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    Introduction 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lie to me and I’ll expose you. 
 
    Hurt me and I’ll take you down. 
 
    Touch my sister and I’ll personally pave your road to hell. 
 
      
 
    Kelly didn’t know what she was getting herself into when she set her sights on Aria and I didn’t know what I was getting into when I tried to get her back. 
 
    What it all comes down to, what it’s always come down to is Anton Mathers. He’s the thorn in my side, the devil creeping in the darkness, and the man who shares my DNA. He’s what nightmares are made of and now he has his sights on me. 
 
    As one problem resolves, another arises, and just when I thought I could finally see the end, it all blows up in my face. 
 
      
 
    I need to save her and I’m more than prepared to pay the ultimate price. 
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Haven Falls Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Romance filled with LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. This series is recommended for mature readers due to cursing and sexual content. If this offends you, then steer clear of this bad boy romance! 
 
    For everyone else, dive in and have fun! 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    My head spins as I peel my eyes open. I lay in a crumpled heap up against the wall in the middle of my hallway. I struggle to see what’s right in front of me and have to blink a few times, desperately needing the blurriness to fade away. 
 
    Something trickles down the side of my face and I press a hand against my temple. “Shit,” I groan, bringing my hand back to find blood smeared over my fingertips. How long was I out? 
 
    A heavy pounding makes it near impossible to raise my head off the floor, but I have no choice. I need to get up. I need to help her. 
 
    Aria. My little sister. How could I let this happen? 
 
    She was relying on me and I let her down. I was supposed to protect her, keep her safe from monsters, but when she needed me the most, right when she needed me to step up, I failed her. 
 
    The heavy pounding continues to weigh me down but I have to get up, I have to keep fighting for her. I wipe the back off my arm across my face, ridding myself of as much blood as possible before getting my hands underneath me. 
 
    I push up with a cringe and the movement instantly has my head spinning. Dizziness overtakes me and my body slams into the wall beside me. I keep my body against the wall and use it to help me get to my feet.  
 
    I make my way down the hallway and it’s clear that I really shouldn’t be up on my feet. Black spots appear in my blurred vision and I quickly realize my body isn’t going to last long. I’m straddling the edge of unconsciousness but I’ve already wasted too much time. Far too much time. 
 
    I will not pass out. I have to find my sister. 
 
    I stumble down to her bedroom, needing to check this is real. Her door is cracked and I make quick work of throwing it open. The light is off but the light coming from the hallway is enough to showcase her empty bed. 
 
    She’s really gone.  
 
    My heart shatters as bile rises in my throat. How will I ever get her back? When dad finds out that I’m not his, he’d be right to get rid of me. What kind of big sister allows her sibling to get taken right from under her nose? 
 
    I had so many options but I chose to run after Kelly and that man she brought with her. I did this to Aria. I didn’t protect her. I was stupid. Careless.  
 
    Dad has guns in every hiding spot throughout the house. I should have gotten one of those and made the problem go away. I should have shot her. Both of them. I would have spent the rest of my life rotting in prison beside Gina, but I’d do it a million times over if it meant keeping Aria safe. 
 
    A high-pitched, terrified scream comes from out the front of my home and my back straightens. “HENLEY,” the voice cries. “HELP. HELP. HENLEY.” 
 
    Aria. 
 
    She’s still here. I mustn’t have been out for long at all. 
 
    Hope surges through me as I run as fast as I can. I hear the sound of a struggle before an engine roars to life. Shit. No, no, no. I’m not going to make it. 
 
    I consider grabbing a gun but then I risk the car driving off before I have a chance to make it out the door.  
 
    The sound of Ari’s screams and tortured cries have me bolting through the house until I’m bounding through the front door with a desperation I’ve never felt before. The man wrestles her into an old brown car and quickly slams the door on her. “NO!” I scream, pounding my feet against the pavement. 
 
    The man takes me in as he looks over his shoulder before picking up his pace.  
 
    “Hurry up,” Kelly roars from the driver’s seat, hearing the sirens in the distance as she slams her hand against the back of the passenger’s seat. 
 
    The man drops down into the car just moments before I make it to Aria. I grab hold of her door handle and rip it open. It swings open with a creak and I reach in, my fingers barely grazing Aria’s when Kelly slams down on the gas, taking off like a bat out of hell. 
 
    “ARIA,” I yell out as the trunk of the car fishtails around and slams into my hip, sending me flying back onto the grass with a hard thump. The man hangs out the passenger’s side window, attempting to close Aria’s door as I watch through the back window at how Ari is thrown around like a ragdoll. No carseat, no seatbelt, no regard for her safety in the least. 
 
    I scramble up to my feet with heavy sobs ripping from my throat. I start running down the road after the car, hoping for some kind of miracle that Ari will find the strength to dive out the open car door or put up some sort of fight to slow them down, but it’s useless, my feet on the worn asphalt is nothing compared to the car careening down the road. 
 
    I’ve lost her.  
 
    My little sister is really gone. 
 
    I drop to my knees in the middle of the road, staring after the car as it disappears around the bend, feeling absolutely broken as it drives away with my little sister.  
 
    Tears stream down my face and I scream out for her until I physically cannot scream anymore, never more desperate for anything in my life. 
 
    My knees are grazed by the hard road but I can’t find the strength to move, not until hands are gripping my upper arms and pulling me up from the ground. I glance around and realize my home is surrounded by cops and the two men standing on either side of me, dragging me to my feet are officers. 
 
    I rip my arm free from one of the men and turn into the other, grabbing the front of his shirt and pleading with everything I have as pain tears through my hip. “Please,” I cry. “You have to find her. Please. I’ll do anything, just find my little sister.” 
 
    “Alright, ma’am,” the cop standing before me says as he tries to pry my fingers free of his uniform. He looks back over his shoulder and yells out. “We need a paramedic over here.” The cop looks back to me as though I’m some terrified animal, scared of being caught. “You need to calm down, you’ve been hurt. What’s your name?” 
 
    “That’s not important,” I rush out, yanking on his shirt, not understanding why he hasn’t taken off after Kelly. “They’re getting away. They took her. You need to do something. You need to go.” 
 
    The cop leans in a little closer, focusing on my face. “Who took her? What’s going on here? We got a call to come and check out a disturbance.” 
 
    “My sister was taken,” I cry. “She was abandoned here seven months ago by her mother who was fleeing court ordered drug rehabilitation. Please, you have to do something. She’s only five years old,” the cop’s eyes widen in horror but I continue on. “Her mom showed up here with some guy, claiming she was clean and that she was taking her kid back. I tried to tell them no and said that they had to leave, but they kicked down the door and barged their way in. They took her right from her bed while she was screaming. She was so scared, she…she was crying out for me and I couldn’t get her in time. Please. Please, you have to get her back. They only just left a few minutes ago. Please, I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “Alright,” he tells me in a voice that’s way too calm before indicating for a few of his guys to join us. “We’re going to do what we can to locate your little sister. Why don’t you sit down with Officer Dunham? We’re going to need as much information on your sister and her mother as possible.” 
 
    “No,” I say. “You’re wasting time. I need to get out there and start searching. Kelly is an awful parent. She neglected her. Didn’t feed her, didn’t take her to school or show her any kind of love. Ari can’t go back to that life. I need to find her.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “It’s best for you to stay here in case she shows up or if her mother calls looking for some kind of ransom.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it? Kelly doesn’t want anything. She just wanted Aria and now she’s got her. She’s not after a ransom because she knows we don’t have anything she needs. We don’t have money or anything valuable to offer her. She’s got what she wants and now she’ll take off somewhere she knows we won’t find her.” 
 
    An officer arrives at the guy’s side and he instantly turns to him. “Put a BOLO out. I want an immediate patrol of the area with every available officer searching.” 
 
    “What are we looking for, Chief?” 
 
    The guy he called ‘Chief’ turns back to me. “Alright, I know your head is probably hurting and all you want to do is head out to join the search, but I’m going to need you to hang back and tell us everything you know. You need to help us so we can help you.” 
 
    I nod my head eagerly before he nods to the other cop who I’d ripped my arm away from. “Good, now I need you to remember what your sister was wearing, the color and make of the car if you can remember them, and anything you know about the people who took her, alright?” 
 
    The other officer cuts in. “A recent photo would also be a great help.” 
 
    “Um…ok,” I say as I try to piece everything together in my mind. I think back to our night. I’d come home fretting about finding out Anton Rivers was my biological father and I was panicking about telling dad. To be honest, I didn’t even give Aria that much attention.  
 
    What kind of an awful person am I? 
 
    I block out everything that’s gone down over the past fifteen minutes and try to focus on Ari. She was home with dad when I arrived back from discovering more of my life has been a lie. Dad was pissed off because I was pushing the limits and was late while he was trying to get out the door. He’d said something, but all I could think about was the fact that he wasn’t my father. 
 
    Ari was sitting on the floor in the living room, coloring in with the markers that Rivers had gotten her before he left to go back to the Military. Dad kissed her forehead, grabbed his bag, and ran out of the house to his truck which was already idling in his need to get on the road. 
 
    I’d made Ari a cheap dinner. I didn’t even bother to make her something nice, but she happily accepted it anyway because she’s so damn grateful for everything she gets due to the life she had before. I stuck her in a shower and then ignored her as she tried to tell me a story about her day.  
 
    When she got out, she had a pink towel wrapped around her and she wanted my help picking something to wear to bed. I’d told her I wasn’t in a great mood and to wear whatever the hell she wanted. Ari then ran into my room, grabbed one of my t-shirts and pulled it over her little head. It fell to her knees but she laughed and announced that she was just like me. 
 
    She didn’t even bother putting a pair of sleep shorts on because my shirt was like a dress on her and now she’s out there in the world in a top that falls off her shoulder and no fucking pants. 
 
    I become increasingly agitated and do my best to focus on the police officer standing before me as I give him the run down. “Her name is Aria and she’s about this tall,” I say, holding my hand around my waist, just above my belly button. “She responds to Aria, Ari, or Squirt and she’s five years old. She has blonde hair, a little lighter than mine and crystal blue eyes. She was wearing an adult-sized, peach colored t-shit which comes down to her knees.” 
 
    I then go on to describe everything I know about Kelly, what she was wearing and how she appeared before moving onto the douchebag guy and then describing the car. 
 
    “Is that everything?” the officer asks me. 
 
    “I have a picture inside and…and lots on my phone.” 
 
    “Would you mind getting them? That way I can circle them around my men and get this search underway.” 
 
    I nod and take off towards the house, ignoring the way my hip continues to scream out in pain. I need that pain. It’s like my own form of punishment for allowing this to happen. I haul my phone off the floor of the entryway, spying the cops who are already starting the investigation and searching my home for any sort of clues. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see a slip of fabric that I’d torn off Kelly’s clothes while trying to save my sister and I scoop it up before grabbing a shirt of Aria’s out of the washing pile. 
 
    I head back out and hand it all over, hoping that maybe the cops have a K9 unit which could help locate her, or if anything, could track down Kelly and tear her to shreds. 
 
    The officer thanks me and I nod again before he turns away and gets on with business. “Right, guys let’s move out. We’re looking for a five year old girl. Peach shirt down to her knees. Brown car, banged up, roughly from the late eighties or early nineties. Move out.” 
 
    With that, a group of cop cars takes off while others stay back, checking my home and questioning the neighbors. 
 
    My fingers itch for my car keys and just as I convince myself that I need to be out there searching, a white Camaro comes to a screeching halt. “Henley,” Noah roars, diving out of his car and racing towards me in a panic. “What the fuck is going on? What happened?” 
 
    I stare at him in confusion. What is he doing here? I don’t remember calling him and telling him that I needed his help. 
 
    “What…what are you doing here?” I question as he takes in the blood over my face, my scrapped knees, and the way I can’t seem to put weight on my left foot. 
 
    Noah hauls me into his arms, being gentle while also giving me the firmness I need. “You weren’t answering my calls or texts. I was worried,” he breathes. “Now, please, tell me what the hell is going on here? Why are there cops raiding your house and covering the street? Don’t tell me Anton came back.” 
 
    I shake my head into his chest as the emotions becomes too much and I break. “They took Ari.” 
 
    Noah steps back, searching my face to make sure he heard me correctly. “What the fuck are you talking about? Who took Ari? Where is she?” 
 
    I shake my head and it almost seems impossible to get the words out. “I don’t know,” I tell him. “Kelly showed up with some guy and they barged in. I tried to fight them off but he was too big. They took her. She’s gone.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Noah roars, stepping back from me as the anger and frustration overwhelm him. “How long ago?” 
 
    “She drove off maybe fifteen minutes ago now. I don’t know. It all seems a blur to me. Could be more, maybe less.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” Noah says, trying to remain positive as he pulls his phone from his pocket. “We’ll get her back even if I have to raid every fucking house in the country.” 
 
    Noah presses the phone to his ear and two seconds later, he’s talking through the line. “Tullz. Bring mom and dad to Henley’s place. Everyone in their own car. Ari’s been taken by her mom so we need everyone out searching. Call Aiden and Spencer too.” 
 
    He doesn’t wait for a response, just ends the call and pulls me into his arms. Noah presses his lips to my forehead. “I promise you, we will get her back.” 
 
    I nod against him as the tears continue to fall. His words are reassuring, but they also sound like a promise to himself and despite how fucking incredible Noah is and that he’s generally capable of the impossible, I know there’s a possibility that we’ll never see her again. 
 
    Kelly is going to do everything she can to keep Aria hidden away. She knows that dad and I will do everything we can to find her and she’ll stop at nothing. The woman I saw on the doorstep seven months ago and the one I saw tonight was not that same woman who raised me. This new version of Kelly is a monster and I’m terrified of how Aria is going to be treated. 
 
    One thing’s for sure. I will never stop searching for her. Kelly will slip up one day and that’s when we will scoop in and get her back. 
 
    “Miss?” a voice says from behind Noah. I peer over his shoulder to find a paramedic looking me over. "I really need you to come with me. You have substantial injuries which need to be cared for.” 
 
    I shake my head almost violently. “No,” I tell him. “I need to go looking for my sister.” 
 
    “No,” Noah says, taking me by the shoulders and pushing me back. “He’s right. Look at you. You can’t help us look for her like this. You need to get checked over and make sure you don’t have a concussion. I can’t be out there looking for Ari if I’m stopping to check on you every ten minutes. Please, just this once stay here and let me handle this.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No. You’re a liability like this. I mean, why the fuck can’t you stand on your left leg properly?” 
 
    I look down, hating showing a weakness. “When Kelly took off, the car fishtailed and slammed into my hip. It’ll be fine. It’s probably just a little swollen.” 
 
    Noah clenches his teeth and releases my shoulder before diving for my shirt. He tears it up only to find my hip is black and blue. No wonder I can hardly walk on it. “Fuck, Spitfire.” 
 
    Noah gets in closer to look at it and pulls down the side of my jeans as the paramedic gets down on his knees before me, studying the bruising with a cringe. “Please, Miss. Let me take care of this and your head. Your boyfriend is right, your sister is going to need you at your best.” 
 
    I look up at Noah, pleading him to let me come but he shakes his head. “Stay here, Spitfire. I won’t stop looking until I’ve found her and if we haven’t got her by morning, you can come too, but we’ll get her. You’ve got every cop in town searching for her and all of us. We’ll get her.” 
 
    I have no other choice but to give in and let him take the reins. Noah’s right, I need to get checked over. If I pass out from a concussion and can barely move, I’m only slowing him down. Aria needs the best and right now, that’s not me. 
 
    “Fine,” I say, stepping closer to the paramedic. “Just, please find her.” Noah goes to head for his car when I call out to him. “Kelly only just got out of rehab so it’s possible she went looking for a hit. You could maybe try that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Spitfire,” he tells me with a shallow nod. “Keep your head up, ok. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I tell him before watching as he drops down into his car and takes off. 
 
    The paramedic leads me inside and I drop down on the couch where he instantly begins looking over my head and hip. He’s only just getting started when Tully, Violet, and Eddison come tearing through my front door, taking in all the cops in horror. 
 
    After explaining everything to them, Tully and Eddison take off in different directions, leaving Violet hurrying into the kitchen to find a packet of frozen peas for my hip, promising she won’t leave my side for even one second. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Dad barges through the front door looking bigger than I’ve ever seen him. His eyes seek out mine instantly. “Henley,” he cries, racing forward and dropping to his knees before me on the couch.  
 
    His big arms wrap around me for no longer than two seconds before he’s grabbing me by the shoulders and hauling me back to see straight into my eyes. Dad holds me a little too tight and his nails dig into my flesh. “What happened?” he demands, shaking me in his need to get answers, though I don’t think he even realizes he’s doing it. “Fuck. Henley, where’s my baby girl? Tell me you got her back?” 
 
    I shake my head as the tears stream down my face for what feels like the hundredth time in less than six hours. “Not yet,” I say in a broken voice as the sobs overtake me. “I couldn’t stop them. I…I’m sorry…I tried but I couldn’t…” 
 
    I watch as dad’s eyes rake over me and his expression softens at finally taking in the bandages and icepack at my hip. “Oh, Squish,” he says, absolutely shattered while hating more than anyone seeing me like this. “I don’t doubt you did everything that you could.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I could have done more. I should have protected her better just like you would have. You never would have allowed them to get that far. Daddy, I couldn’t stop them.” 
 
