It seems you didn’t bargain for anything,” I remind him. “I showed up on your doorstep, so really, you’re damn lucky to have me, screwed up DNA and all.” 
 
    “Please,” he scoffs. “You’re the one who’s lucky.” 
 
    Shit. Ain’t that the truth? I know he’s teasing right now, trying to talk himself up and all that, but I don’t think he realizes just how right he is. I hit the jackpot when my birth mother gave me up and despite the feeling of abandonment that pulses through me every time I think about it; I can’t help but feel grateful. 
 
    I turn to take in Noah who’s still trying to get through the door with Aria attached to his leg. “Come on, Ari. Leave Noah alone and come finish your dinner. “ 
 
    “But I don’t want to.” 
 
    I grin back at the miniature she-devil. “I’ll get you a treat if you eat it all up.” 
 
    Her eyes go big and she instantly releases Noah’s leg to race for her dinner, diving in and popping a nugget into her mouth before her ass has even hit the chair.  
 
    Dad leans forward. “What do you mean ‘treat’?” he questions, studying me closely. “I thought you got rid all of the bad shit around here? I’ve been eating rabbit food for the past few days and I’m already sick of it.” 
 
    I look at dad as I walk through the living room and towards the hallway, smugness pouring out of me in waves. “You really think I’d get rid of all the good stuff? It’s still here, just somewhere that you’ll never find it.” He looks at me like I’m some kind of stranger as I make my way down to my bedroom, chuckling as I go. “Besides,” I call back over my shoulder, “shouldn’t you be eating healthy?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be leaving?” he throws right back at me. 
 
    I roll my eyes and push into my room. I instantly grab a few painkillers and throw them down the hatch, hating how my skin seems to burn from the tattoo but Tiny assured me that will ease overnight. I hope she’s right because I’m not keen on this feeling. Maybe I’m being a baby and should toughen the hell up. After all, I’m supposed to be the Queen of Haven Falls. What kind of Queen shows weakness? 
 
    Noah hangs out with dad and Aria while they watch the game and I laugh to myself as Noah pretends to get into it for dad’s sake. He couldn’t give a shit about football. He’s more of an extreme sports kind of guy, and if they don’t include a motor then he’s not particularly interested. 
 
    Aria chats the whole way through and is constantly shushed to the point she ends up coming to hang out with me, helping me pick out something to wear. After letting me know that all my clothes suck and that I need some new jeans because mine have holes in them, we settle for a white loose tank that won’t rub against my skin, leather jacket, and a pair of ripped jeans because that’s something I simply won’t budge on. Then I sit on the edge of my bed letting Aria brush through my hair so she thinks she’s being helpful despite how bad it hurts and before long, I’m ready. 
 
    When eight o’clock comes around, Aria forces Noah to complete her bedtime routine and after reading six books and singing four songs, he comes striding out of her room half an hour later, proud as ever for getting the kid asleep. I should probably tell him that if you just tell her to lay down, give her a goodnight kiss, and switch off the light that she’ll go to sleep in about three seconds, but listening to him bonding with my sister is too good. Besides, it gives me and dad a good laugh hearing her get away with it. 
 
    “Ready to go?” Noah questions as he appears back in the living room. 
 
    I smile at him and get up from the couch before turning to dad. “Do I need to worry about you while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Oh, please,” he scoffs. “Get out of here. Just be home at a decent hour.” 
 
    With that sorted, Noah and I scram. 
 
    We get into his Camaro as he’s decided that he’s somehow able to tolerate the pain between his legs, but don’t get me wrong, I have a feeling it’s going to be an early night. 
 
    We pull up at Broken Hill lake not long after and I gawk at the sight. I’ve been here a handful of times but never when Jesse Ryder is hosting the party. The place is packed. It’s standing room only. 
 
    Speakers have been brought in, there are strings of fairy lights hanging between the trees creating a canopy over the party, and not to mention, someone went to the effort to blow up a shitload of pool floaty things that people are lounging in on the lake. 
 
    It’s only a few months until summer and I’m vibing hard. This is a taste of what my summer is going to be like and I can’t wait. It’s going to be incredible. I have a feeling most of my time will be spent with Tully and Noah on the beach or chilling at their place while Noah works on his car. I’m assuming Maxen’s racetrack will be open by then so our nights will most likely consist of fast cars and alcohol. 
 
    As I said, it’s going to be incredible. This summer is going to be my best one yet. You know, considering I get accepted into the scholarship program and have something to look forward to; otherwise I’d probably be pretty bummed. I’m really looking forward to the idea of spending the next few years of my life working towards a rewarding future. 
 
    Noah takes my hand as we walk around the party. The whole world has shown up. Nearly all of Haven Falls is here and of course, everyone from Broken Hill. Well, at least from what I can see; this year’s seniors. I haven’t seen Nate and Tora making their way around but I wouldn’t be surprised if they showed their pretty faces later on. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been all day?” a stern voice demands from behind me, pinching my waist and forcing me to whip around in surprise. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” I grin, throwing my arms around Tully and pulling her in as she gives her twin brother the look of death. “I’ve been with Noah at the tattoo parlor.” 
 
    Tully gapes at Noah. “You got another tattoo?” 
 
    He gives her a hard stare. “Hi to you too, sis. I’ve been great, thanks for asking.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be an ass.” 
 
    “Apparently, there is,” he tells her. “You’ve been avoiding all my calls and texts.” 
 
    “Yeah, because you’re a douchebag who involved my baby sister with a guy like Anton Mathers.” 
 
    “Are you really going to hold something against me that I did when I was eleven?” he snaps at her. “I was a fucking kid who made a mistake and don’t start acting as though the money that working for him brings in isn’t helpful. You seemed to be pretty fucking thrilled when I bought you that Jeep.” 
 
    “Don’t bring that shit into it. I never once said I wasn’t grateful for everything you’ve done for our family. My issue is that you’ve kept this from me for seven years.” 
 
    Noah lets out a deep sigh. “Come on, Tullz. Can’t we just forget about this? I fucked up. I’ve already lost mom; I can’t have you hating on me too.” 
 
    Tully’s eyes fall to the ground. “I don’t know,” she says. “You should have told me.” 
 
    “How could I when I knew you’d end up looking at me like this?” 
 
    “I really want to hate you.” 
 
    A cocky grin spreads across his face as he reaches out and drags his sister into his arms. “But you can’t.” 
 
    I can practically hear her roll her eyes. “Get off me, you big turd,” she tells him, pressing against his chest and fighting for her freedom. He finally gives in and allows her a little space before she looks over his arms. “Did you really get a new tattoo?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me who got a tattoo.” 
 
    Tully’s mouth drops open before she turns and gapes at me. “You got a tattoo without telling me?” 
 
    I start pulling out my phone to find the picture I’d taken of it at the parlor because right now it’s all bandaged up. “Well, it was kind of spontaneous,” I explain, turning my phone around to show her the pic. “I didn’t plan for it.” 
 
    “Shit, this is nice.” She takes my phone from my hand and zooms in on the picture. “I’m so jealous. This design is awesome. Did Tiny do it?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. She’s great, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Sure is. I’ve been working up the nerve to get my own but every time I get close, I chicken out like a little pussy,” she laughs, looking back at the picture and admiring it a little more. “I can’t wait until it heals and I can see it properly.” 
 
    I scoff. “I can’t wait until summer and dad realizes what I did.” 
 
    Tully shakes her head before studying me closely. “You lost a bet, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Actually, no. He did.” 
 
    “Huh?” she grunts, looking up from my phone with a blank expression. “That makes no sense. If he lost, then shouldn’t he have gotten one, not you?” 
 
    I grin widely. “He did get something done.” 
 
    “Ok…and this is where we finish this conversation,” Noah cuts in, clearly not ready to tell his sister exactly what it is he did today. 
 
    Tully’s eyes flick between me and Noah a few times before realization begins to dawn. Her mouth drops open and she gapes at him. "You didn’t?” 
 
    “Believe me,” he mutters. “I fucking wish I didn’t.” 
 
    Tully howls with laughter to the point that tears start spilling out of her eyes. Aiden comes up behind her and loops his arm over her shoulder before giving me a questioning look. “What the fuck is so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Noah grunts. 
 
    Tully turns into Aiden and grabs a fistful of his shirt before wiping her eyes on it. “Noah got,” laugh. “He got…” Tully doubles over, unable to control herself. “Shit, I can’t even,” she tells him, needing to wipe her eyes once again. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Noah grumbles under his breath. “You’re going to tell everyone, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You better fucking believe it,” she laughs again before looking back at Aiden. “Noahsaurus got his dick pierced.” 
 
    Aiden gapes for a moment before turning to me. “Fuck, yeah,” he howls before holding his hand up proudly for me to high five. “Get it, girl.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head, probably out of embarrassment before slinking away. “I need a fucking drink.” He disappears into the crowd, leaving me to party the night away with Tully and Aiden. 
 
    Spencer shows up at some point and I eventually find Kaylah who ditches her Broken Hill friends to party with us. Jesse crowd surfs, Tyson throws up in the lake, and Aiden dirty dances with some guy from Broken Hill who I’m pretty sure is straight. 
 
    Before I know it, it’s two in the morning and the small night I assumed I was going to have is long gone. I can sleep when I’m dead. 
 
    People slowly begin disappearing, leaving only the people with stamina behind which is when I drop down into Noah’s lap, loving the feel of his hand as it circles my waist. “Here, drink this,” he tells me, holding up a water bottle. 
 
    I roll my eyes and take it from him anyway. I haven’t drunk too much tonight, so I’ll be fine tomorrow, but he can’t help the need to look after me. I take a drink and as I screw the lid back on the bottle, I feel a heavy gaze sinking into us. 
 
    I glance around. It’s pretty dark but the fairy lights hanging above us are doing an alright job. I scan the bodies and then finally I spot the culprit. Over by the DJ booth is a girl I’ve never seen before blatantly staring at us. She must be from Broken Hill High. I’d know if I’d seen her before; she’s hot. Long brunette hair, curves to kill for, and startling blue eyes that I can see from over here. She has that whole innocent look about her with a baby face that I have no doubt all the guys at her school would fawn over. She’s instantly a threat. 
 
    I watch her for a moment, wondering why she hasn’t looked away like normal people tend to do, but on closer inspection, she doesn’t even see me here. Her eyes are solely on Noah, staring at him like a meal she wants to devour. 
 
    I don’t like it one bit. 
 
    I stand from his lap and square my shoulders towards the brunette girl. My movement catches her eye and she looks up at me, instantly reading the challenge on my face. 
 
    Her eyes widen like saucers and not a second later, she whips them away and scrambles into the crowd. 
 
    What the hell was that? I mean, if you’re going to openly gawk at my boyfriend, then have some balls about it. 
 
    Shrugging it off, I drop back down into Noah’s lap, being careful not to squish his junk beneath me. “You alright?” Noah murmurs in my ear as his lips skim across my neck. 
 
    My eyes dart back up towards the DJ booth and with no sign of the girl, I sink back into him. “I am now,” I tell him moments before turning my face and capturing his lips in mine. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Tully and I sit on the beach watching as Aria plays in the waves on Sunday afternoon. It’s been a massive weekend. We didn’t get home from Broken Hill until four in the morning, but we were able to sneak inside without waking dad, meaning Noah could also bypass the couch and come to sleep in my bed. Neither of us was thinking because a late night meant a massive sleep in this morning and dad wasn’t too impressed when he woke hours before us and practically dragged Noah out of my bed by his ankles. Actually, there was no ‘practically’ about it. He did drag him by the ankles and the sound of Noah’s body dropping to the floor has replayed in my head a million times already. I have to admit, it was funny though. 
 
    I woke around eleven after Aria had bugged me one too many times to wake up. We enjoyed filling a spray bottle with icy cold water to spray on Noah’s face to entice him into consciousness. It worked like a damn treat and Aria’s giggles made it all worth it. Noah couldn’t even get mad. 
 
    With nothing planned for our Sunday, Noah went to see if Maxen could use any help on the track while Tully and I surprised Aria with a trip down to the beach. She’s gotten used to this whole ‘being spoiled’ and absolutely loves it. 
 
    We bought ice cream and gave her everything a five year old could possibly need. She’s now roaming free over the beach while Tully and I sit back, watching from the sand and soaking up as much sun as we can. 
 
    It’s the middle of spring so it’s not exactly beach weather but it’s certainly getting there, and besides, a little bit of weather isn’t going to stop us from taking our favorite five year old for a day at the beach. 
 
    I watch as Aria stands right at the shore, preparing herself to jump over a wave. It comes toward her and she bends her knees. Her little arms bend and she balls her hands into fists. I can’t see her face but I’d bet everything I’ve got that she’s got her concentration face on and her tongue hanging out.  
 
    A smirk cuts across my face. “Watch this,” I tell Tully. She looks up from her Kindle and focuses in on Ari just in time to see her launch herself into the sky just a moment too soon. She comes back to the ground and is instantly hit with the wave that comes halfway up her thighs, drenching her little body as it splashes up all over her. 
 
    I choke back a laugh, knowing if she heard me, I’d have hell to pay. I somehow manage to control myself as Ari turns around to look at me with her hands out and water dripping off her. “I missed,” she calls out. 
 
    “No shit,” Tully chuckles to herself. 
 
    “I know, I saw,” I tell Ari. “You have to wait a little longer before jumping.” 
 
    “But it’ll get me.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a little too late for that,” I grin. 
 
    Ari decides she doesn’t care for my teasing and turns back around, instantly spotting a shell in the sand. She ducks down, scoops it up, and gets busy inspecting it before using it to draw in the sand. 
 
    I try to focus on what she’s drawing but the picture is a little distorted from here. “What are you making?” I call out. 
 
    “My mommy.” 
 
    Tully raises a brow as her head whips back up from her Kindle before looking at me in alarm. Concern filters into me. “Are you missing your mommy?” 
 
    “Yep,” she says, concentrating hard on her picture before looking up. “Come and see. I drew her with a swimsuit on so she can be at the beach with me.” 
 
    My heart breaks as I get up off the sand and dust off my ass. I stare down at the picture she’s drawn in the sand and can’t help but notice that it’s not just Aria’s mom in the picture. It’s a family. “Who’s this?” I ask her, though something tells me I already know. 
 
    Ari points down at the sand, beaming proudly at her work. “It’s our family,” she tells me as though I’m silly for not having already figured it out. “The one with the big belly is Daddy, that’s Mommy, and you, and me.” 
 
    I wrap my arm around her and pull her into my side. “You’re so clever,” I tell her, absolutely adoring her pureness and innocence. If only we didn’t lose that as we grew up. The world would be such a happy place. “Why’d you add your mommy? She doesn’t live with our family.” 
 
    “But she’s still my family. I came out of her tummy and that means she’s my family even if she doesn’t live with us.” 
 
    “You love her very much, don’t you?” 
 
    She nods her little head making me realize that she’s wise beyond her years. A child’s love for his or her parents knows no bounds and I hate that one day, she’s going to grow up and discover just how ugly the world is. Though, maybe dad will shield her from the truth just as he did for me. 
 
    “You know, Daddy and I love you too,” I tell her. "We were so lucky the day you showed up on our doorstep.” 
 
    “You looked scared,” she says, reminding me just how freaked out I was in that moment. 
 
    “I certainly was because I didn’t know what was going on, and you know it’s always ok to be a little bit scared sometimes.” 
 
    “I don’t have to be scared because I have you and Daddy now.” 
 
    “That’s right, Ari,” I smile, forcing myself to hold back tears. "You’re exactly where you belong.” 
 
    I look down at her sand drawing once again, wanting desperately to move on from such a heavy topic. Though, I have a feeling it’s only heavy for me. Ari wouldn’t know any different, she’s just sharing her truth.  
 
    I grin as I look over her interpretation of me. “Why’d you draw my butt so big?” 
 
    “Because your butt is big.” 
 
    I suck in a deep breath, exaggerating my outrage as I turn to face her. “It is not,” I demand. “It’s the cutest butt I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Aria looks up at me with a cheeky smirk. “Because it’s so big you can see the cuteness from everywhere.” 
 
    I suck in another breath. “You’re going to pay for that.” 
 
    She catches my look and her eyes widen in panic. A high-pitched squeal comes tearing out of her and in the blink of an eye, she takes off down the beach. “NOOOOO!” she screams. 
 
    I rocket after her with my big butt and all, determined to get my revenge. She screams and laughs the whole time filling me with absolute joy but throwing her into the cold water will make that joy so much better. 
 
    She’s fast but with my longer legs, I’m quickly able to catch up to her. I scoop her up, my breath coming in hard and fast making me realize just how unfit I am. Maybe I should be joining Noah and dad on their workouts and add a little jogging into the mix. 
 
    Throwing her over my shoulder seems a little harder than I ever thought. I mean, she’s only five but she’s heavy. Are all five year olds this heavy or am I just seriously lacking in the health and fitness department? Noah’s able to throw me over his shoulder with ease and still be able to chase after Tully, yet here I am struggling with a little kid who’s mostly skin and bones. 
 
    I half race, half die as I make my way to the water’s edge. “Take it back or you’re going in,” I warn her. 
 
    “NOOO!” she squeals, somehow able to make the sound deafen me. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    “No, no, no, no, no.” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    She tries to claw her way free, but I won’t be giving in that easily. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    I hurl her off my shoulder and throw her towards the water. She screams out and latches onto my arm, the momentum of the throw forcing me forward. I tumble over the sand and before I know it, I fall face-first into the water as Ari comes splashing down in front of me. 
 
    “Shit,” I shriek, scrambling to my feet. “It’s cold.” 
 
    Tully’s howling laughter is heard from behind me, but I’m focused on the fact that I’m dripping wet, and unlike Aria, I’m not in my swimsuit. She puts her little hands on her hips and pokes her tongue out. “Serves you right, big butt.”  
 
    With that, she takes off up the beach, leaving me to face Tully and hope to God that she somehow forgets that ever happened. 
 
    Tully stares at me the whole shameful walk back up the beach. “Did you seriously just fall and eat dirt?” she laughs. “That was so fucking funny. I wish I’d caught that on camera. Aiden’s never going to believe me.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I groan, rolling my eyes. “It’s freakin’ cold.” 
 
    “Here,” she says, leaning over to pull out the towel from under her ass. She throws it up at me and I shake it off for a while, trying to get all the sand out of it. I absolutely love the beach but there’s nothing I despise more than sand, especially when it gets caught up in and around my lady bits. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as I start wiping myself down. “Remind me to clean off my tattoo when I get back home. I don’t want it to get infected after being in that water. I mean, I’m almost certain kids pee in there all day long.” 
 
    Tully scrunches her face up in distaste. “You’re so gross.” 
 
    “You know it’s true.” 
 
    Satisfied that I’ve dried up as best I can, I lay my towel down and plonk myself down on top of it. I already have a love/hate relationship with the sand but add a wet ass to the mix and that’s just begging for trouble. 
 
    I spread out on my towel and angle myself towards the afternoon sun, hoping there’s enough sun left in the day to dry out my clothes, so I don’t have to walk around looking like a drowned rat for the rest of the afternoon. 
 
    I lay back on my elbows watching Ari dig to China when Tully steals my attention. “Oh, shit,” she moans low. “Look at that.” 
 
    I look down the beach to follow her gaze to find a shirtless guy off in the distance, running up the beach. I can’t make out a face from here but there’s no mistaking the fact that this guy takes care of himself. 
 
    We both watch for a moment and I can’t help but feel the guy has nothing on Noah, especially without the tattoos covering his body. I mean, Noah has ruined normal guys for me. If we were to ever break up, I’d be screwed. 
 
    I quickly lose interest but as he grows nearer, Tully sits up a little straighter and begins squinting towards the guy. “Wait…is that Spencer?” 
 
    My head turns back towards the runner and sure enough, as he continues running our way, it becomes clear that Tully’s right, it’s definitely Spencer. 
 
    Tully waits until he gets a little closer before calling out to him. “Spencer,” she yells loud enough to make sure he can hear us from right down at the shore.  
 
    His head whips around and he starts searching us out, only finding us when Tully raises her hand and waves.  
 
    A fond smile spreads across his face before he starts heading up the beach towards us. “Hey,” he says, breathing hard. “What are you guys doing?” 
 
    Tully tosses her bottle of water to him before he drops down in the sand beside her and finishes off what’s left of her water, clearly thankful for the interruption. “Just chilling out,” she tells him before pointing out Aria and the massive hole she’s digging. “Ari loves the beach so we thought we’d come and hang out here instead of at home.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he says, leaning around Tully to look at me. “Get her out of your dad’s hair, huh?” he chuckles. “How’s he doing? Aiden told me about his heart attack.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” I say. “He just wants to get back to work and pretend it never happened.” 
 
    “Sounds like my dad when he fell off the roof and gave himself a concussion last year,” he laughs. “I swear, the older they get, the harder they are to deal with.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I scoff. “I’ve been having to organize all his meals for him just to make sure he eats healthy; otherwise I can guarantee he’ll be right back to eating his burger with chili fries every chance he gets.” 
 
    “Damn. That’s tough. I think with kids, you just tell them what’s what and they do as they’re told, but when it’s an adult…I don’t know, they’re so much more frustrating.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” I grumble. 
 
    “So, what’s going on?” Tully asks Spencer. “What’s with the afternoon run? Don’t you get in enough running during practice?” 
 
    “Football season’s over,” he explains. “So, I need to keep up on my fitness for next year in case I get onto a college team.” 
 
    “You’re still waiting to hear?” she questions. 
 
    “Yep. Hopefully, I’ll know soon,” he says. “Fingers crossed though, if I don’t get into college, I’ll be heading to work with my old man in used car sales. He thinks the big dream is for me to run the business one day.” 
 
    “That’s not so b-” 
 
    “Wait,” I cut in. “What do you mean football season is over? Noah and dad were watching a game last night.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he tells me with a shrug. “They must have been catching up on a missed game or something. The season ended in January.” 
 
    Well, shit. You learn something new every day. I wonder if Noah knew he was watching an old game. I can just imagine his reaction finding out that he put the effort in and sat through the game thinking it was live. Hell, he even shouted at the TV as though he was actually into it.  
 
    Tully and Spencer get chatting and while he’s not someone that I’d consider a close friend, he’s certainly come a long way over the past few weeks and that has a lot to do with the fact that he’s able to make Tully smile. 
 
    She’s still been hurting a lot since Rivers went away but since Spencer has been hanging out, she hasn’t seemed so upset and that’s always going to be a bonus in my eyes, despite my feelings towards the guy. 
 
    If he can somehow heal her heart, then I can learn to put up with him, though, I think it might take a little more than a smile for a handsome boy to heal a heart like Tully’s. 
 
    I don’t think it’s anything romantic between them, but I think she simply just enjoys his company as a friend and that’s all I can ask for. 
 
    My phone rings and I look down at the screen to see Noah’s name flashing up at me. A smile instantly rips across my face and suddenly, Tully and Spencer no longer exist. Hell, I have to remind myself that Aria is playing in the water and not get distracted from watching her.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, the smile still pulling at my lips while those familiar butterflies begin taking flight in my stomach. “Are you finished with Maxen?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he tells me in that fond tone that tells me he’s pretty damn happy to be hearing my voice right now. “He was a little too hungover to put in a decent day’s work.” 
 
    “Really?” I laugh. “I didn’t realize those rich kids knew what a decent day’s work was. Don’t they usually hire someone to do that shit for them?” 
 
    “Now, now, Kitty. Retract those claws,” he tells me. “What’s up? Are you not feeling it today?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I say with a laugh, thinking how the Ryder boys and all their friends would have reacted to that comment. It might have been a little much. After all, each and every one of those guys are pretty damn awesome, despite having money. Growing up, I never expected to like guys like them, but they proved me wrong and I’m so pleased that they did. “I’m just teasing. Don’t tell them I said that. They’ll kick my ass with their piles of cash.” 
 
    “You realize they don’t walk around with stacks of money falling out of their pockets, right?” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “What’s going on? Are you heading back to my place?” 
 
    “Nope, already there, and to my surprise, you’re not where I left you. Don’t tell me you’re at my place. It’s not like I can go there right now.” 
 
    “Chill out, Dude. Tully and I took Ari to the beach.” 
 
    “Are you planning on hanging out there for a bit or should I wait for you here?” 
 
    I glance across at Tully and from the way she’s laid back on the sand, soaking up the sun as she busily chats away to Spencer; I’d dare say we’ll be here or another few hours. Maybe I should apply a little more sunscreen to Aria. “Yeah, we’re sticking around for a bit.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll head down now. See you in a bit.” 
 
    Noah ends the call and I drop the phone into my lap with a satisfied sigh before re-entering the world and joining Tully and Spencer’s conversation. 
 
    My patience is stretched thin while my excitement knows no bounds. I want Noah here already and I don’t want to wait. It’s only a few minutes. Can’t I have a little class about myself? 
 
    The time ticks by slowly and then finally, a tall, ripped body steps in beside me, hovering over me as he peers down at me. Noah’s shirt instantly comes tearing off before he drops down onto the sand beside me, grabbing me and pulling me into him.  
 
    “Stop,” I laugh as I tumble down into him. 
 
    Noah’s not having it and doesn’t stop until I’ve completely fallen into his chest and his lips are pressed against mine. “Are you having a good day?” he murmurs when he finally releases me. 
 
    “Great day,” I tell him. “but apparently, I have a big butt.” 
 
    Noah’s hand instantly comes down on my ass. “I’d say it’s pretty damn perfect to me.” I roll my eyes as he watches me. “What do you say? After this, we take Ari down to the fire station and she can talk to the firemen and check out the trucks while I talk to the chief and see if I can convince him to let me volunteer for a while.” 
 
    I smile down at him, loving how he’s so in tune with me. He cares for Ari just as much as I do, and I absolutely adore that about him. Other guys wouldn’t give a shit about their girlfriend’s little sister, but not Noah. He’s damn near perfect. “I think Ari would love that.” 
 
    He smiles up at me, proud of himself for making me happy. A shadow falls over him and as he goes to look up to see who’s standing above him, a bucket full of icy cold beach water is tipped over our heads. “You can’t catch me,” Aria howls before taking off like a bat out of hell.  
 
    That little she-devil. We won’t let her get away with that, not one tiny bit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I walk through the door of Miss Jamison’s classroom on Monday afternoon and groan. Detention again. 
 
    “Henley,” Miss Jamison says as she takes her seat at her desk. “We really must stop meeting like this.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I grumble.  
 
    “I’d hate to think what you did to land yourself in jail this time,” she grins, completely amused by just how often I tend to take a seat in her classroom during lunch. 
 
    I sense the eyes of the other students on me as I make my way to my seat; yet I can’t help the devilish grin that spreads wide over my face. I have a feeling Miss Jamison isn’t going to approve if I tell her how I may or may not have taken the fire extinguisher off the wall and redecorated Mr. Humphries classroom while attempting a surprise attack on Aiden. I mean, Aiden was as white as a ghost, but he sure found it funny. Mr. Humphries though…that’s a different story. 
 
    I hear a few snickers through the room telling me that my morning’s adventures have already spread like wildfire. I swear, whenever me, Tully, or Noah do anything around here, it’s taken as gospel and spoken about until we do something else. 
 
    I drop down into my seat and get comfortable before looking back up at Miss Jamison. “Trust me,” I tell her. “I don’t think you want to know, just maybe steer clear of Mr. Humphries. I wouldn’t want to tarnish the way all you teachers see me.” 
 
    “Oh, Henley,” she sighs, shaking her head in exasperation. “Why Mr. Humphries? You know he’s very heavy-handed with giving detentions.” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckle, picturing the way the white foam slathered all over Aiden and anyone standing in his general vicinity. “I think I deserved this one. It was a must. I had no choice.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that’s stretching the truth,” she murmurs. “But, doesn’t matter. Something tells me I’ll hear all about your antics by the time school is over for the day.” 
 
    “Something tells me you’re right.” 
 
    I give her a fond smile. I don’t know how it happened but over the past few months, Miss Jamison has become one of my favorite teachers. She seems to have a soft spot for me and unlike the rest, she doesn’t fear me. She’s been my homeroom teacher for years now, so if I haven’t been able to make an impression in that time, then something is seriously wrong with me. 
 
    I lounge back in my chair and slide my legs out as far as they’ll go before pulling out my history homework. I may as well get a start on it and save myself a little time when I get home. Besides, I was given an English essay that I’d like to get a start on. It’s not due for a few weeks but apparently, I’m not just a science nerd anymore. I’m a complete nerd who likes to hand in assignments before their due dates. 
 
    Ugh. What have I become? 
 
    The sound of the door opening has my eyes flicking up. Usually, they’d drop straight back down to my work, unbothered by who I share detention with. Only, the brunette with sun-kissed skin and green familiar eyes comes striding towards me with a grin. 
 
    Tully drops down in the chair beside me. “I had a feeling you’d be in here.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Dare I ask why you’re here?” 
 
    “Nothing special,” she murmurs, pulling out her work. “Just running my mouth while it should have been closed.” 
 
    “How am I not surprised?” 
 
    Tully scoffs. “What can I say?” she questions. “I like to talk.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” I chuckle, trying to keep quiet, knowing Miss Jamison is bound to tell us to shut up at some point. 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes before stealing one of my pens and dropping her head to her work. I try to follow suit only her head pops right back up as she turns to look at me. “Have you seen Aiden?” she asks. “No one has seen him since you gave him a new look.” 
 
    “Did you check the locker room?” I wonder. “He probably headed in there to take a shower. I mean, I got him really fucking good.” 
 
    “Henley,” Miss Jamison warns. “Do I need to separate you two?” 
 
    I give her a tight smile. “No, we’re good.” 
 
    I turn back to my work and try to focus, but just like every time I attempt a little history, if even the smallest thing is on my mind, I have trouble concentrating. 
 
    My mind can’t stop wondering about Aiden. I hope he wasn’t upset with what I did. It was just a little prank; one that he would have done to me if I hadn’t thought of it first. I doubt he’d be cut up about it, in fact, he’s probably plotting his revenge already. 
 
    I just hope nothing has happened to him. I promise myself that the second we get out of this damn detention, we’ll go searching and I have a feeling Tully is promising herself the same very thing. 
 
    My phone buzzes in my pocket and for a short second, I wonder if it’s Aiden checking in. I pull it out and find a text from Noah. 
 
    Noah – I’m assuming your ass is in detention? 
 
    Henley – Yep. 
 
    Noah – And Tully? 
 
    Henley – You know I can’t do anything without her following along! 
 
    The second I hit send, a chuckle comes tearing out of me causing Tully to rip my phone out of my hand and read over my texts. She instantly starts hashing something into my phone, not allowing me to see the screen until it’s too late. 
 
    Henley – Did I mention that I’m in love with Tully? I always thought she was the cooler twin. Hotter, smarter, clearly a shitload more awesome. In fact, I don’t even think you make the awesome scale, not even at the very bottom.  
 
    I shake my head as I read over the text and not a moment later, Tully’s phone vibrates against the table. We both look down at it with a grin. 
 
    Noah – Stay the fuck off Henley’s phone! And for the record, I’m not on the awesome scale because I tore through the top of that thing before I could even walk. Do you enjoy it down there? Living in my shadow? 
 
    Damn. That boy! 
 
    Tully narrows her eyes into slits and I give up as she starts responding. I don’t want to know. Maybe I was lucky to have a sibling who’s so much younger than me. I couldn’t stand having to deal with a brother always teasing and taunting me, though it’s not like Tully doesn’t dish it out herself. 
 
    I let the twins go and start hashing out a text to Aiden. 
 
    Henley – Where’s your big ass at? You better not be screwing some Ken doll in the darkroom! That’s mine and Noah’s place. You can have the supply closet in the back of the library! 
 
    I get no response and I impatiently wait for the end of detention, more desperate than ever to go searching the guy out. I mean, he’s the only gay guy in a town where it’s not so easily accepted. He can hold his own in a fight but if he was cornered by those dickheads on the football team without any backup…I don’t even want to begin to think about what could have happened to him. 
 
    Detention seems to drag on. I was more than happy to sit here earlier and focus on my homework, but not anymore. Why the hell did Tully have to come and make my head spin with endless possibilities? If anything, he’s probably at home, fast asleep, forgetting that he’s supposed to be somewhere. 
 
    When detention lets out, Tully and I practically barge our way through the door and I don’t doubt that either of us got any work done. “Should we check the locker rooms?” Tully questions. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, “but I think we should check the cafeteria first. I mean, what if this is all in our heads and he’s eating lunch like every other day?” 
 
    “If that were the case, he would have replied to our texts.” 
 
    “Not if he’s perving on my boyfriend,” I grin. “He’d be too busy wiping the drool off his face.” 
 
    “Ugh, you know, I really don’t know what you guys see in that D-bag. He’s just a regular boy.” 
 
    I loop my arm through hers as I drag her towards the cafeteria, not bothering to stop by our lockers to ditch our things. After all, by the time we reach our lockers, find Aiden, and eat something, it’ll be time to head back to class. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. He’s so much more than a regular boy and you know it. You’re just too grossed out to admit that your brother is damn fine…and now with that piercing and the fact that’s he’s volunteering for the fire department… Mmmm, yeah. Damn fine.” 
 
    “Excuse me while I go and vomit.” 
 
    I laugh as we push our way through the double doors of the cafeteria and instantly start searching. Noah sits at our regular table with Jared Frazer and a few of the other guys who I haven’t bothered to get to know. As if sensing me here, his warm eyes turn my way with a pleased smile before it instantly drops away and his brows draw down. 
 
    I continue scanning the room as I see Noah out of the corner of my eye pushing up from the table before making his way to me and Tully. “What’s going on?” he asks, reaching us just as I begin searching the other side of the room and focus heavily on the football team. “We can’t find Aiden,” I tell him as Tully breaks away and starts heading towards Spencer. “Have you heard from him?” 
 
    “Nah, but I’m sure he’s fine. He’s a big boy.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell him. “Something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes search mine before his arm wraps around my waist. “Ok, we’ll go look for him.” 
 
    Tully returns a second later with Spencer in tow and before I know it, we’re all heading out the door, searching out the guy who’s impacted all our lives for the better. 
 
    We start for the locker room that the football team use and as we walk in, I can’t help but look around in disgust. This place is gross, nothing at all like I’d imagined in all my dirty dreams. Not to mention, it kind of stinks too. 
 
    Spencer walks around to the showers as Tully calls out his name after suggesting that someone could have stuffed him in a locker, making both Noah and I scoff. I mean, the guy is huge and packed with muscle. There’s no way in hell he’d fit in a locker, but Tully is determined to check anyway. Apparently, she believes the football team is quite imaginative when needing to stuff big things into small holes. I wouldn’t doubt her, she’s had more than enough practice with these guys. 
 
    The only things we find are a few questionable sex toys hidden in one of the guy’s lockers before deciding to move on. He’s not here. Next up, the junior lockers. 
 
    We make our way around the school, not finding him anywhere. Hell, Spencer even called his home just to double check, but he was nervous about worrying his mom so he didn’t say much. 
 
    As we walk across the oval to check the old bleachers, Noah’s phone starts going nuts in his pocket. He pulls it out and checks the message as I watch him. Usually, I wouldn’t give a shit who’s messaging him, but the irritated eye roll and huff that goes with it has me as curious as ever, not to mention the way he quickly disregards the texts and jams the phone back in his pocket.  
 
    “Who was that?” I ask, hoping he doesn’t think I’m trying to invade his privacy like one of those needy girlfriends who insists on being up in her man’s business. 
 
    He pulls the phone back out as Spencer checks behind the old bleachers. “Anton,” he murmurs quietly to keep the conversation our own. “He keeps texting. Won’t leave me the fuck alone.” 
 
    He hands me the phone and I look down at the text. 
 
    Anton – My patience is wearing thin, boy. This is the third job you’ve missed. Don’t fucking push me. 
 
    “He texted this morning,” Noah explains as I hand the phone back. “Wanted me to head into Broken Hill and collect a debt from some drug addict loser.” 
 
    “Broken Hill?” I question. “Why would you be collecting a debt from them? Don’t those guys usually just pay straight up for that shit?” 
 
    “Usually,” he says. “But not the ones who have been cut off from Mommy and Daddy in hopes of kicking their ice addiction.” 
 
    “Shit,” I say, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he tells me. “But I’m done. I won’t run at his beck and call anymore. He can find some other sorry loser to do his dirty work. Not after the bullshit he pulled on me.” 
 
    I slip my hand into his as Spencer returns shaking his head, bringing our conversation to a stop. “He’s not here either,” Spencer says with a hint of panic marring his tone. 
 
    “We’ll find him,” I promise. “He couldn’t have gone far.” 
 