    Dad pulls me in hard against his chest as Violet runs her hand over my back, instantly taking the ‘protective mother’ role. “It’s alright, Squish,” he says between clenched teeth. "We’ll get her back. If it’s the last thing I do, I promise you kid, I will get your sister back.” 
 
    I look down at the coffee table, feeling unworthy of looking up into my father’s eyes. He must hate me for letting this happen. “The whole town is out looking for her. Every cop in Haven Falls, everyone I go to school with, all the parents of her school friends.” 
 
    “Good,” Dad grumbles. “So will I. I just stopped to park the truck. I’ll be able to get around better in the pickup truck.” I nod my head. The truck is fucking huge and getting around bends quickly while trying to look out for a five year old girl is not going to be easy. “Did you talk to the cops? What did they say?” 
 
    “Officer Dunham and Detective Schultz just left about half an hour ago. The cops have spread out wide and are scouring every inch of Haven Falls and the surrounding suburbs to find her, but when it comes to what they’re going to do about it…they’re not sure. They said something about it possibly not being a kidnapping case due to it being a domestic matter. It’s her word against ours. She could say that Ari was just with us while she went to rehab. After all, she didn’t specify if she was coming back or not. We just assumed.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it. Kelly abandoned her here. She gave her a shitty life and then left her without even looking back. As far as I’m concerned, she gave up her rights, and that child is now one hundred percent ours.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him as he crosses the room and searches out the keys for his old pick up. “They just don’t know if they can make those charges stick, you know, that’s if they can ever find her.” 
 
    “They better make them fucking stick,” dad warns, “or I’ll be taking matters into my own hands. Besides, if it comes down to court, any judge could see where she needs to be. No one in their right mind would award Aria to that woman. We’ll get her back one way or another and I can assure you; Kelly won’t get away with this.” 
 
    Dad finds his keys and fishes them out of the bowl before disappearing into the kitchen. He comes back out a moment later with a huge can of energy drink and throws back half the can in the time it takes him to walk across to the front door. 
 
    It’s nearing two in the morning and my patience is wearing thin. I keep getting updates from Noah, Tully, Aiden, and Spencer. Each one of them telling me which streets they’ve hit and that they’ve come up with nothing.  
 
    Noah has checked in run down bars and clubs and gone past all the places he used to frequent when chasing drug debts for Anton, and so far, he’s got nothing. 
 
    There’s a very real possibility that Kelly took off and is already out of state and if that’s the case, she could be anywhere. We could be wasting our time searching the streets. 
 
    “I’m going to try search out all of Kelly’s old friends and all the places she used to hang out while she was living here. You never know, someone might just know something.” 
 
    Dad disappears out the door before I even get a chance to tell him to be careful. It could be ages before I see him again and something tells me that he won’t be coming home until he has his daughter in his arms. 
 
     I feel as though we’re so out of our depth here. I could handle high school, I can handle bitchy cheerleaders wanting to take me down and trying to steal the man of my dreams with fake pregnancies, but kidnapping? This is so out of my league. 
 
    The only way to win this war is to fight fire with fire. We’re just kids from Haven Falls who only just graduated high school. Dad’s just a regular guy who sits in his truck all day, lying to himself as he takes another bite of his burger. And the cops? They are the people who have been trying to put away Anton Mathers for years and despite how blatantly obvious he is about what he does, they’ve never been able to catch him. What am I going to do? 
 
    We have no connections out in the real world. We don’t know where Kelly could have taken Ari or what she intends to do with her. There are too many questions that I can’t answer. 
 
    I need someone like my mother, like Gina Rivers who knows the ins and the outs of that world, but she’ll never help me, especially not after the last time I was there. She would have the contacts to be able to help find Kelly. Hell, she’s a smart woman, she probably already knows who Kelly is, but it’s useless. I couldn’t even try. Besides, she’s kind of busy being locked up and all. 
 
    Though, there is one person who could probably help me. One person who is dirty enough to know when shit goes down in this town. The one person who has eyes and ears everywhere. 
 
    Noah’s never going to forgive me for this, but if I’m going to fight fire with fire, then I need Anton Fucking Mathers and I need him now. 
 
    The only questions is; how the fuck am I going to find him? 
 
    I think back to everything I know about the guy as Violet sits beside me on the couch, staring off into the distance, lost inside her head, probably terrified of losing another little girl in her life. 
 
    It was less than twelve hours ago that I sat in Rivers’ beat up car, staring at a piece of paper that held so many answers. Tully had asked Noah if he knew the address and if it was Anton’s, he said no and explained that Anton lives on the other side of the tracks. 
 
    Remembering that, I put a plan into place. First, I need to get out of here and second, I have to figure out where the hell on the other side of the tracks Noah was talking about. 
 
    Technically, the second you cross the tracks, you head into Broken Hill territory and that means security gates, alarms, and bad karma. 
 
    Violet’s phone rings on the coffee table, drawing me out of my inner thoughts. I see Tully’s name flash across the screen moments before Violet scoops it up and answers the calls. “How are you doing, honey?”  
 
    Violet pauses a short while before glancing at me with a sad smile. “She’s holding up as best she can.” I instantly look away, hating the pity and heartbreak in her eyes. 
 
    Violet talks to Tully for a little while longer before ending the call and dropping the phone into her lap. “Tully’s eyes are getting a bit too heavy for the road,” she explains. “She’s going to head back here and then we’ll switch. You should think about getting a little bit of sleep so you’ll have fresh eyes if you need to go out looking tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tully’s coming here?” 
 
    “Yes, she doesn’t want you to be alone and I figured after that hit you took to your head, someone should keep an eye on you. Things are bad enough. We don’t want to risk having to take any trips to the hospital. God knows I’ve spent enough time in that place as it is.” 
 
    I couldn’t agree more but that doesn’t change the fact that there’s no way in hell I’ll be getting any sleep tonight. How could I when Aria is out there somewhere, scared out of her mind? 
 
    Violet gets up and starts cleaning up the dishes and my untouched, cold dinner as she prepares to go out on the road, searching for my baby sister just as I should be doing. “You’re just about due for some more pain killers,” she says. “Shall I get them for you now so you can get off to bed when Tully returns?” 
 
    “Sure,” I tell her as the fact that Tully is coming here really hits me. I need to go and see Anton and the sooner the better. With Tully here, I have no chance in hell of sneaking out, but with Violet, it’s as easy as waking up in the morning. “I’m just going to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    “Alright, sweetheart. Take it easy, ok? No fast movements. I don’t want that hip of yours getting any worse.” 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” I tell her, getting up off the couch with a pained cringe. “It’s just bruising. It’ll settle in a few days and then I’ll be back to normal.” 
 
    Violet smiles as she starts heading for the kitchen. “What I would give to have the body of an eighteen year old again,” she sighs, “but unfortunately things just aren’t the same after pushing twins out, especially when one of those twins came out the size of a toddler.” 
 
    I give her a warm smile knowing she’s referring to Noah while wishing I could somehow find the laughter within me, but it’s just not there.  
 
    Violet disappears into the kitchen and I make my move. I grab my keys off the entryway table and find a hoodie before slipping out the backdoor, making sure to close the bathroom door so she doesn’t come looking for me too quickly. 
 
    The sky is pitch black but the lamppost outside my home is doing a great job of showing the world exactly where I am, so I go as fast as I can. First things first, I hurry into the neighbor's yard, doing my best not to groan and grunt as my hip screams in protest. I make my way around to the backdoor, hating how fucking creepy this feels, but it’s a necessary evil. 
 
    The door opens straight away and I shake my head. What kind of security is that? Everyone in Haven Falls knows that you lock your back door, but I guess when your name is Rocko Stevenson, you assume that you’re better than the rest. 
 
    The house is dark and I make my way through it, hoping to whoever above that I’m not about to walk into his parents’ bedroom. I mean, I’m all for scaring the shit out of Rocko, but his parents? Now, that’s just a whole heap of awkward that I could do without. 
 
    I make my way down the hall, lighting the space before me with my phone when I come to a door that has a sign reading ‘Stay the fuck out.’ Hmm, I guess finding his door isn’t going to be as hard as I thought. 
 
    I take the handle and gently twist, letting the door fall open before me. I flash my light into the room and hold my breath, not wanting to make a single noise. I step over the threshold, and the first thing I notice is ‘Harry Potter’ memorabilia covering every single wall.  
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    Cars, naked girls, guns, maybe a poster of a sporting team. That’s all the shit I was expecting Rocko Stevenson to have on his walls. A life-sized poster of ‘Harry Potter?’ Not so much.  
 
    I flash my light up over the walls, needing the full effect when I realize it’s not a life-sized poster at all but a cardboard cut-out. I mean…wow. I’m…I don’t even know what I am. Shocked, frazzled, terrified that he’s going to pull out a wand and throw one of the ‘Unforgivable Curses’ my way. 
 
    I grin and shake my head the second I turn and scan over his desk only to find the said wand. This is just getting ridiculous now. 
 
    I pick it up and look it over before rolling my eyes and turning to Rocko. He’s sound asleep in bed, snoring with the covers pulled right up to his chin. Easy. This should be like taking candy from a baby. 
 
    I pull my hoodie up until the black material is sitting low over my face, covering my features in dark shadows. I creep right up to the side of his bed and look down at the bastard who took me from the races. I guess karma is a dish best served cold. 
 
    I launch myself up onto his chest, pinning him down with my knees on either side of his shoulders while making sure to keep the blanket tight beneath me, acting as an extra barrier between me and the slime ball between my legs. 
 
    Rocko’s eyes tear open and I take the wand in my hand and press it against his neck. “Don’t move,” I warn as he sucks in a sharp breath, most likely thinking it’s a knife. I mean, I probably couldn’t make magic with this thing, but watching Rocko being rocked by fear is pretty fucking magical to me, even more so seeing the faded cuts and bruises still covering his face that Noah had so kindly supplied him with at prom. 
 
    If he knows who I am, he certainly hasn’t implied it, so I get the show on the road. “Where can I find Anton Mathers?” 
 
    His eyes open wider and I relax a little when he starts talking. “I can’t,” he says in a panicked tone. “He’ll kill me.” 
 
    I press down harder on the wand, feeling like a complete idiot as I threaten the guy with a cheap piece of wood. “I’ll fucking kill you. Now, I won’t ask you again; where the fuck can I find Anton Mathers?” 
 
    Rocko cringes and I see the indecision in his eyes before he sighs. “He lives in Broken Hill but you’re asking for fucking trouble if you’re looking for him.” 
 
    “Where?” I demand. 
 
    I let up on his throat just a bit as a sign of good faith, if he gives me what I want then I’ll leave him the fuck alone. “He lives just over the tracks. Right by the gas station. You can’t fucking miss it. It’s a massive white house with dogs and a big metal gate. His initials are wielded into the gate. A.M.” 
 
    Like lightning, I get the fuck out of there. 
 
    I run and within two seconds, I hear Rocko coming after me, no longer pinned to his bed and with anger pulsing through him after getting bested by a girl. Hell, maybe he realized that I was threatening him with a wand and it’s still in my hand. 
 
    I burst through the back door and instantly hide among the trees in his yard. He stops by the backdoor, only in a pair of tighty whites. Unlucky for him, he looks to the left of his yard while I make a break through the right. I slip out into the front yard and hear Violet from within my home only now just realizing that I’m not there.  
 
    “Henley?” she calls. “Honey, where are you?” 
 
    Guilt pours through me at deceiving her but I had to do it. This is my little sister hanging in the balance and I’m quickly realizing that there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her. 
 
    With Rocko out back searching for me and Violet on the lookout, I make a run for it, once again ignoring the way my hip screams at me to just give in. Within moments, I’m diving into my car and tearing out of my driveway, cringing at the way the roar of my engine gives me away. 
 
    I pull out onto the street and moments before I disappear from view, Tully’s Jeep appears in my rearview mirror. I suck in a desperate breath as I watch her headlights for three painfully long seconds before she turns into my driveway and cuts her engine. 
 
    I let out a shaky breath. Step one complete, now all I have to do is find my father. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit.” Well, this is going to be the stupidest thing I’ll ever do. 
 
    My car idles at the top of Anton’s driveway, staring at the massive gates before me with the initials A.M carved into the intricate design. Rocko wasn’t lying; I couldn’t miss this house even if I tried. It screams of money and I don’t doubt that every cent of it was made from Anton’s dirty schemes. 
 
    A camera sits to the right of the gate and something tells me there’s currently a very expensive security company who has a guy sitting behind a desk, currently running my license plates and figuring out who the hell is sitting out front of his bosses’ home at 2:30 in the morning. 
 
    I don’t miss the massive Dobermans who have been walking around the perimeter of Anton’s home, each one bigger than the last and looking even more vicious. I swear, Anton must only feed those things steroids, and I wouldn’t put it past him to train them to attack with just the slightest click of his fingers. 
 
    My phone blasts through the silent car for the twentieth time in the last fifteen minutes and I glance down at the screen. Noah again. It’s been a mix of Noah, Tully, Violet, and Aiden. 
 
    I wait for the call to ring out and then wait for the inevitable beep, telling me he’s left another voicemail. It comes two seconds later and I pick up the phone before listening to the message and pressing speaker. 
 
    “Spitfire, baby. Please, just call me back. I don’t know where the fuck you are or if you’re even ok. You can’t be doing this shit. I know you’re worried about Ari, but I told you, we’ll get her back no matter what. Please just come home. I can’t be searching for Ari when I’m too fucking stressed thinking about you. Please, Spitfire. I fucking love you. We’ll find her.” 
 
    I let out a sigh and close my eyes for a brief second. That message tore my heart right down the center. I hate knowing that he’s worried, but only a little while longer and I’ll give him a call and let him know that I’m alright. Everything going to be alright and one day, hopefully, he’ll be able to see that I’m making the right call. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’ve spent the past nine months desperately trying to keep my boyfriend away from this man and here I am, sitting in his driveway, waiting to be welcomed in. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m expecting to find when I get inside. Maybe I’m hoping to see a different side of the man that’s been terrorizing my town for far too long. Maybe I’m hoping to see that he’s not as much of a monster that I’ve come to think of him as. Maybe I’m hoping for some answers. 
 
    This man, no matter how awful he is, is my father whether I like it or not. His blood runs through my veins and something inside of me is screaming to find some kind of goodness within him. I need it like I need my next breath. I need to know that I’m not doomed to turn into some kind of animal and that my parents’ DNA isn’t going to define me. 
 
    Anton had the decency to release Noah only a few short weeks ago, so maybe I’ll be fine. Maybe I can have hope that I’m not going in for a suicide mission. Surely, he will have a little leniency with me. Though that’s assuming he actually knows who I am, and I don’t mean the girlfriend of the guy who used to be his errand boy and whom he nearly shot. I mean his blood, his family, his daughter. 
 
    There’s a loud buzz and the gates open wide, making my anxiety sky rocket. What was I thinking? There’s a very real possibility he thinks I’m a joke and wants to keep me locked up in his basement as some kind of sick entertainment. Why should he care about my sister and why the hell haven’t I learned from Noah’s mistake?  
 
    Noah was in this very predicament all those years ago. He came desperately seeking the help of a man with connections in order to save his little sister. Yes, at the time, he had received what he thought he had asked for, but in return, Anton made him pay a very steep price; one that I’m not sure I’d be able to stomach. 
 
    Shit. If Noah knew what I was doing right now, he’d probably kill me. It’s going to be an interesting talk when I get home and he’s no doubt, waiting on my doorstep, ready to tear me to pieces. 
 
    I start creeping my car forward up the longest driveway I’ve ever seen towards the biggest house in Broken Hill. I mean, even for Broken Hill this is ridiculous. Though it has me wondering why he chose to live here. It’s on the outskirts of Broken Hill. There’s no way a man like Anton would be accepted into their world, yet he’s not accepted into ours. Living across the tracks but claiming he’s one of us. It doesn’t make sense to me.  
 
    My car comes to a stop at the top of the drive and I don’t miss the way at least four massive dogs circle my car as though I’m some sort of threat.  
 
    I swallow back my fear. Do I risk getting out of the car and being torn to shreds or do I back out now? Though something tells me if I start backing out, those big ass metal gates are going to slam closed. No one gets this far without paying a price. 
 
    The door of the home is opened before a man in a very expensive suit appears and places something in his mouth. The dogs around me instantly fall back and I realize that I was right; these dogs have been trained very carefully. 
 
    The man steps forward and with a strange formalness, he nods his head, indicating that it’s now safe for me to step out of my car. I do so and the way he watches me makes me want to hurry my ass up. 
 
    There are about a million steps up to the front door and with my hip desperate to murder me, I do my absolute best and silently thank the man for showing patience as I make my way towards him.  
 
    “Follow me,” he says curtly, nothing more, nothing less. 
 
    He steps into the massive house and I find myself looking around. Marble. Everything is marble and for this time of night, there are way too many people awake inside this mansion. Clearly, they are all staff but why the hell would one man need so many people working for him in the dead of night? 
 
    The need to kick myself a second later flares through me. He’s Anton Mathers, the majority of his work is done at night. He’s most likely nocturnal. Now that’s definitely something I didn’t inherit from the guy. I can stay up as late as I need when I party or when Noah is doing his thing, but any other time I’ll be dead to the world. Sleep is my best friend and there’s no way in hell I would severe that relationship. 
 
    The man stops walking and I find myself scrambling to stop behind him to avoid running into his back. “Please make yourself comfortable in the study. Mr. Mathers will be along shortly,” he tells me before holding his hand out and indicating towards a room that looks like it’s come straight out of a movie. 
 