    We start walking back up to the main part of the school when Noah nudges his sister. “How’s mom?” he questions. “Is she still angry? You know, doing that thing where she mutters under her breath, cursing me out all the time?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Tully says. “She’s hating on you big time.” 
 
    “So…maybe she’s not ready for me to come by?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” she murmurs, making Noah let out a heavy, heartbroken sigh that has me holding his hand a little tighter as I try to hold myself together for his sake, but seeing him hurting isn’t exactly easy. “You know it takes her forever to move on from things, and this…well, you’ve never done anything quite as bad as this.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell her about Lily, did you?” 
 
    “As if,” she mutters. “I’m all for watching you go down in flames when it comes to this bullshit, but I’m not going to be the one responsible for breaking her heart like that. You need to come clean. Tell her exactly what’s going on and why, so this doesn’t come back and hurt her again later.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that when she won’t let me in to talk to her?” 
 
    “Time, Noah. Just give her a little time. She’s feeling betrayed that her son could do something like that and once she’s come to terms with that, you can tell her everything and show her how you’re making amends for all the shit you’ve done.” 
 
    Spencer looks back over his shoulder, taking us all in as we follow behind him. “Do I even want to know what you guys are talking about?” 
 
    “Trust me,” Tully chuckles, hurrying to catch up to him. “You want to stay far away from this shit.” 
 
    “You ok?” I ask him as we make our way back inside the school, only this time coming from the opposite direction. 
 
    “Yeah, just sucks,” he tells me. “It’s bad enough when mom is pissed that I stayed out too late without calling or when I come home with a new tattoo, but this is so much worse than that.” 
 
    “She’ll come around,” I promise him, feeling as though those few words have become my motto ever since this whole thing started. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” he tells me moments before he and Spencer break off to the left to search the boys’ bathroom while Tully and I go to the right for the girls’.  
 
    We come out moments later and meet the boys exactly where we left them before continuing up the hall. Noah breaks off again to whip open the door of the disabled bathroom before howling laughter takes over him. 
 
    We all stop to work out what the hell is going on when I creep up to the bathroom door and peek in. 
 
    I find Aiden sitting on the floor, butt naked with one hand covering his junk and the other handcuffed to the metal railing by the toilet. “About fucking time you bitches showed up,” Aiden yells while huffing and puffing at the way all four of us burst out into laughter. 
 
    Tully and I hurry in to save his stupid ass before I turn back to the boys. "Would you two quit laughing and go get this fucker some clothes?” 
 
    The boys take off and Aiden relaxes just a little. “Would you quit staring and work out how the hell to get me out of this mess?” 
 
    I try to hold in my chuckles as I bend down beside him, studying the handcuffs. “How did you get in this mess?” I question as Tully pulls a pin from her hair and starts jamming it into the little lock and giving it a good wiggle, though something tells me she has no idea what the hell she’s doing. 
 
    “Fucking Stacey Lasno,” Aiden grunts, referring to one of the girls on the cheerleading team as he shakes his head in disgust. “She must think she has a magic pussy or something. She dragged me in here thinking she could ‘make me straight’ and see the error of my ways by rubbing that used up pussy of hers all over me. She handcuffed me, wanting to be sexy and mysterious then tore my shirt right off as though it’s been way too long since she’s been fucked last.” 
 
    “Trust me, that whore is no stranger to a good fuck,” Tully grumbles. 
 
    “Well, she was today,” Aiden says. “She pulled my pants off while I couldn’t do shit about it and when I wasn’t hard for her, she got personally offended, took all my fucking clothes, and then the bitch left me here.” 
 
    “I could fucking kill her,” I seethe. 
 
    “This ain’t budging,” Tully cuts in, pulling on the handcuffs. “We might have to wait for the boys to get back and see if they can break the railing off the wall, then you could slide it right off.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that doesn’t help me get this fucking thing off my wrist.” 
 
    “It’s cool, I’m sure between the boys, one of them will be able to get it off. If not, I’ll watch a few YouTube videos. I’m sure there’s something on there about how to break out of this shit.” 
 
    Aiden rolls his eyes, clearly very frustrated with his situation when the door whips open. I turn around, expecting to see the boys but when Mrs. Carson, the drama teacher, shows her face, my world comes crashing down. 
 
    She looks between me and Tully before glancing down at Aiden with horrified eyes. She instantly points between me and Tully as she goes red in the face. “That’s it. I’ve had it with you two girls thinking you can do whatever the hell you want around this school. How dare you treat a new student like this.” 
 
    “Wait, no. We didn’t.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” she spits. “You two have gotten away with too much lately and it’s about time you learn a lesson. Seeing as though detentions don’t seem to work for you delinquents, you’ll both participate as extras in the school musical tonight.” 
 
    “What?” I demand. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “And neither is this,” she yells, indicating down at Aiden. “Now, get the hell out of here so this poor boy can leave with a little shred of dignity.” 
 
    “But we…” 
 
    “Go,” she yells, stepping out of the doorway and pointing a finger out the door. 
 
    “Shit,” Aiden sighs. “Just go.” 
 
    I look back at Aiden and then to Tully before letting out a sigh. “We’ll go deal with Stacey.” 
 
    “Get her good,” he demands as Mrs. Carson steps towards us, the very last bit of her patience running out. 
 
    Tully and I scurry along and before we even have a chance to get to the cafeteria to eat, the bell sounds, sending us straight back to class. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I step out of the bathroom stall and look at myself in the mirror. This is humiliating with my brown turtleneck, white pants pulled up to my waist, and white suspenders crossed over my chest. Not to mention the brown slides with a white cotton ball attached on top. 
 
    “No,” Tully groans painfully from the bathroom stall behind me. "This is not cute. How did we get into this mess?” 
 
    “From trying to get Aiden out of his mess,” I remind her. 
 
    “But this isn’t fair. I can’t pull off the ‘Oompa Loompa’ look. I look ridiculous.”  
 
    “Yeah, well just wait until the orange face paint goes on and the green wig gets shoved on top,” I say as I study my reflection with distaste. “We’re going to look fucking fantabulous then. You know, Noah is never going to let us live with down.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” she cries. “He’s been waiting since the day we were born for this shit. I bet he has a whole film crew set up out there just to make sure he doesn’t miss a thing.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I groan, realizing just how right she is. 
 
    A loud knock sounds on the bathroom door before Mrs. Carson’s voice yells through it. “Are you two nearly ready in there? You have three minutes to get your butts out here and prepped before showtime.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, give us a sec,” I grumble, even though we’re going to need a shitload more than just a sec. We were sent in here twenty minutes ago and instructed to get dressed and put the face paint on, but we sat around and talked for half an hour and now I guess we’re running late. 
 
    Tully pushes her way out of the stall and I look up and down her body, trying my hardest to control myself, only when I get to the shoes and take in the little cotton balls on each foot, I lose it in a big way. 
 
    “Shut up,” she demands. “You look just as bad.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “That’s what makes it so funny.” 
 
    She walks past me and instantly gives me a dead arm, teaching me not to laugh at her when she’s already down. But hell, if I can’t laugh at her, then I’ll be down too and having the both of us sulking around is no fun at all. We have to make the best of this bullshit. 
 
    We make our way right up in front of the mirror and work on getting the paint slathered all over our faces. The only blessing is that with all this paint, the wigs, and the other ten suckers who got roped into this, it’ll be hard for people to figure out who’s who, though, not Noah. He’ll pick us in this line up anywhere. 
 
    “Is it supposed to be so sticky?” Tully questions, scrunching up her face as she presses the paint to her skin. 
 
    “Who knows?” I shrug. “It’s probably the same paint they used when they did the same damn musical last year.” 
 
    “Gross,” she groans, continuing to slather it over her face while looking a little sick. 
 
    I man up and get the job done. We have no choice but to participate and the longer we put it off, the worse it’ll be. 
 
    I help Tully to evenly spread it down her neck and she does the same for me before we both stand back and admire our handiwork. “We look like fucking morons,” she tells me.  
 
    “True, but out of all the morons, we look like the best morons.” 
 
    “You’re such an idiot,” she laughs, before collecting her clothes and recapping the face paint.  
 
    We start making our way out of the bathroom and go to reach the handle when the door is kicked in from the other side. “What’s taking you so long?” some girl demands, looking like a little pissed off version of me and Tully. 
 
    Tully steps forward into the girl. “What did you say?” 
 
    Her eyes widen a fraction before standing her ground. “Mrs. Carson sent me to hurry you two up. The play starts in half an hour and we’ve been working our asses off on this for the past few months and I’m not about to let you two waltz in here and screw it all up. Now hurry your asses up. I still have to go over all the choreography with you and teach you your lines, but then, it’s not like you’re going to remember them. Maybe it’s best you just keep quiet the whole time.” 
 
    I stare at the girl in shock before schooling my features and looking across at Tully. I don’t think anyone has ever really had the balls to put us in our place like that, and I think this weird feeling pulsing through my veins is respect. How strange. 
 
    I wonder if that’s how Noah felt when I stood up to him that very first day. 
 
    How crazy. 
 
    “Way to go, little ‘Oompa Loompa,’” I say fondly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Just like that, the three of us head out of the bathroom and meet up with the other ‘Oompa Loompas.’ “No one said anything about choreography,” Tully murmurs as some guy from my calculus class comes striding in with a bag of green wigs. 
 
    Half an hour later, we stand backstage as the play gets started while Tully and I desperately try to remember what the hell we’re supposed to be doing. I mean, it’s embarrassing enough just being a part of this, but if we were to go out there and stand around like idiots looking as though we didn’t have a clue, that would be so much worse. 
 
    “You ready, girls?” Mrs. Carson says, walking up to us with a wary look before roaming her eyes over our costumes to make sure everything is in place. 
 
    “Nope,” Tully says. 
 
    “Tough luck. The show starts in three minutes and you’re going out there whether you like it or not.” 
 
    I look across at her. “Do we get some kind of extra credit for doing this?” 
 
    She scoffs, looking absolutely appalled by my question. “Extra credit?” she laughs. “What you’re getting is the opportunity to perform in a school musical rather than face another suspension or maybe even expulsion if you consider your records. We take bullying extremely serious in this school.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you that we were trying to help him?” Tully groans. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” I scoff. “This school does not take bullying seriously. They turn a blind eye and you know it. How many times during my first year here did I come to you and tell you what was going on with those damn cheerleaders? Not once did you do anything about that, none of you damn teachers did. You’ve got your wires crossed.” 
 
    She ignores every word I say and turns up her nose. “I’ve told you already; unless you can supply evidence that you were there to help that young man, then you’re staying right here and performing proudly for your school.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Tully laughs. “Aiden told you himself.” 
 
    “Right,” she scoffs. “You want me to believe the victim when he says that you didn’t do it. You probably pressured him into saying that. I’ve seen how the students of this school fear you and those boys, Noah and Rivers. You could get just about anyone to do whatever you want and now it’s time to face the consequences.” 
 
    I take a step towards Mrs. Carson and even in this ridiculous outfit, I somehow manage to still appear intimidating. "Walk away.” 
 
    The irony isn’t lost on me that I’ve literally just done the one thing that we’re being accused of, but I don’t care, not after the way she just spoke of my pack and treated us like shit she stepped in. 
 
    Mrs. Carson narrows her eyes on me for a moment before giving in and stepping away.  
 
    “That was a dangerous move,” Tully warns me. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “She’s not going to do anything,” I tell her. “People like her are only interested in doing something if they can somehow gain. If she continues pushing, she risks that we screw up her play and that’s not a risk she’s willing to take.” 
 
    “Good point,” she murmurs. “You know it’s scary how easily you can read people.” 
 
    “Consider it a gift,” I tell her. “When you’re on the outskirts and bullied for so long, you quickly learn how to read people’s intentions. Mrs. Carson’s are her own personal growth and success. She’s pretty pathetic and self-centered if you ask me.” 
 
    The show starts and Tully and I make our way over towards the other ‘Oompa Loompas’ as to not miss our cue. We watch on from the side and soon enough, we’re being forced onto that stage. 
 
    Noah’s loud roaring laughter is heard above all else and I grin up at him to find not only Noah, but Aiden, Spencer, and Jared, all joining in with Noah’s rowdy laugh. 
 
    I hear Tully sigh beside me which is when the music starts. 
 
    Damn, this is going to be awful. 
 
    Precisely forty-five minutes later, Tully and I run off the side exit of the stage after completing our final scene. The show is still going but as long as we are no longer needed, we’re out of here. 
 
    We each rip off our wigs, toss them into a pile of costumes backstage and search out our clothes. We hurry into the bathroom and get ourselves cleaned up but let’s face it, I’ll be finding orange paint for weeks. 
 
    Once we look acceptable enough to show our faces in public again, we make our way out and I start pulling out my phone. “I’ll text Noah so they know we’re out here.” 
 
    “No,” Tully says, lowering my phone. “They laughed so I think it’s only fair that they sit through the play right until the very end.” 
 
    I grin across at her as we make our way down to her Jeep. “Good plan,” I tell her, absolutely loving her wicked ways. We sit in her car for about twenty minutes, listening to music and chatting about the show and how humiliating it was until people start streaming out of the assembly hall. 
 
    “Now, this is the real show,” Tully laughs. 
 
    The boys are some of the first to get their asses out of the auditorium and I laugh as they all hover around in the quad waiting for us. It’s not until someone in the student parking lot calls out to Noah to say bye, that he notices the headlights on Tully’s Jeep, shining bright and aiming right for them. 
 
    His mouth drops and a flash of confusion overtakes him before he starts making his way down here with the boys. 
 
    We wait patiently, trying to find our game faces and act as though we’re completely innocent, only that’s too much of a task to handle. A devilish smirk cuts across both our faces as Noah shows up at my window. “We were waiting for you outside the auditorium. How long have you been down here?” he questions. 
 
    I pretend the check the watch that I don’t have. “Ummm…maybe half an hour.” 
 
    “Huh?” he grunts. “The show only just ended.” 
 
    “We know,” I laugh. 
 
    Aiden shoves his face in beside Noah’s. “Wait. Did you purposefully make us sit through that when we could have gotten out of here ages ago?” 
 
    I grin at him. “Wait. Did you purposefully laugh at us when you could have been encouraging instead?” 
 
    Noah slowly shakes his head in disbelief as Aiden gapes in outrage. “Low blow, ladies,” he tells us. “Low blow.” 
 
    Noah opens the door and Aiden steps out of the way. “Come on,” he tells me. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    I look back at Tully who laughs. “Uh-oh, you’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Go home, Tullz,” Noah grins. “I have a feeling you didn’t tell mom about this shit otherwise she would have been here. So, she’s probably sitting at home wondering why her favorite kid isn’t sitting at her dinner table.” 
 
    “Shit,” Tully sighs. “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    With that, I jump down from Tully’s Jeep and take Noah’s hand as we make our way across to his Camaro. The rest of the boys disappear and before I know it, he’s backing out of his parking space and getting us the hell out of here. 
 
    We get halfway home when I turn and study his face. “You laughed,” I accuse. 
 
    He looks back at me with thoughtfulness lingering in his green eyes. "If you can honestly tell me that you wouldn’t have done the same thing, then I’ll apologize.” 
 
    Damn it. He’s got me there. I would have howled with laughter until I wet my pants. A grin spreads over my face. "It was really bad, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I mean…” he lets out a sigh, unable to find a lie that would work. “Yeah. It was bad. I was embarrassed for you.” 
 
    “I just love how supportive you are.” 
 
    He grins back at me before sending a devilishly sexy wink my way. “Anything for you, Spitfire.” 
 
    I laugh and all too soon, we’re pulling up at home, only dad’s truck isn’t here. I guess he took Ari out for dinner.  
 
    I pull my phone out and call dad as we climb out of Noah’s car and walk towards the door. He answers on the fifth ring and I grin to myself. Dad always answers quickly unless he’s in the truck which tells me he’s trying to avoid the call, but then ‘daddy guilt’ takes over and he quickly answers before it’s too late. 
 
    “Squish,” he says cheerily. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You’re not home,” I say a little more accusingly than what’s deserved. 
 
    “Yeah, you weren’t home so I figured I’d take Ari out somewhere special for a bite to eat. Why, do you need me to bring something home for you?” 
 
    I scoff under my breath. “Can you put Ari on?” 
 
    “Ahhh…why?” 
 
    “Because she hasn’t worked out how to lie to me yet.” 
 
    “Oh, um, well…she went to the bathroom.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Aria’s loud screechy voice comes hollering down the line making an unladylike snort come tearing from deep within me. I slap a hand over my mouth as Noah raises an amused brow. Great, I’ve managed to embarrass myself a little more. 
 
    “Damn it,” dad groans.  
 
    I can just picture the cringe on dad’s face as he hands the phone over. “Hi, Henley,” Aria booms excitedly into the phone. 
 
    “Hey, sweet girl. Did daddy take you out for dinner?” I ask as I rifle through my things for my keys and hand them over to Noah to unlock the front door. He gingerly takes them and gets busy working the lock.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” Aria says. 
 
    “Did he take you somewhere fun?” 
 
    “Yeah, we went to McDonald's and I got to play in the playground.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds like fun,” I tell her, walking through the door with Noah and heading straight for the bathroom, desperate to scrub the remaining orange paint off my body. “Did you eat up all your dinner? Did Daddy eat up all his salad?” 
 
    “Salad?” she laughs. “Daddy didn’t have a salad. He had a burger, just like me.” 
 
    I hear dad groaning beside Aria. “Crap, don’t tell her that.” 
 
    I laugh to myself. Gotcha. That man is so easy to read. I’m going to have to make sure Noah puts him through his paces with a good workout tomorrow. I’ll soon have him regretting the decision to order himself a burger, and I don’t doubt he paired it with fries. “Thanks, Ari. Have a happy night ok. I’ll see you when you get home.” 
 
    “Ok, love you.” 
 
    I grin into the phone. “Love you too, Squirt.” 
 
    I place my phone down on the sink and look at myself in the mirror as Noah walks in after me. He comes up behind and cages me in, putting both hands down on the sink on either side of me as I search out all the stray paint. 
 
    Noah leans into me, pressing his lips to my neck. “You were the sexiest ‘Oompa Loompa’ I’ve ever seen,” he tells me, inhaling deeply and sending chills all over my skin. 
 
    “Damn straight I was,” I laugh, turning in his arms as the heat from within begins spreading.  
 
    Noah lifts me and places me down on the sink. “Is your old man going to be a while?” he asks as I spread my legs, inviting him in, and just as I knew he would, he wastes no time stepping in closer, his body pressed right up against mine.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” I search out his lips and melt into him as he devours me. His hands roam over my body before finding the hem of my shirt and pulling it up over my head.  
 
    My body screams for him. We haven’t had sex over the last few days because of his new piercing, but something tells me he’s had enough of waiting. I’ve been craving him since he got that piercing and have grown more and more desperate to test it out, and I can’t wait any longer. 
 
    We lose our clothes and a moan slips out of me as he grips my ass and lifts me off the sink. With two quick strides, he walks into the shower and reaches around me to turn on the taps. The cold water rushes down over us and I gasp as I arch my body away, desperate for some sort of relief from the cold water. 
 
    Noah smothers my gasp with his lips and suddenly I couldn’t give a shit about the cold water, even when he presses me up against the cool tiles and anyones normal reaction would be to scream out. 
 
    He hardens beneath me and the anticipation is nearly too much. I reach down between us and my hand runs over his length. He flinched at my touch before a deep, guttural groan comes tearing up this throat. I smile against his lip while being gentle not to hurt him, though, from the way he seems to be urging me on, I’d dare say he’s just fine. 
 
    My hand moves back and forth as my other hooks around his neck, keeping myself up while he gets busy working my body. He slides two, thick fingers deep inside me and my head instantly falls back against the tiles. 
 
    Noah’s lips trail along the sensitive skin of my neck, relentless in his sensual assault on my body as his other hand firmly grips my ass.  
 
    In. out. In. out. 
 
    “Yes,” I groan low before his thumb finds my clit and begins rubbing slow, teasing circles, driving me insane with need. My nails dig into his back. “More,” I gasp, begging with everything that I have. “I need more.” 
 
    Noah’s lips pull up into a devilish smirk against my skin before he dives down and sucks my nipple into his mouth, teasing it with the tip of his tongue. “I thought you’d never fucking ask.” 
 
    He adjusts his hold on me and I want to cry out as his fingers pull out from within me, but in the next second, he lines his impressive length up with my entrance and then finally presses into me until there’s nowhere left to go. 
 
    He slowly draws himself back out, both of us groaning with the feel of his piercing rubbing against my walls. This is insane. It’s incredible, purely intoxicating, and like nothing I’ve ever felt before. He pushes me to my limits faster and harder than I’ve ever had it until I’m screaming out his name. 
 
    Noah groans as he reaches his climax and buries his face into my neck. My nails carve into his back and I hold on with everything I have as I clench down around him. Stars appear in my vision and I’m left completely spent, unable to hold myself up as I sag against the cold tiles and struggle to catch my breath. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” I mutter to myself as I stand in the open fridge. This is not a fun game. I stare at the line of water bottles in front of me before glancing at the piece of paper that’s been tapped to the top shelf.  
 
    The note reads, ‘Hello, I want to play a game...’ Insert picture of the creepy dude from all the ‘Saw’ movies. ‘Three of these bottles have been filled with water, three with laxatives. Take your pick.’ New line. “BAHAHAHAHA…Let the games begin.’ 
 
    I shake my head to myself. That little turd. I need to keep Noah off YouTube. I always say it must have sucked growing up with Noah, though I always assumed Tully was just as bad. If this is the kind of shit he’s been doing to her all this time then Tully is a lot stronger than I could have ever imagined. I mean, damn. 
 
    I couldn’t handle this every day; and knowing that Noah is probably hiding out somewhere watching me and laughing is only making it worse. So, I do what anyone else would do; I go thirsty and mix up all the bottles, waiting for him to come and grab a bottle that he believes is safe. He was right; let the games begin. Two can play at this game and one thing’s for sure– I don’t like to lose. 
 
    I close the fridge door and step back with a grin. Checkmate, motherfucker. 
 
    Walking into the living room, I find Noah stepping through the front door after washing his car. He’s been racing a lot at Maxen’s new track, testing it out even though it’s already been tested. I guess he just can’t help himself but seeing as though the rest of the place is still coming together, it’s basically a muddy swamp, especially after that torrential rain we had the other week. So naturally, every time Noah returns from that place, his car is covered from top to bottom in mud. It’s kind of gross but he loves any excuse to wash his car. 
 
    For the first time in what feels like all of my senior year, it seems to have been a very peaceful week. Well just about. After mine and Tully’s debut performance in ‘Willy Wonka and The Chocolate Factory’ on Monday night, we’ve somehow managed to stay out of trouble, even Noah has too. Though it’s only Thursday afternoon so I guess there’s still time for all hell to break loose. 
 
    Noah walks towards me with a mischievous sparkle in his green eyes. “Did you get that drink?” he questions, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
    “Nah, I got distracted,” I tell him, dropping down onto the couch. “Why don’t you grab them?” 
 
    His eyes slice towards me and despite his lips remaining in a tight, straight line, he somehow appears to be laughing at me. It must be the way his eyes light up with twinkling excitement. “Sure,” he says striding past me before turning away so I can’t see his face, only from the angle I’m sitting, I see the way the apples of his cheeks rise into two perfectly firm bulges. 
 
    Tully was right, he certainly is a D-bag, but a D-bag that just happens to make my heart race every time he walks through the door. Don’t even get me started on how it feels when he looks my way and touches me. My God… 
 
    I listen as the fridge door opens before the distinct sound of Noah smothering a laugh comes sailing through to the living room. The fridge closes and then he’s back, dropping down beside me and handing me a bottle that I have no doubt he just chose very carefully. 
 
    I fiddle with the bottle cap, twisting it between my fingers and pretending to be distracted as I watch out of the corner of my eye as Noah opens his water bottle with way too much confidence. He brings it to his lips and takes a long, needed drink. 
 
    With that, I tighten the lid of my water bottle and drop it into his lap. “Nice try,” I tell him as a wicked grin slowly begins to spread across my face. I lean over and kiss his cheek before whispering in his ear. “I mixed up the bottles.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes bulge out of his head as he whips around to face me. “You didn’t?” 
 
    I laugh as I push up off the couch. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    Noah’s head drops to the back of the couch. “Shit. This is not good.” 
 
    I lean forward onto his knees and give him a big, beaming smile. “You’re going to have to try harder than that, Noah Cage. I’m not as easily fooled as your sister. Now, get your ass up. We need to head to the store so you can buy me an untampered water bottle. Though, maybe you should stay here, you know, just in case you need to make friends with the toilet.” 
 
    Noah rolls his eyes. “It’s fine, I didn’t drink enough to be affected by it. Besides, there’s still a chance I got a good bottle,” he laughs as he gets up from the couch. “But we better replace all of them. I can only imagine what your dad would do if he came home and accidentally drank one of those.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I laugh. “He’d tear you into little pieces and feed them to the neighbor's cat. I can see it now, we’re going to end up on the news.” 
 
    “That’s fine, as long as you say something nice at my funeral.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and drag Noah into the kitchen before handing him the bottles from within the fridge. We get busy pouring them down the sink and before I know it, we’re dropping down into his car and peeling out of the drive. 
 
    Noah’s phone rings out and he ignores it seeing as though it’s just Tully. She only just left my place twenty minutes ago. The call dies down as Noah pulls into the gas station and a second later, my phone starts up. 
 
    Shit, for her to call right after like that, it must be important. I grab my phone from the center console and hit accept as Noah brings the car to a stop. “Yes?” I say, waiting to hear the reason behind this mystery call. 
 
    “Where the fuck is Noah?” she demands, yelling hysterically down the line. 
 
    I sit a little straighter as my eyes shoot across to him. “He’s right here,” I tell her, putting it on speaker. “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “You want to fucking know what’s going on?” she yells as my eyes remain locked on Noah’s. “My stupid fucking brother started working for Anton Fucking Mathers and managed to piss the bastard off. I just got home to find the fucker waiting for me. At our fucking doorstep, Noah. Where we sleep. Where our family lives. He slammed me into the fucking wall demanding to know where you were. You brought this shit to our home. How the fuck could you? What if Ari was with me? What if that had been mom?” 
 
    Noah’s fingers curls around the steering wheel, his knuckles instantly turning white with anger as he listens to his twin sister. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I say, trying my hardest to calm her. “Are you ok? Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “Hurt me? He slammed me into a fucking wall, Henley,” she seethes. “He put his hands on me and physically threw me into the wall. I’m fucking lucky my head didn’t crack open.” 
 
    “Shit, Tully. We’re on our way.” 
 
    “No, don’t come over here,” she says. “He’s waiting for you.” 
 
    Noah slams his foot down on the gas, sending me flying back into my seat. “He’s still fucking there?” he demands, pulling out into traffic as the back of his car fishtails around while other motorists honk and curse him out. 
 
    “Not him personally,” she explains as Noah races down the road. “He left his fucking muscle behind. Anton took off straight away while a guy in a black, hunk of shit is sitting outside our place. I don’t know what to do. I’ve locked and dead bolted the door, but I don’t think he’d bat an eyelash at smashing a window to get in here. What if mom and dad come home?” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Noah tells her, flying around the corner and making me scramble for something to hold on to. “Get the fuck out of there. Go out the back, jump the fence and run.” 
 
    “If dad sees this guy, you know he’s going to try and do something about it.” 
 
    “I told you I’d fucking handle it,” Noah snaps down the line. “Now get the hell out of there.” 
 
    “Where am I supposed to go? Henley’s place?” 
 
    “No. If he’s looking for me, that’s the next place he’ll go,” he says, sending chills down my spine. “Find Aiden and stay there until I come and get you.” 
 
    “Ok,” she murmurs in a panic before the line goes dead. 
 
    I throw my phone down and slam my hand against the dash, desperately trying to hold still as Noah flies down the road, faster than I’ve ever seen him drive before. “What are you going to do?” I ask, feeling that same panic that’s pulsing through Tully’s veins right now. 
 
    “I’m going to fucking kill him,” he says, not taking his eyes off the road for even a second. “He put his hands on my fucking sister.” 
 
    “Just…think about this, Noah. Think about who you’re dealing with. This is going to start a war that we can’t possibly win.” 
 
    “No, you fucking think about it. Anton just left his muscle behind. This is the only fucking time I’m ever going to get him alone. I’m doing this with or without you, Henley. So, what’s it going to be? Are you with me or not?” 
 
    “Shit,” I say as he speeds back past my place, taking the quickest route towards his. “Of course, I’m fucking with you.” 
 
    We get two streets away from my place when a big, black SUV appears in the opposite direction. “Fuck,” Noah roars before careening into the center of the road and blocking all traffic. 
 
    The black SUV screeches to a halt and I gape as I recognize Anton behind the wheel. Noah was right, the fucker was coming to my place. Fear grips me. If Noah hadn’t been there and I was alone with Ari at home… 
 
    I’m more on board than ever. This has become so much more than getting Noah out of a tricky situation and putting the fucker down, it’s become a matter of protecting what’s mine and I’ll stop at nothing to make that happen. 
 
    Noah’s out of the Camaro and racing towards the SUV within a matter of seconds. Hell, he didn’t even cut the engine. 
 
    I chase after him as Anton pushes his door wide, but Noah is already there, grabbing the guy in an incredible show of strength and slamming him into the side of the SUV. Noah doesn’t give him a chance before he rears back and clocks him right in the face. “How dare you touch my sister,” Noah spits, pulling back and getting him with an uppercut right under his ribs. 
 
    Anton gasps for breath before grabbing Noah and ripping him off him. “You watch who the fuck you’re talking to, boy,” Anton warns, stepping forward with his greasy, black hair, too tight suit, and gold rings and chains which were probably bought with dirty money. 
 
    “I’m not your ‘boy’,” Noah growls, stepping back into him, not afraid to go for round two.  
 
    Anton reaches for Noah’s top and within the blink of an eye, he spins them around and tosses Noah into the side of the SUV, instantly reversing their roles. Anton gets up in Noah’s face and it’s clear he’s trying to be somewhat intimidating, but I’m not sure that shit can work on Noah. It might have when he was an eleven year old boy, but not anymore. 
 
    “You’re what I say you are until I’m done with you,” Anton says slowly. “I fucking own you.” 
 
    Noah grins and it’s clear that his ‘don’t give a shit’ attitude is putting Anton off. He’s not used to his errand boy being non-compliant and he clearly doesn’t like it. Noah leans even closer. “You see, that’s where you’re wrong,” Noah murmurs in a tone that sends chills down my spine. “I don’t work for you anymore. You owned me because you paid for my sister’s treatment, but that’s not true, is it?” he slams his hands into Anton’s chest, sending him back a step. “You took advantage of a scared little kid and now that kid is all grown up and is going to put you down for the shit you put him through.” Noah hits him again. “You destroyed me. You took away my innocence and made me do unspeakable things with the belief that you’d given my sister a longer life, but not anymore, Anton. You better watch your fucking back.” 
 
    Anton reaches behind his back and my eyes bulge as I see the gun poking out of the waistband of his suit pants.  
 
    I run as fast as my feet can take me. “GUN!” I scream, bolting towards him. 
 
    It all happens in slow motion. Anton’s fingers curl around the gun as he pulls it from the confines of his pants. His head whips in my direction just as Noah’s does, eyes going wide as he comprehends what I said. 
 
    Terror grips me and despite the gun in the man’s hand, I don’t dare stop. Not where Noah is concerned. 
 
    Anton’s takes me in and a strange recognition flashes there, but it’s gone before I can work it out. Right now, that’s the last thing on my mind. 
 
    Noah’s head swings back to Anton, his eyes panicked as he takes in the gun.  
 
    My feet continue slapping against the road, desperately forcing myself forward until I’m finally there. I throw myself at Anton’s back, knocking him off balance as I scramble for his gun, making it impossible for him to get a clean shot at Noah and hopefully buying us just a little time. 
 
    Noah snaps into action, probably hating on me right now but not daring to waste this only chance. His hand balls into a tight fist and he rears back with everything he has before throwing a devastating punch towards Anton’s temple, narrowly missing my face. 
 
    I hear a sickening crack before Anton crumbles to the ground like a sack of shit, squishing me beneath him with the sound of the gun clattering down on the ground beside him. 
 
    Lights out. 
 
    Time catches up with me as the weight of Anton’s body becomes all too much. Noah kicks the gun towards his Camaro before grabbing Anton and tossing him aside. “Henley, baby. Are you ok?” he hurries out, diving for me and scooping me up off the ground before his eyes start sailing over my body, checking for injuries. 
 
    There’s a massive graze over my leg and both elbows are going to hurt for a while, but apart from that, I’m perfectly fine. Maybe a little in shock, but as long as Noah is here and he’s still breathing, I’m going to be ok. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I rush out, sinking into him and holding him as hard as I can while tears spring from my eyes. “He was going to shoot you.” 
 
    “I know, Spitfire,” he soothes, running a hand down my hair. “It’s ok. He didn’t. I’m fine.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No buts,” he tells me. “We’re both fine. Though, you realize you’re a crazy fool and will be speaking to a professional about your need to run into situations like that?” 
 
    I gape up at him. How can he possibly be making a joke right now? “He was going to shoot you,” I repeat. 
 
    “I know, babe,” he says. “And without you to stop him, he probably would have.” 
 
    I shake my head, the tears becoming too much. “Don’t put that image in my head.” 
 
    He wipes the tears off my face. “I’m sorry, but you started it when you jumped on a guy’s back who was holding a gun.” 
 
    At the mention of Anton, I can’t help but turn to look at him. “What are we going to do?” I ask, checking to see if he’s breathing. I mean, all hell is going to rein down on Noah if he killed the mob boss. “He’s not dead, is he?” 
 
    “Nah, just knocked out cold. Possibly a fractured skull.” 
 
    “Shit. Are we going to get in trouble for this?” 
 
    Noah scoffs. “Unlikely. What’s he going to do? Go to the cops and tell them I kicked his ass while he was trying to shoot me.” 
 
    “Good point,” I tell him before pointing down at Anton. “What are we going to do about that?” 
 
    He shrugs again. "Not our business. I’ll call his guy to get him off the street and hopefully away from my place and then we’ll hand that gun to the cops. Hopefully, they’ll be able to get a little information off it and tie him to something.” 
 
    Damn, that’s not a bad plan. 
 
    I let out a deep breath as Noah pulls his phone from his pocket to make his call. I listen in, a little terrified of just how easy Noah fits into this life. Whoever he’s calling must pick up as Noah doesn’t waste a second with his threats. “Your boss is lying unconscious in the street. You have three seconds to get your ass away from my home and scrape him off the fucking road or you’ll be next.” 
 
    With that, he ends the call and takes my hand. We start walking towards Noah’s Camaro, wanting to be far away from Anton if he decides to join the world again when the gun appears at my feet. I look down at it, hating all the pain and suffering this stupid little thing could have brought. 
 
    The only good that will come of this is Noah handing it to the cops. Hopefully, they’ll be able to find something to pin on Anton to keep him locked up. 
 
    I go to pick it up when Noah yanks back on my arm, nearly pulling it right out of the socket. “Don’t,” he yells, pulling me as far from the gun as possible. “Haven’t you ever watched those crime shows? Fingerprints.” 
 
    With that, he pulls off his shirt and wraps it around his hand before picking the gun up off the road. He wraps the shirt around it and walks to his car before shoving it deep under his seat and looking over at me. “Come on, babe,” he says. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    We sit out the front of my house, Noah on one side and Tully on the other, contemplating what the fuck we’ve just done and how the hell we’re going to save our asses. 
 
    One. We knocked out the mob boss and possibly fractured his skull. I mean, I’ve never met Anton before this but from the movies I’ve seen, that’s not exactly something mob bosses are fond of. 
 
    Two. Tully evaded them and made a fool of Anton’s muscle guy. Probably something that’s going to cause a few heads to roll. 
 
    Three. Noah stood his ground and quit working for him when no one gets that pleasure. It’s been rumored that the people who have tried…well, they’re no longer with us. You know ‘accidents happen’. 
 
    Four. We handed Anton’s gun to the police. This one speaks for itself. When Anton finds out the cops have that, he’s going to know it was Noah who did it and something tells me that’s not exactly a forgivable offense. 
 
    We’re fucked. So fucking fucked. 
 
    Tully leans forward on her knees and stares at the ground ahead. “He’s coming for us, isn’t he?” 
 
    Noah lets out a sigh and reaches around me to squeeze his sister’s knee. “Yeah,” he tells her. “But it doesn’t have to be that way. He’s after me, not you two. You can get out now, be safe, and I’ll face this on my own. I’m not about to let my mistake hurt you.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, we’re a team, Noah. A pack. We’re not just going to abandon you.” 
 