    An old wooden desk sits before three, massive bay windows with couches and a bar. This room is his study? Holy shit. It’s bigger than my fucking house. I mean, who needs a fucking bar in a study? 
 
    I pace the floor nervously. What was I thinking coming here? Thinking something and actually doing it are two very different things. 
 
    I should bail. Definitely bail. Nothing good could come from this. I’ll find Ari another way. 
 
    I walk across to one of the massive windows and look out. It’s a long fucking drop if I was to jump. “I wouldn’t,” comes a deep voice from behind that has my skin crawling with memories of being dragged off into the woods of Maxen’s property. “If the fall doesn’t kill you, the dogs will.” 
 
    I turn around to find Anton Mathers striding towards me and he really doesn’t look too pleased to be seeing me standing in his home, uninvited. I find myself unable to speak but it doesn’t matter because he doesn’t really give me a chance to shoot anything his way. “Henley Bronx. I would like to say it’s a pleasure to see you here standing in the middle of my study in your dirty boots, but it’s not. Why are you here? I thought we had handled our business.” 
 
    “We did,” I tell him. “I’m here for an unrelated matter.” 
 
    “Let me guess – your little sister. Aria, is it?” 
 
    My eyes narrow on the bastard. “How do you know about my sister?” 
 
    “Do you forget who you’re talking to? I have connections everywhere, including the sheriff's office. I know about your sister the same way I know that you lied about my gun. Lucky for you, I was able to get it back before your boyfriend’s little stunt could cause any damage.” 
 
    Well, shit. I wasn’t quite expecting that. 
 
    “I…um.” 
 
    “Spit it out, Henley. I have an empire to run.” 
 
    “I need you to find my sister,” I say, rushing it out. “I know you have all the connections and I don’t doubt your people could find her a lot faster than the cops could.” 
 
    Anton arches an unimpressed brow. “You’re right about that,” he says, “but no. I’m not interested.” 
 
    I stand my ground, clenching my teeth for how this monster before me could simply just say ‘No, I’m not interested.’ This is a little girl’s life in the balance. How could I possibly be related to this animal? 
 
    “You couldn’t even do one tiny favor for your daughter?” 
 
    That gets his attention. Anton straightens as he studies me closely. He’s quiet for a moment before raising his chin. “How the fuck do you know about that?” 
 
    “I found an address listed for my brother and checked it out. It was Gina’s home before she went away. I found birth certificates and DNA results confirming that you’re my father.” 
 
    Anton leans against his massive study desk, crossing one leg over the other as he rubs his jaw. “I sent my men searching for those documents. They tore that place apart yet you just stumble across them?” 
 
    “Not really,” I tell him. "Your men are just fools. They were in a false drawer hidden within her bedside table. I mean, it’s not exactly rocket science. You need to train your men a little more.” Anton narrows his eyes, clearly not enjoying my lack of respect when it dawns on me. “You’ve known all this time? Even when Gina gave me up to my dad. You knew I was never his.” 
 
    “Of course, I knew. You think Gina could possibly run a DNA test on me without my knowledge. I knew the results of that test even before she did. That fool. She could have had it all. She could have had my protection, but she proved to me once and for all that she’s nothing but a whore.” 
 
    Hmmm, I guess I could kind of agree. After all, she’s in prison due to her prostitution ring, not to mention she cheated on her husband with my father in a rundown bar. 
 
    “I’ve been keeping a close eye on you all these years, Henley,” Anton tells me. “You wouldn’t have believed my surprised when I pull a gun on my errand boy only to find my daughter launching herself at me to protect his worthless ass.” 
 
    “He’s not worthless,” I shoot back at him. “Noah is twice the man you’ll ever be.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” he mutters. “Why is it you think I let him go?” 
 
    “You told me it was because you realized how wrong you’d done by him. His sister was very sick and you used him.” 
 
    “That was only a very small deciding factor. They were many, but ultimately, it was you. I could see the lengths that you would have gone to protect that boy and had I pursued war with him, it would have ended badly for you, so I was willing to let it slide.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “What the hell are you talking about? Why should it matter to you if I get hurt?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, Henley, but you’re my daughter. We may not be family in the typical sense but you have my blood running through your veins and I protect what’s mine.” 
 
    My eyes drop to the floor as I try to take it all in. I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. All this time he has known. Both Gina and Anton deceived my father, allowed him to think he was getting a little bundle of joy to love and treasure when they were just dumping him with their kid to get her out of the way. 
 
    “What do you mean that there were many deciding factors about why you let Noah go?” 
 
    Anton tsk’s me and shakes his head. “That doesn’t concern you. Now, can we get back to business? I have a meeting that I’m supposed to be at.” 
 
    “At nearly three in the morning?” I question. Anton stares at me blankly and I get on with it. “Fine. Will you please help me find my little sister before anything happens to her?” 
 
    “She does not share your blood, Henley. She is just a girl, not your sister.” 
 
    I square my jaw and pull back my shoulders. “She is my sister. Are you going to help me or not?” 
 
    Anton considers me a moment and I fear that he’s about to tell me to shut the fuck up and get out of his sight when he surprises the ever loving shit out of me. “I will find and return your sister to you,” my hope finally beginning to rise, “but it’s going to cost you.” 
 
    Damn it.  
 
    I narrow my eyes on the man who looks nothing like me but so damn much like Rivers. “How?” I demand as dread sinks into my stomach. This is where it all went to shit with Noah and I have a feeling the same thing is about to happen to me, but again, this is Aria we’re talking about and I’m pretty damn sure I’d pay any price to see her safe. 
 
    “Samuel has gone against my wishes and joined the Marines. He has made it impossible to take over the family business. If I do this for you, if I save this girl you have claimed as your sister, then you will stand by my side and one day take over my business. You are my blood, Henley. This is where you belong.” 
 
    I suck in a sharp breath and shake my head. “Anything but that.” 
 
    My head starts spinning with all the rumors and stories I’ve heard about Anton Mathers. Drugs, murders, money laundering, theft…and he expects me to be head of all that shit one day. I couldn’t. It would destroy me. 
 
    “Those are the terms of our agreement,” Anton tells me. “Consider it your freedom for hers.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” I questions, my eyes filling with unshed tears for the future I would be destroying and throwing away. 
 
    “Then I hope you kissed your sister goodbye.” My heart shatters. Never in a million years did I think I’d be faced with this dilemma. “If you do not agree to stand by my side as second in charge and commence your training, then I will not search for your sister. She will be lost and I can guarantee that no one in this town will find her. The police don’t have the resources or the will and deep down, you already know this. So, what’s it going to be Henley. Your freedom or hers?” 
 
    I clench my jaw thinking it over. “What exactly does it mean being your second in charge?” 
 
    Anton seems to consider it a moment before raising a brow at me. “It means that following your summer, you will move in here with me and you will train day in and day out until I have decided that you have what it takes to continue in my footsteps. Look around you, Henley. All this could be yours.” 
 
    I can’t help but glance around and turn up my nose at it all. “What’s to stop me going ahead with all this and then burning your empire to the ground?” 
 
    “You forget who I am, young one. Remember, just because we are blood, does not make us family. I won’t hesitate to use yours against you. I might start with Noah, maybe your father, Harrison, or your best friend, Tully. Trust me, if you make this deal and decide to find your sister, then it’s in your best interests to play by my rules.” 
 
    “And what if I take the deal and you can’t find her?” 
 
    “Then you’re as free as a bird knowing that you did everything you could to save her.” 
 
    I let out a shaky breath. Her freedom or mine? 
 
    I don’t hesitate for a second. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The second I pull into my driveway Noah comes tearing out the front door with a crazed look in his eyes. He’s not happy and he sure as hell has a right to feel that way. 
 
    What the hell have I done?  
 
    I sold my soul to the devil just as Noah had all those years ago. If anyone is going to want to tear me apart over the decision I just made, it’s going to be him. How am I supposed to tell him? He’s going to be shattered. We’d only just rid ourselves of Anton’s darkness and here we are again. 
 
    Dread sinks heavy into my stomach as Noah tears his way across the yard and barrels into the side of my car. I hardly have a chance to cut the engine before he’s ripping my door open and grabbing me with both hands. “Where the fuck have you been?” he demands, getting down in my face. “It’s three in the morning. Do you have any idea how scared I was for you? You could have been laying in a fucking gutter somewhere for all I knew. What the hell is so hard about answering your damn phone?” 
 
    My soul shatters and the sobs come tearing out of me in heavy waves. The anger on Noah’s face instantly falls away. “What happened?” he demands, shaking my shoulders as the horror begins to seep into his features. “What did you do?” 
 
    I shake my head, unable to even comprehend the past hour or what it means for my life moving forward, as long as Ari is found safe, it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.  “I’m sorry,” I cry, falling into him. “I had to. I had no choice.” 
 
    “Spitfire,” Noah murmurs, dropping to his knee in the doorway of my car as he pulls me back to get a look at my face. “Tell me you didn’t. Tell me you didn’t go to Anton.” 
 
    I meet his stormy green eyes to find them pleading, begging for me to say anything except what he’s fearing will come out of my mouth. Tears fall down my cheeks, dropping into my lap before Noah rubs his thumbs across my face, trying to take my pain away. “I had to,” I whisper, repeating myself. “I had to.” 
 
    Noah falls back, staring up at me still sitting in my car as though I’m some kind of stranger “I told you I would find her,” he tells me. “You had options. So many fucking options. You should never have gone to him, Henley.” 
 
    I climb out of my car and drop down into his lap, ignoring the way the wind whips against my skin, freezing me from the inside out and sending my hair flying up around me. “I didn’t have a choice,” I tell him, searching his eyes. “You know it just as well as I do. Anton is my only option. You can search for her as much as you like but we all know you’ll never find her. She’s not a lost puppy wandering the streets looking for food. She’s my little sister who has been taken away. They could be anywhere, way out of our reach and we’ll be wasting time searching here. She needs me now more than ever and I did what I had to do to get her back.” 
 
    “Henley,” he groans. 
 
    “No,” I demand. “Anton will get her back and you know it just as well as I do. He has the reach and the means to do impossible things. You know it, Noah. I know you do.” 
 
    “The police would have found her.” 
 
    “In how long? Two months? Three? That’s not good enough. Don’t you remember when she first came to us? She was starved. She had no clothes. I can’t wait for the cops to get their act together. I need her back now and I don’t give a shit what it’s going to cost me.” 
 
    Noah’s back straightens as his eyes narrow on me. “What did you agree to?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Answer the fucking question, Henley. What did he make you do?” 
 
    I let out a breath before raising my chin and owning it like a bad bitch, despite my heavy heart. “I agreed to take over the ‘family business’ seeing as though Rivers isn’t around to do it. If he’s able to find Ari and return her to me, then I will move into his home after the summer and he will train me until I’m competent to take over his Empire.” 
 
    I have witnessed Noah in some of his worst moments. I have stood by his side and watched as his heart shattered when thinking he was going to be a father, I’ve been there when he thought he’d lost his best friend and when he’d lost his home, but none of that compares to the way he’s looking at me now. 
 
    I reach out and rest my hand against his face, hating the way he seems so broken. “It was her freedom or mine and I will choose hers every damn time.” 
 
    He nods, understanding exactly what I’m saying because had he been the one in my position, he would have done exactly the same thing. In fact, when he was in my position, he did. He chose to take Anton’s deal just as I had done and if Anton finds my sister and brings her home to me, I’d happily stand by his side as his daughter and run his horrendous empire. 
 
    “He knew you were his daughter?” Noah murmurs. 
 
    I nod. “He’s known all along. He said it’s part of the reason he let you go.” 
 
    “You should have told me. I would have come with you. The thought of you going in there alone…” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter. If he finds her, I’ll be moving in and you know just as well as I do that you couldn’t have come with me. Had he seen you walk into his home, he never would have let you out again.” 
 
    Noah’s jaw clenches. He knows I’m right but isn’t ready to start admitting anything. “And what if he doesn’t find her? What about college?” 
 
    “If he doesn’t find her, we’re on our own with a slim chance of ever getting her back. He’ll forget about the deal and forget about me, but then I’ll most likely be left forgetting about my sister.” 
 
    Noah’s arms wrap firmly around me, pulling me in hard against his chest. “It’s going to be alright. We’ll figure this shit out.” He presses a kiss to my cheek and repeats himself, though it sounds more like a promise to himself. “You’re going to be ok, Spitfire. I’ll work this out.” 
 
    The sound of a door opening draws my attention and I look back towards my house, only the door is firmly closed. It’s not until a shadow casts across the neighbor's yard that I see Rocko standing in his open doorway, staring me down. “Shit. We better get inside.” 
 
    “Why?” Noah questions slowly and suspiciously, staring across the yard and taking in the furious glare overtaking Rocko’s features. 
 
    “I had to get Anton’s address one way or another.” 
 
    “Shit, Henley,” Noah groans as he gets up and helps me to my feet, closing my car door in the process. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing that he wouldn’t have done himself,” I grumble. “Besides, I consider it payback for him kidnapping me and dragging me into the woods.” 
 
    “I’d already gotten payback for that.” 
 
    “True, but you beating the shit out of him made you feel better. Letting him think that I’m two seconds away from opening a major artery, well that made me feel better, a shitload better.” 
 
    “Come on,” he says, taking my hand and threading his fingers through mine. “Let me get you inside. It’s freezing out here and Tully has been waiting to kick your ass since she rocked up here and realized it was you driving away and not our mom.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell dad I was gone, did you?” 
 
    Noah scoffs. “Do I look like the kind of guy who’s asking for a death wish? He’s under enough stress right now. He doesn’t need to know his daughter was spending the night hanging out with Anton Mathers.” 
 
    “Fair call,” I tell him as we make our way inside my home.  
 
    Just as he had said, Tully launches at me and instantly reprimands me for sneaking out when I should have been home resting while Noah gets stuck into his explanation of where I’ve been for the past hour, letting his sister’s anger fuel his own. I sit and listen as there’s really nothing else to do, and honestly, I simply don’t have the strength left to argue or defend my actions. 
 
    Once they’ve said everything they need to say and Noah has calmed down, he sends me into my room, hoping I can manage to get a little bit of sleep. Still wanting to keep searching for Ari, Noah heads right back out, hoping he can find her before Anton does so he can save me from a life of regret. 
 
    Tully climbs into bed beside me and her exhaustion instantly has her falling asleep. I sit up in bed, staring into the darkness while finding it impossible to close my eyes, as every time I do, I see visions of Ari screaming out for me, begging me to come and save her. 
 
    Not wanting to disturb Tully, I head back to the living room and sit on the couch, bundled up in a blanket and staring at the blank TV. I don’t know how long I sit there, but one minute, it’s the middle of the night, and the next, dad is walking through the door with the sun streaming in behind him. 
 
    He stands by the door for a long drawn out moment before a heavy sigh pulls from deep within. “I’m not going to lie, Squish. You look like shit.” 
 
    “Have you looked in a mirror lately?” I grumble. “You don’t exactly look as fresh as a daisy either.” 
 
    Dad presses his lips into a firm line as he walks forward and drops down onto the couch beside me and squeezes my leg. “Couldn’t sleep, huh?” 
 
    I shake my head. “How could I when Ari is out there?” 
 
    “I know,” he murmurs, leaning back into the couch and staring at the wall. “I’m feeling it too. I’ve been driving all night so I thought I’d come home, have a quick shower and something to eat before heading back out. I managed to find a few of Kelly’s old friends who gave me a lead, so I’m going to try that.” 
 
    “What kind of lead?” 
 
    “Her old dealer. If she falls off the wagon again, she’ll most likely go there and if I can manage to scare him enough, maybe he’ll tell me when he sees her and get some information.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. Maybe you should take Noah with you. He has a certain charm for scaring people into doing what he wants.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. Now isn’t the best time to tell dad what Noah used to do for Anton for all those years. “Just give him a call. He’ll be able to help.” 
 
    “Alright,” he murmurs. “I’ll call him.” 
 
    I can’t resist leaning into his side and curling up into him and the second I do, the emotions become way too much. Tears begin running down my face and only manage to make me feel pathetic. I don’t know what it is but there’s something about being in a parent’s arms that make the emotions come tearing to the front. “I know, Squish,” Dad says, putting an arm around me and holding me tight. “Get it out.” 
 
    He lets me cry into his shirt and when the tears finally run their course, I pull away, letting out a deep breath and hating how weak I feel. I wipe the backs of my hands across my face, drying my face while finding the nerve to come clean to dad.  
 
    “I need to tell you something,” I murmur. “And at first, you’re going to be really mad and then you’ll be hurt, but hopefully by the end, you’ll be able to understand that I did what I had to do because I love Ari so goddamn much.” 
 
    Dad’s brows draw down as he looks at me in confusion. “What are you talking about, Henley?” 
 
    Henley. Not Squish. Shit. 
 
    Thoughts swirl through my mind. How the hell am I going to tell him this? The only way it will even remotely make sense is if I come clean about him not being my father and that’s going to kill him. Now really isn’t the time to be having that conversation but then he needs to know that Anton is out there searching for his baby. He needs to have hope. 
 
    “I, um…shit. Dad, I really don’t want you to hate me.” 
 
    “Henley, I could never hate you. I could be mad as hell but you’re my daughter and I love you with everything that I am. Now, spit it the fuck out.” 
 