    “This isn’t a fight we can win, Henley. This isn’t high school. Anton has the power to really hurt us, and without Rivers here to back me up, we don’t stand a chance. Fuck, even with Rivers we don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you to deal with this on your own,” I tell him. 
 
    “I’m with Henley,” Tully says. “You’re my brother and I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to you and I didn’t at least try.” 
 
    “Try how?” he demands, pushing up from the porch so he can turn to face us. “What are you going to do? What can you do? We’re ants in this little game.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Noah,” Tully yells back at him, pushing to her feet to get right in his face. “All I know is that you’re my brother and no matter what, I’m there.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to you,” he tells her. “This is too risky.” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to you,” she repeats. 
 
    Noah huffs as he watches his sister before stepping into her and pulling her into a tight hug. “Will you at least sleep here tonight so I can keep an eye on you?” 
 
    “Yeah, but what about mom and dad? I don’t want to risk Anton’s guys going back there and scaring them.” 
 
    Noah releases her and she steps back as his eyes flick across to me. “There’s a roll of cash in the top of my closet. Give them some of that and tell them to go spend the night in the city. They’re always talking about getting away for a night.” 
 
    “Ummmmm…roll of cash?” Tully questions, raising a suspicious brow. 
 
    “Seriously?” he grumbles. “I work for a guy like Anton for seven years and you don’t expect me to have rolls of cash lying around?” 
 
    “Rolls…like plural?” she grins. “Just how many rolls are we talking and where are they hiding?” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” he tells her. “You’re not stealing my cash so you can go on some ridiculous shopping spree. Besides, most of that is your college fund.” 
 
    Tully’s mouth drops open. “Excuse me?” she grunts. “What college fund? What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “Really? All my secrets have to be out in the open but you’re going to stand there and pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about? Come on, Tullz. Me and Rivers worked out years ago that you want to be a florist and your personality alone tells me that you’re never going to work under someone else, so that leaves one option– you want your own fucking store. Be your own boss.” 
 
    She gapes at him for a moment. “Are you kidding me? I’ve gone to extraordinary lengths to hide this and you’ve known all along?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he grins. 
 
    Tully gapes a little more before turning to me. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    Damn it. Why did I have to be brought into this twin thing? “Kind of,” I cringe. “He mentioned a while ago that he knew and wanted to keep it quiet until you were ready to tell him yourself.” 
 
    “But…all this time?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Damn,” she looks back at her brother. “You’re not paying for me to go to college. Besides, I’ll be going to community college to get my business degree. It won’t be that expensive. I can work a part-time job and pay for it myself.” 
 
    “Only you’re not going to community college,” he says with a cringe. I guess this is where it all comes out. “I may have applied to BHU on your behalf.” 
 
    Tully shrieks. “You did what?” 
 
    Noah shrugs unapologetically as I groan. “Are you really that surprised?” I ask her. “I mean, he’s notorious for doing shit like this.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but usually I can guess when he’s up to something; but this…I mean, I’m completely blindsided.” 
 
    “That was the plan,” he tells her. “If you knew, you would have tried to stop me, and for the record, we should be hearing something from them soon. Now, can we stop talking about this shit and focus on the important stuff? I’m going to be really fucking pissed if my girl gets kidnapped out of her bed in the middle of the night because we were too busy talking shit to work out a plan.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tully says, dropping back down beside me. “But the ball’s in your court. You’re the closest with him. You know how he works, what makes him tick.” 
 
    “You see,” Noah murmurs. “That’s the problem. He doesn’t do his own dirty work. He would send me and Rivers to do it for him so I’m at a fucking loss. I have no idea how this is going to play out, who he’s going to send, and what games they’re going to play.” 
 
    “So…we’re not just fucked, but we’re really fucked?” I sigh. 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Shit, Noah. I really want to hate on you for this,” Tully groans. 
 
    “I know, just…promise you’ll get mom and dad out of the house. I don’t want him going back there and looking for me only to find them. Things are bad enough between me and mom, I can only imagine what would happen if she saw Anton in her home.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s exactly what we need,” Tully scoffs. “An angry Mumma Bear.” Noah rolls his eyes before raising an impatient brow towards his sister. “Fine, I’ll do it,” she snaps back at him. “Consider mom and dad safe.” 
 
    “Good. And then you’ll come straight back here?” he confirms. 
 
    “Well, I ain’t sleeping there by myself, though, it’s not like here is any safer. Anton was on his way here when you intercepted him.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re right. Maybe with mom and dad gone, we should be sleeping there.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. No way. Not with Dad and Ari here. I don’t want them left unprotected. I mean, no offense, but I’d prefer Anton and his douchebags walk through your empty house than walking through mine and finding my family.” 
 
    “Good point,” Noah says walking into me and wrapping his arms around my waist, holding me tight. “We’ll stay here. Your family will be safe.” 
 
    “Good,” I say only just now realizing how freaked out I must look with my wide, panicked eyes and high-pitched fretting. “They’re all I have.” 
 
    Noah presses his lips to my forehead. “You’ve got so much more than you could ever know,” he tells me. “I don’t know how, but we’re going to kick Anton’s ass and at the end of all this, he’s going to be behind bars.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say, straightening as I step back to look at him properly. “What about the gun?” 
 
    Noah searches my eyes with deep confusion. “What do you mean ‘the gun’? We already handed it in.” 
 
    I smother a grin and hide my scoff. Noah handing in that gun was a whole new adventure. By the time we pulled up at the cop shop he was sweating bullets. He looked so fucking guilty and was terrified of the ramifications of walking into that place with a loaded gun. 
 
    On the way there he asked me at least a hundred times if he should leave it in the car, go in and explain before allowing one of the police to come out and take it from his car or if he should just go in calmly and explain exactly what’s going on with it wrapped inside his shirt. 
 
    I simply searched around the floor of his car and asked if he’d dropped his balls somewhere which promptly settled that; though I can’t say he was too impressed with me right then. 
 
    After walking into the police station, he spoke to the guy at the front and handed over the gun saying he’d ‘found’ it on the street after seeing Anton Mathers hanging around. He refused to give his name despite having been brought in so many times that they already knew exactly who he was and he didn’t dare tell them what had really happened as an explanation would have led to questions which would implicate Noah in ways that we’re not prepared for. 
 
    All in all, it was a terrifying trip to the police station despite not having done anything wrong. I just hope the cops are smart enough to run the gun for prints and link it to something. 
 
    I snap back to reality. “Think about it. If that gun has been involved in any crimes, then Anton is going to come looking for it and he’s not going to stop until he’s got it. I doubt he’s going to realize that you handed it in,” I say with a cringe, “so the first place he’s going to look is your place and I have a feeling he’s going to tear it apart.” 
 
    “Shit, I didn’t think about that,” Noah says as Tully hangs her head, devastated for her home which is no doubt going to be torn to pieces. 
 
    “Maybe we could set up a camera or something? If the gun comes back clean, they’ll be able to get him on that, or at least the guys he sends to do it.” 
 
    “Not bad, babe,” Noah says, pulling his phone from his pocket. “I’ll get that geeky computer nerd, Simon, to come set something up.” 
 
    With that, Noah steps away, leaving me beside Tully who looks sick. "You ok?” I murmur, keeping our conversation private from Noah as there’s no way she’ll be honest with me if he was listening in. 
 
    Tully sighs. “I don’t know. I don’t like this. I mean, if Rivers were here for back up, I could maybe see a way out of this, but without him…I don’t know. You and me, there’s only so much we can do for him. If it gets physical, these guys would just toss us aside like ragdolls. Fuck, Henley. Anton tried to pull a gun on him today. I could have lost my brother over this stupid shit.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know,” I tell her, “but what choice do we have? Anton is going to seek revenge one way or another. We need to be as ready as we can because I don’t plan on losing anyone to this.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just…” 
 
    “It’s hard,” I finish for her. “We’re all missing Rivers but we need to learn how to function without him. Maybe it’s a good thing as it gives us a chance to see just how strong we are on our own.” 
 
    “I seriously can’t wait to see him again so I can kick his ass.” 
 
    “Whose ass are you kicking?” Noah questions, joining us again. 
 
    “Rivers,” she grumbles. 
 
    Noah scoffs. “Believe me, there won’t be anything left of him after I’m through with him, especially now.” 
 
    “Come on,” I say, defending the guy who’s apparently my half brother. “Give him a break. He couldn’t have known this was going to happen. None of us could.” 
 
    “True, but it doesn’t make me any less pissed at him.” 
 
    I stand and walk towards him, changing the topic as bitching about Rivers really isn’t helping anything. “What did Simon say?” 
 
    “He’s in. He’s meeting us there in ten, so we better get going,” he says. "Hopefully this is quick. I need to be out before mom and dad get home.” 
 
    With that, we hide Noah’s Camaro in my garage and take my Supra back to his place. Precisely ten minutes later, we pull up to find Simon bringing his old shit box car to a stop on the curb outside Noah and Tully’s place. 
 
    Noah jumps out of the car and heads over to the guy, shaking his hand and thanking him for coming. 
 
    We get inside and Tully helps Simon get things sorted while Noah hurries through his room, grabbing all his stacks of cash and anything important which he wouldn’t want Anton’s guys getting their hands on if they were to actually show up here tonight. 
 
    Simon sets up a few cameras throughout the house and gets Noah to download an app on his phone where he can record and watch what’s happening through the night. 
 
    Tully heads down to her room and quickly packs up some of her more treasured things before finding all of Lily’s special things and placing them all in the back of my supra, keeping them somewhere safe where they’re not at risk of getting ruined. 
 
    Once Simon leaves, we all hurry around the house, making sure every treasured possession is taken care of and before I know it, Noah’s handing Tully a bunch of cash and reminding her of the importance of getting their mom and dad out the door for the night. 
 
    Noah and I head back to my place and as I cook dinner for my family, but he can’t help but continually check the cameras, making sure Tully and his parents are alright.  
 
    When Tully shows up two hours later with all her worldly possessions, relief washes over Noah, and just like that, we settle in for our night. Tully and I are staring at the TV while Noah stares at the screen of his phone, watching the front door. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    My bedroom door creaks open and I peer into the dim light that comes from the hallway as Noah pushes into my room. I instantly push up, alarmed. “What’s wrong?” I question, searching his face as he closes the door behind him. 
 
    The soft noise of the door closing has Tully shooting up in bed beside me, both of us sleeping uneasily with the thought of Anton’s men coming through the doors. “It’s ok, it’s just me,” Noah murmurs quietly as to not wake dad or Aria. He sits down on the edge on my bed, phone in hand. “You were right. They’re ransacking my place.” 
 
    With that, he turns the phone around to show us the screen and right there in front of us is Noah and Tully’s home turning into a crime scene. Tully sucks in a gasp as the camera captures a masked man storming down the hall and heading into her bedroom. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he says. “I got a movement notification from the sensor Simon set up near the front door. I’ve already called the police. All we do now is sit back and watch.” 
 
    “But they’re destroying our home,” she cries, watching as drawers are tipped out all over the floor, couch cushions are cut with knives, and family photos are torn off the wall, searching the spaces behind them. 
 
    “Believe me, Tullz,” I know,” he says. “But we’re safer here. We’ll head back in the morning and start cleaning it up, but for now, we just have to be thankful that we’re not home and that mom and dad took the bait.” 
 
    She nods her head as tears silently slide down her face. 
 
    With that, Noah climbs in between me and Tully comforting us both, the best way he knows how as we watch it all play out on the screen before us. 
 
    Three minutes later, red and blue lights begin flashing through the front living room windows before the door is kicked in and four men are cuffed and dragged away, spreading unimaginable amounts of relief throughout each one of us.  
 
    But the question is, with four of Anton’s men out for the count, have we just given ourselves an actual shot of beating this or did we just anger the beast a little more? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Tully was able to wait all of two minutes after the cops had dragged Anton’s thugs out of her home before she was flying out the door, desperate to get home. Noah and I ran out after her, each of us falling into her Jeep with just moments to spare before she took off down the street like a bat out of hell. 
 
    We got there in a record-breaking six minutes and both Noah and Tully flew out of the Jeep, each of them ignoring the cops surrounding their home as they went for the front door, desperate to check the devastation within. 
 
    I went to the guy who looked like he was in charge of this mess and got as many details as I could before joining the twins inside and helping them to start putting their home back together. As far as the cops were concerned, they believed it was a random break-in. Well, that is until I told him that Noah had handed in that gun only ten hours before that and there was a very strong possibility that these guys had a connection with Anton.  
 
    Cops started buzzing with murmured conversations. Some left, while others began taking a more thorough look through the house. It wasn’t until I started heading in to find Noah and Tully that I realized I might have said something wrong. The last thing I want is the cops connecting Noah to all this. I mean, it would be best if they thought it was coincidental, but I have a feeling it’s a little too late for that. 
 
    I guess it’s more of a see-what-happens kind of situation. 
 
    By seven in the morning, Tully had called her parents and told them about the break-in. However, she let on that it was random and that she didn’t know anything about it. She hung up and we got back to putting the house back together.  
 
    When they arrived home an hour and a half later, Noah took himself out the back door, not wanting to make matters worse, and patiently waited for me and Tully until it was time to head to school. 
 
    Violet and Eddison asked question after question, checking over Tully again and again, terrified that she could have been home during all this. She explained that she was lonely at home and had come to sleep at my place and lucky for us, they were far too concerned to think about questioning her or putting together the pieces of the puzzle. 
 
    With dad getting the all clear to head back to work, he had planned on heading out for an overnight job so we swung past my place, got out of our pajamas, and took Ari to school so dad could get organized. You know, after he questioned where the hell I’d been all morning. 
 
    Sitting outside of Aria’s school after watching her disappear through the gates, I turn and face Noah sitting in my driver’s seat and Tully sitting in the back right behind him. “So…I kind of had a thought,” I tell them with a cringe, remembering how the last time I brought this up went. They each wait patiently and I spit it out before that patience runs thin. “I think it’s about time we visit my mom.” 
 
    “Gina?” Tully sputters from the back as Noah raises a curious brow. “Why the hell would we want to do that? Are you forgetting that she ran a prostitution ring?” 
 
    “Trust me, I haven’t forgotten that at all,” I tell her. “I just think she might have some answers.” 
 
    “On Anton?” Noah questions. 
 
    “Possibly. I mean, he was there when I visited her last,” I remind them. “She might have some insider information on the guy. Don’t criminals all seem to run in the same circles? Surely, she would have had some 'clients’ who worked for him or…I don’t know. Maybe I’m digging too deep.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Noah murmurs. “But are you sure you’re ready to see your mom again so soon?” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. “If it means figuring this shit out, then yeah, I’m down for anything.” 
 
    Tully scoffs from the backseat and I sense the amusement in her tone almost immediately. “If you were down for anything then ‘Helly’ would have happened by now and we’d be living on a tropical island dodging Noah’s insistent calls and texts.” 
 
    Laughter claims me and suddenly the weight of the past twenty-four hours lifts from my shoulders and I’m finally able to see clearly. It’s as though I’m a stranger looking in. My chest is no longer aching and the fear has seeped right out of my soul. 
 
    I feel ready. More ready than ever. Noah is my guy and this pack is my family, despite it currently being in pieces, and right now, there’s a threat against my family and I will no longer sit back and watch us burn to the ground. 
 
    As if sensing the change within me, Noah reaches out and laces his fingers through mine. “Are you ok?” he questions, watching me closely and trying to get a read on my emotions. I know I’m feeling like I could withstand any kind of storm right now, but on the outside, I probably look like I’ve just gone insane. 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “I’m fine. I just really needed that laugh.” I look back at Tully. “I don’t know how you do it, but you always know how to get my mind off the impossible.” 
 
    “Call it a gift,” she winks. “So, what’s the plan? Are we doing this?” 
 
    “Bring it on.” 
 
    Noah takes off, driving the long road towards Castle Rock and despite knowing how badly I need to be at school dominating history class, I can’t quite force myself to tell him to turn around. School can wait. I’ve caught up in every other class and my grades are soaring. One skipped day isn’t going to hurt at this point and besides, I’d rather get to the bottom of this Anton bullshit and visiting Gina is worth a shot. 
 
    We get to the prison and both Tully and Noah stand before it, staring up at the place with those same mixed emotions I had when I came the first time. Who knows? Maybe Noah is considering what his future could possibly look like if he goes down in this shipwreck, and maybe Tully is considering a life where she loses her twin brother to the system. All I know is that there’s a heaviness seeping into my newly found ‘can do’ attitude and I don’t like it. 
 
    I pull them along, not letting them dwell on that bullshit for long. After all, we’re here to do a job, hopefully get some answers, and then get the hell out.  
 
    Noah stands front and center as we make our way through all the security checks and before I know it, we’re faced with the same woman I’d argued with last time. Again, I stand before her as she lectures me about not scheduling an appointment.  
 
    Tully takes over and sweet talks the lady, bats some lashes, and compliments her. Somehow within the next ten minutes, the three of us are sitting at a table just like I was last time, only now, I have the support of my pack with me, making it so much easier. 
 
    Today doesn’t feel nearly as daunting as last time. Maybe it’s Noah and Tully’s presence with me or maybe it’s the fact that I’ve already met the woman and that element of unknown no longer exists. Hell, maybe it’s the fact that I haven’t gone behind anyone’s back to do it. Though I have a feeling if I were to tell dad that Gina was in prison, he’d have a hard time allowing me out of the house. 
 
    I sit, tapping my nails against the table as my mind begins to overthink. I don’t even know what I’m meant to say to the woman. I know why I’m here but how am I supposed to bring up a guy like Anton without her asking too many questions? What’s the likelihood that she even knows the guy? We could be barking up the wrong tree here, but as I said in the car earlier, it’s worth a shot. We could get nothing or we could get that tiny bit of information to help us take the fucker down. 
 
    “You look like you’re going to be sick,” Tully murmurs beside me, keeping it quiet. 
 
    “Like you’re one to talk,” Noah throws in, looking to his sister with an amused smirk. “I get why Henley would look sick, but why the hell do you look as though you’re about to meet your maker?” 
 
    “Did it occur to anyone that this is also Rivers’ mom? After all this time, we’re finally about the meet the woman who most likely turned him into the dark, mysterious asshole that he is. This woman has all the answers I’ve been looking for since we were eleven years old.” 
 
    “Shit,” Noah grumbles. “I’ve been so hung up on this Anton bullshit that I didn’t even think about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” Tully throws back. “Clearly you got all the charisma in the womb while I got all the beauty and brains.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I grumble. “You two are going to start that shit now? Here?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Tully whispers as the door opens and the inmates begin filing in. “I can’t help myself. I’m nervous. It just happens.” 
 
    Noah’s hand falls under the table and rests on my thigh before giving it a supportive squeeze, giving me everything I need to get through this. But I think I’m alright. I handled last time without completely freaking out and I even managed to do it with a bit of fire deep within me. If I can do it then, I should be fine now. 
 
    Gina walks through the door with a guard trailing beside her. His hand is clutched around her upper arm and he leads her around like some kind of animal, reminding me that we’re in a prison right now. 
 
    The guard stops to release her handcuffs and I notice the second Tully and Noah notice her. My nails stop tapping on the table while Tully sucks in a sharp breath, probably taking her in with wide eyes, though I don’t want to risk glancing away to check. Noah simply straightens in his seat, no emotion on his face and no other sign that anything is out of the ordinary. 
 
    Gina turns to take us in. Her eyes rake over me with that strange curiosity as she had last time, and I can’t help the weird pull within me, knowing this woman is my mother. My real mother. It’s still so crazy to me.  
 
    All my life I thought Kelly was my mom and then BAM she’s not and it’s suddenly someone else. Maybe I’ll never get used to it. I guess it’s going to be something that I’ll struggle with for a while to come, but at least my heart is at ease when I think about it, knowing that she’s really not that bad. You know, except the whole prostitution ring thing. 
 
    “She looks just like you,” Tully says, nudging my knee with hers. 
 
    “I know,” I murmur. “At least I’ll age well.” 
 
    Noah chuckles under his breath. “Yeah, sorry Spitfire, but your mom is fucking hot.” 
 
    My elbow slams down into his ribs and he grunts while we both try to be discreet. The last thing we want is to be thrown out of here without getting any answers and on top of that, it’d really suck to draw all the guards unwanted attention. I’d rather they focus on the shady as shit guy two tables over who looks as though he’s trying to smuggle something in. I mean, shit. The guy is sweating bullets and is fidgeting around way too much on his seat. He probably has something hidden in unspeakable places. Maybe he’s here for a conjugal visit. 
 
    Gina strides forward, her eyes nervously running over Tully and Noah, clearly having absolutely no idea why I would have brought friends with me. She stands behind her chair, silently studying the three of us before slowly taking her seat. 
 
    “Henley,” Gina says with a slight nod. “You’ve brought friends.” 
 
    “I did,” I say. “This is Noah and Tully Cage, Rivers’ closest friends. You and I might be his blood, but these guys are his family.” 
 
    Gina narrows her eyes, looking at them in a new light and with a strange appreciation flickering in her eyes. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We have questions,” Tully says. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” Gina murmurs under her breath. “Look, I told Henley when she came here last, I’m not in the business of revealing things about my son. He’s decided to not share his life with you, and I’m not about to go and do it for him. That’s his business, not yours.” 
 
    “We’re not here for Rivers,” I tell her. 
 
    “Fuck that,” Tully says, “now that I’m here and she’s sitting right in front of me, there’s no way I’m about to hold this shit in.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. Maybe this visit is going to go a little differently than I had thought. 
 
    Tully and Gina study each other and it’s not long before Tully’s tough exterior wins out. “What do you want to know?” Gina questions, making Noah lean in just a little closer. 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Gina asks. 
 
    “After you got locked up.” 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders. “Wouldn’t have a clue. I haven’t spoken to his father since the day I was thrown in here, but I was under the assumption that he went and lived with him.” 
 
    Noah looks over Gina. “You really don’t know him at all, do you?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” She slowly shakes her head. “He hasn’t come to visit me in six years and I haven’t asked him to. I’m sure he’s a very different kid than the one I once knew.” 
 
    “You really fucked him up, you know?” Tully says. “He’s dark. Broken and ashamed of who he is.” 
 
    Gina shrugs her shoulders once again. “I’m not surprised. The shit he would see day in and day out had to have some sort of effect on him. He was only a kid at the time.” 
 
    “Are you serious? That’s your kid! Why wouldn’t you want to protect him from that? Shield him? How could you be so cold?” 
 
    Gina’s eyes flick to mine and it’s clear as day that we’ve already worked out just how cold she can be when it comes to her children. As she turns back to Tully a fierceness comes over her. “I did shield him. I did the best fucking job I could do but the world I lived in made that impossible and he’s stronger for it.” 
 
    Tully slams her hand down on the table and pushes to her feet. “He’s not stronger. You broke him. A parent should show love and protect her children from the ugliness of the world, and you did the exact opposite. You ruined him. You turned him into a closed off monster who’s too afraid to let anybody in. He’s ashamed of his life.” 
 
    Gina sits back, looking up at Tully who practically hovers over her. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” she questions. “Your eyes speak volumes. The same way Henley’s do every time Noah even flinches.” 
 
    I didn’t realize how close she’d been watching us or even how in tune she was. Hell, I didn’t think this woman even knew what it meant to be in love. 
 
    Tully clenches her jaw and I want nothing more than to reach out and hold her, knowing just how damn hard this would be but any kind of support from me and Noah is only going to make things worse. “You’re damn right I’m in love with him,” she tells Gina. “And it’s clear from the way you’ve parented him that it’s the only love he’s ever known. No wonder he has no fucking idea what to do with it.” 
 
    Tully goes to leave when she turns back and looks at her. “Thank God he had the balls to put you away. You would have destroyed him. You’re the monster, not him.” With that, she storms towards the door and barges through it, not giving a shit about finding the answers on Anton. 
 
    Gina looks down at the table and lets out a breath before raising her eyes to me. “If you’re here to tell me some bullshit that I already know, then you can both fuck off too. I’m not interested in reliving my mistakes.” 
 
    “We’re not here for Rivers,” I say, repeating my earlier statement. 
 
    She narrows her eyes. “Have you heard from him yet?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. We’re hoping he’ll come home after boot camp. We’ve got a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Gina nods and for once I think we agree on something. “Right. Then what are you here for? I’m not about to go digging into the reasons why I gave you up again.” 
 
    “We’re not here for that either.” 
 
    Gina’s brows furrow. “Then what the hell are you here for?” she questions, clearly becoming frustrated. 
 
    “Anton Mathers,” Noah states. Gina’s eyes widen and she sits up in her chair before looking at Noah. “What do you know about him?” 
 
    Gina leans forward in her chair, pointing at Noah as fury ripples over her. “Don’t you ever mention that name to me again,” she seethes. 
 
    “What?” I rush in. “Why the hell not? What do you know of him?” 
 
    “I know that if you’re involved with that man then you’re more of an idiot than I ever thought,” she yells, standing up so fast that her chair falls back behind her. She looks over to the guards lining the room. “Guard,” she hollers before seething down at me. “I gave you away to give you a proper fucking life and you repay me with this shit.” 
 
    The guards start running over.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I demand. “What do you know?” 
 
    “Get out,” she yells as Noah clenches my arm, pulling me back.  
 
    “We just need to know-” The guards reach her, cutting me off as she scrambles against them. 
 
    Still not finished yelling at me, Gina yells out, “Get the fuck out and don’t ever come back, you hear me, Henley? Don’t you come back.” 
 
    A guard gets her down on the ground and I can’t help but stare as his knee slams into her back, holding her down as two others crowd her, desperate to get her cuffed and back in her cell. 
 
    What the fuck is happening, right now? This is ridiculous. Why does Anton have such an effect on her? And if she hates him so much, why didn’t she react when he was here last time? This is leaving me with so many more questions than answers. 
 
    The guards drag her away and she fights their hold, looking back over her shoulder at me. “Stay the hell away from him, Henley. He’ll destroy you.” 
 
    With that, she’s gone, and I’m left feeling absolutely deflated. 
 
    Noah’s hand slips into mine before he pulls me in hard against his chest and wraps me into his warm arms. “Are you ok?” he questions, both of us staring off towards the door Gina was just dragged though. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I tell him. “It’s just…that was weird.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” he tells me. “Let’s go find Tully. I don’t like the idea of her wandering around here all by herself. Then we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I stand in my room, looking through my clothes for something to wear to this ridiculous party Tully is insisting on dragging me too. Apparently, I need to lighten up which is absurd. If anyone around here needs to lighten up, it’s her. She’s been a moody bitch since we visited Gina last week. 
 
    Tonight couldn’t have come at a better time. Everyone is on edge. It’s getting close to graduation and many of us are still waiting to hear back from colleges or summer jobs, and there’s a lot of questions going around asking what the hell we’re all going to do when all our plans inevitably go to hell. 
 
    Tully seeing Gina only managed to stir up all these feelings within her that’s she’s been working her ass off to forget. That small insight into what Rivers’ life must have been like as a kid was enough to kill us all, but Tully…she’s not coping. She’s more desperate than ever to get him back. All I think she wants to do is hold him and tell him it’s going to be ok and the fact that she can’t, makes it so much worse. 
 
    I don’t know how we’ve managed to survive the past week on the Anton front. He hasn’t bothered us since the whole ‘in the middle of the road’ thing and the ‘ransack Violet’s home looking for his gun’ incident. Noah hasn’t even received a threatening text. My guess is that Noah either knocked him out really good or that he’s laying low, keeping himself hidden away as to not draw any attention after the break-in. 
 
    We haven’t heard anything from the cops about the gun and I’d be certain that the forensics on it would be complete by now, but who are we to them? We’re just kids who happened to ‘find’ the thing. Good Samaritans who handed in a lost gun. They have no need to inform us and if I were in their shoes, I’d have done the same thing. 
 
    The only care I have right now is that we’re safe and all living to see another party. What more could I ask for?  
 
    Tully has a rare smile on her face that somehow Spencer has been able to maintain over the past week. Aiden is continuing to claw his way inside our hearts and even managed an epic revenge plot on Stacey Lasno which he plans on carrying out tonight. It’s going to be ridiculous. 
 
    Noah has been having the best time volunteering for the fire department to the point that I think he’s seriously reconsidering his future. He hasn’t said anything yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he told me that he’s considering a career in firefighting. 
 
    And me? I’ve just been keeping on. Studying and killing it at school, making sure I have the best possible chance at making a future for myself. Hell, if the whole scholarship thing never happens, I’ll look into working for a year or two to save a little money to then be able to go to community college.  
 
    “Just pick something already,” Aiden groans from my bed, laying back and flicking through one of the many trashy magazines that have been tossed aside. “I want to go already. I’ve been dying to get that little bitch back all week. Do you have any idea how hard it was to stop myself from calling her out all week?” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh, pulling out my third pair of jeans as Tully tosses a tank at my head. “Just trust me when I say that waiting for the perfect moment makes it so much better.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt your superior revenge skills. I just wish we could put them into practice already.” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Tully says, wagging her finger at Aiden as she jumps up and down, trying to pull on the tiniest skinny jeans I own. “Patience is a virtue.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I laugh. “Since when do you spout that crap? You’re the worst for having patience.” 
 
    “I know,” she laughs, still working on the jeans. “But I’ve been holding onto that quote for ages just waiting for the perfect opportunity to use it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes before pulling the black tank top over my head and looking at my reflection in the mirror that hangs inside my closet door. The tank sits low over my tits but with a hot jacket and my combat boots, this outfit will look badass. 
 
    I get back to work, pulling on my jeans and searching the bottom of my closet for my boots when Noah slams his way through the door. “Stop what you’re doing,” he announces excitedly to the room. 
 
    “No,” Aiden groans, throwing his hands in the air. “Don’t tell them that. Do you have any idea how long it just took me to get them to quit talking and actually start getting ready?” 
 
    Noah smirks, knowing the feeling all too well before turning to his sister and grunting at her. “What the fuck are you doing?” he asks as she groans and grunts while doing some sort of weird squat and tugs on the jeans. 
 
    “They won’t go all the way up,” she moans. “But I really want these ones.” 
 
    Noah looks across to Aiden, both with a mischievous sparkle in their eyes. Aiden pushes up from my bed and the two of them start closing in on Tully. “No, no, no, no,” she says, backing up. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Helping,” Noah says innocently. “Can’t have you going out in a pair of jeans you don’t love.” 
 
    With that, they each hook their fingers through the belt loops on the jeans and hoists them up, launching her right up off the ground before bouncing her around. “Fuck, my vagina” she screeches as her hands desperately cup over her lady bits, holding on tight. “You’re giving me a fucking camel toe. I swear, you’re going to tear me in two. Put me down!” 
 
    The boys chuckle to themselves as I thank my lucky stars that wasn’t me. Noah leaves his sister alone and drops down onto my desk chair as Tully gets busy fixing herself. “So, what’s going on?” I ask, looking across the room at Noah before dropping down on the end of my bed to put my shoes on. 
 
    “No more party.” 
 
    “What?” I ask as my hands freeze on my feet. 
 
    “Nope. No way,” Aiden says, acting like a drama queen. “This shit is going down tonight whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Noah shrugs with a knowing smirk. “You can go to the party, but I’ll be taking the girls to Maxen’s exclusive opening at the races.” 
 
    “It’s open?” I shriek, excitedly. 
 
    “Yep, he just called me. He wants to open it tonight, but it’s invite only because he doesn’t want to risk word getting out too fast and ending up with the cops at his doorstep.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Tully squeals. “And we got an exclusive invite?” 
 
    “Well,” Noah scoffs. “I got the invite. I’m just choosing to bring you along because I can’t stand the idea of you being left behind, crying because you’re ‘Franky-no-friends.’” 
 
    “Shut up,” she laughs, grabbing a pillow and smacking it across his head. “You’re such a turd.” 
 
    “I know,” he chuckles. “So, what’s it going to be? Are you guys coming with me to Maxen’s opening or going to that party?” 
 
    “Fuck, is there even an option?” Aiden howls. “We’re fucking racing tonight. Screw Stacey Lasno, I can fuck her up next week. Besides, Maxen is fine, I’m down for his opening any time.” 
 
    I gawk at Aiden. "Is your mind always in the gutter?” 
 
    “Sure is,” he says with a wink. 
 
    I shake my head as I watch him. “You know Maxen is with Brooke, right?” 
 
    “I think they’re broken up at the moment,” Tully says in a wondering tone. 
 
    “Even better,” Aiden laughs. “All these beefed up dudes need to explore their options. Hell, I think most of them would even like it.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Noah says slowly. “That’s a firm ‘no’ from me.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I laugh, turning to Noah. “No experimenting for you. I don’t want to risk you liking it too much and leaving me for Aiden.” 
 
    “I’d happily take that switch,” Aiden says, grinning at Noah before bouncing his brows. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tully says, grabbing her phone, probably to text Spencer about the change of plans while making sure she tells him to keep it on the down low. “I can’t stand it when you flirt with my brother. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aden says. “But look at him. He fucking loves it. It’s like an ego boost. He doesn’t care where the attention comes from as long as it comes in hard and fast and in the form of flattery.” 
 
    Noah just grins. After all, Aiden has never been so right. 
 
    We hurry to finish getting ourselves ready and before I know it, the four of us are in Noah’s Camaro, heading to the races which will no doubt turn into the place to be. The fact that we get to be some of the very first people to experience this is going to be awesome. 
 
    Noah drives in through a racers’ entrance and a sense of superiority comes over me, making me feel kind of important but kind of a bitch at the same time. I’m not even racing so it’s not as though I’m entitled to feel this way. Maybe it’s the fact we’re coming through this entrance and everyone else is coming through the main gates and paying a spectator fee. 
 
    As we drive further onto the property, I start gaping out the window like I was on an African safari. Every way I look, there’s something that wasn’t here when I came through a few weeks ago. It’s incredible. Massive grandstands are surrounding the track, concrete barriers ensuring everyone’s safety, a fucking food and drinks stand, and right up on top, overlooking the whole track is a VIP area with all the guys from Broken Hill. 
 
    But what gets me the most is the number of people who have shown up tonight. So much for it being an ‘exclusive’ opening. The whole fucking world is here and it’s amazing. 
 
    “This is incredible,” I tell Noah. “You guys have done such a great job.” 
 
    “It was all Maxen,” he says. “I just helped out where I could.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at his attitude. “Either way, you should be proud. You had a hand in building something that’s going to influence the culture of both Broken Hill and Haven Falls. The kids that come after us are always going to have somewhere to go that will keep them out of trouble, and not to mention, it’s somewhere which brings both sides of the tracks together. When we’re here there’s no divide between us. We’re all just idiots wanting to see our favorite racers kick ass.” 
 
    “You’re looking too much into it,” he tells me, pulling up next to a black Range Rover which I believe might be Jesse’s. “I just wanted a place to race.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that, but no matter what your intentions were, it doesn’t change what I said is true.” 
 
    Noah reaches over and takes my hand in his before bringing it to his lips and giving it a gentle kiss. “One of these days you’re going to realize that I’m just a regular dude, not a saint who was sent here to solve the issues of our doomed world.” 
 
    I suck in a gasp and slap a hand over my mouth in horror. “What?” I shriek. “You’re not a saint? I never would have guessed.” 
 
    Noah releases my hand. “Shut up,” he laughs. “Now, get your ass out of my car so I can show you how amazing this place is.” 
 
    We pile out and Noah leads us up to the VIP area where we instantly fall into conversation with the guys from Broken Hill and I can’t help but laugh as I see Maxen talking to Brooke, looking extremely comfortable. I point it out to Aiden and grin up at the guy. “Sorry, looks like Maxen’s opening is not up for grabs tonight.” 
 
    “Damn,” he mutters. “I can always try Tyson. He’s single, right?” 
 
    “Who knows?” I laugh. “I was under the impression that he was a bit of a slut, so you might be in for a chance.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He spots out Tyson in the crowd and a second later, he’s gone. 
 
    I shake my head as I watch him shamelessly flirting with the guy. It’s a complete trainwreck where Tyson doesn’t quite grasp the concept that Aiden is flirting, assuming he’s just a cool dude from Haven Falls, introducing himself. That poor guy. He doesn’t know what’s about to hit him. 
 
    The races get started and I hang over the side of the balcony with Tully and Kaylah, watching the amazement of the races below. Nate Ryder kicks ass in his debut race and sets some records which I’m not even sure Noah could beat, but I’m sure as hell that he’ll give it a good try. 
 
    Tora proudly squeals and applauds for her boyfriend while the rest of the Broken Hill crew start high fiving and sharing the love. The night is incredible, even more so when Maxen introduces the ‘chick’ race and surprises Tora with her chance to finally get on the track and kick ass. I desperately want to get down there and tell her all about the track, what to watch out for and how the corners handle, from when Tully and I tested it, but I tell myself to reel it in. If any of the chicks around here know how to handle a racetrack, it’s Tora. After all, you don’t spend all that time with a guy like Nate and not pick up a thing or two. 
 