    “I snuck out last night and went to Anton Mathers. He’s going to find Ari.” 
 
    Dad doesn’t move a single muscle. “What have you done? Anton…Anton Mathers? How the hell do you know that man? Do you even know who he really is? What kind of horrendous things he’s done?” 
 
    “Dad…please just hear me out.” 
 
    “From the beginning, Henley. I want to know every fucking detail of how my daughter could get herself wound up with a man like that.” 
 
    I drop my head into my hands and clench my eyes, hating what I have to tell him. “It started when you told me about my mom. About Gina.” 
 
    “Gina?” he grunts. “What the hell does she have anything to do with this?” 
 
    “I sort of…ah, sought her out and met her.” 
 
    Dad looks stumped as he watches me in silence, so I continue on, knowing all the Gina bullshit is just touching the surface. “Gina is currently doing time in prison for leading a prostitution ring and Anton…well, he was the husband that Gina cheated on when she got together with you.” 
 
    Dad’s face turns a ghostly shade of white. “Excuse me? Don’t fucking tell me that I slept with Anton Mathers’ wife?” 
 
    “Ahh…yeah.” 
 
    “FUCK! What the fuck was I thinking? I’m a dead man walking. How on earth did I get away with that? Anton has killed men for so much less.” 
 
    “They needed you alive,” I tell him. “They didn’t want me so they gave me to you.” 
 
    “That man has known who you are your whole life?” I nod and dad falls back into the couch once again. “Shit, Henley. I just need a minute to wrap my head around all this.” 
 
    I cringe. “Dad…I haven’t even got to the main stuff yet. That was just a warm up.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me it gets much worse than that?” 
 
    “So much worse.” 
 
    I cringe again. “Well…Noah, Tully, and I sort of broke into Gina’s home and found mine and Rivers’ birth certificates.” I look across at dad, looking into his eyes which are so much like Ari’s, absolutely hating what I have to do next. “Dad,” I sigh. “Gina lied. You’re not my father. Anton is.” 
 
    His mouth drops open as though he’s going to say something but no sound comes out so I give him a moment, reaching over and taking his hand as a lone tear slides down my face. “How can you be sure?” dad questions in a devastatingly broken tone. 
 
    “There was a DNA test done a few days after I was born. She knew, dad. They both knew and still decided to give me up anyway.” 
 
    Dad leans forward, elbows on his knees as he sinks his face into his hands. “I can’t…I can’t deal with this right now, Squish. I…I can’t be thinking about this while your sister is still out there.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. “I didn’t intend to hurt you or to make this harder, but you needed to understand why I went to him. He can find her. He can bring her home so much quicker than any of us could. He has the money to throw around and he’s in the pocket of every cop in town. He’s resourceful and I believe he will find her.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? Why would he want to do a favor for you? You’re the kid he threw away.” 
 
    I ignore the way that comment stings and get on with it. “Because I have something he wants.” 
 
    Dad’s head turns in his hands as he takes me in slowly. “What could you possibly have that a man like Anton would need?” 
 
    “Me, dad. He wants me.” 
 
    Dad’s back straightens as he watches me with deep confusion. "Excuse me?” 
 
    “After the summer, if he finds Ari and brings her home, then I’m to move into his home where he can train me to one day take his place within his business. He’s only willing to give his position up if he has a blood relative to step into his shoes and with Rivers now away in the military, it leaves only me.” 
 
    “No,” dad says, shaking his head. “You can’t do it. We’ll get her back another way.” 
 
    “I’ve already agreed, dad. I have no choice. It’s her freedom or mine and I’d rather she be home with you than out in the world with Kelly. I’ll be ok. So what? I’ll probably see a few things that no eighteen year old girl should ever see, but I’ll be safe. I’ll be under Anton’s protection and I’ll be happy because Ari will be home with you. It’s going to be ok, daddy. You have to believe that it’s going to be ok.” 
 
    Dad shakes his head as he gets up off the couch. “I’m sorry, Henley, but none of this is ok.” 
 
    With that, he walks straight out the door, letting it slam shut behind him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Tully says, getting up from the couch and grabbing my arm. She hauls me up behind her with a loud groan. “I’m sick of this. You’re wasting away sitting here like this. I’m getting you out of the house.” 
 
    “No,” I say, snatching my hand back out of her tight grip. “I can’t. Not when things are like this. We still have no idea where Ari is and dad hates me. He hasn’t talked to me in days. It’s like I’m a stranger living in his home.” 
 
    “You can and you will,” she tells me, setting her jaw in a firm line and trying to pull that ‘I’m so fucking intimidating’ bullshit with me, but she should know better by now. That won’t work on me. “Your doctor gave you clearance yesterday, your head is fine, and you’re being a complete bitch being holed up in here. It’s been four days; you need some fresh air.” 
 
    “I don’t want fresh air. I want to stay here in case the phone rings and if…” 
 
    “And if what? If she comes back?” My eyes cast down, giving me away. “Henley…she’s five. If by some miracle she managed to get away, it’s highly unlikely that she’ll know her way back and not to mention, people don’t call landlines anymore; that’s what your cell is for. Besides, you’re not being helpful when you’re like this. You need to take a break and get a little air before you start pushing people away.” 
 
    “I’ve not been that bad.” 
 
    “Yeah…you have. Now find yourself a pair of shoes. We’ll go for a walk and you can clear your head.” 
 
    I shake my head as I pull myself up off the couch, the very place which my ass has been taking residence for the past four days. How could this bitch make me do this? There’s nothing worse than having to get up and be a part of society when all you want to do is curl up on the couch and be a nobody. 
 
    The past four days have been horrendous. I haven’t spoken to dad since he walked out after learning about my deal with the devil and I’ve hardly seen Noah as he’s been beating the shit out of every single person he knows who could possibly give him the slightest hint as to where my little sister is. 
 
    Dad has been in and out of the house, searching all day and then hounding the cops at night because they should be doing more. Noah’s been out, Aiden and Spencer have been out, hell, even Eddison too. Tully and Violet have basically moved into my home and have done their best to keep me alive.  
 
    Tully has literally shoved food down my throat and stripped me naked before throwing me in a shower while Violet scurries around the house, trying to keep my hopes up while all I can manage to do is picture Ari screaming out for me, wondering why I couldn’t stop them from taking her. Shit, she’s probably so scared. I wonder if she’s been eating or sleeping? If they’ve even bothered to give her some decent clothes. 
 
    My little Ari. How could I let this happen? 
 
    I managed to sleep a few hours last night and the second I closed my eyes, I dreamed about my future; what it would be like when I’m trapped under Anton’s thumb. I’ll be a pawn in his disgusting game and the thought makes me sick, but just as I said to dad, I’d happily take the spot by Anton’s side if it meant finding and bringing Ari home safe. 
 
    I head down to my room and pull out a shirt and shorts. I look like absolute shit but I can’t find it within me to care. 
 
    “Hurry up, Henley,” Tully calls from the living room. “Or I’ll leave without you.” 
 
    “Good. Go.” 
 
    Tully appears in my doorway two seconds later. “I’m not above coming in there and putting a bitch in her place. Now, hurry the fuck up and start acting like a decent human being before I’m forced to go ape on your ass.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and let out a huff. “Fine. Whatever. I’m coming.” 
 
    “Good…and would it kill you to put a brush through your hair? You look like shit.” 
 
    Geez! Thanks, Tully. Love you too. 
 
    I emerge from my room a few moments later and I have to give my crazy best friend a little credit as despite the pain shattering my heart, getting up off the couch and getting myself dressed and presentable goes a long way in making me feel somewhat alive. 
 
    I find Tully waiting by the door and she loops her arm through mine as I pass her, making sure I can’t run off and leave her in my dust. She closes the door behind us and I find myself looking down at the pavement as she drags me along beside her. 
 
    We walk for about fifteen minutes, each of us lost inside our heads when she turns to me with deep curiosity in her eyes. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I raise a brow. “Really? Out of everything you could have asked me, you ask me that?” 
 
    “Stop being such a bitch,” she tells me. “I miss her too, so answer the damn question.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. She’s right. Tully has been there for me the whole damn time and I’ve been acting like a bitch since the second Ari was taken. No one around me deserves that kind of bullshit, especially not Tully and Violet. I owe them both a massive apology, but it will have to wait until I get my little sister back because I have a feeling I’ll be snapping at everyone I love a little more and more every day until I have my sister safe in my arms. 
 
    “I feel like shit,” I finally tell her, looking back to the pavement. “I can’t help but feel that this is all my fault. I should never have opened the door. I should have looked out the window and kept the fuckers out. I could have called the cops earlier or found one of dad’s guns. There’s so much I could have done to save her but I didn’t. I panicked and because of that, my little sister is gone.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t panic. You fought like the badass that you are, but there were two of them and only one of you. Not to mention, you were up against a guy who slammed you into a wall. You did everything you could and I’m sure Ari knows that.” 
 
    “You didn’t see her face when they were driving away. I was so close, Tully. I could feel her fingertips against mine but I wasn’t fast enough. I could have thrown myself inside the car and given us another chance.” I let out a sigh. “I let her down.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you,” Tully says. “No matter what you did, Kelly was going to keep coming back until she had Ari and you know that just as well as I do. What’s done is done and there’s no use dwelling on it when we should be focusing on getting her back.” 
 
    “I am focusing on getting her back.” 
 
    “I know, you went to Anton Fucking Mathers.” 
 
    “Don’t you start on me too. You know just as well as I do that Anton has the connections to find her.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says shrugging her shoulders. “It’s been four days already and he hasn’t got her back.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh. “I guess how hard he looks comes down to how badly he wants me in his ranks.” 
 
    “He’d be a fool not to want you. You’re badass, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’re an absolute fool for going to him, especially alone.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” I question. “Are you angry that I went to him in the first place or that I gave you the slip and didn’t take you with me? Because you should know me well enough by now to know that I would never intentionally put you in any unnecessary danger.” 
 
    Tully groans and pulls a little tighter on my arm. “I don’t know,” she tells me. “I really want to be mad at you but when it comes down to it, I know you did the right thing despite the outcome. I just hope there’s something we can do about it.” 
 
    I look up from the pavement and narrow my eyes on my best friend. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, up until all this happened, Noah was talking about sending his ass to jail. What if that’s still in the cards? You know, after he finds Ari of course. But if he got taken down, you won’t be reeled into his world and you won’t have to stand by his side day in and day out. Don’t get me wrong, you’re a complete psycho and I don’t doubt that after a little training you’d be lethal and would look hot doing it, but it would destroy your soul and I don’t want that for you. The things you would see working for him…I don’t know. You saw how it affected the boys and that was just being errand boys. I can’t imagine what it would be like being on the inside of all that.” 
 
    “That’s all I’ve been able to think about,” I admit. “I’ve heard all the stories. He’s the bogeyman of Haven Falls and I’m kind of terrified, but I’d do it all a million times over to save my sister and bring her home.” 
 
    “I know you would. I guess all we can hope for is that Anton starts you off slow. Maybe you’ll just cut off a finger and work your way up to the whole hand. Oh, maybe you’ll have a reward system- a brand new, shiny weapon for each drug deal that goes down smoothly.” 
 
    I stop and stare at her blankly. “Seriously? You’re making jokes?” 
 
    “Yep,” she says, tugging on my arm to force my legs to keep moving, “because if I don’t, I’ll probably start crying and once I start, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop. I guess it’s just another one of those moments where Rivers leaving shoots us in the foot.” 
 
    “Come on,” I say, needing to defend my brother. “Give him a little credit. It’s not like he could have known Anton was going to pull this shit. He never could have known that Kelly was going to take Ari and he never could have imagined that I’d go seeking out Anton, especially after everything we’ve already gone through with him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. I just…” 
 
    “You just really like being mad at him.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot, you know that, right?” 
 
    She looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind. “I’m the idiot? You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    A smile spreads across my face and before I know it, just a bit of the load that’s been weighing down on me, lifts off my shoulders, leaving me feeling lighter than I have in days.  
 
    We continue walking and I can’t help but realize that Tully was right. This fresh air is doing wonders for my soul. I still feel like absolute shit with the weight of the world bringing me down, but having just these few moments to reflect and put things into focus is helping me to see clearer. 
 
    I’ve done nothing but stress over the past four days and it’s not been good for anyone. I’ve been a snappy bitch and to be honest, I’m sure my attitude is making this harder for everyone else. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmur to Tully a few moments later. "I think I really needed this.” 
 
    “Why do you think I forced your stubborn ass out of the house?” 
 
    “I don’t know where I’d be without you.” 
 
    “You’d be out in the streets beating up every crack addict you come by hoping one of them has seen Kelly and getting absolutely nowhere.” 
 
    “Not nowhere,” I mutter. “Beating the living shit out of someone would probably do wonders for making me feel a little better. Maybe I’d be able to release some of this pent up anger.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” she groans under her breath. “Just wait for Noah to get home tonight. I’m sure he’ll let you beat the crap out of him. That moron would do just about anything to make sure his Spitfire is still surviving.” 
 
    I shake my head as the image of myself laying a hand on Noah cuts through my mind. “No, I could never,” I tell her, knowing that she is right. Noah would practically beg me to do it if it meant keeping me home safe where he could keep an eye on me. “We should find a punching bag. That should help.” 
 
    “There’s probably a few at Anton’s place,” Tully supplies, not helpful at all. 
 
    I roll my eyes at the wicked witch. “You know, if it comes down to it, and Anton drags me away, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she laughs. “There’s no way in hell I could live under that man’s roof, especially after what he did to my brother. I’d probably kill him in his sleep. Besides, you’re lying through your teeth. You’d never drag me into that mess. In fact, I’m sure as hell that you’d go to extraordinary lengths to keep me and Noah away.” 
 
    I grin. I hate that she knows me so damn well. 
 
    Tully scoffs, loving that she’s right and looks up from the ground before stopping in the middle of the pathway. “Shit,” she gasps, wide-eyed. “I didn’t realize we were walking this way.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grumble looking up and quickly glancing around. It takes me all of two seconds to recognize the house before me with the ‘G. Rivers’ scrawled on the mailbox. “Well…shit.” 
 
    We both stand there staring at the house, each with a mess of emotions tearing through us as we think about the guy who’s had such a significant impact on both of our lives. “Are you ok?” 
 
    “I should be asking you the same thing,” Tully sighs. “He’s your brother.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s your…um, sort of boyfriend.” 
 
    “He’s not my sort of boyfriend. He’s the guy that I…uh, sometimes…” 
 
    “Yeah. Exactly. He’s your sort of boyfriend.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she grumbles, pulling on my rm. "Come on. Let’s get out of here, I don’t want to dwell on this bullshit. There’s already enough going on.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree, letting her pull me along. I glance back over my shoulder and take in the house that used to be my mother’s and the house where I discovered that my father is well…not actually my father. 
 
    I let out a sigh. It wouldn’t be awful if that place burned down. I mean after we got all of Rivers belongings out of it and forced him to move in with Noah and Tully. 
 
    I go to turn back when something moves in the living room window. “Wait,” I rush out, pulling on Tully’s arm and coming to a stop. "There’s someone in there.” 
 
    “What?” she grumbles, staring back at the house. “Where?” 
 
    “In the living room window,” I tell her. “Something moved in there just now.” 
 
    Tully focuses a little harder and after a moment of seeing nothing, I can see that she’s close to telling me that I’ve lost my mind when a figure crosses in front of the window. We both suck in a breath. “Who the fuck was that?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders, focusing a little harder on all the other windows, hoping that the person crosses once again and I can get a good look at who the hell it is. “I’ve got no clue,” I grumble as a deep sense of protectiveness comes over me. I mean, while this may be a dump, it’s still Rivers’ home. My brother’s home. “Come on, I think we should check it out.” 
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” Tully grumbles as we each look up and down the street before quickly crossing, looking like the dodgiest people in Haven Falls. 
 
    We sneak up to the house and double check that nobody is wandering around who are about to bust our asses for being peeping toms, but then, that’s exactly what we are. We hurry around to the side of the house, being as discreet as possible before peering in through the kitchen window where we’d be able to see the whole living area. 
 
    Our mouths drop open in unison. 
 
    “Is that?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    I have to blink a few times, trying to work out why the hell Lacey would be snooping around Rivers’ home when I remember the picture Tully had found here four days ago. “What is she doing here?” Tully murmurs, her brows dropping down as she watches the girl who she thought only good things of up until four days ago. 
 
    “I don’t know. Are we going in?” 
 
    Tully’s already three steps away when she throws back over her shoulder. “Fuck yeah. I’m getting to the bottom of this shit. Are you coming?” 
 
    Well, shit. I wouldn’t want to miss a throw down. Hell, this might just be what my poor little soul needs. Lacey better be careful because I have a feeling it won't take much for me and Tully to go straight back to our roots and whoop a bitch’s ass. 
 
    Tully storms through the front door, suddenly not giving a shit about nosy neighbors. I come in behind her and am just in time to watch Lacey spin around in shock. “What the hell are you doing here?” Tully demands as I slam the door closed behind me. 
 
    Lacey looks on in shock for all of three seconds before pulling herself together. “Excuse me?” she demands. “I have all the right in the world to be here. Though, I can’t say the same for you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? Rivers is my guy. He’s our pack and you’re just…how the hell do you even know him?” 
 
    “He’s my cousin,” she shoots back. 
 