    When Noah’s race is called, I can’t help but run with Tully down to the side of the track, more than eager to cheer him on. He’s been dying for this moment since the old races were closed down. That need to feel the tires speeding along the road beneath him pulses through his veins and without it, he might just go insane. 
 
    Racing is his release. It’s his thing just like reading is Tully’s and Noah is mine. 
 
    With all the people, the music coming from the huge speakers, and the sound of Noah and his opponent’s cars echoing over the whole property, it’s impossible to hear myself think and that’s exactly what I was hoping for tonight. 
 
    I look over at Noah and even with all these people hanging around, he still manages to find me in the crowd. He grins and I don’t doubt that If I wanted to run up there and climb in with him, he’d happily make every last person here wait. 
 
    Fuck, I love him. 
 
    The skanky chick starting the race walks out in her tiny little bikini and as she throws her hand up in the sky, Noah sends me a devastatingly sexy wink and I all but die. How does he do it? 
 
    The race gets started and I scream out for Noah. He hits the gas and within seconds, he flies past me and heat flares deep within me as my hair flies up around my face. I’ll never get used to watching him race. He handles his car like a damn pro and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.  
 
    His opponent sits right behind him, unable to get around Noah as he dominates the track. It’s simply the most beautiful thing I’ve ever witnessed. I find it impossible to tear my eyes away from the sight; that is until some girl I’ve never met before squishes in beside me, gawking at the track as though all her hopes and dreams are coming true right before her very eyes. 
 
    “Oh my, God,” the girl calls out, trying to be heard over the noise as she watches Noah’s Camaro as though she’s in some kind of trance. “Is that Noah Cage?” 
 
    Hearing her say his name, I can’t help but look at the girl. I take her in with her dark hair, startling blue eyes, and damn…those curves. There’s a strange familiarity here. I focus a little while longer, trying to figure it out. “Um, yeah, it is,” I tell her. “Why?” 
 
    The girl turns to look at me and as her eyes come to mine, it hits me. This is the girl with the staring problem from Jesse’s lake party. I instantly go on edge. What the fuck is she doing here and asking about my boyfriend? 
 
    Her eyes instantly go big. “Oh, shit,” she says, clearly recognizing me. “You’re…” 
 
    “Noah’s girlfriend,” I supply helpfully just in case she missed something.  
 
    Her eyes go impossibly bigger. “Oh, no, no, no, no. I’m not interested in him if that’s what you’re thinking,” she tells me in a panic. 
 
    “With the way you were gawking at him at that party and the way you’re asking about him now, you’re making it really hard for my mind not to go there.” 
 
    Tully leans around me, suddenly a little less interested in the race. “I promise, I just want to talk to him. That’s all.” 
 
    Tully leans in a little further. “What do you want with my brother?” 
 
    The girl looks at Tully as though this is the first time she’s noticing her there. Her mouth drops open and she sucks in a breath. “You’re Tully Cage,” she says in awe. 
 
    Tully raises a curious brow. “What the hell is going on here?” she questions, asking exactly what I’m thinking. “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Lacey,” she says. “Um…I don’t know how to say this and I’m sure there isn’t exactly the best place to talk about it, but I was hoping to speak with you and your brother. It’s kind of important.” 
 
    “Spit it out,” Tully tells her, stepping around me to be a little closer to the girl and putting us in more of a triangle. 
 
    The girl’s eyes flick towards the racetrack and back to Tully. “Don’t you think we should wait for Noah?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s…it’s important.” 
 
    The race finishes and the roar of the crowd drowns out whatever it is that Tully says, but from the look of outrage on Tully’s face, I’d dare say she’s saying something along the lines of ‘Noah’s not the fucking boss around here, if you’ve got something to say then tell me and I’ll decide if it’s worthy of telling my brother.’ 
 
    The crowd starts hurrying around us, desperate to congratulate Noah on his win but Tully and I remain still, staring at this strange girl who claims she has something of importance for Tully and Noah. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Tully says as the crowd finally begin to cool down. 
 
    “I promise,” she says. “You’ll want to wait for your brother. It’s about Lily.” 
 
    Tully’s face falls as she stares at this girl in confusion, wondering who the hell she is and how on earth she knows their baby sister. 
 
    Tully resigns from questioning Lacey and I pull out my phone and hash out a text, realizing we should probably head up to the VIP area where it’s not so loud. 
 
    Henley – Can you meet us in the VIP area? There’s some girl who says she has something important to tell you and Tully. She says it’s about Lily. 
 
    I watch Noah from afar as he digs for his phone in his pocket, pulls it out, and reads the text. His eyes rise above the crowd and he looks at me with concern before taking in Tully and the girl standing beside me. 
 
    I point up towards the VIP area and he nods, suddenly the excitement of winning his first official race here completely gone. He drops down into his car and shoots off the track, hoping people get out of his way quickly as he doesn’t look like he’ll be stopping for anyone. 
 
    We make our way back up and get there at the same time as Noah, only he’s puffed out from racing up the stairs, desperate to know what the fuck is going on, just like the rest of us. 
 
    Noah takes in the girl who openly gawks at him. “This her?” he questions. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tully says. 
 
    “What the fuck is this about?” he asks, staring the girl down. “How the hell did you know my baby sister?” 
 
    Fear takes over Lacey’s expression but she swallows it down, determined to get this out. She quickly glances around the VIP area. “Is there somewhere quiet we can go?” 
 
    A beat passes where Noah silently studies her before letting out a sigh. “Yeah, follow me.” He turns his back and starts walking away with Tully and Lacey following along. He stops and looks back over his shoulder, taking me in. “Are you coming?” 
 
    I shake my head, desperately wishing I could. “No. This seems private. Tell me afterward if you want to.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” he tells me. “Hurry up.” 
 
    With that, he turns back around and continues forward. I race up to them, quickly catching up. Noah takes my hand as he pushes through a door into a small room that looks over the whole racetrack, only it’s quiet and we can actually hear ourselves think. 
 
    “Would you like to sit?” Noah asks, turning to face Lacey. 
 
    She gives him a tight smile and drops down into a chair as we all crowd around and do the same. Noah keeps his hand in mine and something tells me it’s there for support rather than just liking me close. “Where to start?” she says. “Gosh, this is nerve wracking.” 
 
    “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” 
 
    Lacey looks down as tears begin to fill her eyes. “Your sister is the best person I’ve ever known. She saved my life,” she tells us. “I’m a Leukemia survivor and if it wasn’t for Lily, I wouldn’t have had the strength to go on.” 
 
    “What?” Tully breathes, watching Lacey with tears in her eyes as I squeeze Noah’s hand. 
 
    Lacey nods. “It was long ago. I was only ten years old at the time, and Lily was so young. She would have only been about five or around that age, I’m not too sure, but she was my rock. On those long days where I was in the hospital, I was usually alone and without anyone there to help me through it, I was quickly going down.” 
 
    Lacey takes a deep breath and slowly lets it out before continuing. “Sorry,” she says. “I’ve never really talked about this before.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” I say, seeing that both Noah and Tully aren’t really in a position to say anything, probably both being transported back to those days sitting in the hospital watching their baby sister getting worse and worse. 
 
    Lacey swallows and looks to Tully. “Her room was across the hall from mine and whenever you guys had gone home, she’d sneak out and come and join me. I never told her but those were the best parts of my days. Despite her condition, she was so lively and made me feel as though I had a friend, someone to talk to while things were so bad. I don’t…have a supportive family, not like yours, or at least, the one she told me of, and I remember thinking how damn lucky she was to have you guys. I’d have killed for a family like yours at the time.” 
 
    “Lily always had a smile, no matter how bad things were getting and I’ll never forget it. Her vibrancy and pure joy are what gave me the strength to keep fighting. I was done, I was letting the Leukemia win, but Lily forced me to keep trying and promised me that at the end it would all be so much better.” 
 
    Lacey chuckles to herself. “She used to tell me that I had to think of it like a rainstorm-” 
 
    Noah cuts her off. “You have to get through all the scary stuff, but once it’s over and all the water has soaked into the ground, you’ll be left with a garden full of blooming flowers,” he murmurs proudly. “I told her that.” 
 
    “She used to love that saying,” Tully laughs. “Every time I would complain about having a bad day she’d say ‘Life is like a storm, Tully.’ It drove me insane,” she looks up at her brother. "I wanted to wring your neck for teaching her that, but it’s what she needed at the time.” 
 
    Noah smiles fondly at his sister before turning to Lacey. “Would it be alright if I introduced you to my mom and dad? I know they’d really appreciate sitting down with you and hearing your stories of our sister.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she questions cautiously. “I wouldn’t want to intrude. My cousin goes to your school and he always tells me to just leave you guys alone and let you move on. I guess, that’s why I’ve waited so long to say anything, but it was just eating me up inside. I had to share that.” 
 
    “Your cousin is an idiot,” Tully tells her, reaching across and taking her hand. “Thank you, though. I really needed to hear that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    As Tully and Noah chat with Lacey about their sister and she becomes an extended family member, I can’t help but feel as though I’m intruding. This feels too private and if Noah wants to talk to me about it later, I’ll be all ears for him, but right now, he should be sharing this moment with his sister. 
 
    I let go of Noah’s hand and stand before stepping into his side and pressing a kiss to his cheek. “I’ll just be outside if you need me,” I tell him, making him nod before focusing back on Lacey. 
 
    I walk out of the room as a strange sense of jealousy comes over me that I can’t understand. Maybe it’s the thought that this stranger knew Lily and can share something with Noah and Tully that I’ll never be able to give. I never met the little girl and I so desperately wish I had. I feel as though I’ve missed out on something incredible and here this stranger is, showing up out of nowhere and can heal a part of their hearts which has been hurting for so damn long. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I’m so grateful that she’s come forward and shared her story with them, I just wish I was able to take that pain away for them. 
 
    I close the door behind me and start searching out my friends. Aiden and Spencer are hanging out with Jesse, Tyson, and Puck; all five of them looking pretty damn wasted already. I mean, someone should tell them to slow down. It’s not even eleven at night and if they keep going the way they’re going, none of them are going to make it home tonight. 
 
    I keep scanning the group and smile to myself as I find Kaylah standing with Brooke and Tora. I start making my way over there. I’ve missed Kaylah. I see her every now and then but it’s nothing like the friendship we used to have. I see now that what we shared for all those years was a friendship built on distrust and lies that neither of us was mature enough to see.  
 
    While I thought we were so close at the time, looking back now, I realize it wasn’t good at all. What kind of friends can’t be honest with the other and share what’s inside their heart without fear of being shut down? 
 
    Kaylah was a great friend for so long and was exactly what I needed at the time. We have so many incredible memories together, but being a little bit older and a little more mature, I can see now what I couldn’t before. 
 
    I’m so damn lucky to have found Tully. She’s the definition of what an incredible friend should be. She supported me when I showed interest in her brother, she pushes me to be my best self, and she never gets jealous if I was to achieve a goal she hasn’t. She’s the prime example of an incredible person and on top of that, she’s not afraid to tell me when I’m acting like a bitch. 
 
    No one has ever had my back the way that Tully has, and I absolutely love her for it. I swear, everybody should have a Tully in their life. 
 
    I start making my way through the other people from Broken Hill who Maxen must know from school when a large, gloved hand slams down over my mouth. I try to scream out but the hand muffles it.  
 
    An arm wraps around my body and I slam my elbow back into the guy’s stomach, but he’s standing too close for me to get much momentum for a good hit. He starts dragging me away and there are too many bodies, too many flashing lights and music for anyone to notice what the hell is going on. 
 
    I frantically search out Noah as I’m dragged back towards the exit of the VIP area. Once in the shadows, the guy grabs me and throws me over his shoulder so damn quickly that it’s impossible to get a read on his face. 
 
    I kick and slam my hands down on his back, doing my best to claw at his arms, anything I can think of to get free. I scream until my lungs give out, desperately wishing for just one person to notice what’s going on but they’re all too immersed in the race, the alcohol, and their friends to see that I’m in trouble. 
 
    The guy races down the stairs, somehow managing to do it quickly with me on his shoulder. His shoulder slams into my stomach as he drops down to the bottom step and hits the pavement which is when he really runs. He curls his arm over the back of my legs holding me down as he goes, stopping me from being able to pull myself free.  
 
    “Scream all you want,” the guy says in a strangely familiar tone which is followed up by a chuckle. “Nobody is going to hear you out here.” 
 
    I ignore the way I can feel the vibrations of his words through his back and glance up to realize we’re right at the edge of Maxen’s property, far away from anyone. The music has completely drowned me out and anyone looking for me won’t be able to see me in the shadows.  
 
    It’s then I start to really understand what could happen here and fear grips me. “What do you want?” I demand. “Who are you?” 
 
    The guy just laughs which has chills spreading throughout my body. This is not good. So not good. 
 
    I start preparing myself to fight. He has to put me down at some point and there’s no way in hell I’m going to be raped, drugged, or kidnapped tonight. That’s simply not in the cards. I was having a good night until now and I’m not about to let this guy get the best of me. 
 
    All those times I’ve put bitches down at school and stood my ground has all been practice for this very moment.  
 
    I try not to think of the fact that the guy is nearly twice my size and clearly very fit and strong. All that means is that I’m going to have to put up a big fight. I can do it. I haven’t been drinking, my mind is focused, and I’ve got one hell of a great right hook.  
 
    I can do this. 
 
    I will not be a victim. No way in hell. 
 
    I relax my body as much as possible, preserving my energy as my kicking and screaming have already managed to use up a lot of what I’ve got, but I’m hoping the adrenaline will help me through it. 
 
    My captor takes me deep into the bushes and I look up behind him, trying to remember the path he took so I can get out of here, but it’s so damn dark that it’s going to be near impossible. I guess I’m lucky I’m in a tight pair of jeans and boots making it hard if he was to try to remove my clothes, not to mention, the boots should make running for my life a little easier. 
 
    He adjusts his hold on me and I feel that this is it. Something is about to happen.  
 
    I take a deep breath and try my hardest to adjust to the darkness around me. I can do this. I will not be afraid. 
 
    The guy grabs hold of the back of my jacket and in one easy swoop, he hauls me off his shoulder. I land on my feet a second later and I don’t waste a second. Hesitation is what has brought many people down in the past and I won’t be one of them. 
 
    I clench my fist and as quick as lightning, I swing around, my right hook already aiming for his face. I don’t bother to try to make out the features of his face, all I know is that I have to get out of here. 
 
    My fist slams right into his eye socket and as he cringes, I bring my knee up in a devastating blow to his balls, so bad that I’d assume the guy may never reproduce. 
 
    I know it’s a low blow going for the balls and it’s a cop-out when it comes to fighting your way out of trouble, but I’m fucking desperate and I’ll kick as many guys in the balls as it takes to get back to Noah. Back to safety. 
 
    The guy doubles over and I don’t hesitate. I run. 
 
    I get three steps away when large hands catch me, clenching down on my upper arms so hard that, no doubt, it will leave two nasty bruises. The hands bring me to a devastating stop before I’m thrown down on the ground beside the guy I’d just kicked in the balls. 
 
    “You little bitch,” the guy says, launching across the muddied ground to get to me. He grabs hold of my ankle and I try to kick him off, but he’s learned his lesson and there’s no way he’ll let me get the best of him a second time.  
 
    His face finally comes into view and I gape for a second. 
 
    Rocko.  
 
    What the actual fuck? At least I now know why his voice was familiar to me.  
 
    I wildly kick at him as I try to scramble back, desperate to get away from these two men. “Get off me, you prick,” I yell. 
 
    My ankle starts to ache when a booted foot slams down into Rocko’s ribs and a loud crack is heard all around. I suck in a terrified breath as my head whips around to the other guy. Maybe he’s the actual danger here. 
 
    “I told you she was not to be harmed,” the man says. 
 
    Rocko cowers beside me as he curls into a ball, holding his ribs in absolute agony to the point I even start feeling a little bad for the guy. But fuck him. He’s on his own here. 
 
    With Rocko’s grip no longer holding me down, I begin scrambling. Now’s my only chance. I get my hands underneath myself and hurry to push myself up when the other guy crouches down, finally giving me a look at his face. 
 
    I suck in a breath. This is worse than I thought. 
 
    Anton smirks at me and it’s as though he’s a cat watching a caged mouse desperately trying to get away. “Now, where do you think you’re going, young one?” he questions, shaking his head at me like I’m a child in need of a little discipline. 
 
    My eyes widen in fear, frantically searching around for a way out. All I need is a branch or something sharp and I should be able to fight my way out, but remembering the way he tossed Noah around the other day, my chances are slim. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Anton says, reading my mind. “We need to…discuss a few things and if you try running now, I promise you, this chat will happen in the middle of your home where Daddy dearest and little Aria will be joining us.” 
 
    My heart races. This is much, much worse than I thought. “You leave my family alone,” I yell. 
 
    Anton cringes as though the high, screechy pitch of my voice is too much for him to bear. “Now, now, child. There’s no need to scream. I have no intentions of visiting your family and I’d honestly prefer not to, but that’s your decision. I’m simply letting you know your options if you choose not to comply.” 
 
    My teeth clench with the image of Anton Mathers making himself comfortable in my home, Aria sitting by his side, sharing the details of her life, unaware of the dangers right before her.  
 
    Something tells me Anton’s not lying. This is my only chance and realizing this is the only shot at keeping my family safe, I’d do whatever it takes. I push up until I’m sitting and awkwardly get to my feet, never once taking my eyes off Anton as he does the same. “What do you want?” I ask, turning myself front on and squaring my jaw to let him know he can’t intimidate me, though I have a feeling the fear in my eyes is as clear as day. 
 
    “Good choice” he murmurs, pushing up from his crouched position. “There are a few things. It seems that your name keeps popping up and to be honest, I’m quite sick of it. Something needs to be done as you’re getting too big for your boots.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him in confusion. “What are you talking about?” I demand. “I’ve had nothing to do with you until you tried to kill my boyfriend last week.” 
 
    “You see, that’s where you’re wrong,” he tells me, slightly amused. “So very wrong. You’ve been causing me hell for longer than you could possibly know.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can appreciate that I’m not in the mood to play your little mind games right now. Your goon just manhandled me and my knuckles are fucking aching, so just get on with it so we can all get out of here. What do you want?” 
 
    He considers me a moment. “What business do you have with Gina Rivers?” 
 
    “Gina?” I grunt. “What the hell does that matter? It’s none of your business.” 
 
    Anton steps forward. “On the contrary,” he says. “It certainly is, now answer the question. I do not like to be left waiting.” 
 
    “Well I don’t exactly like dickheads kidnapping me from my friends and delivering me to people like you, but you know what? Shit happens. Get the fuck over it.” 
 
    “Watch it, child. You’re testing my patience.” 
 
    I hold my ground, my lips pressing into a tight line and letting him know exactly what I think of this situation. 
 
    “Gina. Now,” he roars, somehow making the vibrations of his tone shake me right through to my core. 
 
    “She’s my mother,” I give in, making his brow arch in curiosity. “Why the hell is that important? And why does it have anything to do with you? How do you know her?” 
 
    “I’m the one asking the questions here,” he snaps. “You’re not to see her again. Is that clear?” 
 
    I bark out a sharp laugh. “Excuse me?” I gape, unable to believe what I’m hearing. I mean, is this guy insane? This conversation is seriously not turning out the way I was expecting. “Who do you think you are? She’s my mother. I’ll go and see her whenever the fuck I want.” 
 
    “Not unless you value your life,” he tells me, deathly low. “Gina was my biggest rival and I promised her that I would take every last thing away from her and that includes you.” 
 
    “What did she ever do to you?” 
 
    Anton’s eyes darken and to be honest, it’s terrifying. I try to remember who the hell I’m talking to right now, but I’m struggling to hold my tongue especially after the shit he pulled with Noah last week. 
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” he tells me. “We have other pressing matters to discuss.” 
 
    “Yeah, like the fact that you attempted to shoot my boyfriend last week.” 
 
    “An unfortunate misunderstanding,” Anton says shrugging it off as though the idea of nearly killing a man doesn’t even faze him. “But while you’re here, you may as well pass on a message. Noah has served me well and considering our history…I’ve decided to release him from his duties.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. “Excuse me?” I question, unable to believe what I’m hearing. There has to be some sort of catch. Who goes from trying to shoot someone one week to releasing them the next? 
 
    “Unfortunately, he has discovered some hard truths which I believe are going to make dealing with him…quite unpleasant, and honestly, I can’t be bothered to deal with it. He’s free to go. He’s paid his debt.” 
 
    “His debt?” I scoff. “He never had a debt! You used him. He was an eleven year old kid who was suffering and you took advantage of him and molded him into this…this criminal that you can use to do your dirty work. What kind of monster are you?” 
 
    “That’s a question you’re not prepared to know the answer to, but keep testing me and I might be inclined to show you.” My mouth snaps shut and I watch him in complete silence. “I am man enough to know that I did wrong by that kid. He took me out last week which I am willing to forgive and let it slide considering the events which took place regarding his little sister, but you must remember that he came to me as a willing participant.” 
 
    “He was eleven. He didn’t know what he was doing.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. I’m not sorry though. He served me well and now I have someone who’s not such a bitch about the jobs I hand out.” 
 
    I glance down at Rocko with disgust. How could Tully have dated him? 
 
    “So, Noah’s free to go. He never has to do a job for you again?” 
 
    “Are you hard of hearing?” Anton questions. “Yes, Noah is released of his obligations to me. Consider us even after his assault last week. However, he has been on the inside for far too long. He knows the ins and outs of my business, my contacts, my clients, and warehouses. If he breathes even a word of this information, sets just one foot wrong, I will end him. Is that much clear?” 
 
    Holy shit. Maybe I am hard of hearing because there’s no way I just heard that right. I thought for sure Noah was never going to be released from his evil clutches. It was either work for the guy or die trying to get out. 
 
    I nod my head. I know Noah desperately wanted to take him down, but this might be the best shot we’ve got to be free from the guy.  
 
    “Now, there’s just the question of my gun.” 
 
    “Your gun?” 
 
    “Now’s not the time to start acting a fool, Henley Bronx. Where’s my gun?” 
 
    “I swear,” I tell him, shaking my head. “Noah kicked it towards the storm drain. We don’t have it. It went down and we got the fuck out of there before you regained consciousness.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me but must give me the benefit of the doubt as he seems to accept my answer. “One more thing before you go.” 
 
    My whole body tenses. Haven’t we discussed enough already? What could possibly be left to talk about? 
 
    Anton’s head tilts down towards me and it’s the fiercest look he’s given me yet. “Where’s my son?” 
 
    My brows draw down. His son? Who the hell is his son? I shake my head. "I…I don’t know who you’re talking about. I don’t know your son.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that bullshit, child. Samuel Rivers, your brother. Where is he?” 
 
    My eyes bulge out of my head. “Excuse me?” I shriek in an odd mix of outrage and surprise. “Rivers is your what?” 
 
    For Rivers to be his son, that would mean Gina and Anton were a lot more than just rivals. I wonder if he’s the boyfriend she cheated on with my dad and if he was the boyfriend who used to hit her around when she was pregnant with me. He’s the boyfriend who pushed her to give me away. If he’s River’s father, then that’s another connection to me that I simply just don’t like. 
 
    I didn’t just dodge the Gina bullet, but I dodge the Anton bullet as well. Thank God she’s a cheating whore. If she hadn’t been with my dad that night, she very well could have gone home and slept with him. I could have almost been his child. The thought sends chills down my spine. 
 
    Though, this does answer why he had instructed Rocko not to hurt me. He wouldn’t want his son’s half-sister getting hurt under his watch. That would only cause problems, but then, is that something a guy like Anton would really worry about? 
 
    Fuck me. My mind whirls but I try to concentrate, I can think it over later, right now I need to hear what he has to say and then I need to get the fuck out of here. 
 
    Anton’s eyes narrow suspiciously. “He’s your brother, your friend, is he not?” he questions. “I keep a close eye on him and are aware of your relationship with him. Now, where is he? I have not heard from him in over two months and he’s been lacking in his duties within the family business.” 
 
    Family business? What the fuck? This shit doesn’t make sense. 
 
    “Answer me, Henley. Where the fuck is my son?” 
 
    “He’s not here. He’s gone,” I rush out, hating being the one who had to share this information with both of his parents. I mean, how fucking unlucky can I be? “He joined the Marines.” 
 
    “What?” Anton roars, launching forward and grabbing the front of my jacket, ripping me up off the ground as he fights to control his emotions. 
 
    Fear grips me as he waits for my response. “I don’t know,” I say, sucking in a deep breath. “He was here one minute and gone the next. We didn’t hear from him for weeks and then a letter showed up explaining what he’d done.” 
 
    Anton drops me and my knees buckle beneath me, sending me down to the hard ground. “Get out of my sight,” he tells me. 
 
    I stare up at him, too put off to move or to even speak.  
 
    Anton steps into me, glaring down at me like some kind of raging bull. “I TOLD YOU TO GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY SIGHT.” 
 
    My eyes bulge from my head and I scramble to my feet.  
 
    Before I know it, I’m racing as fast as I can, desperate to get out of here and away from that man. I’ve never been so terrified in my life. That man is completely unhinged, a monster who just happens to be my half brother’s father. 
 
    All I know is that the mystery of Rivers just got that much deeper…darker. No wonder he refused to let us in; a convicted criminal for a mother and mobster for a father. Hell, if that was me, I probably would have left for the Marines too. 
 
    Suddenly, a piece of my heart heals for Rivers while it also breaks just a little bit more. I can’t imagine the life he’s had to grow up with. 
 
    I break out from the trees with my feet pounding against the uneven ground. People are all around in the dark with their phones lighting up the small space before them as they all call out, but my mind is spinning, I can’t make out what they’re yelling. 
 
    I crash into a hard body and hands are suddenly gripping me. I pull away, desperate to be released. What if it’s Rocko coming to finish what he started? “I got her,” a voice too near my ear calls out. 
 
    I glance up at the person holding onto me too tightly; Spencer. 
 
    My whole body sags with relief and Spencer has to readjust his hold to keep me from falling to my knees. “Where’s Noah?” I rush out, my eyes stinging with unshed tears. “I need Noah.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” he tells me softly, pulling out his phone. “We’ll get him. He’s worried sick. He’s been looking for you.” 
 
    Spencer walks back towards the racetrack and the closer we get to the bright spotlights the safer I begin to feel. 
 
    “Spitfire,” Noah calls out, making me spin around and search him out to find him racing frantically towards me. “Where have you been?” 
 
    I release Spencer and start for Noah, the tears finally spilling from my eyes. 
 
    Noah grabs me, wrapping me in his arms and squeezing me tight before taking me by the shoulders and pushing me away. Under the lights, his eyes rake up and down over my body, taking in the dirt stains and grazed skin. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    “Please…just take me home,” I beg of him. “I’ll explain later. Just…we need to go. Now.” 
 
    “Ok,” he promises, instantly turning around and leading me towards his Camaro, calling over his shoulder for Spencer to find Tully. “You’re safe with me, Spitfire. I’ve got you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Dad walks through our front door, looking down at the mail in his hand, a stumped look marring his face as I fiddle with Aria’s hair, working on my braiding skills, though honestly, I should just give up. My braids suck, but Aria seems to love them so I’m happy with that. 
 
    Dad scrunches up his face, dropping the mail down on the entryway table except for one before scratching his ass and grunting in true trucker style. “Broken Hill University,” he grumbles. “The fuck is this?” 
 
    My eyes whip up from Ari’s hair and I accidentally yank a little too hard on it. “Owww,” she cries out, drawing out the sound while grabbing the chunk of hair from between my fingers and desperately prying it out. 
 
    “What did you say?” I ask, ignoring the whiney child sitting at my feet while gaping at dad who scratches is head in confusion. 
 
    “Maybe they sent it to the wrong place,” he murmurs, flipping over the envelope to take in both sides. He must have been looking at the back as a second later, his head whips up. “Why on earth is something from Broken Hill University addressed to you?” he questions. “Did you apply here?” 
 
    Wait. Did I not tell him about this? “Um…yeah,” I tell him. “Sort of.” 
 
    “Oh, Henley,” he says, letting out a sigh. “I wish you’d talked to me about this. Don’t get me wrong, I’m so proud of you for wanting this for yourself, but Broken Hill University? Do you have any idea what the tuition for this place would be? Shit. I can’t even think about that. Did you apply for community college here in Haven Falls? You know they have a pretty good science program.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him as I fly up off the couch and snatch the big envelope out of his fingers, “and yeah, I did…as my back up.” 
 
    “Back up?” he shrieks as I drop back down on the couch, the nerves beginning to take over. “Look, Honey, you’ve been working your ass off lately, improving your grades and you’ve done an incredible job, but BHU isn’t exactly…affordable.” 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    “Just…let me get this out, Honey.” 
 
    “But…wait.” 
 
    “I have no doubt that the second you open that letter there’s going to be a massive ‘Congratulations’ written at the top, but I don’t want you getting your hopes up. We simply can’t afford a prestigious school like that. I know you have big dreams and I swear to you, I will work my ass off to pay for community college, but BHU? I just…it’s not in the cards.”  
 
    Devastation pours out of him in waves as his gaze drops to the envelope between clenched fingers. My heart breaks for him. He’s always done everything in his power to give me the world and it kills him knowing that this is simply out of our reach. “I’m so sorry, Squish. I wish you’d said something about this earlier.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “Thanks, dad, but if you’d just let me talk for two seconds, I would have been able to tell you that I applied for a full scholarship.” 
 
    His eyes flick back up to meet mine. “What?” he gasps. “A scholarship?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckle. “Mr. Carver suggested it a while ago. I guess it slipped my mind to talk to you about it. I’ve had so much going on.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” he questions, snatching the envelope right back and scrambling to open it. “Then what the hell are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Hey, give it back,” I demand, prying it from his fingers, terrified that we’re going to rip it in half in our excitement. I mean, a rejection letter probably wouldn’t come in a big envelope, right? “In all the movies the kid is the one who’s supposed to open it and it’s supposed to be some big defining moment with slow suspenseful music.” 
 
    “I raised you for eighteen years,” he defends. “Shouldn’t I get something for all my hard work?” 
 
    “Screw that,” I laugh as he finally releases the envelope. “You get the knowledge of knowing that I’ll have my own kids one day who are going to give me hell.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he chuckles. “I can’t wait to see you suffer through all the bullshit you did to me, but at least another ten years would be good. I’m not ready to be a ‘Grandpoppy’ just yet.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I say, rolling my eyes as I turn the envelope over. “You’ll make a great ‘Grandpoppy.’” 
 
    “Damn straight, I will. Now hurry up and open that thing. I want to see if my daughter is going to be the next star of Haven Falls.” 
 
    “Dramatic much?” Fidgeting with the fold of the envelope, I slip my finger under it with incredible anxiety pulsing through me. I slam the envelope back into dad’s hands. “I can’t do it. You do it.” 
 
    “No way,” he says, thrusting it straight back at me. “This is all on you, remember? You want your movie moment.” Dad looks down at Aria. “Drum roll please, Squirt.” 
 
    Aria instantly starts drumming her hands on her lap, starting slowly and laughing like a hyena, though probably having absolutely no understanding of what has us so excited, nervous, and anxious all at the same time. 
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    I take a deep breath and slide my finger under the flap, tearing the paper as I go. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for, the moment that will tell me if all the hard work I’ve been doing has paid off.  
 
    I reach in and curl my fingers around the papers within before sliding them out of the envelope and instantly losing my shit. 
 
    Oh, God. This is too much. I fly up off the couch, needing to pace the room and have somewhere to throw a tantrum if this doesn’t go the way I hope. 
 
    My eyes scan over the paper and I let out a breath before reading out loud. 
 
    “Dear Miss Henley Bronx, thank you for your interest in applying for the…blah, blah, blah.” I scan over the little introduction before getting to the good stuff. “Congratulations. After thorough consideration, we are pleased to offer you the Victoria Bradford Scholarship.” 
 
    Dad throws himself to his feet, grabbing me in a massive bear hug. “Holy shit, Kiddo. You fucking did it.” Booming laughter comes pouring out of him as the shock begins to take over. My eyes grow watery with happiness and I jump up and down, so damn proud of myself.  
 
    This is incredible. I can’t believe it. 
 
    The letter is snatched out of my hands and I take the chance to grab Aria and spin her around. Dad reads over the letter, probably double checking that I read it correctly and I stand back, watching him with a smug expression. I mean, why the hell not? Look at this incredible thing that I just did. 
 
    Dad’s eyes scan left to right over each line and the further he gets, the wider my smile becomes. I’m going to be a college girl. Shit, I can’t wait for Noah to get back so I can tell him all about it. 
 
    “Hold up, hold up, hold up,” Dad says, holding a finger out as his brows dive down in confusion. “When you said ‘scholarship,’ I assumed you meant a full ride.” 
 
    “I did,” I say as concern begins flooding me. What’s he talking about? 
 
    “This isn’t a full scholarship, Henley.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Of course, it is.” 
 
    “Here, look,” he says, pointing to the letter before him, much further down than I had originally made it. “It says you applied for the Montgomery Scholarship, which was awarded to another student from out of state. However, they were so impressed with your achievements that they have offered you the Victoria Bradford Scholarship instead. But this isn’t a full ride. The scholarship only covers parts of your tuition.” 
 
    Dread seeps in and sits heavy in the bottom of my stomach. “How much of my tuition?” 
 
    Dad shakes his head, still scanning over the papers before flicking to the information pack that came with it. “I don’t know, Squish. Hopefully it’s enough, hey?” 
 
    I drop down beside Dad and lean over, reading over the information pack and taking in the tuition details as though it’s the most important piece of information that I’ll ever need. Reading it all makes me sick. The kids in Broken Hill wouldn’t even blink at this shit, but for us over here on the wrong side of the tracks, this is the kind of money that people would kill for. 
 
    “Alright,” dad says, scratching his head. “So, the scholarship will cover roughly fifty percent, but the remaining fees are still ridiculously high.” 
 
    “Too high?” I question, trying to work out if this is even possible. Dad doesn’t respond, just starts from the beginning and reads over it again, deep, deep in thought. I try to go over my options and read the fine print regarding the payment options.  
 
    I pull out my phone and bring up my calculator app, doing the math to work out what the monthly repayments would be and what earning potential I’d have with a part-time job. After crunching the numbers, having a job would help but I’m still not sure it’s going to be enough, especially if I consider that I’ll need to watch Aria every now and then and squeeze a life in there somewhere too. 
 
    Though…if I worked over the summer as well and saved up as much as I could, that would give me a bit of a head start. 
 
    “I think I can do it,” I tell dad. “If I worked and saved every little dollar, I might be able to scrape through.” 
 
    Dad turns to me and sucks in a deep breath. “You really want this, don’t you?” 
 
    “So damn bad,” I tell him, “and if it’s not this, then it’s going to be community college where I’ll still have to work every day to pay for it.” 
 
    Dad scans over the information pack once again. “Well, if you’re going to be a college student; I can’t have my baby exhausting herself working a shitty job for minimum wage day in and day out. I’ve got you covered kid. We’ll make this work.” 
 
    My eyes bulge out of my head. “Are you serious? I can go?” 
 
    “How could I possibly allow you to pass up an opportunity like this? We’ll work it out. You can work a weekend job; a diner or something like that, and I’ll pick up a few more deliveries during the week. It’ll be hard but we’ll make it happen.” 
 
    I throw myself into my dad, my arms circling him and holding as tight as I possibly can. “Thank you so much,” I nearly cry. “You don’t know how much this means to me.” 
 
    “Sure, I do, Squish. I’ve seen how hard you’ve been working lately and I know just what this means for the kids in Haven Falls. You’re going to have your friends bowing down at your feet, impressed as shit. You did the impossible, just remember, when you’re winning awards and making millions of dollars, I’d really love a house on a hill with a shed big enough for my truck.” 
 
    “You got it,” I laugh moments before Aria crash tackles into us, sending us flying into the back of the couch. 
 
    The need to share this with Noah and Tully is far too great and I push up off the couch. “I’ll be back in a bit,” I tell Dad and Ari. “I need to go tell everyone.” 
 
    Dad rolls his eyes but the smile is impossible to move from his face. “Alright, just be back for dinner. It’d be nice to all eat together tonight and celebrate.” 
 
    “Ok,” I grin. “I’d like that.” 
 
    Aria jumps up from Dad’s lap. “Can I come with you?” 
 
    I look to Dad who gives a slight nod. “Ok, Squirt. Go grab your shoes.” 
 
    Aria races off and returns no less than three seconds later before dropping down on the floor to start doing up her shoes. She’s only just started learning about tying her shoelaces and naturally, she doesn’t need anyone’s help, so it takes forever. 
 
    As she does that, I come down behind her and finish tying up her hair so she looks presentable to the outside world. Before I know it, she’s barreling towards my car and diving into it as though she owns it. 
 
    I drive like a crazy person until I’m finally pulling into the fire station. Noah’s been loving volunteering here and to be honest, I find it sexy as hell.  
 
    The first thing I see as I drive in is Noah standing out front with a few of the other firefighters, all working together to clean the big red truck. Aria instantly loses her mind at seeing it while I do the same, only it has nothing to do with the truck and a little more to do with the fact that they’ve welcomed Noah in so much that they given him a uniform, and damn…that’s nice to look at. 
 
    As if recognizing the sound of my engine, Noah looks back over his shoulder and takes us in. His brows dip in concern before a bright smile takes over, always loving to see me. 
 
    It’s been a pretty good few days. 
 
    Noah didn’t exactly like hearing what happened at the races with Anton, but he couldn’t deny that what I was told was good news. He’s still extremely weary and I have to admit, so am I. But when it comes down to it, Anton seemed genuine in his own twisted way. Though it’d be smart not to assume it was over. For now, Noah’s free of him and that’s all that counts. I just hope he doesn’t come back one day claiming that Noah is his. 
 
    The whole Anton being River’s father thing was a hard pill to swallow. Even more so for Tully and Noah. Sitting there explaining that to them was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. Tully instantly burst into tears for the kind of life Rivers has had while Noah sat there looking shocked, wondering how he missed it. After all, he met Rivers when he was eleven and Anton was the one who introduced them. 
 
    All the shit about Gina? I don’t know what to think there, but that’s so not my business. I don’t even want to go hunting for those answers. 
 
    It sucks, but it is what it is and there’s nothing we can do about it. All we can hope for is that one day Rivers can break free from this dark life that was carved out for him. Surely, he must know that he’s better than that.  
 
    I hope that joining the military was a way for him to try and distance himself. He already put his mother away and broke free from her, but what about his father? I don’t even want to begin to understand what their relationship must be like. No wonder he spent so much time at Noah’s place. Hell, most nights he slept there. 
 
    He’ll rise up. I just know it. He may have a dark past but his future is bright. His heart is too pure and full of goodness for him to be swallowed by the ugliness of this world. I feel it within me. He’s better than our mom and he’s so much better than his dad. He can’t allow that bullshit to define him. 
 
    If anything, he’ll shine bright because he has us and not to mention, the love of a strong, beautiful woman like Tully who would go to the ends of the earth to help him through it. 
 
    He’ll be alright. 
 
    Finding out that Rocko has now taken Noah’s place…that was a whole other story. Tully has never been so happy to have dodged a bullet. 
 
    I bring my car to a stop beside Noah’s Camaro and launch myself out the door with my acceptance letter firmly clutched between my fingers.  
 
    Noah starts making his way towards me. “What are you do-” 
 
    I crash into him, throwing my arms around his neck and jump right up into his arms. The breath is knocked out of him, but he catches me with ease. I crush my lips to his and devour him as I hear Ari groaning behind me in disgust. 
 
    When I finally pull back and allow Noah to breathe, he grins at me with a sparkle in his warm eyes. “What was that for?” he questions. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I release my legs from around him and he helps me to my feet, making sure I’ve got my balance before letting me go. I pass him the acceptance letter and watch as he takes it and starts reading over it. “I got in,” I beam. “I got a scholarship.” 
 
    His head snaps up with wide, excited eyes. “Are you shitting me?” he booms. “Tell me you’re not shitting with me.” 
 
    “This is not a drill,” I laugh. “Your girlfriend is officially college material.” 
 
    Noah throws the acceptance letter high into the air and pulls me in, crushing me hard against his chest. “Fuck yeah.” He spins around to face the firemen working on the truck as Ari scrambles to get the flying paper. He practically launches me into the air in his excitement. “My girlfriend just got accepted for a scholarship at Broken Hill University.” 
 
    The firemen start crowding around, whooping and cheering for me despite never having met me before. As a Haven Falls kid, getting into college is a big fucking deal, getting accepted for a scholarship to a college like BHU, well that’s just unheard of, and you don’t need to be a student to understand how much of a big deal this is around here. 
 
    These guys don’t know me and the fact that they’re celebrating with us means the fucking world to me. Today is seriously the best day ever. 
 
    It turns into a bit of a party and before I know it, Ari has convinced the guys to give her the grand tour of the fire truck so she can turn on the sirens while Noah refuses to let go of me even for one second. 
 
    The celebration comes to a startling halt when the alarm sounds and I watch in amazement just how quickly these guys get into action. “Sorry, Spitfire,” Noah says, giving me a quick hug. “I have to go.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” a voice says from behind us. We spin around to see the fire chief, smiling fondly at the two of us. He nods towards Noah. “Get out of here and go home with your girl. Shit like this doesn’t happen every day, especially in Haven Falls.” 
 
    “You sure?” Noah questions. 
 
    “Trust me, as you get older you realize what’s truly important in life and this is one of those times.” 
 
    With that, the chief turns his back and hurries over to the fire truck and climbs in just in time for it to take off to attend whatever emergency was called in, leaving the three of us behind to get on with our day. 
 
    “You heard the man,” Noah says, heading inside and dragging me along while Ari skips behind us. “Let me get out of this uniform and I’ll take you home.” 
 
    I tug on his hand, stopping him in his tracks as my eyes roam up and down his body, taking in the uniform. “You don’t really have to take that off, do you?” I question, my eyes burning with desire. “Because I wouldn’t mind doing it for you.” 
 
    Noah raises a brow before a devilish grin spreads over his face. “You got yourself a deal, but be warned, tonight is about celebrating you so you better be prepared because I won’t be stopping until you physically can’t scream my name any longer.” 
 
    I swallow hard.  
 
    Hell to the freaking yes. How did I get so lucky? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I ask Noah as he stands at the door, hesitating while looking incredibly nervous. 
 
    He glances across to me before looking over at Lacey and letting out a deep breath. “It’s now or never, right?” he says. “Besides, this is about Lily and finding a little bit of closure. Her feelings for me don’t matter right now. If she still wants to hate me, then I’ll suck it up and deal with it. If not, maybe she’s ready to talk.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say. “Then what are you waiting for? Tully’s already told you your parents are home. Just knock on the door.” 
 
    Noah scrunches up his face before hesitating again, so instead of allowing him to back out, I knock on the door for him, forcing him to face his fears. Well, I guess ‘fears’ isn’t exactly the right word. He’s not scared of his mother, but I think he’s terrified of her rejection, of hurting her again. He wants nothing more than to earn her forgiveness and while he’s been doing everything in his power to make that happen, it all comes down to this moment, whether she believes he’s put in enough effort or if she wants him to continue paying for his mistakes. 
 
    “Shit,” Noah grumbles under his breath as he becomes fidgety. I take his hand and lace my fingers through his, giving him all the support in the world.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Lacey questions, flicking her eyes between me and Noah, clearly confused by Noah’s reluctance to walk straight through the door. After all, this is his family home and people generally don’t feel this way when standing at their own front door. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I tell her, realizing that Noah’s not about to go and give her any answers, but I feel as though I need to prepare the poor girl before she walks in there. “Noah’s not exactly on good terms with his mom right now.” 
 
    “Oh, so am I supposed to be some sort of bargaining chip to get him on her good side?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” I tell her as we hear the sound of someone moving around inside. “You’re the sun in the sky which could hopefully lead them all out of the darkness. They’re all missing Lily so much, especially Violet and we’re hoping that your stories of her could help to heal her heart, even if it’s only a little. Noah will deal with his differences when they’re both ready. The only question is if she’ll let him through the door.” 
 
    Noah scoffs beside me. “No need to remind me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I grumble moments before the door is pulled open. 
 
    Violet stands before us with a warm smile on her face for her guests, that is until she takes in Noah standing before her. The smile instantly drops, and she runs her eyes over me, giving me a small nod before glancing at Lacey and then returning her eyes to Noah. “I thought I made it clear that you weren’t welcome in my home until you had made up for the things you have done.” 
 
    “I promise, I’m working on it,” he tells her. “But this is important. I thought maybe you could put aside your differences just to hear me out. It’s about Lily.” 
 
    Violet’s brows dip down as she focuses closer on Noah. “What are you talking about?” she questions, desperately, searching his eyes for something I can’t quite work out. 
 
    Noah indicates to Lacey beside him. “Mom, this is Lacey.” 
 
    Violet’s eyes widen in surprise and she cuts off whatever Noah was about to say as she turns to take in the girl. “Lacey?” she questions with slight hesitation. “As in, the little girl Lily would talk about in the room across from hers?” 
 
    “The very one,” Lacey smiles fondly. 
 
    Violet’s heart sits upon her sleeve as she continues taking her in. “Oh, sweet girl,” she gushes. “I’ve always wondered how you were doing. It’s so lovely to see you again, though in my mind you’re still a little girl, but it seems you’re all grown up now.” 
 
    “I am,” Lacey chuckles. “I hope it’s alright that I’m here.” 
 
    “Of course, darling.” 
 
    Noah raises his chin. “Lacey sought out me and Tullz last week and told us everything she remembered of her time with Lily and I thought I’d invite her over to share the same things with you and dad,” he explains.  
 
    Violet glances back at Lacey with tears pooling in her eyes. “You’d be willing to do that?” she questions. “Share your memories of my baby girl with us?” 
 
    “I couldn’t ask for anything better,” she tells Violet. “I’d be honored.” 
 
    With that, Violet steps out of the doorway and welcomes us in, and it’s not until I get a few steps into the living room that I realize Noah and Violet are still standing at the door, staring at each other with broken souls. 
 
    “I’ll, um…I guess I’ll go,” Noah murmurs. “I just wanted to bring her here.” 
 
    Violet sighs. "Don’t be silly. Come in and share in the memories of your sister. We can talk afterward.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes flick to mine before he nods and walks through the door. I offer Lacey a seat as Noah drops down onto the couch. “Henley, sweetheart, could you race down and see what Tully is doing? I’m sure she’d like to be here for this.” 
 
    “Sure,” I smile. I hurry down the hall as Violet ducks into the kitchen, most likely to get some drinks and search out Eddison. I push my way through Tully’s door, hoping I’m not about to walk in on anything that I can’t unsee as you never know with this girl.  
 
    I find Tully laying face down on her bed, propped up on her elbows as she looks down at her phone. “Hey, what’s going on?” she questions. “Did Noah have the balls to walk through the front door?” 
 
    “Sure did,” I chuckle, “and he brought Lacey with him.” 
 
    Tully instantly sits up. “What?” she questions. “Really? Lacey’s here?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Your mom invited her in to chat about Lily. She thought you’d like to be there and hear what she has to say.” 
 
    Tully flies off the bed. “Yeah, I would,” she tells me, grabbing her phone and sliding it into the back pocket of her jeans. “She hasn’t started yet, has she? I know she’s probably just going to say the things she told us the other night but maybe she has more to add.” 
 
    I smile at her excitement. “No, you’ve still got time. Your mom is playing host and getting her settled before bombarding her with questions.” 
 
    Tully smiles fondly before pushing through her door and heading up the hallway. She drops down beside Noah and I make my way into the kitchen to find Violet hastily trying to get a spread set up and pour drinks at the same time. 
 
    I take the cup out of her hand. “Here, let me. Go get started with Lacey and I’ll come out when it’s all ready.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she questions, not wanting to burden me with the task. 
 
    “Of course. Go and hear about Lacey’s friendship with your baby.” 
 
    Violet reaches out and squeezes my shoulder. “Noah really has found an angel. He better not screw it up and lose you. I’d be furious with him.” 
 
    “Trust me, if either of us is going to screw it up, it’d probably be me.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that,” she laughs before giving me a bright smile and turning away. She heads into the living room, most likely taking her place beside Eddison. I get busy and sort out something for everyone to nibble on before pouring everyone’s favorite drink. I guess that’s the good thing about becoming so close with people, you begin to learn all about their little preferences. Just as I know that Eddison likes to have a few ice cubes in his soda while Tully prefers to have iced tea. 
 
    I hear them chatting in the living room and let out a sigh. The emotions flowing around that room are nearly too much for me to handle and I have a feeling that the second I walk in there, I’m going to be bowled over by them. 
 
    Once everything is ready, I take it into the living room and place it down on the coffee table, central to everyone before Noah grabs me and pulls me down into his lap, holding me tight as he listens to everything that Lacey has to offer. 
 
    For two hours the group share memories of Lily, each and every one of us discovering something new. Tully and Violet both have tears in the eyes while Eddison’s and Noah’s minds seem to be somewhere far away. 
 
    Violet walks Lacey out after chatting with her about her recovery and how she’s been doing over the past few years while I hop off Noah’s lap and start clearing away all the cups and empty plates. 
 
    As I head back in to grab another handful, I find Violet walking back from the door with a fond smile on her face, clearly feeling at ease as that little insight of Lily’s life from a friend manages to satisfy her aching heart. “Oh, you don’t need to do that,” she tells me, taking the cups from my hands and scooping up the last plate off the table. “You’ve already been so helpful.” 
 
    I refuse to give her the cup from my left hand and walk with her into the kitchen. “Tully told me you got your scholarship,” she smiles proudly. "Congratulations, sweetie. I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I beam. “All my hard work finally paid off and it’s even better because now I have something to show Aria that just because she’s from Haven Falls doesn’t mean that she can’t achieve her goals.” 
 
    “You see, I knew the day you showed up here with that little girl you were going to make an incredible big sister. She’s so lucky to have you.” 
 
    “I think it’s the other way around,” I tell her honestly. “Having Ari to look out for has motivated me to be better.” 
 
    “That was already inside you. Now you have someone to prove it to,” she says, giving me a knowing smile before walking out into the living room.  
 
    I follow behind and sit down on the armrest of Noah’s couch when Violet lets out a deep sigh and looks down at him with disappointment, though it almost seems forced, as though all the joy from hearing about Lily is clouding the anger she has pulsing within her for Noah. 
 
    I rest my hand against the back of Noah’s neck and rub my thumb along his skin, giving him all my support. I guess this is the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Tully discreetly gets up and disappears down the hallway as Eddison sits up a little straighter. 
 
    I go to make my move when Noah curls his arm around me, holding me still and not letting me go. I guess that settles it, I’m going to be here for this ass whooping. 
 
    “How have you been, son?” Eddison questions, raising his chin to appear somewhat of the authority figure here, but we all know Violet is the one who wears the pants in this relationship. 
 
    “I’m not working for Anton any longer if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Eddison raises a brow and it’s almost startling how much he resembles Noah as he does it. “Why don’t you start from the beginning,” Eddison says as Noah’s eyes flick up towards his mom. “Your mom has had some time to cool off,” he continues. “So as long as you’re making some progress, we shouldn’t have any issues here.” 
 
    Violet nods in agreement and with that, Noah lets out a deep sigh. He hangs his head, completely ashamed of his actions, but there’s no way he’s backing out. This is his chance to come clean and there’s no way he’s going to mess it up.  
 
    “It started when I was eleven and Lily had just gone back to the hospital,” he says. “You and dad were talking in the kitchen and me and Tully were supposed to be in bed, but we weren’t. We were sitting in the hallway, neither of us could sleep after hearing what the doctor had said. It was the day we were told that she would only survive a few extra weeks unless we started the treatment again. You two were talking about the cost of the medication and stressing about how we were going to keep our home and pay for her bills.” 
 
    “I felt so helpless,” Noah continues. “I’d heard this kid at school talking about how her dad had gotten a loan from this guy and I knew that was our only chance.” 
 
    “Wait. Loan?” Violet questions. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Noah continues as though Violet hadn’t just cut in. “I snuck out the window that night and found these rough guys on the street and asked them about Anton. At first, they laughed me off. I was just a kid; what business could I want with Anton Mathers? But I was relentless and desperate so they took me to him. I explained our situation and he agreed to pay her medical bills for as long as it took.” 
 
    “Oh, Noah,” Violet sighs, absolutely broken. 
 
    “I was just a kid,” he says. “I didn’t realize what kind of deal I was making, but in my eyes, he was willing to pay for the treatment that could save my sister and I was willing to do whatever it took to save her. I agreed and over the past seven years, he has held that over my head. I sold my soul to him without realizing what the hell I was doing.” 
 
    “But, Noah, we didn’t need Anton to pay for Lily's treatment. Your grandmother sorted it out.” 
 
    “I realize this now. I was young and naïve and had no reason to question it. One day I was asking him for the money, the next day you were telling us that the treatment plan had been put into place. I believed it was Anton, and as Lily managed to fight for another twelve months, my gratitude for what I thought he’d done only grew. I became his loyal servant. Anything Anton asked of me, I did.” 
 
    Violet straightens. “Like what?” 
 
    Noah’s brows crease and I realize this is the worst of it. The naïve, emotional child who was fighting for his sister can be forgiven, but the teenager taking part in illegal activities for the benefit of a mobster…well, that’s where it gets a little tricky. 
 
    “Everything, mom,” he says. “If he needed a drug mule, I did it. I smuggled shit. I’ve stolen cars and sold them for parts. I collected debts and when they couldn’t pay, I beat the absolute shit out of them as a warning.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come to me as a child or as a man?” Violet asks with tears in her eyes. “I could have helped you.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “I couldn’t risk you knowing. I can’t stand the way you’re looking at me right now. It kills me seeing the disgust in your eyes. I’m ashamed of the things that I’ve done. They were horrible and it’s not me, but I had no choice. He gave my baby sister twelve extra months.” 
 
    “But he didn’t,” Violet argues. “He fooled you.” 
 
    “I know that now and I’m sick to my stomach that I let it go on so long. The things I did for him…I should have known he was playing me just as he does to everyone else. He took advantage of me and I was too blind to see it.” 
 
    Eddison lets out a breath. “What about Rivers? Where was he during all of this? Was he aware of what was going on? And Tully?” 
 
    Noah glances to me and I nod, knowing exactly where he’s about to take this. “Anton is Rivers’ father,” he tells them. “We found out a few days ago.” 
 
    “What?” Violet says, sucking in a breath. “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Because he kidnapped Henley right from under my nose and told her all about it.” Both Eddison and Violet gape at me, but Noah isn’t finished delivering the bombs. “Rivers’ mom’s name is Gina and he put her in jail. She’s actually Henley’s biological mother as well.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Violet says, her fingers going to her temples as she tries to catch up. “You’ve just been sitting on this information and haven’t said a word?” she looks to me. “You and Rivers are…siblings?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” I say. “We’ve only just discovered this in the past few weeks. My dad doesn’t even know about it. I mean, he knows who she is and that Rivers in my half-brother, but he doesn’t know that she’s in prison.” 
 
    “What for?” Eddison questions. 
 
    I cringe. “She was Anton’s biggest rival in the area. She was the leader of a prostitution ring.” 
 
    Violet sucks in a breath and slaps a hand over her mouth in shock. “All this time that's what Rivers has been dealing with? Those are his parents? His role models?” 
 
    “I’d dare say that your family are his role models. I believe he’s strong enough to rise up over that bullshit and become a much better man than they ever planned for him to be.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that for one second,” she says. "What about Tully? Is she aware of all this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Noah says. “She’s still coming to terms with it. We all are.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says. “We’re getting off track. We can discuss Rivers later. How are you going to move forward from this? What’s your plan? I don’t doubt that a man like Anton is going to happily let you go.” 
 
    “Well, he wasn’t until he discovered that I knew about Lily. I ceased all communication with him and stopped showing up for jobs so eventually, he came looking.” Violets eyes widen but Noah tears it off like a Band-Aid. “He showed up here and hassled Tully. She somehow managed to make him leave before calling me and letting me know, so I knocked him the fuck out.” 
 
    I clear my throat, prompting him to be completely honest. He lets out a sigh. “He pulled a gun on me and Henley was able to help me get him down. We left him in the street and handed his gun into the police station.” 
 
    Eddison growls. “That’s when he broke into our home.” 
 
    “Yes,” Noah says. “I knew that was a possibility. That’s why we got you out of the house.” 
 
    Violet lets out a sigh before shaking her head. “All this time I figured you were getting that money from all that illegal racing you’re into.” Noah’s eyes wide like saucers but Violet continues on. “What happened with the gun?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I handed it in and when Anton grabbed Henley the other night and started asking questions, she told him I’d kicked it down the storm drains before telling her that he’s releasing me.” 
 
    “What?” Violet questions. "That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Noah shrugs. “It doesn’t make sense to me either, but he’s aware that I know he didn’t pay for Lily’s treatment and maybe it has something to do with us taking in Rivers the way we did. All I know is that he told Henley that I’m done.” 
 
    “Done?” Eddison questions, cautiously. 
 
    “That’s what he said, but because I know everything that’s gone down over the past few years, he’s keeping a close eye on me. He doesn’t want me to talk.” 
 
    Violet lets out a deep breath. “I guess that’s the most we can ask for,” she says. “You’re no longer in danger and the door is closed on that part of your life. You can finally move on and start making amends for the things you’ve done.” Noah nods in agreement and Violet narrows her eyes. “How do you plan on doing that?” 
 
    “I’m volunteering at the fire station and I’ll do that as long as it takes to earn your forgiveness and trust. I hate that I’ve kept all this from the two of you. I’ve been so ashamed of myself, but I promise, I’ll make it up to you. I’m going to make some changes in my life and be a son that you can be proud of.” 
 
    Violet pushes up off the couch and walks towards Noah, pulling him up before her and wrapping her arms around him. “Oh, Noah. I am already so proud of you. You were a scared little boy, desperate to save your sister and you did what you thought you had to do. That took guts going to a man like that and asking for help. While I wish you would have talked to us first, I understand why you did it. Just know that no matter what, we are your parents and we love you.” 
 
    “Thanks, mom,” he says, holding onto her with everything he’s got. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” she says. “Why don’t the two of you go down to Henley’s place and collect your things? It’s time you came home.” 
 
    Noah nods and gives his mom a thankful smile. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Good, now be home in time for dinner. I know your sister is missing someone to kick under the table and I haven’t exactly enjoyed looking at your empty seat over the past few weeks.” 
 
    “Alright, mom. I’ll be here.” 
 
    “We still have plenty of things to talk about and I have a few other suggestions on how you can make amends with our community, but we can discuss them tonight. For now, just go get your things and move your ass back home.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Damn it. Don’t get me wrong. I absolutely love that Noah has mended his relationship with his mom and that his heart isn’t hurting anymore, but fuck, I hate that he’s not living so damn close anymore. I was really getting used to sneaking him into my bed in the middle of the night. Though, I can’t say that Noah really enjoyed spending half the night on the couch. 
 
    He’s better off at home with his family, sleeping in his own bed where his parents can watch over him and check in as they learn to trust him once again. 
 
    I guess I just really hate having an empty bed where Noah is concerned. 
 
    Maybe one day we’ll grow up and get a place of our own where we can build our lives together and do all that shit that grown-ups do. Though, one thing’s for sure, I do not want to experience grocery shopping with Noah Cage. It would be horrendous.  
 
    I can already picture it. Noah constantly has so much energy and he usually focuses that energy on tormenting his sister. If we’re living together and it’s just me and him, I’d be in for a life of hell while he chuckles to himself like a little school girl, but I’m sure he’ll make up for it each and every time. 
 
    Tully and I walk out the front of their home. It’s been a good week. We’ve managed to cleanse our lives of Anton Mathers; well as much as we possibly could. I got accepted into college, and Noah came clean to his parents and was welcomed home. Happy hearts everywhere, well mostly. There’s still heartache everywhere we look, but for the most part we can begin to look forward. 
 
    Friday night has come around so damn fast and naturally Noah is standing out front with Spencer, Jared, and Aiden polishing up his car to make sure it’s perfect for the races tonight. I’ve been hesitant to go after what happened last week with Anton, though it’s not like I’ve actually told Noah about it. I’m sure if he knew how I was feeling, he’d be more than happy for me to sit it out, but what it comes down to is the fact that I want to be there to support him. Besides, I have a feeling he won’t be taking his eyes off me tonight. Hell, I’ll probably end up racing with him. 
 
    I walk over to Noah as Tully falls in beside Spencer. I can’t help but run my eyes over the two of them. They’ve been spending more and more time together this week and I can see that friendship possibly turning into something a little more. Well, for Spencer anyway. At first, he would treat her like any other friend, but as time goes on his eyes seem to linger on her a little longer and he’s always looking for an excuse to touch her. 
 
    She needs to be careful. I love that his attention is helping take her mind off other things, but it would only take a little bit of innocent flirting for a guy like Spencer to fall head over heels in love. They’ve dated in the past, so clearly there’s already some sort of attraction there but they’ve both matured since then. Who knows what could happen? I just wish he didn’t have that whole douchebag vibe about him. Though to be fair, he’s certainly not as bad as he used to be, and if Noah is willing to keep him around, then there must be some level of respect there. 
 
    Spencer’s arm falls around her shoulders and Tully leans her head into him which is when I decide to leave them the hell alone. They’re both single so what’s the harm? Tully’s heart is safe from getting hurt by him, but it’s his we should be worried about. 
 
    Noah leans forward on the open hood of his car, checking over his engine one last time as I look on in confusion. You’d think I’d know what I was looking at by now, but nope. Not even close. “What’s going on?” I ask him as our skin grazes past one another. 
 
    “Nothing,” he murmurs, giving the engine his stamp of approval. “Just about done. I should probably check the brakes while I’m at it though. I wouldn’t want them fucking up on the track.” 
 
    “I swear, you check that shit every day. It’s probably fine.” 
 
    His only response is to grin down at me as he steps back from the hood and allows Jared to unhook it. Jared lowers the hood and gently closes it before all the guys seem to stand back in appreciation, even Aiden who couldn’t give a shit about cars is looking on in admiration. 
 
    I try not to gag. Boys and their cars. It’s ridiculous. Now, if they were staring at a sexy, yellow Supra, that I’d totally get. 
 
    Noah goes to check the brakes when a taxi pulls up on the curb, drawing all of our eyes towards it in confusion. “Who the hell is this?” Noah grumbles beside me, watching the taxi through narrowed eyes. 
 
    I glance across at Tully, wondering if she’s expecting anyone when she shrugs her shoulders.  
 
    Both the driver’s door and the passenger’s door open at the same time. The driver appears first before walking around the back of the car and opening the trunk. It’s then that the passenger pushes out from the taxi, finally showing his face and shocking us all. 
 
    I stand still, sucking in a breath and gaping at Rivers as he looks back at us, his eyes carefully scanning over each and every person before him, each one with a different emotion. He starts with Noah, and all I see is a desperate need to beg for forgiveness, next his eyes drop to me and clearly unknowing what we’ve discovered over the past few months, he gives me a slight nod. Next up, there’s confusion as he looks over Aiden, understanding with Jared, and then finally a deep longing which quickly morphs into anger as he takes in Tully with Spencer's arm still firmly wrapped around her. 
 
    The taxi driver grabs Rivers’ belongings from the truck before placing the massive bag at his feet and dropping back down into his taxi. He takes off, leaving us all gaping at Rivers…my brother. 
 
    My heart races. 
 
    Holy shit. Hearing it is one thing, but having the guy right in front of me, that’s a whole new feeling; something I’ve never quite felt before. This is my brother. My blood. My family. 
 
    Time slows and it’s as though we all stand motionless, staring at one another, terrified of how this is going to go down. I can’t help but notice how different he seems. His hair is cut, his arms are bigger, and his eyes…they don’t seem so dark anymore. Hell, he seems to be standing taller and to be honest, it’s a really good look on him. 
 
    Spencer clears his throat, forcing Rivers dangerous eyes towards him, and making me fear for his pretty face. “I think we should go.” 
 
    “Huh?” Aiden says, looking around at us all in deep confusion. “Why? Who the hell is this guy?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jared says, grabbing his phone off the roof of Noah’s Camaro as he addresses Aiden. “Spence is right. We should go. We’ll explain on the way.” 
 
    Aiden glances around and it’s then I remember that he’s never actually met Rivers, but I’m sure it won’t take him long to piece it together. “Yeah, alright,” he says slowly, looking to Tully and then to me. “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    With that, the three boys slink off, leaving just our pack behind with a chance to finally get everything out in the open. I have a feeling that isn’t going to happen until the boys have sorted their differences though, and from the way Noah’s hands have balled into fists at his side, I’d dare say it’s going to be a bad one. 
 
    Something tells me we won’t be making the races tonight after all. 
 
    Rivers’ eyes flick from Noah and across to Tully who looks like she’s about to collapse to the ground as she shakes her head with tears in her eyes. Rivers takes a step forward with his heart on his sleeve and the emotion pouring out of him in waves.  
 
    He dumps his bag on the grass and keeps a good distance, knowing more than anyone that she needs her space right now. “I’m sor-” 
 
    Noah rushes him, cutting off his apology as he grabs him by the front of his shirt. “How could you do that to her?” he roars. 
 
    Rivers allows him to toss him around like a ragdoll all while looking sick to his stomach. “I had no choice.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “Not fucking good enough,” he bellows before rearing back and punching Rivers square in the jaw. Rivers stumbles back a few steps, but Noah is nowhere near finished with him. “There’s always a choice. You could have come to me.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “No. You put her in the fucking hospital and then left her there, completely broken. You tore her apart and now you have the balls to come back here? After leaving without even a goodbye.” Rivers shakes his head, lost for words. “Do you have any idea what kind of mess you left behind?” Noah demands. “We’ve really fucking needed you.” 
 
    With that, Noah starts laying into him and Rivers stands there and takes it, knowing Noah needs this release. 
 
    Shit. I race forward, hoping there’s something I can do to put this to an end. 
 
    It’s not until Tully snaps out of her trance that she takes in what’s actually happening right in front of her and decides to give me a hand, but it’s not as though she’s in any sort of rush. She walks forward and places a hand on Noah’s shoulder. “That’s enough,” she tells him firmly. “Take a walk.” 
 
    “Back off Tully,” Noah seethes, not nearly finished with Rivers. “I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Tully’s hand slaps hard across Noah’s face and it’s as though she just drenched him with icy cold water. She slams her hands into his chest, demanding his complete and undivided attention. “I said take a walk,” she roars in a tone I’ve never heard from her before. 
 
    Noah sucks in a deep breath, releasing Rivers in the same instance. His eyes flick between his sister and his best friend and it’s clear he’s lost control. Noah glances at me and there’s a desperation in his eyes that tears me apart.  
 
    I squeeze my way between the two boys, facing Noah and looking up into his wild eyes. I take his shoulder and push him back a few steps. “Come on,” I whisper. “That’s enough.” 
 
    “I could kill him,” he seethes, breathing hard and looking over my shoulder at Rivers with a deep betrayal in his eyes. 
 
    “He’s your best friend,” I remind him, holding on to him as tight as I possibly can, desperate to keep him grounded. 
 
    “He’s a stranger,” Noah spits. “After all these years, he’s nothing but a stranger.”  
 
    Noah shakes me off and within the blink of an eye he’s dropping down into his Camaro. I race after him. “Where are you goi-”  
 
    The sound of his engine cuts me off, but I have a feeling it’s a question I’m never going to find the answer to. Hell, I’m sure he doesn’t even know the answer himself. 
 
    A hand falls to my shoulder and I look back at Tully. “Don’t worry. He just needs some space. He’ll be back in a few hours ready to talk it through.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh. “I just don’t like to see him hurting.” 
 
    “Me neither,” she tells me. “He’ll come around.” 
 
    With that, we get back to the issue at hand and turn to face Rivers to find him spitting out a mouthful of blood and running a hand over his cut up and reddening face. Tully takes a deep breath as her eyes lock onto his, but he beats her to the punch line. “Spencer?” he questions in disgust but a hint of betrayal seeps in there which has me raising a brow at his audacity. 
 
    That was probably the worst thing he could have said to her right now, especially in that accusing tone. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Tully seethes, stepping in front of him and looking up into his stormy, dark eyes. “You disappear for three fucking months, after telling me you love me and leaving me in the hospital without so much of an explanation, and come back assuming you have the right to know who I’ve been fucking while you’ve been gone?” 
 
    Rivers’ jaw clenches and it’s clear he realizes the error of his ways. “Why him?” 
 
    “Because he’s not you,” she spits. “We’re through.” 
 
    Damn. That would have stung. 
 
    Tully turns and walks away but he catches her elbow, forcing her back to him. She spins around, her hand flying around with her before it lands with a sharp slap across his face. “Don’t.” 
 
    She tugs her arm free and all I can do is watch. I mean, damn, her palm is certainly getting a lot more action than she bargained for tonight. She strides towards the house, fighting back tears, desperate not to let them fall. 
 
    As she disappears inside and slams the door behind her, I’m left staring at the guy who changed it all. His decision to leave affected us all in a way we could have never predicted. Had he been here, I would have had my questions about Gina answered, I would have known the truth about the video blast straight away, Noah wouldn’t have had to work alone for Anton and he would have had his back when Anton came for him, Tully’s heart would have been safe, and I would have had my brother by my side. 
 
    Rivers stares at me before giving me a tight smile. “I’m assuming you have the shits with me too?” 
 
    I raise a brow. “Well, that depends on how you answer my next question.” His brows furrow and I make my way towards him so I can look up into his eyes and study his reaction. Rivers waits patiently as the nerves instantly take over. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for and I’m terrified that I’m not going to like the answer. “Did you know all this time that Gina Rivers was my mother?” 
 
    His face falls as he studies me looking sick but mostly panicked. “How do you know that name?” 
 
    “Did you know?” I repeat, raising my voice and not liking the way this is going. 
 
    Rivers lets out a sigh and shakes his head. “No. That’s not true,” he says, searching my eyes in confusion. “It’s not true.” 
 
    “You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “You’re lying,” he accuses, stepping back from me, clearly not wanting to believe what’s coming out of my mouth. “I would have known if my mother had another kid. It’s not just something you don’t know.” 
 
    “How could you?” I question. “You were only a baby yourself. You’re only a year older than me. She gave me away when I was a few days old. As a baby, you wouldn’t have had any idea that your mom was pregnant.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what the fuck is going on right now.” 
 
    I let out a sigh and indicate to the steps of the front porch. “Come on,” I tell him, turning and heading for the steps. “You and I have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “Clearly,” he grunts, following behind me, but there’s a clear hesitation in the way he walks. Though maybe it just a limp from taking one too many of Noah’s hits. “Then maybe you can explain to me how the fuck you let my girl get caught up with a guy like Spencer.” 
 
    “Hey,” I demand, dropping down on the bottom step. “That shit is on you, not me. Besides, the guy makes her smile and after the way you left her, that’s all I could ask for.” 
 
    “It was bad, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “You tore her to pieces,” I tell him. “She was absolutely shattered. It was so much worse than the time you pushed her away after sleeping with her. Honestly, I’d be surprised if she ever gave you the time of day again. You have a lot to make up for if you want her in your life.” 
 
    “But that’s why I left,” he says with a pained groan. “Tully needs to get away from me. She needs a chance to move on.” 
 
    “You realize you’re perfect for her, right? Your mother doesn’t define who you are. You’re better than that.” 
 
    “You really think she’s your mom too?” he questions. 
 
    “No, I know,” I tell him. “Right after you left, my dad told me the truth. I could have really used having you around to help me piece it together, but without you here, I had no choice but to go and see her. It’s true, Rivers. You’re my half-brother.” 
 
    He sits in silence, staring at the pavement before him. “You went to see her?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” he finally questions. “You’re her kid?” 
 
    “One hundred percent sure,” I tell him. “The only thing I haven’t been able to work out is how you didn’t know. I look just like her, like spitting image, Rivers. How could you not see the similarities? The resemblance?” 
 
    At that, he turns to look at me, really studying my face and taking it in. The curves of my jaw, the shape of my nose, my forehead. He shakes his head, more confused than before. “I…I don’t know. I haven’t seen her in over six years and back then she died her hair dark brown and would wear all that black eye makeup. She was too skinny and never around. She was a disgrace and I hated her. I never took notice of the details of her face because she never allowed me close enough and it got to a stage where I didn’t want to be close. I spoke maybe five words to her in the two years before she went away.” 
 
    I shake my head, my mind reeling with what he’s telling me. “I can’t begin to understand what your upbringing must have been like.” 
 
    “I guess you’re the lucky one she threw away, then.” 
 
    “Guess so,” I tell him as a strange relief pulses through me, realizing that after all this time, he really didn’t know. He was never keeping this secret from me and I feel myself yearning to trust him once again. Maybe our pack can be whole after all. 
 
    “You know what she did to land herself in prison, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, and I know that your name is Samuel and that you were the one to put her away.” 
 