    My brows practically fly up to my hairline. “What?” I gasp as I look over the girl in a way I’ve never looked at her before while trying to decipher any kind of resemblance to Rivers. “What do you mean he’s your cousin?” 
 
    “I mean exactly what I said,” she says, looking at me in confusion, probably wondering why she has to explain herself to me. “My dad is his dad’s brother.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp again. 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” she questions, letting out a huff and leaning back against the kitchen counter. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten that you haven’t explained why you two are here.” 
 
    Tully stands a little taller. “We’re here because we saw some random girl snooping around our friend’s home while he’s not here to defend it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t snooping,” Lacey throws back. 
 
    “Oh yeah? It certainly looked like it to me. What are you looking for?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business why I’m here.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Tully says. “And you know what else? It’s certainly funny that you managed to ‘forget’ to mention that you know Rivers.” 
 
    “What? I told you that my cousin went to your school, remember? I told you that he would tell me to leave you and Noah alone.” 
 
    I step between the two girls and hold a hand up at each of them before someone says something they’ll regret, especially after that last comment was thrown out there. I mean, I don’t even want to begin to understand why Rivers would purposefully try to keep Lacey away from the twins when she knows so much about their little sister. “Can we just rewind?” I say, hoping they can manage to reel in their anger. “Go back to the whole ‘cousins’ thing. What do you mean?” 
 
    Lacey raises an unimpressed brow at me. “Are you serious? I literally just explained this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…you realize Rivers is my brother, right? And for him to be my brother, that would make us…” 
 
    “Cousins.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    Well…shit. I have a cousin. “Are there…any more cousins?” 
 
    Lacey bites her lips and slowly shakes her head as she starts looking over me in the same way I had when she first mentioned it. Though ‘surprise’ doesn’t even begin to cover the look on her face. Shocked seems a little more appropriate. “How…how are you Samuel’s sister? I never knew he had a sister. He didn’t mention it.” 
 
    “Believe me, I was just as surprised as you are,” I tell her before indicating to the dining table with the chairs flipped upside, sitting on top. “Come on, we better sit. I guess there’s a lot you need to know.” 
 
    Lacey slowly nods while Tully continues watching through narrowed eyes. I sit down with Lacey and half an hour later, have basically told her everything there is to know while she’s covered her side of the family. 
 
    “So, what does this mean from now on?” Lacey questions. 
 
    “It means that it’s time you tell us what you’re doing here.” 
 
    Lacey looks up at her and it’s clear that over the past thirty minutes here, Lacey has decided that she doesn’t like Tully much which is a huge leap from the way they were looking as close as family the last time they met. 
 
    Lacey lets out a sigh, clearly seeing that Tully isn’t about to give in. “He asked me to look after his place while he was gone. You know, collect the mail, cut the grass every now and then, and make sure no one burns it to the ground.” 
 
    I look back at Tully and it doesn’t take a genius to realize that her heart is breaking. Rivers trusted his cousin with this instead of her. Not to mention, he was willing to share it with Lacey while keeping Tully in the dark. “Why didn’t he ask me to do that?” 
 
    “Because as far as he’s concerned, you don’t know about this place and that’s the way he wanted to keep it. I only found out because I followed him home from Anton’s one night, and believe me, he wasn’t exactly thrilled about it,” she explains. “As to why he didn’t tell you. I can’t answer that, but my guess is that he’s ashamed. He doesn’t want his friends to be involved in this life. You guys have it good and he would never want to take you away from that. He believes he’s covered in darkness, and you Tully, are his light and he’s terrified that if he lets you in, he’s going to cover your world in darkness too.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he realize that my world is already covered in darkness without him?” 
 
    Lacey just shrugs as I push up from the chair and wrap my arms around Tully. “Come on, let's go home and order pizza.” 
 
    She sighs and gives in before finally snapping out of it. “Fine,” Tully says before looking to Lacey. “Did uh…did you want to come?” 
 
    Lacey glances around the mess that is Rivers’ home before slowly shaking her head. “Nah, I think I’m going to stay and tidy this up a bit. Thanks though.” 
 
    Tully nods and makes her way out the door with me following behind, only I stop in the doorway and look back at Lacey, the girl who's apparently my cousin. “I guess I’ll see you around.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says with an awkward smile, probably feeling as weird about this as I do. “I guess so…and um, I’m sorry about your sister. I heard she went missing.” 
 
    Lacey cringes and I try to shake off the feelings that tear through me with that reminder. “Yeah, she did, but we’ll get her back. How did you hear about that?” 
 
    “Nate and Jesse Ryder heard it from Kaylah and well, ever since then, they’ve been treating everyone in Broken Hill as a suspect. They’re kind of scary, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say as a strange sense of pride pulses through me knowing that the Ryder brothers have my back. “Thanks for letting me know, and uh…the other things.” 
 
    Lacey gives another awkward smile and with that, I step out the door and close it behind me, wondering how many more lies and secrets I could possibly uncover about myself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    A week and five days.  
 
    I don’t know how much longer I can go on not knowing where she is. 
 
    The first week was torturous but the past five days have been absolutely horrendous. That first week, I had a little ray of hope shining within me, telling me that somehow Anton will find her, but too much time has passed and that little ray of hope has burned within me, leaving nothing but pure devastation behind. 
 
    He can’t find her. Hell, I’m not even happy that it means I won’t have to spend my life as Anton’s sidekick. I just want my little sister back, but it’s clearly not possible. 
 
    She’s gone forever. 
 
    “Stop that,” Noah growls beside me. I look across at him and let out a heavy breath, doing my best to ignore him, but naturally he won’t allow it. “We will get her back. Anton is not going to give up on the chance of taking you as his prize.” 
 
    Tully and Spencer quickly look at each other and a second later, Spencer places his hand at Tully’s lower back and leads her out the front door, realizing that whatever’s about to happen in here, needs to go down in private. 
 
    “How can you say that?” I demand. "It’s been a week and five days. The more time that passes the less chance we have of finding her. She could be anywhere. Kelly could have stashed her in any part of the world just to keep her away.” 
 
    “No, she couldn’t. Unless Kelly has found a sugar daddy worse than Anton, I highly doubt it. Kelly doesn’t have the means to hide somebody or send her away. She’s just laying low and the second she steps a foot wrong, we’ll get her. The whole fucking town is looking for her, Anton is looking for her, and Broken Hill is looking for her too. We will get her back. Don’t you dare give up on her, Henley. She belongs here with us.” 
 
    My head sinks into my hands as I force myself not to cry. After the number of tears that I’ve shed over the past week and a half, I wouldn’t think that it’s possible to keep crying, but every single time, I prove myself wrong.  
 
    “I’m trying,” I tell him as his hand falls to my back and begins rubbing small circles. “I don’t want to give up but the more time that passes, the harder it gets.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispers. “But you need to have faith. She’s so damn strong. She made it through the first time and somehow found her way to you, and she’ll do it again because now she knows how it feels to be loved. She’s going to fight, Spitfire, just like you would.” 
 
    “She’s just a little girl.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head, a grin pulling at his lips. “If she heard you call her that right now, you’d be in for a world of trouble.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile. “Tell me about it. She’d be cursing me out for days, screaming at me saying that just because she’s short, doesn’t make her little.” 
 
    “I know. Do you have any idea how many times I’ve been kicked in the shin for slipping up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “Who do you think taught her to do it?” 
 
    “I should have known,” he says, shaking his head. 
 
    I pull my head out of my hands and lean into him. Noah has been my rock since she was taken, always checking in on me, and making sure I’m doing ok. Not once has he allowed me to give up hope when all I’ve wanted to do was crawl into a ball and cry. 
 
    He’s given me every last shred of strength he possesses and made sure that I was able to go on another day to keep fighting. He’s been in and out, looking for her in the streets, knocking on doors, and peering through windows. 
 
    Most nights Noah comes home with bleeding knuckles after visiting the people he knew in his old life, hoping they’d have heard something or know anything about Kelly or the man she was with. I’d spend the night bandaging him back up only for him to go back out the next day and do it all over again. 
 
    My phone is constantly on me and my car has driven every street in Broken Hill, Haven Falls, and every damn town around here at least five times over. I’ve searched for the car, I’ve tried to recall the license number, I’ve tried just about everything and each time, I come up with nothing. 
 
    Noah wraps his arms around me before hauling me up onto his lap. I curl into him, squishing my face against his hard chest as his hand continues rubbing those circles against my skin. 
 
    I absolutely hate this. This is our first summer after finishing high school. All my friends should be out partying and living it up, recouping after exams and simply having the time of their lives before moving on to the next stage of their lives; instead this is what we’ve been doing. 
 
    I owe each of them my life. I don’t know where the hell I’d be without them. Noah has kept me sane, Tully and Violet have kept me alive, Aiden has somehow kept me from driving off a cliff, while Spencer has kept me down to earth. 
 
    Dad though…he’s hardly spoken a word. 
 
    I shouldn’t have told him. All I’ve done is make this so much harder for him. I should have waited until after when we have Ari home safe in our arms. Then I could have ruined it all by telling him the price I paid, but if I hadn’t told him, he might have done something stupid like go to Anton himself. Hell, he might have even lost faith and given up, which I simply can’t have. 
 
    I hate that I broke his heart as I see it every time he walks through the door. All he sees now is some other man’s child and a shitload of lies to go with it. I don’t know how he’ll ever look at me the same, I just hope that someday he will because no matter what, he’s still my daddy.  
 
    I pull up off Noah’s chest and look down at him, more than prepared to tell him how damn much I appreciate his love and support over the past week and a half when the high-pitched screeching of my phone cuts through my attention. 
 
    I groan as I hold onto Noah and lean back to grab my phone off the coffee table. My phone has rung nonstop since Ari was taken, and every single time it’s either Tully checking that I haven’t disappeared to make more deals with the devil, or Violet checking that I’ve eaten. Half the time it’s Noah making sure I haven’t locked myself inside my bedroom and am crying into a pillow. 
 
    I look down at the phone and find a private number. “Who the hell is this?” I question out loud as my brows draw down. I have all my friends’ numbers stored in my phone and when the cops call, the numbers always show up. 
 
    That only leaves one person. 
 
    My eyes go wide as they cut to Noah’s. I hastily accept the call before it rings out and find myself squeezing Noah’s arms, drawing blood with my nails as the anticipation of the call becomes way too much. 
 
    Anton’s voice cuts through the line before I even say hello. “I’ve got your girl.” Relief slams into me and my body drops down onto Noah’s as tears spring from my eyes. “Come and get her and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Without waiting for my response, Anton cuts the line and I drop the phone down onto the couch, needing to hold him with both hands. “He’s got her. Anton found Ari,” I cry into Noah. 
 
    Noah lets out a long breath as he holds me a little tighter. “You’re sure? That was him?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, wiping my face against his shirt. “He’s got her.” 
 
    Noah closes his eyes as the relief surges through him and when they open again, they’re filled with fire and a new lease on life. “Then what the hell are we waiting for, Spitfire? Let’s go get our girl.” 
 
    I scramble off him faster than I’ve ever moved in my life. I grab my phone off the couch as Noah races across the room for his keys. I only remember to grab my shoes as I stumble over them while trying to race out the door. 
 
    Hold on, Ari. I’m coming to get you. 
 
    My phone is glued to my ear before I’ve even reached Noah’s Camaro. It rings once then dad’s voice comes shooting down the line. “Squish. What is it?” 
 
    “Anton found her,” I say, still unable to believe the words coming out of my mouth as Noah peels out of the driveway and careens down the road, narrowly missing flipping his car on the curb. 
 
    “Where is she?” dad demands. “Is she ok? Is she hurt?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, grabbing hold of the ‘holy shit’ bar. “He has her with him. That’s all I know. He said he has her and to come to get her then hung up. We’re on our way now.” 
 
    “Who’s we?” 
 
    “Me and Noah.” 
 
    “Shit, ok. I’m turning around now. I’m about an hour away. Get her away from Anton and back home where she’s safe. Call the home doctor and get her checked out and make sure she knows that she’s safe. Squish, she’s going to be scared. You make sure she knows her daddy is coming.” 
 
    “Ok, dad. We’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Be careful with that man, Henley. You get in and get out, alright. Do not agree to anything.” 
 
    I nod my head despite knowing he can’t see me. “Ok.” 
 
    I end the call and it takes me all of two seconds to realize that Noah is already doing all the rounds for me. I listen as he calls Tully and tells her that Anton’s found Ari. She promises to call everyone else and let them know to stop looking.  
 
    Noah practically throws his phone down so he can concentrate on the road and before I know it, he’s flying over the tracks and coming to a stop at the front of Anton’s massive black gates. 
 
    The gates open a lot faster than when I had been here waiting and it’s clear that’s because Anton’s security knows Noah’s Camaro well. 
 
    The gates are only halfway open when Noah flies through them, ignoring the way the dogs bark and carry on with the sudden intrusion.  
 
    He brings his car to a stop at the end of the driveway and opens the door, not scared of the dogs at all. I cower in my seat and watch in awe as Noah stands before the dogs, holds up a hand and simply tells them to ‘heel’. 
 
    The dogs sit at his feet and he pats each one on the head before nodding to me, letting me know it’s safe. 
 
    The door opens at the top of the impressive stairs and in the blink of an eye, I start running. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I barge my way through Anton’s front door, ignoring his butler/slave who stands gaping at me, disgusted with my appalling lack of respect and behavior. Lucky for him, he doesn’t try to stop me otherwise he would have ended up with a broken nose. 
 
    I fly into the huge foyer, this time not bothering to look around at the impressive marble and gold finishes. All I care about is the little blonde hair, blue-eyed beauty that’s hidden here somewhere. 
 
    I sense Noah entering behind me and without wasting a moment glancing back, I take off down the hallway towards the study as it’s the only place in this mansion that I know the way too. 
 
    I’m probably being stupid. I should wait for Anton’s butler to show me in and tell me where to go but I can’t seem to hold myself back. I need to get to her. 
 
    I hurry with Noah right beside me as I head for the study, having a good feeling that’s where Anton most likely is while something else tells me that Anton won’t be allowing Ari out of his sight, not when he’s so damn close to claiming me as his property. 
 
    My head whips around as I pass each doorway, double checking that she’s not in any of the rooms. Noah reaches the study door first as if knowing that it’s my target, he barges his way in with me right on his heels. 
 
    I stumble into the room and frantically look around. Anton sits behind his desk, looking a little stunned at our intrusion, but I couldn’t care less because my little sister is sitting across the room, a blanket draped over her shoulders as she practically forces a sandwich down her throat. 
 
    “Ari,” I scream, racing towards her. 
 
    She clambers off the couch which seems way too big for her and runs at me. 
 
    I drop to my knees before her and her tiny little body slams into mine as her arms wrap around my neck. She buries her face into me as she cries and cries, letting me know how damn happy she is to see me. Her nose hurts against my collarbone but I welcome it as it’s another reminder that she’s right here in front of me. 
 
    Noah hovers over us as I hold my little sister and cry right along with her. “I’m so sorry, Ari,” I tell her. “I’m here now. Please forgive me. I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    She nods her little head and holds me even tighter. “I want to go home.” 
 
    “I know,” I murmur. “I’m taking you home right now.” 
 
    I pull her back and take a moment to look over her. She’s still in the shirt of mine that she was wearing the night she was taken and she looks as though she’s hardly eaten. She’s covered in dirt and smells as though she hasn’t showered. There’s dirt under her nails and muck in her hair, making it appear a few shades darker than what it really is. 
 
    My heart breaks for her as I wipe the tears off her face. “Oh, Squirt. What have they done to you?” 
 
    Ari’s bottom lip pouts out and it’s clear she doesn’t want to talk about it. I push up to my feet and hold my arms out to her. She allows me to pick her up and she instantly curls right back into me. Not letting me put her down for even a second. 
 
    As I turn around with Noah right by my side, I notice Anton now standing in front of his desk, watching the scene before him. He walks forward with a document in his hand and it takes all of three seconds to realize it’s a birth certificate. He hands it to Noah before walking back towards his desk. “It’s her birth certificate,” Anton announces. “I retrieved it from her mother and it seems this young lady is now six years old.” 
 
    My brows dip down and I snatch the certificate out of Noah’s hands to scan over it. Anton’s right, my little girl is now six years old. “Did you hear that, Ari?” I whisper. “It was your birthday.” 
 
    Ari nods into my shoulder and I quickly realize that now isn’t the time to be celebrating, not yet anyway. I turn back to Anton. “Did you make her pay?” I question, knowing he knows that I’m referring to Kelly. 
 
    Anton raises his chin as he rests back onto his desk once again, making sure to cross his leg over the other in a show of arrogance. “I stuck to my end of the bargain. Now it’s time for you to do the same,” he tells me moments before his eyes rake over Noah with distaste. 
 
    My brows furrow. “You said I had the summer to myself.” 
 
    Anton nods. “That’s correct.” 
 
    “And what about college?” 
 
    “You said nothing about college.” 
 
    “I would like to still attend. I got into Broken Hill University on a scholarship. I’m already giving up my freedom for you. Do I really have to give that up too?” 
 
    Anton’s lips press into a tight line as he considers my proposal. “What are you studying?” 
 
    “Science.” 
 
    Anton arches a brow and I have a sick feeling that I know exactly what he’s thinking. “I suppose that I could allow you to attend classes during your training with me. I guess a college degree in science could be beneficial.” 
 