    “Shit,” he sighs. “I’m assuming Tully and Noah know all this too?” 
 
    I cringe. “Yeah, I mean, how could they not? They’re our pack and keeping secrets from them isn’t helping us. You should have told them about your mom years ago. They would have understood and you wouldn’t have had to hide yourself from them.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s so much more than my mom. My life isn’t good and they’d be smart to stay far, far away from it.” 
 
    "Let me guess, because your father wants you to take over the family business one day?” 
 
    Rivers head whips around to me with wide eyes. “Excuse me?” he says. “What the fuck did you just say?” 
 
    “We’ve had a busy three months here without you,” I tell him. “Believe me, finding out about our mother was just the beginning.” 
 
    “You need to start talking right fucking now.” 
 
    “Where from? Before or after we found out that you knew Alyssa had sent that video of me and you said nothing about it?” 
 
    His face scrunches up with a cringe as he looks to me with regret. “Shit, I knew that was going to come back and bite me in the ass.” 
 
    “You could have told me. You know, a quick message that said, ‘Alyssa did it,’ would have been fine.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says. “It wasn’t easy finding time to use my phone and when I could…I didn’t know what the fuck to say.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” I tell him. “I get why you left and I’ve accepted that. It’s the other two that are still hurting. After all, you’re my brother now. We’re family, and besides, it’s not like I can hold a grudge forever.” 
 
    “It’s going to take a while for me to get used to that,” he says before letting out a heavy breath. “So, Gina told you about my dad then?” 
 
    “No, that happened when Noah found out that Anton never actually paid for Lily’s treatment.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts, looking appalled. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I wish I was, but are you really surprised? Taking advantage of an emotional, eleven year old kid and forcing him into a life he never wanted sounds exactly like something he’d do.” 
 
    “That fucking bastard,” Rivers roars in outrage. “I should have known.” 
 
    “You were just a kid too,” I remind him. “Noah cut off all ties with him and stopped showing up for those jobs, so eventually Anton came looking. He brought some thug here and questioned Tully. He hurt her and that’s when Noah lost it. He knocked him out cold in the middle of the street after Anton pulled a gun on him.” 
 
    “Fuck, he hurt her? He didn’t. Tell me he didn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah…he did. Noah handled it, then handed Anton’s gun to the cops while he was at it.” 
 
    “Anton wouldn’t have taken kindly to that.” 
 
    "He didn’t,” I tell him. "He had his men break into their home in the middle of the night and ransacked it, looking for the gun and then kidnapped me when he wasn’t getting any answers. We really could have used you around, Rivers. You picked a really shitty time to try to better yourself.” 
 
    “Fuck, ok. I get it. I fucked up, but I don’t fucking regret it. I did what I had to do and one day, you’re all going to understand that.” Rivers drops his face into his hands. "What happened then, after he took you?” 
 
    "You see, that’s the weird part. He recruited Rocko an-” 
 
    “I fucking knew it,” he says. “I knew Rocko was bad fucking news. That son of a bitch. I can’t believe I let Tully date that loser.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I say, rolling my eyes while trying to hold back a grin. “You were right for the first time in your life. Now, shut up. I need to finish telling you this shit so I can go and check on Tully.” 
 
    “Fine,” he says. “Go on.” 
 
    “So, Anton had Rocko drag me into the woods and that’s when he told me that he was releasing Noah.” 
 
    "What?” Rivers grunts. "What do you mean ‘releasing’ him?” 
 
    “He let him go. He said that he could see that he’d done wrong by Noah and was going to leave him alone, you know, as long as he keeps his mouth shut. Then he talked a bit about Gina and asked me where you were because his son had fallen off the face of the earth.” 
 
    Rivers face scrunches up in a cringe. “You really do know, huh?” 
 
    “Yep. I know it all. It’s been a very…informative few months.” I push up to my feet and squeeze his shoulder. “Despite all the shit that comes along with it, it’s nice to have you back.” 
 
    “Thanks. At least someone is happy to see me.” 
 
    “They’ll come around,” I tell him, walking to the door. “Just give them a little time.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Tully – Where are you? Wanna do something? 
 
    Henley – I don’t know. It’s too freaking hot to go out. 
 
    Tully – Rivers isn’t here. I was going to hide some old seafood in Rivers’ car and wait for the afternoon sun to hit it. 
 
    Henley – Fuck! He’s going to be furious! I’ll be there in ten. Don’t forget to slip some between the air-conditioning vents. 
 
    Tully – There’s nothing quite like the smell of revenge!!! 
 
    Henley – If we go down by the old boardwalk, I’m sure we could find a dead rat or two, but I ain’t touching that shit! 
 
    Tully – I knew there was a reason I’ve kept you around! 
 
    I laugh to myself as I read over her text. It feels wrong. After all, the guy is my brother, but he hurt her heart and if this is going to make her feel as though she’s healing, then I’m all for it.  
 
    After talking with Rivers yesterday and sorting out Tully and Noah, the boys finally decided to talk. Things aren’t great between the males of our pack but they’ve been reconnecting over Rivers’ car that’s been sitting outside their house since the accident. 
 
    Rivers is wanting to piece it back together and naturally, Noah is more than happy to help him out. If it was me though, I’d probably just scrap it and buy a brand new one. I mean, there’s no way he can save that shit. 
 
    That car is going to take months and months to fix up and Rivers isn’t going to be here to do it. In my opinion, it’s not worth trying to save. He’s going to be away with more training and then most likely deployed. It could be years before he gets a chance to put the time and effort into fixing it. 
 
    Tully being the stubborn woman I know and love refused to come out of her bedroom last night despite hearing the boys reconnecting through the paper thin walls. Her TV got louder and louder, desperately trying to tune them out until Violet came knocking and forced her to turn it off. Tully put up a fight and it ended with Violet unplugging the television and storming off with it. 
 
    What can I say? It was an eventful night and literally none of our plans went as we had thought. Noah was supposed to race and that sure as hell didn’t happen. I still haven’t had a chance to ask him where the hell he went during his disappearing act, but the only thing that mattered is that he returned ready to hear out his friend.  
 
    Tully and I received texts from Spencer and Aiden both of whom skipped the races and went straight for the after party, begging us to come as we originally had planned, but neither of us were in the mood. 
 
    Rivers came knocking at her door a few times during the night and she ignored him each and every time. But what was he expecting? He shredded her to pieces. She was never going to roll over and accept that. If he wants her in his life then he’s going to have to fight for it and earn her trust back. Though, I don’t know how he expects to do that when he’s only here for ten days before he’s due to go to the next stage of his training. 
 
    I listened through the wall as Rivers told Noah all about boot camp and from what he was describing, it was absolute hell. Though something tells me that’s exactly what Rivers needed and hoped for, and from seeing the way he was walking around a little taller, I dare say it paid off. 
 
    Maybe now he can see that there’s a way out of the darkness. 
 
    No matter what, he has me now, not just as part of his pack but as his family. No matter what, I won’t let him down. But…having said that, it doesn’t mean that I’m above a little payback in the form of old seafood to make him suffer. 
 
    I grab my phone and car keys before skipping out of my bedroom. It’s freaking hot today so I’ve been staying inside. The plan was to get a little studying in for my history exam on Monday but clearly that’s going to have to wait. 
 
    Summer is quickly approaching and I can’t believe the school year is nearly through. We have finals, prom, then graduation and we’re out of here. If this weather is anything to go by, I’ll be spending my summer as a sweaty mess on the beach. 
 
    Senior year has gone by so damn fast. I can hardly believe the things that have happened since that first day of school last fall. I can’t wait to get out of here, as hopefully that means the drama can back the fuck off. I don’t know how much more of this I can take. 
 
    Though to be fair, most of the drama is now over. At least, I hope it is. All the dirty little secrets have been aired, cheerleaders have been put in their place and have stayed there, and nearly everyone I love has ended up in the hospital.  
 
    How much more of this can I take before I lose my mind? 
 
    I get Frog fed and disappear out the door, more than excited about playing a few little pranks on Rivers. I mean, why stop at just the seafood? After all, he massively broke her heart. We should be going balls to the wall all out. 
 
    It's just past midday when I pull up at Noah and Tully's place. She had only messaged me less than fifteen minutes ago, but half the day is already gone. I didn’t realize how late it had gotten last night until Tully had fallen asleep mid conversation. That's when I decided it was probably best that I get myself home. I'd slept half the day away and woke up to find the sun was busy trying to scorch the earth. I hope to God that Tully and Noah have turned on the air-conditioning or I might just melt. 
 
    I make my way inside and the very first thing I see is Tully standing in the living room, a devilish smirk on her lips, and a bag of what I'm assuming is the seafood in her hands.  
 
    "'Bout time you showed up," she tells me. "I feel like I've been waiting a lifetime for this." 
 
    "Three months is hardly a lifetime." 
 
    "Hey! That boy has been screwing with my emotions for far longer than three months. This is my time to shine. I'm going to annihilate him. By the time I'm finished with that sorry asshole, he'll be begging for forgiveness. You're either with me or against me, Henley. What's it going to be?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm definitely with you, but isn't he already begging for forgiveness?" 
 
    "Not enough." She channels her inner beast. "I want him grovelling, tears and all, begging on his knees in desperation and until that happens, I'm hitting him with old seafood." 
 
    "You're dangerous." 
 
    "Never mess with a woman scorned." 
 
    All I can do is shake my head. "Where are the boys?" 
 
    Tully shrugs her shoulders. "I don't know. I think Noah's working out and Rivers left early this morning. We haven't seen him since." 
 
    "So, what you're saying is that this could be our only shot?" 
 
    "Yeah," she declares, striding past me. "So get a move on. The longer this stays festering in the hot sun, the better." 
 
    "Shit," I laugh, following her back outside. "He's going to kill you." 
 
    She looks back over her shoulder. "I thought he already had." 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    We make our way over to Rivers' Firebird that was turned into a mangled mess after the accident, and to make matters worse it has been sitting right outside Tully's bedroom window as a constant reminder of the day from hell.  
 
    After the accident and after Rivers disappeared, we didn’t know where to send the car, so here is where it's stayed and something tells me that’s how it’s going to always be until Rivers has a place of his own someday. Either that or Violet gets sick of having it outside her home and ships it off to a junkyard; which she’ll never do because she loves Rivers like a son. 
 
    Tully and I look over the car that the boys spent a good part of last night staring at. Both sides are completely destroyed. The left hand side where we were rammed into by oncoming traffic and the right hand side is where Tully was crushed into the tree. 
 
    I take in the doors. All four of them are fucked in their own way, making me wonder how the hell Rivers got us out. It couldn’t have been easy, but I guess when a person is faced with an impossible situation and adrenaline is pulsing through their veins, anything can happen. 
 
    If only everything didn’t go to shit after that. 
 
    “How are we supposed to get into this thing?” I question as the two of us walk around it, looking for a way in. 
 
    “I, uh…have no fucking idea,” Tully chuckles before placing the bag on top of the car and pulling at the driver’s door handle. It doesn’t budge and she quickly gives up before making her way to the next door.  
 
    I try the two on my side and it doesn’t take us long to realize that there’s no hope. The doors are jammed. It’s then we both look to the trunk and I instantly start shaking my head. “No. there’s no way. Leaning through an open door is one thing but crawling through all this twisted metal is just asking for trouble.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a pussy,” she says. “Our only other option is to go through the broken glass and my scarring is only just starting to fade. I don’t particularly feel like cutting up all my skin again.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Come on,” Tully laughs. “Just picture their faces when they open this thing and can’t work out why the hell it smells like a dirty asshole. It’ll be even better when they figure it out and start looking for it only to discover it’s a moldy, seafood infestation.” 
 
    “You really have a way with words, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, and that’s why you love me. Now, help me break into this piece of shit.” 
 
    “Oooh,” I laugh as I join her around the back of the car. “If he heard you say that…” 
 
    She looks across to me and rolls her eyes. “Trust me, after the accident, I’d dare say he thought the same thing.” 
 
    I’d dare say she’s right. 
 
    We work on popping the trunk and it’s a little harder than we had hoped, but after a little tugging and grunting, it flies up and Tully doesn’t skip a beat, throwing herself inside and crawling through the mangled car. 
 
    I slap a hand over my mouth, desperately trying to hold in my laughs as to not alert Noah that we’re out here. Tully had said he was working out which means he’s probably in the garage and that’s just a little too close if you ask me. 
 
    Tully crawls in and manages to lay the backseats down so that she can get through to the main part of the car, only her head and body get trapped leaving her ass flying high in the sky. Though, some would say that’s the way she likes it. 
 
    “Help a woman out, why don’t you?!” 
 
    I grab hold of her feet and give her a shove, sending her flying deeper into the car and crashing down onto the floor space of the backseat. “Alright,” she says, righting herself and looking around. “You know, we might not have to bother. It already smells like shit in here.” 
 
    I walk around to the broken window and peer in, taking in all the dried blood smeared all over the dash and all the water stains from the storms we’ve had over the past few months. “Yeah, Rivers probably shit himself during the accident. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s still floating around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Yuck,” Tully groans. 
 
    “Not to mention all the DNA on that backseat too.” 
 
    Tully stops and glares up at me. “Would you stop already? I don’t want to think about all the other chicks he fucked in here before he fucked me up.” 
 
    “Really?” I grumble. “You think he actually had a chance to fuck anyone when he only had it for like a week before the accident. Besides, he was with Alyssa at the time and was so hung up on you that I doubt he ever screwed her.” 
 
    Tully looks thoughtful for a moment before shaking it off. “You know what? It’s none of my business anymore. I’m through with him. I don’t care if he fucked her or not. All that matters now is stuffing this car with stinky food and enjoying the entertainment that shall follow. Now, pass me that bag.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and reach up on top of the car and grab the bag. I hold back vomit at the way it squishes. I mean, Tully must have some wicked balls putting her hand inside that thing. That’s a hard pass for me. 
 
    I reach in and hand her the bag, being careful not to cut myself on any broken glass. Tully instantly gets busy, giggling to herself as she slips little pieces of shrimp under the chairs, into the air vents, and down beside the seatbelt locks.  
 
    It’s freaking nasty. If Rivers ever does discover what she’s done, there’s no way he’ll be able to find every single one. 
 
    “Hey,” a deep voice rumbles from behind me. “What are you doing? I thought you were studying for your exam today.” 
 
    I spin around to take in Noah. He’s shirtless and has a sheer layer of sweat covering his defined body from his work out. His muscles are bulging, his shirt is nowhere to be seen, and those pants are riding so freaking low that I’m sure a gust of wind could knock them right off. 
 
    I’m momentarily lost for words. He’s simply delicious. 
 
    “Shit, is that Noah?” Tully gasps from inside the car. “Don’t let him see me.” 
 
    My eyes bug out. Just the sight of Noah had me forgetting what the hell we were just doing. I hurry forward, drawing his attention away from the fact that I was just standing beside Rivers’ car.  
 
    I step into his arms and smile up at him. “Tully mentioned you were working out and I couldn’t resist coming to see for myself.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes narrow on me. “Really?” he questions suspiciously. “So, what were you doing over by Rivers’ Firebird?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” I say, shrugging off his question. “Having him back made me think about the accident so I wanted to check it out.” 
 
    Noah looks across the yard to the car and I look with him, only to smile at the way Tully must have crammed herself right down on the floor of the car. Though, I’m sure she would have used the opportunity to throw a few more pieces of shrimp under the seats. 
 
    “Well, come on,” he says, either believing me or deciding to let me get away with whatever he assumes I’m up to. “It’s hot as balls out here and I’ve got the air-conditioning on inside.” 
 
    “Thank God,” I sigh. 
 
    Noah leads me inside and heads straight for the bathroom before dropping his pants and stepping into the shower. I sit down on the edge of the bathtub and enjoy the show while Noah rattles off all his ideas for what we could fill the rest of the day doing. To be honest, I don’t really care what we do as long as the day finishes with me doing him. Hell, maybe I should get in the shower with him and start my day the way I intend to finish it. 
 
    Within seconds of the thought filtering through my mind, my shirt is flying up over my head and my pants are tossed across the bathroom. I hope Noah is prepared for me because I plan on coming in hard and fast, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned since meeting Noah, it’s that he’s always ready for what I’m putting down. No. Matter. What. 
 
    Noah and I emerge from the bathroom twenty minutes later, both thoroughly screwed. Shower sex with Noah…my God, it’s incredible. Well, any sex with him is incredible. Whether it’s in the shower, in a bed, his car, up against the side of the house during the middle of a rainstorm. Anytime. Anywhere. Incredible. 
 
    We come out into the kitchen to find Tully sitting at the dining table, absolutely annihilating a plate of chicken wings. The sauce covers her finger and is all over her cheeks. I swear, she looks as happy as a pig in mud. 
 
    I guess getting a little revenge does wonders for a girl, or perhaps her mood has a little something to do with the fact that the man she’s desperately in love with is home. 
 
    Noah collapses down beside Tully and steals a wing off her plate when a ferocious growl comes tearing out of her to the point Noah even looks concerned, but he deserved it. You don’t mess with a girl’s wings.  
 
    Noah throws out the option of heading down to the beach for the afternoon and Tully is two seconds from racing down the hallway to pick out her favorite bikini when a voice clears behind us. “You’re not going anywhere,” Rivers says, aiming his comment towards Tully. 
 
    Noah and I promptly shut up. Damn. He just had to come in with a comment like that. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Tully snaps, pushing up out of her chair. “That’s rich coming from you. Let me spell things out for you. You left. You packed up your shit and you took the fuck off without even thinking about the mess you left behind. You no longer get a say in what I do. You don’t get a say in anything.” 
 
    “Babe, come on.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. I am not your ‘babe.’” 
 
    “Just…please. Hear me out. I’m only here for ten days. I don’t want to spend this time with you hating on me. I need to know that we’re ok.” 
 
    “That’s just the thing, Rivers,” Tully says, walking around the table to stand in front of him. “We’re not ok. So damn far from ok. You told me you loved me and then you broke me. There’s nothing more to it.” 
 
    He reaches out and runs his knuckles down the side of her face, and while I expect her to push him away, she can’t help but lean into his touch. After all, she’s been craving it for so long. “Please, just let me talk. You don’t have to say anything, just listen and once we’re done, then you can decide how the next nine days are going to go.” 
 
    They both stand in silence, staring at one another for what seems like the longest time, before she finally nods and steps around him.  
 
    Rivers follows her down the hallway and out the back door, leaving me feeling a little lost and broken myself.  
 
    Whatever happens out there between them right now is going to be a hard conversation and I’m not too sure that Noah and I should stick around to witness it.  
 
    With that thought, Noah takes my hand, grabs his keys off the counter and we get our asses out of here. Maybe it’s time to pay Tiny a visit and finish off my tattoo. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Ah, shit,” Tully says, looking across at me with a cringe. “I slept with him.” 
 
    My shirt drops down over my tattoo and I spin away from the mirror, gaping at my hussy of a best friend. “I fucking knew it,” I squeal. “You little whorebag. I knew after everything you two have been through there was no way you went from not talking one day to everything being perfectly fine the next.” 
 
    “Hey, nothing is fine,” she defends. “I’ve still been giving him hell.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff. “By opening your legs for him. I mean, what the hell, Tully? What happened to all that ‘we’re done’ bullshit?” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes but can’t help the grin spreading across her face. “Don’t get me wrong,” she tells me. “We are done, but like he said, he’s only here for a little while. There’s no point hating on each other, so why not get naked with him? I can go back to wanting to kick his ass once he’s gone, but I should just enjoy this time I have with him, even though it kills me every time he walks through the door.” 
 
    “It’s not getting any easier, is it? I ask her. "Seeing him here every day knowing that no matter what you do, he’s still going to leave once these ten days are over.” 
 
    Tully’s eyes drop down to my bed. “Don’t remind me,” she says. “But it is what it is, even if he wanted to stay, he can’t. Besides, you can see it yourself. Spending that time away from Haven Falls was good for him. I don’t know if maybe he just needed to get away from his father or distance himself from all the bullshit, but he seems lighter now, almost as though he has a purpose and I don’t want to take that away from him.” 
 
    “You’re too freaking good,” I tell her. “You know, one day, he’s going to come back and realize that all his reasons for not being with you are all bullshit and he’s going to do whatever it takes to make it right.” 
 
    Tully scoffs. “Who knows? By the time he figures that out, it’ll probably be too late.” 
 
    I flop down on the bed beside her. “Don’t say that,” I beg of her. “All this can’t be for nothing. You two are perfect for each other and you just have to get through all the shit before you can make it work. He’ll come out the other end and see that you were right and then you’ll be inseparable. You’ll see, it’ll all work out.” 
 
    “You know, falling in love with my brother was the worst thing to happen to you. You’re too girly and swoony now. He’s ruined you. What happened to the badass chick who didn’t need no man in her life?” 
 
    “I’m a raging badass,” I tell her. “My badass levels are off the fucking charts so you better watch it. I’m not above putting a bitch in her place.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Tully scoffs, holding back a laugh. “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    I roll off the bed and stand before her, giving her my fiercest look before hitting myself in my chest. “Come at me, bro.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” she groans. “Why can’t you be like all the other chicks who would have probed for information on my night with Rivers?” 
 
    I look at her blankly. “Because he’s my brother now. That would be like you wanting to know the details of mine and Noah’s sex life. I don’t want to know about it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t stop you from sharing those details with me anyway,” she throws back. “Now, sit down and shut up. You only just discovered Rivers was your brother like three seconds ago. You haven’t developed that ‘Ew, he’s disgusting’ thing yet, so as far as I’m concerned, you can listen to every last detail because you’re the only person I’ve got to talk to about it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, flopping back down onto the bed. “Hit me with it.” 
 
    Tully’s face brightens up like a damn Christmas tree and within seconds of me dropping down beside her, she launches into the full rundown of her night with Rivers. 
 
    “It was incredible,” she gushes, “though it always is with him. It was like we were both filled with this intense desperation and once we started, we couldn’t stop. He quite literally grabbed me and threw me down on my bed. I swear, Henley, it was like he was in ‘Hulk’ mode. He tore my clothes off, even ripped my panties from my body. I’ve never been so turned on in my life.” 
 
    My cheeks start to flush and I do my best to listen to what she has to say, but this shit is full on. She doesn’t care for sparing any of the dirty details.  
 
     By the end of her explanation, she’s recapped their dirty night together and then given me all the details of the aftermath and from what I could gather; they talked, she cried, he hung his head and hated on himself for putting her through that kind of misery, and then she kissed him, starting it all over again. Their desperate need for each other’s touch meant the rest was history. One simple brush of the skin and they couldn’t even control their basic instincts. Though, looking at her now, something tells me that she’s holding back just a little and my guts is saying that maybe there were more than just those two times that night. 
 
    It’s day nine of Rivers being home and it’s been a wild ride of emotions. Though knowing he has to leave again tomorrow makes it bittersweet. 
 
    I’ve loved having him back as it’s given me a chance to bond with him as more than just a pack member, but now as a brother. It was an adjustment, but I think this is going to be great.  
 
    We’ve introduced Rivers to Aiden and just as I expected, he instantly hated him, just like he did with me. Rivers isn’t fond of change. He doesn’t like newcomers and he certainly doesn’t care for people becoming close with his pack, but unfortunately for him, it’s something he’s just going to have to get used to. Aiden is here to stay whether he likes it or not. I guess that’s the price you pay when you disappear without an explanation. 
 
    Spencer though…that’s a different story. Rivers found some balls and questioned Tully about their relationship and instantly regretted it. She flew off the handle telling him it was none of his goddamn business and she would be right, but it didn’t stop the curiosity coursing through his veins. Next up, he questioned me about it and as I honestly have no fucking idea and couldn’t give a clear answer, and then he accused Noah of being a shitty brother and letting that douchebag near his girl again. 
 
    Spencer has played it smart over the last nine days and has stayed away, only seeing Tully at school knowing that Rivers won’t be attending anymore and I have to say, it’s actually kind of strange. While we have our old pack together once again, too much has changed and it simply doesn’t feel right anymore. It’s almost like we’re blocking out our new friends because of the old and that doesn’t quite sit well with me. 
 
    Apart from that, we’ve had a lot of things to fill Rivers in on. After our discussion, he paid a visit to his father. He hasn’t shared the details of that yet and everyone has been too hesitant to ask. It’s just one of those things where we have to be ok with not knowing the answers. Rivers is too set in his ways of not sharing details of his personal life, but he should know that it’s ok now. We all know how dark it is and we’ve been doing our best to draw him out of it, but I guess it’s up to him when he’s ready to leave it all behind…if he’s ever ready. 
 
    We’ve squished every possible thing into the past nine days. We’ve gone to the races, gone to parties, he even put some time aside to spend with Aria who I guess is now his half-sister’s half-sister. This shit is getting too confusing. 
 
    As I said, it’s bittersweet knowing he’s going tomorrow. I feel like we just need a few extra days. I’m not ready for a goodbye.  
 
    I turn to Tully and let out a sigh. “How long is he going to be gone this time?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she shrugs, looking away and refusing to meet my eyes. “He has nine more weeks training and then I’m not really sure. I don’t think he gets to come back after that. It might be a while before we see him again.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “He didn’t want to give me too many details as he didn’t want to upset me, but I’ve been googling it. After this training, he has to report to his station unit and it will be a while before he works up enough leave to make coming home worth it, that’s if he even wants to come home.” 
 
    “What are the chances he gets deployed?” 
 
    “Not sure, but I guess once he’s completed his training, anything can happen. I mean, it’s bound to happen sooner or later.” 
 
    “How long could he be deployed for?” 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders again. “Google told me it could be twelve months but it varies, depending on the mission. Sometimes it could be only a few months, and others he could be gone for nearly two years.” 
 
    My eyes bulge out of my head. “Are you serious?” I gasp. “He can’t be gone for that long.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have a choice. If that’s the mission he’s been assigned, then that’s what he has to do.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    The house plunges into darkness. 
 
    “What the hell?” Tully mutters, feeling around the bed for her phone, hopefully to turn on her flashlight app. “Did the power just go out?” 
 
    Tully gets her phone under control and a dim light finally spreads through my bedroom. I hop off my bed and make my way to the light switch before flicking it up and down at least five times just to make sure. “It must have,” I say, looking around my room at all my electronics to check if they’ve lost power too, only there’s still a red flashing light on my TV. “We didn’t lose power,” I say slowly, narrowing my eyes on the TV. “Someone must have cut the lights.” 
 
    “Wait…what?” she panics, and then urgently flies up off the bed to come to join me. 
 
    “The TV still has power and I can hear the hum from the fridge. We haven’t lost power.” 
 
    “Then why the fuck are the lights out?” she seethes in a whisper yell, her eyes flicking all around the room as terror starts to grip us both. 
 
    I shake my head as she clutches my hand in hers. “Maybe we should call the boys.” 
 
    “Maybe we should get the fuck out of here.”  
 
    “My keys are out by the front door and I don’t know about you, but I’m not particularly interested in leaving my room right now.” 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” she groans. “I was not supposed to die like this.” 
 
    “We’re not going to die,” I tell her. “Just get your ass to the window so we can get out of here. If there’s some fucker creeping around my house, then I’d prefer to be out of it.” 
 
    With that, I flick the lock on my bedroom door and the two of us scramble across my room to the window as quietly as we can.  
 
    I pull the curtains back as Tully fiddles with the lock on the window. Together we push it open and the second it’s wide enough for a body to squeeze through, Tully practically barges me out of the way and dives through it, more than happy to save herself first. 
 
    Tully gets out of the way and spins around to grab hold of me, making my escape that much quicker. “Hurry up,” she urges as we both tumble down to the ground. 
 
    We scramble up to our feet and get two steps away before a hand is slapped over my mouth and my body caged in a strong grip. My hand clamps down on Tully’s but it doesn’t take me long to realize that someone has her too. 
 
    My eyes are wide and frantic as I fight against the hold on my body. I try squealing through the hand on my mouth but it’s useless. Our captors begin dragging us away and step into the light from the lamppost outside my house. They’re both in black with ski masks and both clearly men from their sheer size and strength. 
 
    We’re fucked. 
 
    Tears pour down Tully’s cheeks and it only makes me fight harder. I slam my elbow as hard as I can back into the guy’s stomach and bite down on the hand covering my mouth, hopefully doing some kind of damage. 
 
    The hold loosens on me as a sharp curse cuts through the night. “Fuck, that hurt,” says a familiar voice followed by another familiar chuckle. 
 
    With the hold on my body loosened, I spin around as fast as I can and slam my hands into the guy’s chest, sending him back a few steps. “I fucking hate you,” I seethe. 
 
    Noah laughs as he peels off the black ski mask. “We’re kidnapping you.” 
 
    “No shit,” I yell. “We kind of figured that out, but did you seriously think that was a good idea after the shit Rocko pulled the other week?” 
 
    Noah’s eyes bulge from his head, clearly not having thought this through before he cringes. I glance across at Tully to realize the arms around her body are no longer taut and restricting, but are wrapped around her like more of a caress; though that doesn’t change the fact that she’s still struggling to get out of her captor’s hold. “Get the fuck off me, Rivers,” she demands. 
 
    Rivers’ chuckle comes tearing out of him and he instantly lets her go before pulling off his own mask. “Come on, babe. We’re just playing.” 
 
    “I’m not your ‘babe’ and that’s not fucking ‘playing’. That’s scaring the shit out of two unsuspecting girls. Fuck you, both.” 
 
    “Come on, Tullz,” Noah says, but she’s not hearing it and storms past them, back towards my house. 
 
    “Tully, please,” Rivers says urgently, catching her wrist before she can get too far. “Tonight’s my last night. Let’s not end it like this. I’m sorry, ok. We were just having a little fun and maybe we took it a little too far, but consider it payback from the time you shaved off my hair while I was sleeping and put wax strips on my legs.” 
 
    “If you wanted payback for that, you could have put hair dye in my shampoo or something like that, not let us think we were getting abducted,” she says, finally getting around to wiping the tears off her face. 
 
    “Please,” Rivers murmurs. “Just…be angry at me tomorrow. Not tonight.” 
 
    “I’m more than angry at you, Rivers. I’m fucking livid.” 
 
    Rivers searches her eyes and his heart comes out to rest upon his sleeve. “I thought we could all go down to the beach and eat dinner together. Just the four of us. I’ll be gone before you all wake up in the morning, so I wanted to do this one last thing together as a pack.” 
 
    “Wait…” Tully says, stepping closer to Rivers and looking up into his eyes, clutching onto his hand. “What do you mean you’ll be gone before we wake up? I thought we had all day tomorrow.” 
 
    My back straightens at her question and Noah’s hand slips into mine. I hold onto it tightly, dreading Rivers’ response, despite how much I’m hating on him right now.  
 
    “No, I have to leave around three in the morning to make sure I get there on time. I’ll be screwed if I show up to training late.” 
 
    “So,” I question, looking to my brother as my eyes begin to fill with tears of my own. “Tonight’s really the last time we’ll see you for a while?” 
 
    Rivers presses his lips into a tight line and slowly nods his head. Tully falls into him, throwing her arms around him and holding on tightly as her heart breaks.  
 
    Noah steps closer into my back and wraps me in his warm embrace as we watch the scene unfold before us. “Come on,” he murmurs in my ear. “Let’s go down to the beach and get something to eat.” 
 
    With that, we all start walking down to the beach and I don’t doubt that none of us will be getting any sleep tonight. 
 
    By three o’clock in the morning, we sit outside of Noah and Tully’s home while their parents sleep soundly inside. Rivers is dressed and ready to go and for the first time since he’s been home, I see the regret in his eyes about having to leave us once again. 
 
    Going the first time couldn’t have been easy, but leaving again knowing what kind of pain and devastation he’s going to leave behind will probably be one of the hardest things he’ll ever do. 
 
    A taxi pulls up on the curb and Tully sucks in a breath, realizing our time with him is through. Rivers stands and Tully and I fly right up behind him while Noah watches on with a hard expression.  
 
    Rivers comes to me first, giving me a tight smile before pulling me in for a hug. “Be good little sister,” he tells me. “I’m counting on you to keep these idiots in line.” 
 
    “You know I will,” I tell him. “But you know it’s not going to be easy without you.” 
 
    “You’re strong, Henley. You don’t need me to hold you up. Just promise me you’ll steer clear of Gina from now on. I know she’s your mom too, but she’s bad news. Visit her if you have to, but don’t get tangled up in her lies.” 
 
    “Ok,” I tell him, pulling back. “I promise.” 
 
    He presses a kiss to my forehead before letting out a deep sigh and turning to Noah. “I guess this is it, huh?” Rivers murmurs, giving Noah a strained smile. 
 
    “I guess so,” Noah responds as they step into each other and clap the other on the back in a rare show of affection for one another. “Just don’t be a stranger this time.” 
 
    “I won’t, man.” 
 
    They release one another and Rivers gives him a nod, a silent message begging for Noah to keep his girl safe while he’s gone, despite the fact that she isn’t his girl. I guess as long as his heart belongs to her, that’s the way he’s always going to see it. 
 
    Last but not least, Rivers turns to Tully who has tears pooling from her eyes. She stands back, too afraid to get too close. “Don’t go,” she begs her voice breaking as she refuses to wipe the tears away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispers, looking just as devastated. “I love you so fucking much.” 
 
    He grabs her and hauls her into his chest, holding her tight as she squishes her face into him, instantly soaking his shirt with her tears. “Please,” she begs. “I need you to stay.” 
 
    “You know I can’t,” he says. “I should never have come back. I’m only making this harder for you.” 
 
    Tully scrunches her fists into the material of his shirt, desperately trying to keep him close before looking up into his haunted eyes “I fucked up your car.” 
 
    A wide grin spreads across Rivers’ face. “I know, baby. I was watching the whole thing.” 
 
    She searches his eyes. “What?” she gasps. “And you just let me do it?” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” he tells her. “It’s what you needed.” 
 
    Tully shakes her head, the emotion becoming too much for her to handle. “I’m going to miss you,” she whispers into the night. “Just come back as soon as you can.” 
 
    “I promise,” he tells her, moments before he crushes his lips down on hers, kissing her deeply and expressing everything he’s too afraid to say with words. 
 
    Rivers tears himself away from her and turns away, leaving Tully gasping for breath as he walks away. He grabs his bag and all too soon, the taxi is loaded, and Rivers is disappearing over the hill, leaving us all feeling completely and utterly deflated. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    We didn’t sleep a wink. 
 
    After Rivers left, Noah and I sat curled up on the couch, both staring into the distance and wishing things could have been different while Tully locked herself in her bedroom and cried until the sun came up. 
 
    We sat around the table with breakfast before us, not one of us with an appetite to eat and not one of us daring to say a word. 
 
    He’s gone and there’s nothing we can do about it except wait for him to come back home. Who the hell knows when that’s going to be? Hell, the next time we see him could be after deployment over a year from now. 
 
    How could we let this happen? 
 
    I try to remind myself that this is what he wanted, that getting away from Haven Falls and the pressure being put on him by his parents is a good thing. Also, that giving Tully the space she needs to move on is in her best interest, but I can’t because deep down I know that when he comes back in a year, maybe two, he’s going to be a whole new person and that person is still going to be madly in love with my best friend. 
 
    She’ll never move on from that intense kind of love. All he’s doing is depriving her of feeling and acting on something so strongly within her. If she’s lucky enough to find someone new, she’s never going to be able to love him completely because her heart has already been given away. She’s forever going to compare the men in her life to Samuel Rivers and it’s going to kill her each and every time she does it. 
 
    Me though? I feel as though I only just found my brother and he’s already left me, just like everyone else in my life. The woman I thought was my mom, Gina Rivers, then Kaylah and Jackson, and now my very own brother is gone. 
 
    I’m so damn lucky to have Dad, Ari, Noah, and Tully in my life. They make me stronger and without them, I’d be a shell of the woman I’ve grown into. Without them, I’d be that girl that I used to be, the one who would tear down bitches in the cafeteria, the one who didn’t believe she was worthy of being loved. I hated that girl. 
 
    Violet chats away at the table, trying her hardest to help us all see that this is a blessing in disguise, but none of us are there yet and I have no doubt that once we’re gone, she’ll probably break down herself. 
 
    We get cleaned up after breakfast and get on our way to school. Dad took Aria, knowing that I wouldn’t be in any mood to do anything today. He had called me earlier to check in and was pleased to hear that we still had plans to go to school. 
 
    So here we are, all sitting in Noah’s Camaro, staring up at the school that none of us feel like walking inside of. "Come on,” Noah finally says, being the first out of the three of us to utter a word since watching that taxi disappear over the hill. “Let’s get this over and done with.” 
 
    Tully sighs from behind me and leans forward into the front and checks her reflection in Noah’s rearview mirror, patting down under her eyes and taking in how swollen and puffy they appear due to the past few hours of constant crying. “Just keep your head down,” I murmur. “No one’s going to know.” 
 
    “I know,” she grumbles, taking her bag and stepping out of the Camaro.  
 
    Noah and I follow suit, and he takes my hand as we head up to the school, dreading today like never before. 
 
    Who would have thought that watching him leave would have hurt so much? It didn’t feel like this before but that probably has something to do with the fact that we thought he’d betrayed us, betrayed me. But that’s simply not the case. 
 
    We make our way into the school and head down to my locker. Noah stays right by my side, but Tully continues, not in the mood for small talk. She stops by her locker and makes herself busy, finding her books and the things she’ll need for her first class, despite the bell not having sounded yet. 
 
    I put in the combination for my locker and open it up before jamming everything inside. “Hey, I thought you guys would be chilling out with Rivers today,” Aiden says way too cheerfully from behind me. “Isn’t it his last day or something like that?” 
 
    Aiden leans into the locker beside me and I turn to face him, realizing that Spencer is here too. “Nah,” I say quietly. “He, ah…took off again early this morning.” 
 
    My words are Noah’s undoing and a second later, I hear the sound of his heavy fist slamming into a locker before he takes off down the hallway and straight out the doors we had just come through. 
 
    Spencer cringes watching him leave but it’s Aiden who speaks up. “Shouldn’t you go after him?” 
 
    I shake my head. “He just needs a little space. He’ll be alright after he’s calmed down.” I look between their two massive shoulders and peer at Tully by her locker. “It’s her I’m worried about.” 
 
    At that, both Spencer and Aiden turn to take her in and when Aiden goes to make a move, Spencer places a hand on his shoulder. “Let me,” he tells his cousin. 
 
    Aiden nods and we both watch as Spencer takes off down the hallway. He falls in beside her and not a second later, Tully falls into his arms as sobs tear from her throat. Spencer leads her into an empty classroom, closing the door behind them and proving to me once and for all that despite the way she feels about Rivers, she still shares some special kind of bond with Spencer. 
 
    It makes me wonder how Spencer feels about all this. From the way he’s been looking at her lately and the way he’s always the first to run to her aid, it’s clear his feeling for her are growing, but it must suck knowing that she’s devastatingly in love with another man. Hell, she might not even like the guy at all, but is just finding comfort in his presence. All I know is that it couldn’t be an easy position for Spencer to be in right now. 
 
    The bell sounds and Aiden walks with me to our homeroom, chatting away about the prom that’s coming up, desperate to keep my attention on anything else but Rivers. But it doesn’t stop the other students’ whispers from sounding all around me.  
 
    It started the day Rivers got back. Jared had mentioned to a friend that he had come home early from chilling with Noah because Rivers was back, and the word spread like wildfire from that very moment. The whole fucking world knew that Rivers was back. Hell, I even had Alyssa pluck up the courage to question me about it. 
 
    Then the questions started- Why wasn’t he coming to school? Where had he been all this time? Where was he? Each question got ignored and from then, it’s only gotten worse. Today’s gossip- Tully crying in the hallway with Spencer because the love of her life just walked out on her again. 
 
    I don’t know how they already know he’s gone, but fuck me, I’ll be surprised if Tully gets through the day without putting a few bitches in their place. 
 
    The day drags by painfully slow, even more so as I sit through math class and find it impossible to concentrate on the numbers before me. Tully had sat through science beside me, staring at her hands and while she’s still in pieces, at least I know where she is. 
 
    By the time lunch rolls around, I’m more than eager to get to the cafeteria. I haven’t seen Noah since he stormed out this morning and he hasn’t responded to any of my texts. Surely, he’d be back by now. Well, at least I hope he’s back. 
 
    I get my ass to the cafeteria and my eyes instantly shoot towards our table. He’s not here, but then, I did kind of race here. I head over to our table and sit down, watching the world go by around me as I impatiently wait for Noah to show his face. 
 
    Spencer comes in first, then Tully, and Aiden, but no Noah.  
 
    I pull out my phone and double check that I haven’t missed any texts from him, but it’s clear as day that he hasn’t tried reaching out. I was happy enough to give him the morning to himself, but now I’m just worried.  
 
    I hope he’s not getting himself in any kind of trouble. The last time this happened, he showed up covered in cuts and bruises, claiming the other guy was worse. I don’t doubt that, but I still don’t like the idea of someone putting their hands on my man. 
 
    I nudge Tully with my elbow and she looks up, making me realize that she’s been crying again. “Have you heard from Noah? I still haven’t seen him.” 
 
    She shakes her head before resting it on Spencer’s shoulder. His arm instantly slips around her and a second later, her eyes drop away from mine and back to focusing on the table and the uneaten food in front of her. 
 
    Jared walks past our table and I call out to him. “Hey Jared, have you heard from Noah?” I ask as he stops and looks my way.  
 
    He presses his lips into a firm line before shaking his head. “Sorry,” he says with a slight cringe, obviously having heard all the gossip going around about him storming out of the school this morning.  
 
    With that, he carries on and I let out a heavy sigh. Where the hell could he be? 
 
    I think back to everything I know about him when a conversation we shared months ago comes back and hits me like a freight train. He had found my secret stash of money hidden under the floorboards in my bedroom and we were talking about leaving Haven Falls. He had told me that he would never leave, no matter how bad things were here because this is where Lily is and forever will be. 
 
    A breath of relief escapes me, and I want to kick myself for being so stupid. How could it have taken me so damn long to figure that out? I push up from the table and look over at Spencer. “Can you drop her home?” I ask, indicating down at Tully. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Where are you going?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nowhere, just make sure she’s safe.” 
 
    He nods and I take off, feeling the eyes of the whole room on my back.  
 
    No doubt Noah took his Camaro to get to the cemetery so I have no choice but to walk. It’s not such a big deal though. It’s only a twenty minute walk from the school and if Noah’s not there then it doesn’t matter. I can use it as a chance to clear my head. 
 
    I slip out the back gates of the school and start heading towards the cemetery. He shouldn’t be alone right now. We’re all hurting and should be banding together, not pulling away.  
 
    I take my time, wanting to give him as much time with his baby sister as possible, as clearly, he’s been needing it, but when I walk down the path that leads to the cemetery and pass his Camaro; I never could have expected my heart to break the way it is right now. 
 
    Noah sits before a small headstone in the long, unkempt grass with his head in his hands, looking completely devastated. I pick up my pace. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken so long to get here. 
 
    My heart breaks watching him like this. Missing his baby sister while missing his best friend. No one should ever have to go through the pain of losing a little sister, but add Rivers leaving again, and it’s all too much. 
 
    He must have heard me approaching in the grass as he doesn’t look up from Lily’s grave when he questions me. “How’d you find me?” 
 
    I drop down beside him, hoping he doesn’t feel as though I’m intruding as I take his hand. “You once told me that you’d never leave Haven Falls because this is where your sister is. Just makes sense for you to come here when everything else is so fucked up.” 
 
    “Damn me and my big mouth.” 
 
    I cringe. “Sorry. I can go if you need me to; I just didn’t want you to be alone.” 
 
    “No, don’t go,” he tells me, reaching for me and pulling me up onto his lap before resting his forehead on my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    My fingers curl into the back of his hair as my other hand holds him tightly. “You know it’s alright to miss him.” 
 
    Noah lets out a deep sigh. “I just…I feel like I failed him. If I was there for him more or…I don’t know, was a better friend, he might have been comfortable sharing all the bullshit with me and then I could have done something about it. He never would have felt the need to leave.” 
 
    “You can’t say that,” I murmur. “He was raised by two criminals. He never stood a chance in hell of coming out of that; but then you showed up and suddenly he had someone in his life who wasn’t interested in using him as a drug mule. You gave him true friendship and I’d bet everything I have that’s exactly what he needed at the time. Without you bringing him into your family and showing him what it means to have love and light in his life, who knows where he would be now.” 
 
    “I could have done more.” 
 
    “Don’t you see? You’ve already given him the world. Without you, he probably never would have broken free from that life. Your friendship and Tully’s heart is what’s given him the strength to strive for a better life and be a better man, and I don’t think he could ever ask for much more than that.” 
 
    “But I didn’t even try,” he shoots back at me. “It’s not like I brought him into my life to figure him out. I did it because he’s my best friend and I wanted him there. He became part of the furniture because mom refused to let him leave most of the time. Every time the topic of his parents or his home came up, he would shut down and we all just sat back and said ‘he’d come around eventually’ and then it never happened and we gave up asking. I should have pushed him on it, fought for more information, or went looking for it like you did.” 
 
    “You can’t say that,” I tell him. “You’re thinking too much into it.” 
 
    “Am I?” he questions. “I gave up searching and that’s not something a good friend does. I should have had his back, and if I did, he might have been over this bullshit by now. I could have gotten him away from Anton, or at least tried. Hell, we could have converted the garage into another bedroom for him and given him a place to live where he wouldn’t have to be anywhere near the memories of his mom and out of reach of his dad.” 
 
    “I’m going to risk sounding like a corny loser here,” I say, making him scoff and roll his eyes, “but I’d dare say for a very long time you were the sunshine in his day.” 
 
    He looks at me blankly. “Really? You couldn’t have saved that line for when Tully starts doubting herself? If you’re going to start throwing shit like that at me, at least make it sound a little more butch.” 
 
    I hold back a grin. “Butch how?” 
 
    “Like…I don’t know. Refer to me as a fucking Harley Davidson, not another dude’s sunshine. That makes me sound weak, like a pansy-ass bitch.” 
 
    “But you are a pansy-ass bitch. You’re my pansy-ass bitch.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes sparkle with mirth. “Call me a pansy-ass bitch one more time and see what happens.” 
 
    I lean back in and gently press my lips to his. “You don’t want to play this game with me, Noah Cage,” I warn him. “You know I won’t give up until I’ve won over and over again.” 
 
    “You know, all those times you think you’ve won? That’s only happened because I allowed it to.” 
 
    I shake my head, not believing him for a second. I mean, I’m a fucking firecracker. I’m top of the game. No one can beat me. “That’s bullshit.” 
 
    A grin rips across his face and I see the sparkles dancing across his eyes, inviting me in. “Oh, but it’s true. There’s nothing better in this world than seeing that smile you give me when you think you’ve finally beat me at something, so I make sure that I see it every fucking day.” 
 
    “Wait…” I pull back and really study him and realize that while there’s mischief in his eyes, he’s also being as real as he gets. “What? What do you mean you let me win?” 
 
    “You know that little bet that ended up with me getting this damn piercing?” he questions, raising his hips so I feel him beneath me. 
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
    “I fucked up every little thing on purpose and every fucking time, without fail, you blew me away with that victory smile of yours. Best fucking day of my life if you ask me. You thought you won that day, but you couldn’t have been more wrong.” 
 
    “Who’s the one sounding like a corny loser now?” I laugh. “And what’s the deal here? I thought I was the one coming here to cheer you up, not the other way around.” 
 
    Noah shrugs his shoulder. “What can I say? I’m a selfish bastard and I think I’m going into withdrawals. I haven’t seen that smile all day and it’s killing me.” 
 
    “You’re as cheesy as they come.” 
 
    “Damn straight, baby,” he murmurs, pressing his lips to mine. “What do you say we steal Aria from school and take her somewhere special?” 
 
    My brows dip down. “Sounds great, but you’re forgetting one thing.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “She’s in school and my dad will kill us for taking her out of it.” 
 
    Noah watches me with a smug, knowing expression. “Really, Spitfire? You think your dad will have the shits with you for taking your sister out of school early and spending quality time with her the day your brother left for God knows how long?” 
 
    “Good point,” I tell him. “But I’m not going unless Tully comes along as well. She needs a little bit of that sunshine of yours too.” 
 
    “Alright,” Noah tells me, helping me up before getting to his feet. He looks back at Lily’s grave with a fondness settling over his features. He smiles down at her. “Until next time, little sister.” 
 
    And with that, he takes my hand and we walk away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I look down my reflection in the full length mirror hanging in my closet. My golden hair is pinned back and falls over my shoulder in waves. My makeup is done to perfection and these damn heels. I mean, my God. They’re hot as hell but I’m not sure I’m going to be able to walk in them though. 
 
    It’s the dress that gets me. A black, spaghetti strap, silk gown flows down my body, hugging it in all the right places. The hem of the dress flirts with the hardwood floorboards of my bedroom while the back of the dress dips so low my ass is risking being exposed. It’s hot, like no one in this world has the right to look so damn hot. 
 
    My bad girl, don’t give a shit attitude is telling me that I should be shrugging off this excitement, but I just don’t give a crap. I’m fucking ecstatic. Tonight is going to be incredible. It’s my senior prom. 
 
    At the beginning of senior year, I was dreading this night. Hell if I was asked, I would have sworn that there was no way I was going, but with the way my world has been flipped upside down over the past nine months, I’m absolutely thrilled for this night. 
 
    I reach for the earrings dad had bought me as a ‘holy shit, you made it this far’ gift and slide them into place. With the necklace Noah had given me earlier today that sits down low on my chest, I’ve somehow come to the realization that I must be the luckiest girl on the planet. 
 
    I have an incredible guy like Noah who loves me, a best friend in Tully, two new siblings, a mother who was kind enough to give me a new life, a dad who buys me things like expensive cars and jewelry, and not to mention, a scholarship to one of the best universities in the area. 
 
    I’m fucking winning at life. 
 
    I light up the screen of my phone and look down at the time. Three minutes past seven. I’m officially late. Glancing at myself in the mirror once again, I find myself beaming. Yeah, it’s going to be an incredible night. 
 
    I grab my phone and look down. Where the hell am I going to put this? Usually, I’d shove it down in my bra or in the back pocket of my jeans but that’s clearly not an option right now. 
 
    Oh well, I’m sure Noah will have a pocket. 
 
    I make my way towards my bedroom door before stumbling in my heels and giving myself a moment to pull it together. Chicks walk around in these things all the time. If they can do it, then so can I. 
 
    Fake it ‘til you make it, right? 
 
    I hold my head up high and make my way out of my bedroom and up the hallway, and it’s not until I hear the subtle, “Fuck me,” gasped from across the room that I look up and realize my knight in shining tattoos is already here and gaping at me as though he’s never seen a woman in his life. 
 
    I bite down on my lip, taking him in. 
 
    He’s pure perfection. I mean, he’s always perfection but in a suit with those green eyes, he’s like per-fec-tion. 
 
    I really am the luckiest girl on the planet. 
 
    “There will be none of that,” dad says from somewhere in the room. I have to tear my eyes away from Noah as honesty, I hadn’t even realized dad was here, but when I finally take him in, I have to roll my eyes at the way he’s standing with his rifle carelessly thrown over his shoulder. 
 
    “Really, daddy? The gun?” 
 
    Dad shrugs his shoulders shamelessly. “What can I say? The kid isn’t scared of anything. He needs a little something to remind him to keep his paws off my girl.” 
 
    I raise a brow. “Would it make you feel better if you chaperoned our night? Stood next to us with a ruler while we danced to make sure he doesn’t get too close.” 
 
    Dad opens his mouth to say something, but it’s Noah’s voice that cuts through the room. “Dancing? No one said anything about dancing.” 
 
    Dad gapes at him as though he’s some sort of stranger strutting around his house in the nude. “Have you got your head screwed on, kid? A girl as beautiful as that asks you to dance and you’re going to say no? You’ve got your wires crossed. Beats me how you ever scored yourself a girl in the first place.” 
 
    A laugh bubbles out of me as I look at my stunned boyfriend. “Did the big, bad Noah Cage just get shut down by his girlfriend’s daddy?” 
 
    “No,” he fires back. “I’m just trying to work out what the fuck to say that won’t offend or piss him off.” 
 
    I shake my head. I can only imagine what kind of comeback he would have said and I’m sure as hell it would have been something about not needing to dance with chicks to score because he’s got other ‘tools’ that he’d happily put to good use. 
 
    “Right, in that case, we should get the hell out of here before dad shoots you in the ass. I mean, there’s only so many times he’ll threaten to do it before he just gives in and pulls the trigger.” 
 
    Dad grins wide. “My baby knows me well.” He drops the gun, which I’m pretty damn sure isn’t loaded, down on the couch before striding towards me and taking me by the shoulders. “You look stunning, Squish,” he murmurs, holding me at arm’s length so he can take it all in. “Have a wonderful night and call me if you need. I don’t care what time of the night it is, I’ll be there if you’re in trouble.” 
 
    “It’s school prom,” I remind him. “Somehow I think I’m going to be absolutely fine.” 
 
    “You never know with this stuff,” he warns. “Now, get on out of here before I start blubbering about how grown-up you’ve become and you give me another heart attack.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” I laugh, looking over at Noah. “We better scram.” 
 
    “Alright, Spitfire.” 
 
    Noah comes and takes my hand and before I know it, he’s leading me out to his Camaro. He even goes as far to open the door for me and the second I get a glimpse into his car I notice the corsage sitting on the passenger’s seat. “What the hell is that?” I question, looking at the thing in horror. 
 
    Noah rolls his eyes. “Mom insisted I get you one as it was the ‘gentlemanly thing to do,’ but I had a feeling you’d rather go without.” 
 
    “You’d be right about that,” I laugh. I couldn’t think of anything worse than having something like that attached to me all night, though I definitely appreciate the effort. I have to admit, he certainly is a gentleman when he wants to be. 
 
    We pull up at the venue fifteen minutes later and it’s absolutely nuts. Tully texted me a few minutes ago letting me know that she and Spencer had arrived and was wondering how much longer we’d be. 
 
    I have to say, I wasn’t surprised when Spencer asked her to prom. I could see it coming a mile away; though I was surprised when she said yes. For the past two weeks since Rivers left, she’s been constantly saying that she didn’t want to go as she had always pictured this moment with Rivers by her side, but I guess one day she’s going to have to move past that and learn that she can’t stop living her life because things are changing. 
 
    Either way, I’m so damn happy that she’s here. It simply wouldn’t be the same without her. 
 
    Noah cuts the engine and forces me to stay seated so he can race around to my side and get the door. I laugh but do as I’m told. He offers me his hand and helps me out of the car and that’s about as far as his gentlemanly skills will take him. The second the door closes behind me, he slams me up against it, pressing his hips into mine and running his lips along my neck.  
 
    Noah’s hand drops down between us and instantly finds the high split in my dress before letting his fingers slip between my legs. His lips press against that sensitive skin just below my ear. “When I get you home tonight, I want you only in these heels.” 
 
    My hand slides up his wide chest as my head tilts back, giving him more room to play with. “When you see what I’ve got under this, you’re going to want me to take my time getting down to just my heels.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he groans. 
 
    “Hey, there you two are,” Tully’s loud voice says, piercing through the night. “Would you mind saving your spontaneous screw session for later? We have a prom to get to.” 
 
    Noah blinks and then blinks again. 
 
    “You can’t wish your twin sister away,” I remind him.  
 
    “I can damn well try. Hearing her voice right now is about as effective as taking a cold shower.” 
 
    “Good,” Tully says. “Now haul ass. I want to remind all these bitches who the hottest girl in school is.” 
 
    Noah steps back from me and I finally get a look at his beautiful sister in her full length golden prom dress that has her looking as radiant as an angel; just as she does the same with me. “Damn, girl. Looking fine,” Tully applauds. “Maybe I should have let him play around with you for a while.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh. “But like you’re one to talk. Spencer isn’t going to keep his hands off you all night in that dress.” 
 
    Tully grins. “I know.” 
 
    “Like hell,” Noah snaps. “I’ll be keeping a close eye on you.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Tully teases with a knowing smirk that comes off way too devilish. “Someone showed up earlier and I have a feeling it’s going to make our already awesome night that much better.” 
 
    “Who?” Noah questions, reaching into the back of his Camaro and grabbing his suit jacket. 
 
    "I’m not about to ruin the surprise,” Tully tells him, looping her arm through mine and pulling me along as Noah follows behind. “You’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    We make our way into the massive function room and meet Spencer and Aiden by the door. Spencer instantly takes Tully’s arm and she drops mine, allowing me to fall back into Noah’s hold. 
 
    Within seconds, there’s someone with a camera right in our faces asking for a photo and on any other day, I’d tell him to fuck off, but it’s senior prom and I should be soaking up every tiny moment of it. After all, I’m only going to get one of these. Why not live it up? 
 
    We make it past the photographers after Aiden forces both me and Tully to take a picture with him so he doesn’t feel so left out. Then before I know it, we’re diving right in.  
 
    The place looks incredible. 
 
    I guess after the school spent all the tuition fees on the teachers' lounge, they spent whatever was left on this. It’s massive. Very Broken Hill Highish if you ask me, but I’m not complaining. There’s a stage with two massive, red thrones fit for a prom King and Queen, there’s a DJ who doesn’t actually suck, over the top decorations and even place settings at the tables. Though from the looks of it, students have already been racing around, switching the names up. 
 
    The dance floor is packed with bodies and the overhead flashing lights finish off the look. We didn’t do that tacky bullshit that all the hoity-toity schools do like a Casino theme or Under the Sea, but I think it’s so much better this way. It’s uniquely us and I really love it. 
 
    Noah scans the room before grabbing Tully’s elbow and pulling her into him so he doesn’t have to yell over the noise. “Who am I looking for?” 
 
    Tully grins and I watch as she scans the room in the same way Noah had just done. Unlike him, she knows what she’s looking for and spots the person a second later. “Over there,” she tells him. 
 
    Every eye in our group follows Tully’s gaze until it falls upon Alyssa standing by a table in a purple, frilly dress next to her date. I don’t think much of it until my eyes scan over the guy. Rocko Stevenson. That fucking bastard. 
 
    I can’t believe that little bitch brought him to my senior prom. What the hell was she thinking? Though, it’s not like I can blame her. I haven’t exactly made it well known that the guy practically kidnapped me for Anton Mathers, and I can bet every last thing I own that Rocko hasn’t been broadcasting what he did. 
 
    I turn back to Noah who looks oddly pleased with this little surprise. “Finally,” he murmurs low. “I’ve been waiting to get this bastard alone.” 
 
    “Well, looks like tonight is your lucky night,” Tully chuckles. “Just don’t get any blood on your suit. Mom will kill you.” 
 
    “Understatement of the fucking year,” Noah grumbles. “She’d more than kill me. She’d use that massive serrated knife she loves and cut me up into a million pieces, put me back together, only to feed me all the pieces she purposefully left out.” 
 
    I look up at Noah in concern. “That, ah…was disturbingly descriptive.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he grunts. “That’s the threat she likes to use.” 
 
    Aiden grabs both my hand and Tully’s before pushing Noah and Spencer out of the way. “I didn’t get dressed up in a fucking suit to listen to all the ways your mother wants to kill you. Spence and Noah, you’re on drinks duty, and you two bitches are with me.” 
 
    With that, Aiden hauls us down to the dance floor and I laugh at the stumped looks on both Noah and Spencer’s face. The night is still young but I have a feeling that’s going to be one of my favorite moments from prom. It’s not that easy to put that look on Noah’s face, so I give Aiden all my praises. 
 
    Two hours later, I’m pretty sure someone spiked the punch and from the way Tully can’t stop laughing every time someone heads that way, I‘d dare say it was her. 
 
    Principal Evans appears on the stage, standing behind a podium, looking more relaxed than I’ve ever seen him, making me wonder if maybe he’s had a few glasses of punch as well. The music is turned off and a spotlight is aimed at him before he requests that we all find our tables.  
 
    Everyone takes their sweet time until he announces that he’s there to crown the prom King and Queen. All the girls squeal and drag their dates along, hurrying them up while Tully and I roll our eyes. 
 
    The conversation at our table continues on and we all zone out while Principal Evans does his thing, and it’s not until I hear my name coming through the speakers that I finally stop talking. 
 
    Noah bursts out in laughter as I look across to Principal Evans. “Please tell me I’m just getting in trouble and not being crowed prom Queen?” I panic as the room around me hollers and cheers my name. 
 
    Aiden stands beside me before dropping down into an extravagant bow. “No, your highness. May you please allow me the greatest honor of escorting you to your throne?” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    Noah stands and helps me out of my seat, but I don’t miss the amusement flashing in his eyes. “Go on, Queeny. Go get your crown.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I scold. “If I’m prom Queen, I dare wonder who these people elected as their King.” His face falls and I grin right back up at him before pressing a kiss to his cheek. “See you up there.” 
 
    I take Aiden’s hand and true to his word, he escorts me right up to my throne and I say a really awkward thank you before allowing Principal Evans to place my crown on my head. He hands me a bunch of flowers and then indicates towards the throne. 
 
    I let out a sigh and take my seat, and not two minutes later, a very embarrassed Noah Cage is sitting right beside me, shaking his head as I smirk right back at him. 
 
    Following our coronation, Noah and I have our first dance as officially the prom King and Queen and we let out joint sighs of relief when Evans announces that the rest of the seniors can finally join us on the dance floor. 
 
    We scramble away as soon as we can and I stop by the drink table to grab Noah and I another glass of punch. As I pour our drinks, I can’t help but notice Monica standing on the opposite side of the table looking completely deflated.  
 
    Usually, I wouldn’t give a shit but my incredible mood has me desperate for everyone else to be enjoying their night too. “What’s your problem?” I question, trying to make it sound as though I really don’t give a shit. 
 
    Monica’s eyes pop up and as she notices me standing on the opposite side of the table and her eyes bulge out of her head. She takes all of two seconds to pull herself together before gently shaking her head. “Nothing,” she says. “I just thought I’d enjoy this night a shitload more than what I am.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Her eyes narrow. “Why do you care?” 
 
    “I don’t,” I mutter. “Tell me or don’t tell me. Makes no difference to me.” 
 
    Monica studies me for a moment before letting out a sigh. “You’re probably going to think this is really stupid but it’s because of the whole prom queen thing.” 
 
    “What? You’re pissed that I got it?” 
 
    “No, I’m pissed that I didn’t.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt, looking at her in confusion. “Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but since the whole fake pregnancy thing and the blackmail everybody you fucking know thing, you sort of took yourself out of the running.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the reminder, but I worked that out a long time ago,” she grumbles. “It’s more because it’s something I’d always dreamed about since I was a little girl. You know, the beautiful, popular girl was always crowned queen and for a while, I thought that was me. I had the hot boyfriend, I was the head cheerleader, I was that girl. But in the blink of an eye, it all disappeared.” 
 
    “Prom Queen really meant that much to you?” I ask. “It’s just some ridiculous title.” 
 
    “Not to me it’s not; at least, it wasn’t. For some of us, high school is all we’ve got. We’re not all going places like you are, but I guess in the end, maybe I was lucky to have someone like you knock me down a few steps.” 
 
    “A few?” I chuckle. “More like a whole flight.” 
 
    Monica huffs but continues. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m thankful for the shit that went down between us because I think I’ve come out the other end a better person. I don’t care about all that material bullshit anymore and I’ve had to learn how to do things for myself. I’m not handed shit anymore and it means when I do get something, I can be proud of it. I guess seeing you being crowned queen beside the guy I always imagined being crowned beside just reminded me of all the things I used to want.” 
 
    “It’s just a ridiculous high school title,” I remind her. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s also confirmation that you were top of your game. You were it. The popular girl, the one all the others wanted to be friends with. You had it all and you managed to make it to the end without fucking it all up.” 
 
    “You really did fuck it all up, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t of fucked it all up if you never stole Noah’s attention.” 
 
    “Hey,” I argue. “He had already broken up with you. The only reason he talked to me that day was because he was trying to get away from your crazy ass.” 
 
    She lets out a deep sigh and holds out her hand. “Can we just call it a truce and agree to never have anything to do with one another ever again?” 
 
    “Agreed,” I tell her, but instead of taking her hand, I pluck the crown from the top of my head and hand it over. “Here,” I say. “It clearly means a shitload more to you than it does to me. I don’t need this piece of plastic as a reminder that I’ve made it.” I turn and point out my group of friends all laughing and having the best night of their lives. “That right there is all I’ll ever need. So, take it, it’s all yours. It means absolutely nothing to me.” 
 
    Monica hesitates for a short while before taking the gold plastic from my hands. “Thank you,” she murmurs softly before staring down at the crown with a cloud of emotions taking over her.  
 
    I take the opportunity to finish pouring mine and Noah’s drinks before bowing out. I’ve done my good deed for the night, now it’s time to really party.  
 
    I grab the glasses off the table and as I make my way towards my group of friends, I can’t help but watch as Noah walks away, only his eyes are too heavily focused on the guy heading into the male bathrooms in front of him. 
 
    I shake my head to myself and continue until I’m placing our glasses down on our table. Tully questions what the hell just went down with Monica, and for some reason, I’m compelled to keep it to myself. Maybe the idea of sharing someone else’s insecurities isn’t quite sitting well with me, or maybe it’s the fact that Monica is no longer an enemy that she deserves a little respect from me. Either way, it's not my business to share. 
 
    I watch the door of the male bathroom for a few minutes and when Noah doesn’t show, I take matters into my own hands. I mean, Noah can certainly handle himself but, you know, just in case he needs a little backup. 
 
    I make my way across the room and push my way into the male bathroom just in time to see Noah shoving an unconscious Rocko into the stall and letting the door slam shut behind him as he smirks to himself for a job well done.  
 
    My eyes instantly roam over his body, checking that he’s alright when I notice a drop of blood staining his white shirt. Damn, Violet really is going to kill him. 
 
    “What took so long?” I question as Noah walks over to the sink and washes the blood from his knuckles.  
 
    He looks at me through the mirror and shrugs. “It’s prom, I’m here to enjoy myself,” he grins. “Besides, he put his hands on my girl and nobody gets away with that.” 
 
    “Except for you, of course,” I smirk. 
 
    “Damn straight, Spitfire. Now let’s get the fuck back out to the party before someone comes in here and realizes what I’ve done.” 
 
    “You know what,” I say, bringing my hand up and slowly trailing my fingers down my chest, teasing him with what’s hidden beneath the black silk. “Why don’t we get out of here? I’ve got something much better in mind.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I walk out of the Haven Falls auditorium with a wide smile across my face and my high school diploma in my hand. 
 
    I fucking made it. I graduated high school without flunking out of any of my classes. In fact, I wasn’t even at the bottom of those classes anymore. I was right up there, chilling out with the other smarty-pants and high achievers. 
 
    That’s right, I’m a nerd and I kind of love it. 
 
    I start looking around the crowd of bodies. Tully and Noah have got to be around here somewhere. They’d already be together considering the students were put in alphabetical order. I mean, I’m a ‘B’ and they’re a ‘C’ so they couldn’t be too far. 
 
    Giving up on searching out my people, I follow the crowd until it’s not so crazy and packed like sardines. The second I have a little space to move, I turn around and continue looking, but I don’t get far when a small body slams straight into me, rocking me back onto my heels while I fight to remain upright.  
 
    “You did it,” Aria cheers, grinning up at with that massive smile that I love so much.  
 
    I laugh to myself as I wrap my arms around her and take in the chocolate smeared across her face. Dad had to occupy her with something to keep her quiet during the ceremony and I don’t doubt that I now have that same very chocolate smeared all over my graduation gown, most likely across my ass. “I did do it,” I tell her. “And you’re going to do it too. Now, get those grubby hands off me.” 
 
    Aria pokes her tongue out at me as Dad rushes in behind her, terrified that he’d lost her in the crowd. “Oh, thank God,” he sighs before scolding Aria. "What have I told you about running off in crowds like this?” 
 
    “But I saw Henley.” 
 
    “That’s beside the…” he lets out a sigh, giving up the argument as he shakes his head and looks up at me. “You know what? I give up. I couldn’t win with you so I don’t know why I’d expect anything different with her.” 
 
    All I can do is smile. 
 
    Dad beams right back at me before pulling me in for a tight hug. “I don’t know what to say, Squish. You surprised the everloving crap out of me. I never thought I’d see the day that you graduated.” 
 
    “Ummm…thanks, I think.” 
 
    After what feels like a lifetime, he finally releases me. “Did you hear that Principal Evans’ was raving about you and your scholarship? They’re so proud of you, though they should be because you did it all on your own. It’s not like any of those teachers had a hand in helping you secure that achievement. They could care less, but once that acceptance letter came through, they were more than happy to take the credit.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laugh. “Chill out, already. It doesn’t matter what they think. We know that I was the one who put in the effort and that this particular bunch of teachers is just here for the paycheck and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Screw that,” dad grumbles. “Your sister is going to be attending this school one day and I need to make sure that the teachers here will actually give a shit about her education.” 
 
    “You have years before you need to worry about that.” 
 
    “There you are,” Tully’s voice comes cutting through the conversation moments before she crashes into me with a hug of her own.  
 
    I wrap my arms around her. “Where have you been?” I question, looking up over her shoulder to see Noah walking up behind.  
 
    “Here. There. Everywhere,” she tells me. “I’m a very important person, you know.” 
 
    "Uh huh,” I laugh. “I bet you just got stuck behind all the little old grannies who came to watch their grandbabies graduate.” Tully rolls her eyes and while I could be wrong about the grannies, I’m definitely onto something. 
 
    Noah barges in and physically removes his sister from me before taking her place. “Congratulations,” he murmurs in my ear before discreetly pressing a kiss to my cheek as to not piss off my father with an over the top show of affection. 
 
    “You too,” I smile, not giving a damn about pissing dad off and drawing Noah right in for a showstopping smooch. 
 
    Dad clears his throat while Noah smiles against my lips and it’s not until dad grabs hold of Noah and pulls him away from me that our kiss is finally broken. “Knock it off, Henley,” dad scolds. “I know it’s your big day and all, but I have no issue handing you your ass in front of all your classmates.” 
 
    I sling my arm over my father’s shoulder and give him a smile I know he can’t resist. "You wouldn’t do that to your little, baby girl, would you?” 
 
    “Damn right, I would. You’re not a little girl anymore. Aria’s the new baby girl of the family. You’re a grown-ass woman and you know better than to mess with me. Where do you think you get your fiery attitude from?” 
 
    Damn it. He wasn’t joking around. 
 
    “Geez, I think today is the best day of my life,” Tully says. “Graduating and getting to see Henley being put in her place by her old man all on the same day. It doesn’t get any better than that.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” I grumble, dropping my arm off dad’s shoulder, only to make him stand a little taller knowing he still has the power to put me in my place. Though, something tells me that’s something that will never change. 
 
    I see a particular blonde cut through my vision and I turn to Noah, squeezing his hand. "I’ll be right back,” I tell him. “There’s something I need to do.” 
 
    Noah’s brows draw down as he watches me, trying to figure out what the hell is going on, but eventually nods and releases my hand. 
 
    I break off into the crowd, trying to work out where the girl went when I find her standing amongst a crowd of preppy cheerleaders. “Candice,” I say, calling her out. 
 
    Candice looks back over her shoulder just as the rest of the cheerleaders do and her eyes instantly go wide before a wariness settles over her. She turns to the girl beside her. “I’ll be right back,” she says, knowing the cheerleaders would most likely follow along had she not said anything. 
 
    She steps away from the group and I indicate with a nod of my head for her to follow me somewhere private. We walk down into the girls’ locker room and it doesn’t go unnoticed that this is the place where it all started on that very first day when I stole her black tank out of her locker. 
 
    I try to forget about it. In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have done that, but I was desperate and it’s not like I knew whose locker I was breaking into or what kind of drama would unfold because of it. 
 
    I spin around the locker room, taking it all in for the last time before turning back to face Candice. “What’s up?” she questions warily. “I’m not in the mood for one last showdown. It’s graduation and I just want to get out of here unscathed. Besides, I haven’t done anything to you.” 
 
    “I never said you did anything to me, I wanted to give you this back,” I tell her, digging into the pocket of my jeans beneath my graduation gown and pulling out the photo of her and Monica. Her eyes go wide and she greedily takes it from my hand. “I promised you that if you stuck to your side of the bargain, I’d give you this back after graduation.” 
 
    “Oh, thank fuck,” she cries in relief. “You have no idea how fucking daunting it is knowing someone has a photo like this of you.” 
 
    “I bet it felt something a little like someone having a video of the shit getting beaten out of you.” 
 
    Candice cringes and I see the regret heavy in her eyes. “Did I ever apologize for that?” 
 
    I think back but I’m drawing a blank. “To be honest, I have no fucking idea. I’ve put it all behind me and I’ve had so much going on that I haven’t even thought about it in months. So really, who cares if you did or didn’t? I just want to forget about it.” 
 
    “Ok, well, for what it’s worth, I am sorry. I didn’t intend to start senior year like that. It just sort of happened and I really wish I was a better person and could say that it never happened, but it did and that’s something I have to live with the rest of my life.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders, not wanting to revisit the topic. "We’ve all done some really shitty things this year,” I admit. “But it’s over and now we get to start over and fuck it all up again.” 
 