    I nod my head. “Then I’ll need to work on weekends. I have a part scholarship and no savings to pay for it.” 
 
    “No. Unacceptable. I will pay for it. Your weekends are mine.” 
 
    I sense Noah tense beside me, but the dead giveaway is the way his hand on my lower back turns into a sharp fist with the material of my shirt getting bunched up between his fingers. “I don’t want your dirty money,” I tell him while silently begging Noah to keep quiet. The last thing we need is for the wrong kind of attention to be drawn to him. After all, out of all the places Noah could possibly be on this planet, this one right here is probably the worst. 
 
    “Well, that’s really not a decision you get to make anymore, is it, young one?” 
 
    I clench my teeth, not wanting to say anything that will make matters worse and simply nod. He’s right. I made a deal with the devil and now that the devil has come through on his end, I need to suck it up and do the same. “Fine. You can pay for college.” 
 
    Anton nods and I nudge Noah, indicating for him to start moving towards the door, but he stands his ground, his gaze focused heavily on Anton. “Why’d you let me go?” 
 
    Oh, fuck. Does he really want to talk about this now when I have a little girl in my arms who’s desperate to get home? Hell, the last conversation they had ended with a gun being drawn. I don’t need that shit in my life, especially not when I have Ari up on my hip. 
 
    “I have made my reasons quite clear,” Anton says, indicating towards the door. “Now, would you please see yourselves to the door before I’m forced to help you there?” 
 
    I hastily nod and go to move, only Noah is once again blocking my way. “It’s because of Lacey, isn’t it? Your niece.” 
 
    Anton’s body stiffens and it’s clear as day that he’s outside of his comfort zone right about now. “What do you know of Lacey?” 
 
    “I know that she had leukemia just like Lily did and I know that she was across the hall from my sister, but more importantly, I know that it was Lily who gave her the strength to keep fighting. Without my sister, your niece would have died right along with her and that’s why you let me go. Not because you saw the errors of your ways like you suggested and not because I’m your daughter’s boyfriend. It’s because my sister saved your niece, isn’t it?” 
 
    Anton’s jaw clenches but Noah’s not giving in. “Answer me. You owe me that much.” 
 
    “I owe you nothing,” he shoots back at Noah. “I took you in and gave you something to work towards. Without me, you never would have had the money to get that car you love, or financially help out your family. You couldn’t have afforded those tattoos or the life you choose to lead. I made you what you are today.” 
 
    “I would have found a way without you.” 
 
    “You really think so? You think anyone else in this town would have given you the time of day. You would have ended up just like the rest of them. Losers with no hope and no future. I gave you the tool to make something of yourself. I taught you how to have a backbone and made sure you saw the world for what it is.” 
 
    “You’re fucking twisted if you think for one second that you were doing me a favor. Me and Rivers, we both would have been better off without you.” 
 
    “Don’t you think for one second that you know what’s best for my son, boy.” 
 
    “I do know what’s best for him and clearly he does too,” Noah says. "He broke out and got away from you just like he always wanted, and now you’re going to drag Henley down into the same darkness that Rivers has struggled to get out of his whole life.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Anton tells him. “I protect what’s mine and I’ve only ever done what was best for him.” 
 
    I raise my chin. “You didn’t protect me,” I argue. “You gave me away when I was only a few days old.” 
 
    “I sure as hell did,” Anton says. “You wouldn’t have had any life living with me or Gina. We did what was best for you and gave you a father who would have loved you in the way a little girl needs.” 
 
    “And what about Rivers? Why didn’t you give him away?” 
 
    “Because he’s my firstborn son and from the second he was born, it was his duty to stand by my side, take on the Mathers’ legacy and make our empire so much more. We were going to be unstoppable until he turned his back and joined the Marines.” 
 
    I shake my head. “He did what he had to do to keep himself away from you.” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled, Henley. I’ll get my son back no matter what it’s going to cost me. His place is here by my side and until that happens, you’ll be stepping up.” 
 
    “And if he never comes back?” 
 
    “Then that certainly says something about your future, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I glance up to Noah, knowing exactly what he’s trying to tell me. I’ll be stuck here forever unless Rivers comes back and my gut is telling me that it’s very likely, not unless we can somehow take Anton down. But looking around me at this massive empire he’s built for himself, taking him down is not going to be a stroll through the park.  
 
    But then, could I really take down the man who gave me away to have a better life and save my little sister? Maybe he’s not the villain we’ve always thought he was? One thing is for sure though, he’s done things in his life which he deserves to be locked up for, and a few good deeds for his daughter isn’t going to outweigh the bad. 
 
    Anton indicates towards the door and Noah’s not stupid enough to hold back again and finally starts making his move. “Oh, and Henley,” Anton says, making me pause in the doorway and look back at him, dreading what he could possibly have to add. “You’ll do well not to broadcast your relationship with me. I have a lot of enemies around here who would all love to know that I have a daughter they could get to. Do you understand me?” 
 
    I nod my head. “Broadcasting will most likely get me a one way ticket to hell.” 
 
    “Good. The final day of summer, I will be expecting you at seven. We will have dinner together and I will share your schedule and tell you how I expect you to behave. If you are here even a minute past seven, I will come looking and I promise you, I will find you and when I do, you will be punished. Is that understood?” 
 
    I give a firm nod, hating myself for getting into this position, but the little girl in my arms makes it all worth it. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Now leave. I have a meeting to attend.” 
 
    Noah and I get out of there as quickly as we possibly can. I dive into the backseat and get Ari buckled in and the door barely has a chance to close behind me before Noah takes off down the drive in his desperate attempt to get us out of here unharmed. 
 
    I can’t help but sit as close to Ari as possible, keeping myself wrapped around her as Noah gets us home. As he drives, I can’t help but think over everything that was just said in Anton’s study. My mind swirls. 
 
    Is Anton not the bad guy I’ve always assumed he is or maybe he’s just protective of his family? He has no need to show kindness to anyone else and maybe that’s why I couldn’t see it before, but one thing’s for sure, he gave me a life he knew I would be happy living, he found my little sister and returned her to me, and he released Noah from his clutches because Lily had a part in helping his niece to survive. 
 
    This doesn’t make sense to me. My whole life, Anton has been the guy in Haven Falls that you have to stay away from, and yes, he’s scary as hell, but tonight he showed a different side of himself. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I’m about to start going over there for day trips to visit my new daddy. There’s no doubt about it, he’s a dangerous man and I’ll be keeping as much distance as I possibly can, I just don’t think he’s ever meant any harm to me. Though, something tells me he’d be more than happy to smack me around a bit if I was to fuck up. 
 
    He had promised, in not so many words, that he had taken care of Kelly and maybe I should be looking into that a little bit more. I mean, she’s an awful woman and I hope to God I never have to see her again, but maybe I should be asking a few questions as to what his idea of ‘making her pay’ is. I just hope I’m not responsible for giving the call for someone to be murdered. That would make me sick to my stomach. Hopefully, he just helped her see the error of her ways without inflicting any sort of permanent damage. 
 
    The whole drive back to my place, nobody utters a word. The only sound in the car is Ari’s constant sniffling and by the time Noah pulls up at my place, it’s a parking lot. Everyone is here to see here and check for themselves that she’s ok. 
 
    Noah comes to stand by the back door and holds it open as I scoop Ari out of her seat. He stands over us protectively as we make our way inside and the second the door opens; the whole world is there to say hello. Ari instantly gets shy with so many people and the second Violet sees the look on her face, she jumps into protective Mumma mode and has them all backing off.  
 
    I make my way with her down to the bathroom and close the door behind me, only opening it when Violet shows up with a bath towel and a change of clothes before promising Ari that she’s going to make her favorite pancakes with ice cream and strawberries on top. 
 
    Ari gives her a small smile and before I know it, I’m left in the bathroom with my little sister, scrubbing the memory of the past week and five days from her body. 
 
    We stay in the bathroom for a while and I put in every little effort I can to make her feel somewhat human again. I even go as far as to blow dry her hair for her. By the time we’re done, she looks just like the little girl that I remember putting to bed last week. Only now, there’s a darkness in her eyes that speaks of the horror she’s just gone through. 
 
    Ari still clings to me as we emerge from the bathroom and I let out a silent sigh of relief as everyone gives her the space she needs. I sit her down on the couch beside me, and Violet is the first to approach with the pancakes and ice cream that she promised. Ari gives her a small smile and then digs into her food. 
 
    One by one people come and say hello and it’s not until dad comes barging through the front door that she actually shows anyone a real emotion. 
 
    She flies up off the couch, spilling her pancakes all over the floor before sprinting across the room to dad. She throws herself up into dad’s arms and he catches her moments before dropping to his knees and sobbing into her freshly cleaned hair. 
 
    It’s then the welcoming party gets the hint to take off. Noah stays until the last person is gone before pressing a kiss to my head, promising to call me later. He walks out the door, closing it firmly behind him and making sure to flick the lock as he goes. 
 
    Dad gets up off the floor and wipes the tears off his face before picking up Ari and bringing her over to the couch. He drops down beside me and we sit in silence, just happy to have her back. 
 
    It’s not long before Ari’s exhaustion catches up to her and she falls into a deep sleep on dad’s shoulder. He questions if he should go put her down in her room, but remembering that’s where she was taken from has him second guessing himself and making me realize that I might be switching rooms with my little sister soon. 
 
    Dad reconsiders and keeps her in his arms and something tells me that’s where she’s going to stay until tomorrow morning. 
 
    I give dad the recap of what happened with Anton and how Ari looked when I finally got to her. Dad looks absolutely shattered and broken but the relief to have her back outweighs everything else. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I finally tell him once everything else has been said and done. “I shouldn’t have told you about my deal with Anton and how I was connected to him. All I did was make everything harder for you.” 
 
    “Henley, you could have told me yesterday, today, or in a year from now and nothing is going to change how bad it hurt hearing that you’re not my biological daughter. I understand why you chose that moment to tell me and I agree that I needed to know as it made understanding what you did a lot easier. I’m not going to lie to you, Henley, I’m not proud of you going to Anton and I don’t really know where to go from here. You put yourself in unnecessary danger to save your sister and while I applaud your courage and the love you clearly have for her; I can’t forgive the fact that you went behind my back and ended up putting yourself in a difficult situation.” 
 
    “But I got her back.” 
 
    “I realize this and I will forever be grateful that you sacrificed yourself like that, but it doesn’t change the fact that I am furious with you.” 
 
    My eyes drop to my lap as dad’s words really settle over me. I sacrificed myself for Aria and now it’s time to face the consequences. "I have to go at the end of the summer.” 
 
    Dad’s big hand rests over mine. “It’s going to be alright, Squish. We’ll work out what we’re going to do with Anton, but for now, let’s just be happy that we have Aria home and for the most part, she is unharmed and healthy.” 
 
    I nod and lean into dad’s side, hating that awful cloud of dread and guilt that seems to settle above me. “He’s not going to let me go,” I murmur, hoping dad understands just how serious this is. 
 
    “I know. He may share your blood but he gave up the rights to you the day you showed up on my doorstep. I am your father, not him and I will fight tooth and nail to get you back. Don’t be fooled, Henley. You’re not going anywhere. I didn’t raise you all those years just to have you taken away by a man like that.” 
 
    I look up at dad, searching his eyes. “You promise?” I murmur, hoping to God that every word he speaks is true. 
 
    “I promise, Squish,” he tells me, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me in hard to his side, making me want him to never let me go. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    I sit out on the beach, watching as Ari plays in the sand, hating how she’s constantly looking around, terrified of Kelly showing up and taking her away. We’ve had her home for a week now and watching her fall back in with her normal life has been hard. 
 
    She’s jumpy, scared, and scavenging for food like she used to when she first came to us. She’s the same Ari that we used to know and it kills me that less than two weeks with Kelly was enough to send her back to that old version of herself. I’m just glad that she’s so much stronger now. She has so much more will to fight and keep going. She knew deep down that we were going to come and get her and while she hasn’t actually said it, I feel it right down in my gut. 
 
    Dad went back to work today and I promised Ari a special girls’ day with Tully. I’m not going to lie, he was nervous leaving her, and had Noah helping him install new locks on every window, brand new locks on the doors, and even splurged and bought a proper security system.  
 
    Though, he didn’t leave without giving me the biggest lecture of my life about opening doors for people we don’t know and checking through the window first. Hell, he even told me that if it’s a Girl Scout selling cooking to tell her to piss off or slide some cash under the door and tell her to leave the goods. 
 
    I sit beside Tully and while Ari is having the time of her life, jumping over the shallow waves by the shore, I can’t say that Tully and I are really enjoying ourselves. The beach is packed with bodies and we’ve both been watching Ari like a hawk, terrified of something happening to her.  
 
    We should be able to relax and enjoy ourselves. Ari is home safe and Kelly won't be coming back, but I guess the heaviness of the situation has been weighing down on me. I’m no longer carefree when it comes to Aria. I’ve screwed up majorly and forever worrying about it happening again is just going to be one of the many consequences that come along with it. 
 
    I will never let her out of my sight again. 
 
    “Do you think she’s alright?” Tully asks, sitting up a little straighter as Ari jumps over a wave, misses, and then crashes down into the sand. 
 
    We each watch her for a moment, waiting to see what she’ll do, when she gets to her feet, dusts herself off, and heads straight for the waves again. “I think she’s stronger than what we give her credit for,” I tell Tully. “That first day we got her back she was an emotional wreck, but after a good sleep and waking up at home, she’s been absolutely fine. I mean…mostly fine. She’s jumpy and cautious, but generally she’s the happy girl we all know and love. I’ve been waiting for her to break and let it all out but it’s just not happening.” 
 
    “Shit, if that was me, I’d be crying on the bathroom floor for days on end.” 
 
    “I know, and then Rivers would come back and threaten anyone who dares touch you.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes. “He wouldn’t come back.” 
 
    “Bullshit. If you were in trouble, he would be on the first flight back here.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she scoffs, focusing back on Aria. “Have you tried talking to her? It couldn’t be good holding it all in like that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh, remembering the conversation I had with her yesterday. “I sat her down with a bowl of ice cream last night and asked her all about it and she somehow turned it back on me and somehow I was the one being analyzed. She even had me in tears, telling me that it wasn’t my fault and that I did the best I could.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Tully howls as laughter pulls from within her. “That little girl is going to be a force to be reckoned with. Mom was talking about it last night and suggested taking her to therapy.”  
 
    I scrunch up my face, not really one for sitting down and telling a stranger all about my issues. “No really,” Tully says. "Mom used to take Lily to therapy all the time and she’d talk about her illness and how it was making her feel. Hell, sometimes even talking about other things like me and Noah or her friends at school. It did her wonders. She always seemed to come back from those appointments so much lighter. By the end she had gotten really close with her therapist. I think her name was Sue or Susie, or something like that.” 
 
    I let out a breath as I watch Ari spin around, laughing at the divots she makes in the wet sand. “I don’t know. I’ll talk to dad and see what he thinks about it.” 
 
    “It really couldn’t hurt,” Tully says. “She goes, she sits down and talks to the woman and if she likes it and gets something out of it, then great. If not, you don’t go back for another appointment. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll take her to go see this shrink but if it all goes south and she has some kind of meltdown, it’s all on you and I’ll be bringing her over for you to deal with.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me. Ari loves having time at my place.” 
 
    “No. She loved it when Rivers was there. I think she had some giant crush on the guy.” I grin at Tully. “It seems you two have more in common than you thought.” 
 
    Tully shrugs. “What can I say? The kid obviously has good taste in men.” 
 
    “You know we’re in for trouble when she starts dating.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. We’re going to have a line of dudes outside your house day in and day out.” 
 
    “That’s if she’s not holding out for an older man. You know, I wouldn’t put it past her trying to steal Rivers or Noah away when she’s older.” 
 
    “Nah, no way. A girl like Ari is going to enjoy watching all the boys at school fall at her feet, desperate for her attention. She’s going to be you in twelve years, just cooler, prettier, and not so screwed up.” 
 
    “Shut up. She’s going to be all those things except she’s going to absolutely love going to school. She’s going to enjoy all her classes and focus on every word her teachers are saying, and then she’s going go home, ignore all the boys pining for her attention, do her homework and go straight to bed.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Tully laughs. “Can you imagine if Ari brought home a guy like Noah? Covered in tats and working as some mobster’s muscle. I don’t think your dad could handle that a second time.” 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckle. “Dad handled it just fine. He hasn’t even threatened Noah since prom.” 
 
    Tully’s brows fly up and she nods. “Wow. I’m impressed,” she says. “How is the old man doing? Last I checked he still hadn’t said much about…well, everything.” 
 
    I let out a deep sigh. “Still the same,” I tell her. “We had that one talk and now he’s gone back to sulking and snapping at everything. I think his head is still messed up from Aria disappearing and then add the whole ‘who’s your daddy?’ bullshit with the lack of sleep he’s had for nearly three weeks and well…he’s a bit of a mess.” 
 
    “Maybe you should be sending him to therapy with Ari.” 
 
    Laughter claims me and I howl out like a hyena, imagining how that conversation would go down. “Trust me,” I tell her. “There’s no way in hell that I’ll be poking that bear with a therapy stick, not unless I want my head bitten off. But you’re free to give it a try if you’d like.” 
 
    “Shit. That bad?” 
 