    “Not all of us get a chance to start over,” she tells me. “You’re one of the only seniors who made it into a good college. The rest of us are just fucking around, hoping we can find a good enough job to pay the bills. We all peaked already, but you have so much more to give.” 
 
    “At least I hope so,” I say, feeling a strange connection between the two of us. I mean, what the hell is happening here? We’re not friends, yet here we are talking about our lives and moving on in the world. At the prom, it was Monica and now Candice. What’s next? I’ll be knocking at Anton’s door asking if he’d like to go see a movie? What the fuck is wrong with me? Maybe I’m just searching for drama now that it all seems to have faded away. 
 
    Candice steps back from me with a tight smile. “Well, umm…thanks for this,” she says, holding up the picture. “You didn’t show anyone, did you?” 
 
    “God no,” I say taken back. “Who do you think I am? Flashing it around to everyone I walk past is more your style, not mine. I might be a bitch at times, but I know a thing or two about respecting another person’s privacy.” 
 
    Candice cringes once again and we both know I’m right. Had the tables been turned, that picture would have been copied a million times and stuck up on every available surface in Haven Falls. Hell, she probably would have sent a few to Broken Hill too. 
 
    With that, she walks over to her locker and puts in the combination for her lock before opening the door wide and tearing it apart. She emerges a moment later with a lighter and instantly lights up the picture so it will never see the light of day again. 
 
    I leave her to it and get my ass out of the locker room. After all, it’s graduation and I’m supposed to be celebrating. 
 
    I get back to find Aiden and Spencer have joined our group while Dad talks animatedly with Mr. Carver about the science program at Broken Hill University. I have to laugh at how smitten he appears with the teacher. Dad is going to have to take back his comments about the teachers at this school not giving a damn about the students’ education. After all, without Mr. Carver, I never would have even considered applying for that scholarship. 
 
    I owe that guy everything and I’m hoping that one day the other teachers here can take a page out of his book and pull their shit together, because dad is right, my little sister will be attending here one day and I want the best for her. Hell not just for her but for the whole next generation of students who come through Haven Falls Private.  
 
    The idea that kids from here can’t go anywhere in life is ridiculous and if we only had a few more good teachers helping to mold us into great students who want to learn, Haven Falls might just be able to break free of that stereotype. 
 
    “You all good?” Noah murmurs, wrapping his arm around my waist and drawing me into his side as I return to our group. 
 
    “Yeah, just had some old issues to put to rest.” 
 
    “With Candice?” he questions warily, making it clear that he was watching me earlier. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    Aria groans when her feet start getting sore from standing around, so Noah plucks her off the ground, raising her high into the sky so she can sit upon his shoulders. I can’t help but laugh, but it’s interrupted by Tully who barges into me and throws her arm over my shoulder with her phone hovering in front of us. “Selfie,” she declares, giving me only a slight chance to make myself presentable before she starts taking hundreds of pics.  
 
    She pulls her phone back in and instantly turns it around, scanning through the pics before finding the perfect one and getting busy adding a ridiculous filter. “I think we should send this one to Rivers. He’d like to see it.” 
 
    “Ok, sure,” I say. “Just remember that he probably won’t be able to reply for a while.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” she smiles. “I just don’t want him missing out.” 
 
    I give her an encouraging smile. On one hand, she’s right, Rivers would want to see this moment and it’s probably killing him that he’s not here to witness it, but on the other hand, reaching out to him isn’t exactly helping her to move on. 
 
    Mr. Carver says his goodbyes and gives me one last proud smile before wishing us all well with our futures and taking off to visit other students and their families. He’s hardly even turned his back before dad is already stepping back into our circle, demanding my full attention. “Alright, this is what’s going to happen,” he starts, making one of my brows raise in curiosity. “Now, I’m smart enough to know that you’re planning on taking off somewhere to celebrate with all your classmates, so I’ve rescheduled my next delivery until late tomorrow afternoon so you can stay out tonight and not have to worry about watching Squirt.” 
 
    “Really?” I gasp with wide, excited eyes. 
 
    “Just don’t make me regret it,” he says, reaching up for Aria. She drops down into dad’s arms before he places her back down on the ground. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 
    I can’t help but smirk. “Says the guy who knocked up a stranger in a bar.” 
 
    “Scrap that,” he tells me, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t approve of.” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” I laugh. 
 
    Dad shakes his head and slips his hand into Aria. “Come on, Squirt. Let’s get out of here before your big sister makes me change my mind.” 
 
    I hand dad my diploma, knowing he’ll keep it safe, as I have a feeling it could possibly be a very messy night. They disappear and it’s not long before we have ditched our graduation caps and gowns, stopped by Tully’s closet and picked out some bikinis, and are pulling up at Haven Falls beach along with the rest of our senior year. 
 
    Looks like it’s going to be a beach party. 
 
    Noah drives his car right down onto the beach, turns up the music, and within moments, the party is centered around his Camaro. I don’t even bother telling him just how likely it is that his car’s going to get stuck. It’s a party and we’re all having fun. We can deal with the car later. 
 
    People bring coolers of drinks down onto the beach while others take off to the water. The cheerleaders start dancing around Noah’s car, letting loose to the music while Tully and I sit down in the sand, taking it all in while soaking up a bit of sun. 
 
    Her phone chimes on the sand and she scoops it up, dusting off the sand before reading her text with an adoring smile that instantly turns into an evil little cackle. “Here, read this,” she tells me, handing me her phone. 
 
    I take it from her and read over the text before laughing myself.  
 
    Rivers – Congratulations, babe. You’re a fucking beast! I assume you’re going to spend the night partying? Be safe and don’t let any of those fuckers touch you. You’re too fucking good for them. Don’t think I’ve forgotten about my car! I know you haven’t cleaned that shit yet! 
 
    I hand it back and she instantly starts replying, knowing it could be a while before she gets a chance to talk to him again. 
 
    Aiden disappears and returns ten minutes later with a bottle of Midori and just like that, our afternoon beach party is set, and I have a feeling this is exactly how it’s going to stay until the early hours of tomorrow morning. 
 
    That is until the sun is setting and Noah thinks it’s a great idea to tip a whole cooler filled with water over the top of me and Tully before sprinting away down the sandy beach, howling with laughter at his sheer evilness. 
 
    Tully and I both screech and Spencer is there right away, throwing a towel at Tully and trying to be her hero while all I care about is the guy taking off down the beach, terrified of what his girl is going to do to him. 
 
    I hurry after him but with all the people it takes all off three seconds before I lose him. I walk down the beach until I’m far away from the people and call out. “Noah? I know you’re here somewhere. Come out and face me like a man.” 
 
    “Looking for me?” a teasing voice comes from behind.  
 
    I spin around to find Noah striding towards me, but he doesn’t look at all terrified, he looks more like a lion about to pounce and it’s then I realize that this was all part of his game. He lured me out knowing that I’d come tearing after him, and I think I like it. 
 
    “Maybe,” I tell him. 
 
    His eyes rake up and down my body, taking in my curves and the way the water continues dripping from my hair, keeping my body wet and glistening in the dim sun that continues to dip down towards the horizon. “You look good enough to eat.” 
 
    “Too bad. I’m not on the menu.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle and heat floods me as I become desperate for his touch. “You wanna fucking bet?” 
 
    Noah breaks out into a run and I squeal before taking off, only his strides are so much longer than mine. His body crashes into mine and we tumble down into the cool sand beneath the old boardwalk where we’re completely concealed from prying eyes. 
 
    His lips are on mine in seconds and I absolutely love it, the only issue is that I can’t stop smiling, making kissing him harder than it ought to be.  
 
    Noah’s hands roam over my body and I can’t help but fall in love with the way his thumb skims over my tattoo. I catch him looking at it all the time and something tells me that he has a new preference for girls with ink, just as I do for his. 
 
    Noah’s hands scoop around my back and he pulls the string of my black bikini ever so slowly that the anticipation begins to kill me. 
 
    He finally rids it off my body and I arch my back, desperate for his touch as I invite him in, and naturally, he doesn’t disappoint. My hand roams over his exposed skin, loving how it feels beneath my fingers. It’s as if his body was perfectly carved just for me. 
 
    I’ve never been naked out in public before but having Noah with me makes it so much better. It’s the risk of being caught. It's exciting. It’s like playing with fire. It’s dangerous and makes me want to push the boundaries. 
 
    Who would have ever known that I was such a risk taker? 
 
    My excitement seems to spur Noah on, and I open my legs before wrapping them around his waist and pulling him closer. He doesn’t waste a second and pushes deep inside me, making my head fall back with a satisfied groan. 
 
    He works my body until I can’t possibly take it anymore and when the sand has gotten in places that it simply shouldn’t go, only then does he lift me off the beach and walk us down, deep into the cold water, starting his sensual assault all over again with the moonlight shining down on us. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Noah walks up to Rivers’ car, shaking his head at the way Tully and I have been trying to break back into the thing for the past twenty minutes. “I could watch this shit all day,” he laughs to himself before pulling out a set of car keys. “But it’s fucking hot and you two are going to die of heat exhaustion before you figure out that the car is locked.” 
 
    My mouth drops open as I watch him unlock the car and effortlessly pull the door wide open before instantly going green with the foul smell that comes pouring out of it. “Holy fuck, Tullz. What the hell did you put in here?” 
 
    We each smother a laugh but I’m too focused on the fact that the doors were just locked to enjoy it too much. I mean, fuck me. We’ve been standing in this heat for ages trying to get into this stupid thing and all this time it was just locked? How stupid can we be? I had assumed the car was too fucked up for the doors to open and close properly, but noooo. Apparently, they were just locked and now we have to live with the fact that Noah’s been standing back and laughing at us for the past twenty minutes as we put on a performance, showcasing just how idiotic we are. 
 
    Great job, Henley. Give yourself a pat on the back. 
 
    I raise an accusing brow at Tully who presses her lips into a tight line and shrugs her shoulders. “My bad,” she grumbles with an innocent smirk. “But you can’t deny that it was so worth it.” 
 
    “How was it worth it when we’re the ones about to clean this shit up, not him?” I mutter, heading for the passengers door with deep dread sinking heavy in my gut. Noah can handle just about anything and for him to go green with the smell, that tells me it’s bad. Like, really bad. 
 
    I find a set of balls and rip the door open. The quicker I get this over with, the better. The smell instantly smacks me in the face and I have no choice but to spin around as I start to gag. I fall to my knees. “Abort mission! Abort mission!” I cry with tears beginning to sting my eyes from the foul smell pulsating out of the car. “Save yourselves.” 
 
    Tully laughs and starts making her way around to me. “It couldn’t be that b…HOLY SHIT!” she gasps, struggling for breath. “That’s fucking rank.” 
 
    “Sucks to be you two,” Noah says, shaking his head as he walks away from the car and drops down on the steps of the front porch where he can watch us suffer from afar. 
 
    “Hold on,” Tully says, hurrying into the house and returning a moment later with two pegs and two pairs of thick rubber gloves. She tosses a peg at me before shoving the other onto her nose and getting prepared. 
 
    The peg falls into the grass beside me and I scramble around until I can shove it on my nose, only it’s not as comfortable as it looks in all the movies. “This fucking hurts,” I say, scrunching up my face as I look to Tully with a bright pink peg attached to her nose. 
 
    “I know,” she groans, twitching her nose and watching the peg dance around in front of her. “Come on, let’s get this over and done with.” 
 
    We dive down into the car and while the peg helps a little, I still feel like I’m about to hurl my lunch up all over the grass, but it’s got to be done. I start under the seat and look around every little hidey-hole that Tully could have possibly found while ignoring the dried blood that is still smeared over the car. 
 
    We work quickly and I start doing a double check of everything, knowing there’s no way we could have gotten every last one.  
 
    “You know if the car was actually locked,” Tully muses. “I wonder if we actually broke the trunk with all that shit we did to get into it.” 
 
    “Honestly, look at the state of this car. I don’t think it matters if we broke it or not. Besides, it’ll be years by the time Rivers gets around to fixing this thing, and I have a feeling that when he does, he’ll probably just scrap this one and buy a new one.” 
 
    “True,” she murmurs. “Then why the hell are we bothering to clean this shit up?” 
 
    “Call it a sign of good faith.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and I get back to work. I pop open the center console and grab a stack of papers and put them down on my lap so I can search the area beneath it before confirming it’s clear of all off seafood. “I didn’t put any in there,” Tully murmurs, looking up from beneath the foot pedals, once again with her ass up in the air. 
 
    “Oh,” I say, grabbing the papers to shove them back in when my eyes quickly scan over them. I stop what I’m doing and focus on the papers a little closer. “There’s an address on here,” I gasp, dropping the rest of the papers down and spreading out the important one on my lap. 
 
    “What?” she grunts, her head flying up from the floor of the car. “What do you mean ‘an address?’” 
 
    “Look here,” I say, pointing out the section on the form in front of me. “It asks for a residential address and he actually filled it out.” 
 
    “What the hell?” she whispers, snatching the paper off my lap and looking at it a little closer. “Hey, Noah,” Tully yells out. “Get your ass over here.” 
 
    “Ahhh, no thanks,” he murmurs from the porch. 
 
    “Get your fucking ass over here now before I tell dad you were the one who put that baseball bat through the TV when we were nine.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” he grumbles, pushing himself up from the top step and making his way across the grass painfully slow. He shoves his head through the open door and cringes as the smell still floats around the car. “What do you want?” he demands, glaring at his sister in one of those ‘I hate you but I secretly love you because you’re my sister’ ways. 
 
    She doesn’t bother snapping back at him like she usually would. “Here,” she says, practically slamming the paper right into his face. “Where is this place? The address?” 
 
    Noah pulls back and takes the paper from her hands. “What is this?” he questions, looking over it in confusion.  
 
    “Just answer the fucking question. Do you know that address or what? Is that Anton’s place?” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “No, his place is over the other side of the train line,” Noah explains before indicating to the paper before him. “This is somewhere behind the elementary school.” 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for? Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where to?” Noah questions, still a little confused. “What is this place?” 
 
    “It’s a copy of some form Rivers filled out for the Marines,” I explain, stealing it back once again and double checking that I’m saying the right thing as it’s coming out. “He listed that address as his residential address. This is his home. The place where he goes each night after he slips out of your place.” 
 
    Noah narrows his eyes on the paper. “Are you fucking kidding me? This has been sitting outside our home for the past four months and we didn’t fucking know?” 
 
    “What can I say? All the answers we’ve ever needed with Rivers have always been right under our fucking noses. Why should this be any different?” 
 
    “True,” he murmurs. 
 
    “Would you two stop your fucking yapping?” Tully demands, crawling out of the broken car and ripping off the rubber gloves. “Let’s go. I need to check this place out.” 
 
    I look to Noah with a raised brow. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m in,” he says. 
 
    “You realize Rivers would probably kill you if he ever found out you broke into his home and snooped around,” I look to Tully. “That goes for you too.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she says shaking her head. “We have to check this out. I feel like this is the final piece of the Rivers’ puzzle and we have to figure it out. Who knows? It could just be some random address that he’s written down for the sake of completing the form.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “If that were the case, he would have put our address.” 
 
    Damn it. They’re both right.  
 
    “It would mean breaking and entering,” I warn them. 
 
    “I doubt Rivers is going to have us charged,” Tully mutters. “So, what’s it going to be? Are you guys coming with me or am I doing this alone?” 
 
    Shit. When she puts it like that, I have no choice but to go. I can’t let her get into a potentially dangerous situation and not tag along for moral support. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    With that, Noah and I lock up Rivers’ car as Tully paces around, getting lost inside her thoughts, completely unable to control her emotions. Feeling gross and stinky from being inside that car, I dart into Tully’s room and slip on a new shirt before forcing her to do the same and within moments, she’s dragging me out to Noah’s car and pushing me through the door with the piece of paper firmly between her fingers. 
 
    Tully searches the address on her phone and Noah takes off in the direction of the elementary school. As he gets closer, she starts directing him and I can’t help but hear the emotion in her voice. She’s scared of what’s she’s going to find, and to be honest, so am I. Noah hasn’t really said much since finding the address and all that does is tell me that he’s probably thinking the same thing. 
 
    My heart is desperately hoping that he just made up some random address to fill out the form while my gut is telling me that this is the place he’s been living. 
 
    We pull up outside a rundown house and look at it with caution. Just one massive gust of wind could knock this thing down. It looks as though it was once looked after, but no one has cared for it in a very long time. “Are you sure this is it?” I murmur into the quiet Camaro. 
 
    “Yep,” Tully says, placing the paper down on the dash and reaching for her handle. “Let’s check it out.” 
 
    We file out of the car and make our way towards the front door when we pass the mailbox. My eyes scan over it and I can’t help but notice the faded writing: ‘G. Rivers.’ This was my mom’s house before she got busted. 
 
    “We got the right place,” I tell them, pointing out the mailbox. “Gina lived here.” 
 
    Tully looks over the mailbox with a grim expression. “Didn’t Gina tell you that Rivers went to live with his dad when she was put away?” 
 
    “Sort of. She said that she assumed he did, but just because that’s what she thought, doesn’t mean that’s what happened. I mean, this is Rivers we’re talking about. I seriously doubt he wanted to live with Anton and deal with all the bullshit that would go on there, and I seriously doubt Anton wanted a kid around.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Tully questions as Noah tries the front door to find it locked. 
 
    Noah lets out a sigh. “She’s saying that Rivers most likely has lived here by himself since he was a kid, fending for himself.” 
 
    Tully sucks in a devastated breath and looks completely broken, but that doesn’t stop the urgency within her to get inside his house. She moves across to the window before giving it a wiggle and then trying the next. 
 
    “I’ll try around back,” Noah says, hurrying around the side of the house and launching himself over the fence before any of the neighbors start looking at us suspiciously. 
 
    A moment later, we hear a door opening and then footsteps through the house before the front door is pulled open by Noah. “Come on,” he says. “You’ve got to see this shit.” 
 
    We make our way into the house and the first thing I notice is the smell. The carpets are damp and it’s clear that there are more than a few leaks coming from the old roof. It looks completely abandoned. There’s dust on every surface, the chairs from the dining table have been placed upside down and are resting on top of the table. Windows are cracked and there’s hardly any furniture. Either someone moved out of here in a hurry or the place was ransacked and all the shit was stolen. I’d even consider this to be an alright home before it became so clearly neglected. 
 
    Noah tries to turn on the lights but quickly realizes there’s no electricity and I wonder just how long it’s been turned off for. The further I get around the home, I try to picture my mom living here. She would have walked these very floors, making herself dinner and cooking for Rivers. I wonder if they had a good life before all that shit went down. Who knows? Maybe she was even a good mother to him at one point. 
 
    I shake the thought from my head and focus on what’s in front of me. There’s a coffee mug in the kitchen sink, a bar of soap in the shower, and a basket of laundry sitting on top of the washing machine– all signs that someone has been living here recently. 
 
    I make my way down the hallway with Tully right behind me and stop to look at her when I get to a closed door that’s clearly a bedroom. “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders. “It’s either now or never, right?” 
 
    “Right.” I push my way into the room and look around in wonder. It’s not at all what I expected. It’s a tidy room that was clearly put together for a little boy and while the rest of the house is completely bare, this room is filled with belongings. 
 
    The closet is complete with all of Rivers’ clothes, the bed has been made with military perfection, there’s a desk with school books, and even an old worn out couch in the corner, but what gets me the most is the picture that sits in a silver photo frame on the bedside table of Tully and Rivers smiling towards the camera, telling me exactly what I need to know- Rivers has been living here all alone with no furniture in the house, no electricity, and no groceries packed high in the shelf.  
 
    What kind of life have we been allowing him to live? 
 
    Tully walks over to the photo frame and scoops it up before running her thumb over the picture of Rivers. “We failed him,” she murmurs. “We should have known about this and done something to fix it. Who knows how long he’s been living like this?” 
 
    I nod, unable to get any words out when I get the sense that she needs to be alone. “I’ll just be out there,” I tell her, pointing back towards the door. 
 
    Tully nods and as I close the door behind me, I get a glimpse of her sitting down on his bed, the tears once again completely taking over as she continues scanning his room, searching for anything to help her feel closer to the one person she can’t have. 
 
    I walk out to find Noah sitting up on the kitchen counter. “Is she alright?” he questions, nodding down the hallway towards Rivers’ bedroom.  
 
    “I don’t know. I think she’s more hurt than anything. Wondering why he felt he couldn’t talk to her about this.” 
 
    He nods before looking around the empty kitchen, taking in the blank, lifeless walls and water stains on the ceiling. “It couldn’t have been easy living like this.” 
 
    “Nope,” I say. “No wonder he spent so many nights at your place even if it was on the couch.” 
 
    “It all makes sense now.” 
 
    Rivers bedroom door is ripped open before Tully comes tearing down with something in her hand. “Look at this,” she says with a slight roar, making my brows pull down in concern. 
 
    Noah hops down from the counter and takes the slip of paper from Tully’s hand which is when I realize it’s actually a photo, only it’s not framed special like the one of the two of them. This photo looks old and has torn edges and coffee rings from being used as a coaster.  
 
    Noah’s brows dip down as he studies the picture. It’s clearly Rivers from a few years ago but his arm is thrown over the shoulder of a girl. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Yeah, Lacey,” Tully says. 
 
    “Wait. Lacey? As in Lily’s best friend Lacey?” 
 
    “Yep,” Tully snaps as accusations begin clouding her mind. “How the hell does Rivers know Lacey and why didn’t he tell us about her?” 
 
    I shake my head, unable to piece the puzzle together. There’s literally no connection between the two of them. This doesn’t make any sense. 
 
    Tully starts pacing as the tears from earlier continue to fill her eyes. “Hey,” Noah says, grabbing hold of his sister and pulling her into his chest. “We’ll figure it out. I have Lacey’s number somewhere at home. It’s as simple as giving her a call and figuring it out. It’ll be fine. It’s probably nothing.” 
 
    “You don’t keep a picture of a girl if it’s probably nothing,” she snaps back at him. 
 
    “Chill,” he tells her. “This picture is years old. He’s just a kid here. I’m sure if she was someone important to him, he would have told us about her.” 
 
    "Like he told us about his mom, or his dad, or that he was living in this piece of shit alone?” 
 
    Noah sigh. “Fair point.” 
 
    “Come on,” I tell them. “Why don’t we get out of here. Nothing good is going to come from hanging out here. We’re just going to get torn up the more we see.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tully sighs, snatching the photo back from Noah and folding it up before sliding it into the back pocket of her jeans. "Let’s go.” 
 
    Tully starts making her way towards the front door and I follow behind when Noah pulls at my hand. “Wait,” he says. I look back to find a strange hesitation in his eye, making me wonder if he’s confused or unsure about something.  
 
    “There’s one room you didn’t look in,” he reminds me, indicating towards the last door down the hallway. “That would have been your mom’s room.” I look over his shoulder, taking in the door in question with mixed feelings. “Did you want to have a look?” he questions with a slight shrug. “You don’t have to, but I just thought that you might be able to get a little insight into her life before she went away.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” I say. 
 
    “It’s cool,” he says. “We can come back another time if you want to have a look.” Noah starts pulling on my hand, but I find myself rooted to the ground, still staring at the door. He looks back at me, clearly seeing the indecision over what to do before he steps up behind me. “Do you want me to go with you?” 
 
    I find myself slowly nodding my head and Noah steps around me, drawing me down the hallway behind him. He stops at Gina’s door and the nerves start pulsing through me. What if I don’t like what we find? 
 
    Noah grabs the handle and begins opening the door and I guess it’s too late to back out. He swings the door open and steps inside the room with me following behind.  
 
    My mouth pops open as I take it all in. The room is an absolute mess. It’s nothing like the rest of the house which looks like it’s been abandoned. This room is the complete opposite. It’s filled with shit, only it looks more like someone has come tearing through here searching for something. 
 
    Clothes are thrown across the room and boxes of papers have been pulled out of the closet. The bed has been ripped apart and the mattress sliced down the middle. It’s a mess. A complete mess, and it’s clear that this was the kind of shit Rivers didn’t want to deal with as he had closed the door. Out of sight, out of mind. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Tully says stepping into the room behind me. “Someone was clearly looking for something.” 
 
    “No shit,” Noah says, walking across the room and kicking the flipped over bedside table out of his way only the drawer slips out and crashes to the ground, adding to the mess. 
 
    I make my way around, looking over the kind of clothes Gina would wear, the kind of perfumes she had on her shelf, and what books she had in the top of her closet. I do my best to get a good idea of the kind of woman she is which is when it hits me, she’s just like me. Similar clothes, similar taste in books and perfumes. Hell, the torn up bedspread is even similar to the one I have at home.  
 
    Tully grabs a few of the papers off the floor before scanning over them. “This is all stuff about her prostitution ring,” Tully comments with a strange curiosity. “I would have thought the cops would have taken all this shit.” 
 
    I walk over to her and take the paper from her hand before scanning over it myself. “I think the bigger question is, what the hell was the person looking for if it wasn’t to get this stuff?” 
 
    “Check this out,” Noah says slowly, making me turn around to take him in crouched down by the broken bedside table. “This drawer has a false bottom.” 
 
    “Huh?” I question, stepping around the mess to get a better look only to find Noah currently pulling out what appears to be a folder of important documents. 
 
    “I guess I know what they were looking for,” he murmurs, opening it straight up and having a good look. 
 
    The first document is Rivers’ birth certificate and Tully instantly pulls it from Noah’s fingers and scans over it, so he gets busy pulling out the next thing to find a marriage certificate between Gina and Anton that has me gaping like a fool. “They were married?” I shriek. “I thought he hated her.” 
 
    “Maybe he does,” Noah comments. "It's not like it's hard. I hate the fucking bitch too." 
 
    “What else is in there?” 
 
    He shrugs and passes me the marriage certificate to free up his hands so he can pull out another certificate and a bunch of papers. It’s another birth certificate and something clenches in my gut. Gina had two kids so it would make sense for that to be mine. 
 
    I take it and the bundle of papers from him and start scanning over the certificate. My name is at the top, only I stop short. “It says Henley Meadow Rivers,” I gasp, making both Tully and Noah stop what they’re doing and look over my shoulder, though I guess that would make sense. Gina might not have known my father’s surname at the time of filing the paperwork so went with her own. 
 
    I guess seeing it written that way was a little alarming and I guess, seeing as though it's on the birth certificate, that’s officially my name. I don’t know how I feel about that. 
 
    I continue down, reading all the information that I thought I knew about myself. Which hospital I was born at, my birth weight. Hell, I even double check the date just to make sure dad had had it right all this time. 
 
    I‘m about to comment about how cool it is to finally have this document in my hand when I find myself stopping short once again. Someone else’s details are written where my fathers should be. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Noah grunts, clearly seeing what I’m seeing. 
 
    Tully shakes her head. “That can’t be right.” 
 
    I stare at the words written before me, feeling absolutely sick to my stomach because right here in my hands, my official birth certificate is telling me that Anton Mathers is my biological father. 
 
    I shake my head. This can’t be. There has to be a mistake somewhere. 
 
    I hastily check over the other documents in my hand and gasp as I find a DNA report. I flip it open faster than I’ve ever flipped anything open in my life. There has to be a mistake here. Maybe she was wrong and jumped the gun on naming the father.  
 
    My eyes scan over the report, taking in every last detail. “No, no, no, no,” I panic, reading over it. 
 
    “What is it? What does it say?” Noah demands, grabbing the papers from me in his desperation to get some answers. 
 
    My body crumbles as my eyes fill with tears. Noah catches me a moment later, desperately searching my eyes. “Gina had a DNA test done. It dates right after I was born. Anton is my real father.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I pace back and forth across my living room. This can’t be happening.  
 
    Anton Mathers is my father. 
 
    No. I refuse to believe it; because if he is, that means my actual father, the man who has been there for me since the very beginning, is not mine at all. It means that Aria is not my sister and that Rivers is my full, biological brother. 
 
    This can’t be happening. Dad and Aria are the only true family I’ve ever had. They can’t be taken from me.  
 
    I’ve already suffered through learning that Kelly wasn’t my real mother, and now this? Has my whole life been a lie? Is anything I know and love real? Hell, maybe Noah is going to turn around and tell me that it was all a joke, that he never loved me, and that he’s leaving. That seems about right. 
 
    Anton Mathers is a monster. Just sharing the same DNA as him has covered Rivers world in darkness. I can’t have that. I’m already screwed finding out my real mother is a convicted criminal, now my father is a mobster who walks around pointing guns at teenage boys. 
 
    Fuck me. I can’t handle this shit.  
 
    My phone dings on the coffee table for the hundredth time. It will be a text from either Noah or Tully checking in with me again and making sure I’m not going off the rails. 
 
    Being alone right now probably isn’t the best thing for me. I should have told them to stay, but I wanted this time alone to panic. If they were here, they would have made me talk it through, they would have tried to make it alright, and I’m simply not there yet. 
 
    I need to scream. I need to cry. I need to throw a fucking hissy fit and smash a few things against the wall, and if my phone keeps dinging the way it is, that’s going to be the first thing smashed. 
 
    The only good thing that could possibly come from this is having Rivers as a full brother– everything else? I’m fucked? 
 
    What’s dad going to say when he finds out? He’s going to be crushed. Is he going to kick me out knowing I’m not his daughter? Am I going to be out living on the streets or moving in with Rivers? Good thing my mother is in prison; I could use her old room. You know, considering I clean up all the evidence of her prostitution ring. 
 
    Shit, what about Aria? She’s going to be devastated learning that I’m not really her big sister. She only just found us and now our family is already going to be torn to shreds. How is she ever going to get past this? Especially after all the bullshit she’s already been through. 
 
    My phone dings again and I clench down on my jaw while balling my hands into fists. If Ari wasn’t asleep right now, I’d probably be throwing the damn thing through the window and hoping I do a little damage in the process. 
 
    I can’t help but stare down at the stupid phone. I need to talk to dad. He has to know about this. It will tear him to pieces, but he has a right to know the truth. Maybe he might just know the right thing to say that will make this all ok because I sure as hell don’t have a fucking clue. 
 
    Letting out a shaky breath, I grab my phone and call dad. It’s either now or never as I don’t think I’ll ever find the guts to bring this up with him again. I’m terrified of hurting him and petrified of what the outcome could be. 
 
    The phone rings once and I start making my way down the hall, making sure Aria’s bedroom door is shut so I don’t wake her up in case I burst out into uncontrollable sobs. 
 
    It rights twice. 
 
    Three times. 
 
    I make my way back up the hall and begin pacing in front of the couch once again. 
 
    “Come on,” I groan as it rings a fourth time. 
 
    Five. Six. 
 
    “Squish.” 
 
    There’s a knock at the door. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I groan. “Can’t I catch a fucking break?” 
 
    “Henley?” Dad questions. “What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “Hold on,” I say, glaring at the door knowing it’s either Noah or Tully having come to check on me seeing as though I’ve avoided every damn call and text that’s come my way. “There’s someone at the door.” 
 
    Dad mumbles a “Mmkay,” as I shove the phone between my shoulder and ear. I work on unlocking the multiple locks on the door that dad had installed after finding out about Monica and Candice’s attacks and grumble under my breath, silently cursing those damn twins for not knowing anything about giving a woman a little personal space. 
 
    “Come on, Squish. What’s taking so long?” 
 
    I ignore dad as I pull the door wide open. “What the hell do you want?” I demand a moment before sucking in a shocked breath. 
 
    I was wrong. So fucking wrong. It’s not Noah or Tully at all. 
 
    It’s Kelly. The woman who lied to me all my life. The person who I first think of when I hear the word ‘mom’, and the woman who kept my little sister away from me while she scarred her with the disgusting choices of her mother’s lifestyle. 
 
    In my eyes, the only thing in this world worse than Anton Mathers is this woman standing right in front of me. She’s the true definition of a monster. While Anton will physically hurt someone, this woman would enjoy hearing about the scars she left on both mine and Aria’s souls. 
 
    “Kelly,” I say bluntly. “What the hell do you want?” I demand, focusing on the stranger before me and distantly noticing that she looks a shitload better than the last time I saw her. It’s clear as day that she got herself clean, but I have a feeling that was something that was forced upon her. 
 
    “Kelly?” she questions with a raised eyebrow. “What? I don’t get a ‘Hi, mom. Great to see you again. How have you been?’” 
 
    “What the fuck?” I hear dad screeching through the phone. “Did you just say ‘Kelly’? Henley? Goddamn it, Henley. Answer me.” 
 
    A man strolls down the front path and comes to stand behind Kelly, trying to appear somewhat intimidating, but let’s face it, after the shit I’ve been through, this guy is shit on a stick that’s standing in my way.  
 
    I scoff at his pathetic attempts and focus back on Kelly. “Quit the bullshit. You’re not my mother.” 
 
    Both of her brows raise. “So, the old bastard finally told you, huh?” 
 
    “And about fucking time too,” I smirk, hitting her where it hurts. “Do you have any idea what a relief it is to know that I don’t share your DNA? I mean, that’s a whole lot of fucked up shit that I’d happily do without.” 
 
    Kelly’s eyes narrow on me. “Watch it, Henley,” she warns. “I was hoping we could do this without it turning into some kind of drama.” 
 
    “Henley?” dad snaps, making me pull the phone away from my ear due to the tone of his voice piercing right through my skull, though despite pulling the phone away, I can still hear him crystal clear. “Tell me what the fuck is going on, right now? Get that piece of shit off my doorstep.” 
 
    Gladly. 
 
    I grab the door and go to close it while giving her a beaming grin. “Alright, well this is been lovely, but let’s not make this a tradition.” With that, I go to slam the door but a heavy boot steps in the doorway, forcing the door back open. 
 
    “The fuck you think you’re doing?” I demand, keeping one hand on the door and my body right in the middle of the walkway as I stare up at the imposing man before me. 
 
    He doesn’t say a word so I turn my glare on Kelly. “I’m not sure you quite understood,” I tell her, focusing heavily on her eyes and making sure she gets every fucking word that comes out of my mouth. “It’s time for you to fuck off back to wherever the hell you’ve been all these years and screw up some other kid’s life. You’re done here.” 
 
    “You see, that’s where you’re wrong,” she tells me, not holding back on her seething attitude as clearly, she doesn’t give a shit anymore. “I got myself clean and now I want my kid back.” 
 
    I laugh in her face. “You’ve got to be kidding, right?” I howl as I hear dad going off his rocker through the phone. “There’s no way in hell you’re getting her back. Another few months living with you and she would have been dead. You’re fucking insane if you think that’s about to happen.” 
 
    Kelly steps forward, narrowing her eyes on me and desperately trying to look like a boss bitch as her face reddens with anger. “Get my kid. Now.” 
 
    I tighten my hold on the door while bringing my phone back up to my ear. “Dad, call the cops now.” I end the call knowing that he won’t hesitate for a single moment as I stare back at Kelly. “Go and jam a needle in your arm, whore.” 
 
    With that, I slam the door once again, this time trying a little harder and feeling the instant relief as the door closes. I desperately try for the lock as I hear Kelly’s voice screeching on the other side of the door. “Kick the fucking door down. I want my kid.” 
 
    My eyes widen in panic and my hands fumble over the lock but it’s too late, the door gets kicked down in one easy go and the heavy wood comes tumbling down on top of me, smacking me hard in the face as Kelly and the man force their way inside my home. 
 
    “NO,” I scream, ignoring the way my head spins and chasing down the hall after them. 
 
    I scramble behind them, desperate to save my little sister from their evil clutches. I grab hold of Kelly’s shirt and pull her back with everything that I’ve got. The fabric of her shirt tears and she shakes me off as I continue stumbling around. 
 
    I don’t dare give up. I try again and dive towards them as my vision blurs from the hit of the door when the man spins around and grabs me. "I’m getting really fucking sick of you, you little bitch.” A moment later, he slams my head into the wall so fucking hard that it puts a hole in the drywall. 
 
    He releases me and my body crumbles to the ground, my head spinning and pounding. My vision blurs and I try to get up, but my head is too heavy. I collapse back down to the ground as the darkness begins to claim me. 
 
    No. I need to get up. I need to fight. 
 
    Aria is counting on me. 
 
    I hear the sound of her bedroom door being kicked in before the sound of her terrified screams come tearing up the hallway. “Ari,” I whimper, my voice barely audible. 
 
    “Henley,” she cries. “Henley.” 
 
    I hear the exact moment a hand is slapped over her mouth before she’s hauled out of bed. Two bodies rush back up the hallway, barging into me on their way out as the man clutches my terrified little sister. Their bodies blur and my head spins. “No,” I cry. 
 
    The last thing I see is the blurry vision of their backs before the darkness completely claims me. 
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