    “Yep. I’d have a better chance of surviving a swim with hungry sharks and waving blood under their noses than asking dad to go to therapy. I think the guy just needs a little time off and maybe one hell of a good sleep while knowing that me and Aria are locked inside the house with no way out.” 
 
    Tully shakes her head. “Being a little dramatic, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Fine then. Be my guest. You go and suggest therapy and see how it goes.” Hesitation flashes in her eyes and I grin wide, knowing I won this round fair and square. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    We both stay focused on Ari, watching her every move and both sit a little straighter as a man walking his dog walks a little too close. My mind takes me to places it shouldn’t go and I’m seconds from bowling the dickhead over when he walks on by, minding his own damn business. “Shit,” I sigh. “No matter the circumstance, I can’t stop looking at every single person as a threat.” 
 
    “You and me both,” she grumbles. 
 
    I glance across at her, hating how every moment of every day, nothing but the thoughts of Ari being taken and my deal with Anton are the only things filtering through my mind. “Alright. I’ve had enough of this. Distract me so I can stop going crazy, and you better make it something good.” 
 
    “I still haven’t heard from Broken Hill University,” she says with a shrug, trying her best to keep my mind off the thought of Ari disappearing on me again. 
 
    “Really?” I question, kind of wishing she had something a little more exciting to talk about. “They’re taking their sweet time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m kind of doubting I got in. A school like that wouldn’t still be sending out acceptance letters. They’d have that shit sorted long ago. Maybe it’s time to notify the community college that I’ll be attending their business classes. I don’t think it’s going to happen.” 
 
    “No, don’t give up yet. It won’t be any fun if I have go on my own. I need you there with me. Besides, you never know. It might still come.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” she grumbles. “You got your acceptance letter ages ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was for a scholarship program. That’s different.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I consider her. “Why don’t you give it until halfway through the summer and then if they haven’t gotten back to you, then talk to the community college.” 
 
    “Fine,” she groans, drawing out the sounds. 
 
    “What else is going on?” 
 
    Tully’s eyes cut away from mine and I narrow my gaze on her, suspicion instantly falling all over me. “What?” I demand as a grin plays on my lips. “You have something juicy, don’t you?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and I’m quick to turn back to Ari. “Juicy isn’t the right word,” she tells me, “but ever since we saw Lacey at Rivers’ place…well, I’ve kind of been thinking about doing something?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was…shit. No. Don’t worry about it. It’s stupid.” 
 
    “No way. You’re not stopping there. What’s going on, Tully?” 
 
    She lets out a deep sigh and it’s clear that she’s conflicted about something, but for the life of me I can’t seem to work it out. Usually, when it comes to Tully Cage, I can read her like a map, but right now, she’s completely closed off and it’s confusing the crap out of me. 
 
    Tully leans back on her hands and considers something for a short moment before finally giving in and easing my racing mind. “I was thinking about maybe asking Lacey if she wanted to help me fix up Rivers’ place.” 
 
    My brows dip down. “How do you mean ‘fix it up?’ Like give it a good scrub or like put that hunk of shit back together?” 
 
    "I, uh…don’t really know. Maybe somewhere in the middle. I was thinking more along the lines of giving it a fresh paint, replacing the cracked glass, and shampooing the old carpets to try and get that damp smell out of it. I might put up a few curtains so you can’t see in from the street and maybe Noah would be happy to help fix the leaks in the roof so the water would stop getting in.” 
 
    “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Well…yeah. I know he’s not here at the moment, but one day he will be and I don’t like the thought of him living like that. It’s so…broken. Surely that place wouldn’t feel like home to him. I just want to make it feel nice, like somewhere he doesn’t need to feel ashamed of.” 
 
    I put my arm around her and draw her into my side. “He has no freaking idea how lucky he is to have a girl like you.” 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” she warns. “Me and Rivers are through romantically. I’m just a friend doing something nice.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Serious. He made it clear that nothing could happen between us. He even joined the military in hopes that I would be able to move on.” 
 
    “True, but don’t forget that he had other reasons to join. He needed to get away from the memory of Gina and Anton breathing down his throat. It’s not like you were the only reason he left, so you can’t keep putting that weight on your shoulders. Besides, you saw how he was when he came home from boot camp. That wasn’t exactly the image of a guy who wanted you to forget about him. He couldn’t get enough of you.” 
 
    “No, that was a man realizing it could be a very long time before he sees a naked woman again and he took complete advantage. If he didn’t want to be together then he never should have let me get into bed with him.” 
 
    “You’re saying that after all this time you regret it now?” 
 
    Tully scoffs. “No. it was fucking incredible. I mean, Rivers knows how to move his body in ways that other guys his age simply couldn’t even begin to understand. With him, it’s mind blowing. I just-” 
 
    “Come on,” I groan, cutting her off. “Can you at least try to remember that this is my brother you’re talking about?” 
 
    Tully continues as though I hadn’t even spoken. “I just hate the way I was left feeling after he got in that taxi, you know? I can’t help wondering that if it never happened, maybe it would have been easier to watch him leave.” 
 
    “Whether you slept with him or not, I have a feeling it wouldn’t have changed a thing.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    I struggle with myself, trying to find the right words to get my point across. “With you and Rivers, it’s more than just physical. You connect on a deeper level. I mean, you’re in love with each other for fuck's sake. When he leaves, he takes a part of you with him just as he’s leaving a piece of himself behind with you. So, whether or not you were together, it wouldn’t make a difference because it's not your body that’s missing him, it’s your heart.” 
 
    Tully’s bottom lip pouts out and I cringe, realizing I took it too far for her fragile heart to cope with. “Really? You had to go and say that?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I grumble. “I was just being honest.” 
 
    “Can we get back to the matter at hand?” 
 
    “Ummm…what was that again?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and I swear, if we were standing up right now, I’m almost certain that she’d stomp her foot on the ground. “Fixing up the house.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I kind of think it’s a great idea but I guess my concern would be that Gina is attached to it. I mean, you wouldn’t want to go to the effort of fixing it up for Rivers to have a nice place to come home to only for Gina to sell it out from under you and reap all the rewards of your hard work.” 
 
    Tully’s face falls and a frown pulls at her lips. “I didn’t think about that,” she mutters. “Though, it makes me wonder why she hasn’t sold it already.” 
 
    “Do you really think someone like Gina would go to all the effort to sell her home while she’s in there. That’s way too much paperwork and meetings with agents for her to bother with. Besides, if she sells then she’ll have nowhere to live when she gets out.” 
 
    Tully looks across at me. “When is she getting out?” 
 
    My brows dip down as I try to remember the details of her sentencing but for some reason, absolutely nothing is coming to me. Am I really that self-absorbed that I haven’t even taken a moment to learn how long she’ll be behind bars for? “I actually have no idea,” I tell Tully. “But considering what she’s in for, I’d say it’s a really long time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I’m just trying to work out if she’s going to walk in and surprise us all one day or if we’re safe from that trainwreck.” 
 
    “I’d dare say we're safe,” I tell her. “So, what’s it going to be? Are we fixing up his place or not?” 
 
    “You know, even if he never gets to see it or if it’s years before he’s home. The idea of him having somewhere nice to come home to makes me feel a litter better about his situation. So yeah, I’m doing it.” 
 
    “Cool, count me and Ari in. Something tells me Ari is going to be a fan of painting.” 
 
    “Fine but you better warn her that I’m not painting the walls bright pink.” 
 
    “Yeah…nah. You can tell her that. I won’t be in charge of breaking her heart after the shit she’s just been through. That’s all on you.” 
 
    “Crap,” she sighs. “Rivers is going to end up with pink walls, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Damn straight he will and if he knows what’s good for him, he’ll absolutely love it.” I look across to her before motioning down at her phone. “What are you waiting for? Give Lacey a call and we’ll get it finished over the summer.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I tap my fingers against the cold table, hating the way these visits always manage to make my skin crawl. 
 
    Gina walks through the door in her usual jumpsuit and cuffs with that face that looks so much like mine that I’m left wondering for the millionth time why the hell I do this to myself. 
 
    She’s bad news and with everything I’ve learned over the past few months all I’ve come to realize is that Gina likes to play mind games. She let me believe that dad was my real father– he’s not. She made me think that she had nothing to do with Anton– they were married. She let me think that Rivers was my half-brother– he’s so much more. 
 
    Thinking about Rivers has the guilt pouring through me. The last time I saw him I made a promise that I wouldn’t come to visit Gina unless it was an absolute must, and by ‘absolute must’ I think Rivers was referring to something along the lines of desperately needing a kidney, not something like confronting her about her mind games and allowing her another chance to get at me. 
 
    Rivers certainly wouldn’t approve of this visit, but then, it’s not like he’s here to stop me. All that matters is that Noah knows where I am and that he’s cool with it. Dad’s still away and would probably have another heart attack if he knew I was here right now, but again, it’s not like he’s here to stop me. 
 
    Noah promised to take Aria for the day after I convinced him that he didn’t need to come with me which was a mission in itself. I mean, that man doesn’t like being told no. The only thing that changed his mind was when Ari came and stood beside him and slipped her little hand into his and asked if he could take her to get ice cream. He melted like a little bitch and I did my best to smother a laugh as Ari looked up at me and winked. By ‘wink’ I mean that her whole face scrunched up and she gave me an over the top blink, but she tried and it was the best thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, Noah has been blowing up my phone since the second I left. He’s been checking in every twenty minutes, whether it’s a call or a text. He even called with an excuse saying he was checking what Ari’s favorite ice cream flavor was, but it was clear that he was making sure I was still alive. 
 
    Noah can be a little much sometimes but for the most part, I love his protectiveness. He’s my man, my alpha, my everything, and I’m his girl. He has every right to be protective of me just as long as he remembers that I’m capable of a major ass kicking, then we’ll be fine. 
 
    Gina’s head turns and she takes me in a second later. A soft sigh pulls from her lips and it’s clear that it must be a bother to see me like this, but I mean, what else is she doing with her time? It’s not like she had to move a few appointments around to squeeze me in. 
 
    She’s released from her cuffs and slowly makes her way towards me. I can’t help but replay our last visit when she flew into meltdown mode when the name ‘Anton’ was murmured. She’d told me never to come back, yet here I am. I’m either way too curious for my own good or just plain stupid. 
 
    Probably just stupid. 
 
    “I thought I told you not to come around here anymore,” Gina says, slowly taking her seat before me.  
 
    “You see, to me…that came off as more of a subtle suggestion.” 
 
    Gina’s jaw sets and it’s clear that she doesn’t exactly appreciate my challenging tone. “Why are you here, Henley?” 
 
    “Because it turns out that the woman sitting right here in front of me isn’t exactly the saint that she likes to believe she is. You lied to me, Gina.” 
 
    She arches a brow and a soft smile plays on her lips as though she’s been playing me all along. “What in particular did I lie to you about?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me all the times you’ve lied, and I’ll let you know which ones I’ve managed to work out.” 
 
    Gina scoffs. “You can’t play me, kid. Either get to the point or get lost.” 
 
    I smirk across at her before taking the marriage certificate off the bench beside me and placing it on the table. “Anton’s your husband.” 
 
    Gina’s eyes go wide before horror comes over her and all I can do is grin. Checkmate, bitch. “Something tells me he had a lot to do with putting you behind bars. It couldn’t have all been Rivers; he was just a kid. Even your husband couldn’t stand you. He sent you away.” 
 
    Gina’s hand slams down over the marriage certificate and she glares across the table at me. “Shut up. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, really? But I think I do.” I place mine and Rivers’ birth certificates down on the table, one on either side of the marriage certificate. “You lied about this too. Did you not think I’d find your home or the little hidden drawer in your bedside table? You let me believe that Harrison Bronx was my biological father,” I pull out the DNA results and place them on top of the pile. “You lied.” 
 
    Gina rocks back on her seat, clutching onto the edge of the table as though the weight of what I’ve just said is enough to send her falling back. “What have you done? You stupid girl. I was trying to protect you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! I’ve heard that one before. It’s funny. That’s exactly the line that Anton fed me. Let me guess. You sent me away to keep me safe from all the bullshit of your world, to mask me from the dangers and the people who would want to hurt me to get to you or Anton.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I did,” she growls. 
 
    “You let my dad…Harrison believe that he was my father.” 
 
    “It was for the best. If Anton knew you were his he would have kept you close.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. Anton knew all along. He said so himself. He’s been watching me this whole time.” 
 
    “If you believe that for even one second, you’re a bigger fool than I could have ever imagined. If that man knew you were his or even had an inkling, he never would have let you go. Anton is possessive to the extreme. He would have had you locked in his ivory tower just as he did to your brother. You would have been his asset. Just like Samuel was.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on her. Could she be telling the truth? I was so quick to believe Anton when he’s done absolutely nothing to earn that kind of trust. My head spins with the possibility as I recall the state of Gina’s bedroom. Someone was trying to find those birth certificates and DNA results. Could it be possible that Anton was trying to confirm something he didn’t already know and all I did was confirm it for him? Could Gina finally be telling the truth? Has she been trying to protect me from him all along? Or is Gina just lying to me again? Anton didn't flinch when I mentioned I was his daughter and it seemed as though I was telling him old news.  
 
    I guess when it comes down to it, it doesn't really matter which one of them is lying because in the end, when all this bullshit is over, I don't plan on having much to do with either of them. 
 
    Gina lets out a heavy sigh. “After I gave birth to Samuel, I saw how possessive Anton became. He was so proud. He would constantly talk about how Samuel was going to have it all one day, that he was going to rule in his footsteps. He was going to teach him everything he knew about his world and it was going to kill him. I had no way of protecting my son, it was just me against Anton. I couldn’t have that same outcome for a second child, so when I discovered that I was pregnant, I went and cheated. I told Anton I’d slept with another man and that the baby was his. It damn near killed me.” 
 
    “Anton didn’t want a thing to do with you. Your blood was tainted and the second you were born, he had you shipped off which was honestly the best thing for you. You were able to live a proper life, have friends, and not have to know parents like me and Anton. I was protecting you the only way I knew how.” 
 
    “So, if you knew for certain that I was his child, why bother doing a DNA test?” 
 
    “I didn’t…he did. I was there when the DNA results returned. I intercepted them and kept them hidden away.” I try to ignore the fact that if this were true, Anton could have easily gotten a copy of the results and it’s very possible that he did, meaning they could both be telling their own truths. “I left him that very day, took Samuel with me, and got our own place with cash that I’d stolen from Anton.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, horrified. “Didn’t he come after you for the money?” 
 
    Gina scoffs. “Please, Anton has no idea how much money he has. It would have been years before he realized anything was missing and by then he wouldn’t remember how. He would have just assumed it was one of his staff and then dealt with it.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. If this is true then I’m in trouble. 
 
    “You told him that you’re his daughter, didn’t you?” I press my lips into a tight line and slowly nod my head. “You’re screwed.” 
 
    “What do I do?” 
 
    Gina shakes her head. “If I had an answer for that, I would have been able to save Samuel from the same fate, but it looks as though he’s found his own answer. As for you, I don’t know. You could run but there’s nowhere he won’t find you and it won’t be pleasant for you if you do.” 
 
    “You ran.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, gesturing around her. “And look what that got me. I had nothing to do with that prostitution ring. I never wanted to be a part of it, but the second I left and took his son with him, he was already planning how to take me down. He used my son against me and forced me into that role and when the time was right for him, he got in my son’s ear and told him exactly what to do. I couldn’t fight it because then I’d risk losing Samuel and you know…some things are just worth it.” 
 
    I lean back in my chair and watch her closely. “You didn’t do it?” 
 
    “I didn’t do it…well, technically, I did it by force. If I had a say in the matter, I would have taken my son and ran as far as I could, but-” 
 
    “He’d find you,” I finish for her. 
 
    Gina nods and watching her now with her heart on her sleeve, I see that for the first time since meeting her, she’s being completely honest with me. “I really screwed up, didn’t I?” 
 
    She nods again and I see how truly broken she is for me. Gone is the attitude and the walls, leaving behind the woman who birthed me. “You did and I’m sorry to see this happening because it’s likely that if you put one foot wrong, you could very much end up like me.” 
 
    My eyes drop to the table. “I asked a favor of him and in return, I’m to move into his home and one day take over his business.” 
 
    “The family business,” Gina scoffs. “I’m sorry, Henley. I can’t fix this for you, but I can make it a little more bearable.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “On the third level in the west wing, there’s a panic room. I had it converted into my own personal space. A TV, a private phone line, a bar…a lock. I had food in there which will probably need to be replaced, but it was my own space that as far as I’m aware, Anton didn’t know about. Consider it yours.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. 
 
    Gina watches me for a silent moment before reaching across the table and placing her hand over mine. “For what it’s worth, I truly hope you find a way out of this. I lied to you about who your father was so you had no reason to go looking. This isn’t the life I ever wanted for you.” 
 
    “I see that now,” I murmur. “I guess sometimes secrets simply aren’t meant to be uncovered.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Have you considered talking to Riv- Samuel about all this? I’m sure if he knew the truth, really knew who you were, he’d be able to start putting it all behind him. Not that he’d ever admit it, but I think he holds a lot of guilt for being the one to turn you over to the cops.” 
 
    Gina shakes her head with a deep sadness in her eyes. “No, that’s a lost cause right there. He clearly wants to forget and I’m not about to go and remind him of all the bullshit he suffered through. He has you now and those friends of yours. He’ll be just fine without me.” 
 
    “He lives in your home,” I tell her. 
 
    Gina’s whole expression lightens as she sits up a little taller in her seat. “He came home?” 
 
    “It honestly looks as though he never left.” 
 
    Gina relaxes down into her seat and her eyes go distant with nothing but pride shining right through them and I realize this is the single best piece of news she has heard since the day she was locked up. 
 
    I cringe. “Knowing that’s where he lives, you would never…sell it, right?” 
 
    “Couldn't even if I wanted to," she tells me. "Anton strong-armed me into signing over the deed when Samuel turned eighteen. That’s his home now.” 
 
    “Really? So we can fix it up for him?” 
 
    “Fix it up?” she questions. “Why the hell would it need to be fixed up? That house was beautiful.” 
 
    My face scrunches up. “It might have been beautiful back in the day when it had someone caring for it properly. I’d dare say Samuel was living there all by himself as a kid. He wouldn’t have known the first thing about patching leaks in roofs and replacing cracked windows.” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s destroyed, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well…I mean, it would have been alright had Anton not ripped through there and trashed the place looking for these,” I say, fingering the papers on the table. “It’s kind of a mess and needs a little TLC.” 
 
    “Damn,” she sighs. “That place was my salvation after getting away from Anton. It breaks my heart to hear that it’s not doing so great anymore.” 
 
    A ruckus is heard behind me and both Gina and I look that way and I’m quickly reminded where the hell I am, but something inside of me is screaming that I shouldn’t worry, that this is probably the only time I’ll ever get a chance to talk with my real mother like this and I don’t want to screw it up. I know that when I come here next, her walls will most likely be right back up but for now, this is probably the best I’m ever going to get. 
 
    “Can you tell me what it was like before that? You know, was there a time it wasn’t…bad?” 
 
    I sit back in my chair, realizing I might have just dug a little too deep but when she gives me a fond smile, my body relaxes. 
 
    “Of course, there was. He was my high school sweetheart. I fell in love with him almost immediately. I was the nerdy girl who kept to herself and he was the popular bad boy who nobody could touch. I could never understand why he liked me but he did and it made me the happiest girl in the world. I was so blinded by how I felt that I never questioned his cruelty to others or ever realized what was right under my nose.” 
 
    I let out a sigh as I listen to her story and find myself leaning in, wanting to hear every last detail. “When we were married, things changed. That’s when he became possessive. I was his obsession and when I first fell pregnant with Samuel, he was jealous that the baby would take my time, but the second he was born and he laid eyes on his little boy, that possessiveness crossed over. I was forgotten as he suddenly had someone to mold into the perfect soldier that he could use and one day take over his business. I hated it. He didn’t treat him as a son, he was a weapon that would one day rule over the Mathers’ kingdom.” 
 
    “Is that when you found out you were pregnant with me?” 
 
    “Sure is.” 
 
    “So, all you ever wanted was to be a mom and play happy family?” 
 
    A breathy laugh comes from within her and she looks at me with that same sad smile that she’d reserved for Rivers before indicating around her once again. “I guess this is what you get for dreaming, huh?” 
 
    I don’t have a response, but I don’t need one as a table is flipped from the same people the ruckus had come from earlier and before I know it, guards are rushing in and putting an end to today's visit. “Thanks for coming, Henley,” Gina murmurs as she stands and waits patiently with her hands behind her back. “You’re a good kid and I hope to God that you can somehow save yourself because there’s no way in hell Anton is going to let you go.” 
 
    A guard reaches Gina and instantly starts cuffing her. “I’ll try. I’m not ready to give up yet.” 
 
    “I knew you were a fighter,” Gina murmurs with a proud grin and not a moment later, she’s taken away and disappears into a crowd of orange jumpsuits all being led out of the room, leaving me feeling as though I finally have a proper understanding of the woman who gave me away, and I couldn’t possibly be more grateful. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Ugh,” Tully groans, dropping down onto the couch and throwing herself against the backrest. “This is complete and utter bullshit.” 
 
    Aria jumps up from the ground, spinning around to point at Tully in horror as though she’s some kind of walking disease. “You said a bad word,” she squeals, jumping up and down before promptly bursting into a fit of laughter. 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes as we both watch on in amusement. “Well, you better block those ears of yours because I’m about to say a few more and they’re going to be the really bad ones.” 
 
    Aria gasps, slapping her hands over her ears as her laughter dies. Her reaction is like watching a fully blown balloon deflating into nothing. Aria bolts from the room and into the kitchen, and I can’t help but laugh as the very next words come pouring from her mouth in a loud, incessant howl. “VIOLET! TULLY SAID ‘BULLSHIT’.” 
 
    I turn to Tully with a smirk. “See what you’ve done? That’s somehow going to get back to my dad and I’m going to be the one getting in trouble for it.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes. “Trust me, that kid knows words a lot worse than ‘bullshit.’ I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s the one at school who teaches all the other kids how to curse.” 
 
    Something tells me Tully is right but I’m not about to admit it. “What’s going on with you anyway? What has your panties in a twist?” 
 
    Violet walks into the living room with Ari hanging off of her. “Yeah, I was about to ask the same thing,” Violet says. “You’ve been in a foul mood all day.” 
 
    Tully huffs at her mother. “I have not been in a foul mood.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she smirks, making a wide grin spread across my face. I mean, there’s nothing better than when Violet puts one of her twins in their place. “You slammed the bathroom door so hard I thought it was about to break free from the hinges, then you stomped around your room like a herd of elephants, huffing and puffing, and then you snapped at-” 
 
    “Ok, ok,” Tully cuts in with another huff. “So, I’m in a little bit of a mood. There’s no need to point it out.” 
 
    I shake my head as I turn to face her on the couch, crossing my legs under myself to give her my full attention. “You’re in more than just a ‘mood.’ What’s going on?” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and flops back into the couch, hating nothing more than talking about her ‘feelings’, though I guess that’s not quite accurate. She loves talking about herself and loves telling me all about her love life, but only ever when it’s something good. When something has her down, it’s like trying to get information out of a brick wall. “My letter still hasn’t come from BHU and it’s been forever. I’m sick of waiting.” 
 
    “I’m sure it-” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Violet laughs, grinning down at her daughter. “That letter came over a month ago. I put it in your room so you’d see it when you came home, just like I do with everything else.” 
 
    Tully gapes up at her mother. “What?” 
 
    As if it’s the most amusing thing in the world, Violet can’t hold back her laughter. “Did you not see it? I put it right on your bed.” 
 
    Tully shoots up from the couch and flies down the hallway like a flash of lightning. I hear as she barges through her bedroom door and it rebounds off the adjoining wall only to slam shut once again with Tully on the other side. 
 
    Things start getting thrown around and it’s not long before she’s screaming down the hallway. “I can’t find it.” 
 
    “I put it on your bed.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve kind of used it a few times since then.” 
 
    Violet rolls her eyes and sits down on the armrest of the couch. “You do realize that if your room wasn’t such a disaster, you wouldn’t be having this problem.” 
 
    Tully grumbles something before her door is ripped open. She storms back up the hallway and shoots her mother with a less than impressed glare. “You’re really not helping right now.” 
 
    Violet holds up both hands. “Hey, if it wasn’t for me, you’d still be sitting on the couch thinking you didn’t get in.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for you putting it on my bed without saying something, I’d probably already know if I got in or not.” 
 
    “Geez,” Violet sighs. “You’re just like your daddy.” 
 
    “Am not,” she demands. “Why the hell didn’t you say anything? If you thought I got the letter, wouldn’t you want to ask me if I got accepted?” 
 
    Violet’s face scrunches up and her eyes briefly flick towards me before focusing back on her daughter with guilt. “To be honest, because you didn’t say anything, I just sort of assumed you didn’t get in and that you weren’t up for talking about it.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” Tully screeches in outrage. “You just assumed I didn’t get in? What kind of mother are you?” 
 
    Violet shrugs unapologetically. “Sorry. You would have thought the same thing.” 
 
    Tully huffs in annoyance before turning her glare on me. “So, you’re just going to sit there and do nothing or were you going to help me look?” 
 
    “Do I really need to be dragged into this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tully demands, turning on her heel and stalking back to her room. “You’ve got two seconds to get your ass in here and start looking or I’m telling Noah that you said the tattoo covering his shoulder was too feminine.” 
 
    “What?” I demand, throwing myself to my feet and stalking after her. “I never said that. You said that. And besides, he knows I love his tattoos. They’re fucking hot and you know it, you just don’t want to admit that your brother is the hottest thing in Haven Falls.” 
 
    Tully scoffs, completely ignoring my ‘hottest thing in Haven Falls’ comment. “Who’s he going to believe?” 
 
    “Me,” I laugh. “Always me.” 
 
    I can practically hear her rolling her eyes and am already grinning to myself as I push into her room. That grin instantly turns into a loud snicker as I look down and find Tully’s body shoved under her bed with her legs dangling out the back, wriggling around as she grabs items and launches them out to join the rest of the mess. 
 
    “It’s not fucking here,” she groans. 
 
    I try to hold in my laughs as much as possible as that shit is only going to warrant me a stern talking to from my best friend and honestly, I’d rather enjoy every little minute of this. 
 
    I walk over to her bed, being careful not to trip over her flailing legs as a box of extra buttery popcorn is launched across the room. I grin to myself, remembering how Tully has to hide that shit from the boys. Though, I guess it’s only being hidden from Noah now. 
 
    I dive for Tully’s bed and decide to make it easy. Grabbing a handful of sheets, I tear them straight off the bed and shake them out before dumping them on a clean space on the floor and going back for more.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Tully screeches from under the bed, clearly having seen the sheets drop. 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing?” I laugh, tearing yet another blanket off the bed. I mean, I’ve never quite understood why Tully needs so many sheets and blankets on her bed. “The letter is most likely shoved under all this crap.” 
 
    “What kind of trashy bitch do you think I am?” she demands, scooting back while groaning and huffing as she tries to reverse out from under the bed. Her head appears down by my feet and she looks up at me with an unimpressed scowl. “I wash my sheets regularly, thank you very much. It’s not going to be in there.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” I tease, grabbing the pile of sheets off the floor and dumping them back onto the bare mattress. 
 
    “You’re fixing that,” Tully grumbles as she gets to her feet and starts looking around. 
 
    Yeah…unlikely. 
 
    She heads for the desk and I make my way over to her shelving. This room is a freaking mess. It’s no wonder she can’t find shit in here. I start searching each shelf and have to look back over my shoulder as papers, pencils, and old school books start flying around the room. Tully groans. “Where the hell is it?” 
 
    I take that as a rhetorical question and keep searching before smothering another laugh as her desk chair goes sailing towards the window and crashes into the wall. She gives up on the desk and moves to her drawer. I look back and taking in the state of her desk, I decide it’s probably best to give it another look. 
 
    I flick through old books, check within piles of paper, and even lift her laptop to check it didn’t get lost underneath. Realizing it’s definitely not on the desk, I admit to myself that maybe Tully was right and go to check somewhere else, but as I step away from the desk, I notice a small corner of paper that’s fallen behind it. 
 
    “Hey, what’s this?” I question, leaning in closer to see if it is what I hope it is. I get down on my hand and knees and try to slide my fingers behind it to pull it out, but there’s absolutely no hope. 
 
    Tully hovers over me, moving left and right trying to see around me to get a look at the paper. “Is it the letter?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I grumble with a pained groan as my fingers start to ache. “I can’t…quite…get it.” 
 
    “Here, let me try,” she says, barging me out of the way. “You have fat butterfingers.” 
 
    “Excuse you,” I say, getting to my feet. “My fingers are beautiful.” 
 
    Tully ignores me as she dives for the paper and I send a silent prayer, hoping that this is what we’ve been looking for. “Can you pull the desk out?” 
 
    My mouth drops open as I look at the desk. She’s got to be kidding, right? This desk has got to be one hundred years old. It’s solid wood and I’m sure probably weighs a little more than Rivers’ fucked up car out front. 
 
    I step up to the desk and grab hold of the side, laughing to myself as I imagine just how badly this could go. I give it a pull and the desk moves about a centimeter while my arms want nothing more than to fall off. Where’s Noah when you need him? 
 
    Tully slams her head right up against the wall, peering through the gap at the paper. “IT’S AN ENVELOPE,” she squeals. 
 
    Her excitement is enough to give my aching arms a new lease on life and I give the heavy desk another hard yank. It hardly moves again but it’s enough for Tully to squeeze her hand between the wall and the desk and pry the envelope out. 
 
    The second it’s free from its hiding spot, we both stare down at it. I suck in a breath, taking in the envelope. “That’s the BHU logo.” 
 
    “And it’s a big one. They don’t send rejection letters in big envelopes.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I said.” 
 
    Unlike me who was so nervous, I was going to be sick, Tully can’t possibly wait. She tears into the envelope like there’s no tomorrow and I fear for the safety of papers within. As she pulls the papers out and looks down at them, her wild, erratic movements become absolutely still and she concentrates with everything she’s got. 
 
    I peer over her shoulder and read the information at the top, though have to stifle a laugh at the date telling us that she’s had this letter hidden behind her desk for well over a month now. My eyes drop to the first few lines and start scanning over them. I get as far as the third word before Tully’s throwing her hands up and screaming out. “I GOT IN!” 
 
    I scream right along with her as she disregards the acceptance letter and grabs hold of me jumping up and down until we’re both on her bed, excitedly losing our minds while trying to avoid hitting our heads on the ceiling fan. “I have to call Spence and let him know.” 
 
    “Spencer is the first call you want to make?” I tease, realizing that she’s been talking more and more about him lately. 
 
    “Knock it off,” she laughs. “It’s not like that. We’re just friends.” 
 
    “What happened?” a little voice beams from Tully’s bedroom door, cutting off my taunting. 
 
    “Tully got into BHU just like me,” I squeal, making Aria laugh right along with us. It takes her all of three seconds to climb up on the bed and start jumping with us, but the fun and games promptly die as the bed caves under our weight. A loud, sickening crack is heard before the bed drops to the floor with a heavy crash. 
 
    I grab hold of Ari as Tully grabs hold of me, the three of us falling off the edge and crashing down onto the floor with a bang. My ass gets the brunt of it as Ari falls right down on top of me while I’m pretty sure Tully landed on her hip. 
 
    “Shit,” I groan, pushing Ari off me so I can attempt to get up.  
 
    “What the hell is happening in here?” Violet shrieks from the doorway before taking in the broken bed and gaping at us like we’re idiots. Though…she could be onto something. 
 
    “I got in,” Tully murmurs, suddenly not caring as much as she rubs her hips and ends up on all fours in her attempt to get back to her feet. 
 
    “I figured from all that squealing that’s what was going on,” Violet smirks, walking around to help her daughter up. “I know it’s exciting and all but did you really need to send your bed to the grave?” 
 
    “It was an accident,” she says. “If I knew the bed was going to break, I would have gone and jumped on Noah’s.” 
 
    I chuckle under my breath. Noah’s bed is pretty damn sturdy. There’s no way we could have broken that. 
 
    Violet gets Tully to her feet and instantly wraps her arms around her. “Congratulations, baby. I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t exactly do it,” she says. “Noah was the one who applied and made me appear like some kind of shining star.” 
 
    “You are a shining star,” Violet says proudly. “But I do think you owe it to your brother to head down to the fire station and let him know. He’ll be pissed if he finds out you made him wait.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Tully laughs as she scurries around her room, searching for the acceptance letter that she knows Noah will demand to see. She looks back at me. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss seeing his reaction for the world.” 
 
    “Alright," Violet says. ‘"Just hurry back. I know your brother insisted that he pay for your tuition fees but I won’t allow him to do that. You need to find yourself a job and chip in. You’re not getting a free ride.” 
 
    “Ok,” Tully says proudly before grabbing my hand and hauling me out the door with Ari following along. “We’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    We hurry out up the hallway and into the living room where we have to stop and help Ari get her shoes on, only, as usual, she insists on tying her shoelaces herself. I sit on the coffee table, waiting impatiently as Tully goes over the details of making the bunny ears. 
 
    A familiar name on the television draws my attention and I glance up to find a picture of Kelly on the midday news report. My mouth drops open as footage of what must be her home, is raided by cops and she’s led out the door in handcuffs. 
 
    I scramble around for the remote and quickly turn it up while situating myself in front of Ari so she can’t see the screen, though it wouldn’t really matter because her attention is solely on her shoes. 
 
    I listen in as the reporter tells us about the Haven Falls local being caught with an excessive amount of drugs and due to her prior arrests, court hearings, and probationary period being violated, she’ll now be heading straight for the slammer.  
 
    I can’t help but gape at the screen. I could have sworn she had gotten herself clean and she doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman to be dealing. She’s seemed more of the kind to get herself dosed up and then doze off.  
 
    I look back at Tully. “Are you hearing this?” 
 
    “Yeah, but…who is that?” 
 
    My eyes drop down to Ari before glancing up at Tully. ‘Her mom,’ I mouth silently. 
 
    Tully’s eyes go wide and she pushes up from the ground, cringing before clutching onto her hip. She steps right into my side. “Are you sure?” she whispers. 
 
    I look at her blankly. “Of course, I’m sure. She was my mom for eighteen freaking years, remember?” 
 
    “I know, but…you know?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know.” 
 
    My phone buzzes in my jeans and I pull it out as I continue watching the screen, only glancing down when it’s right up in my face. I open the text and gape down at it. It’s an unknown number, but there’s no mistaking who it’s from. 
 
    Unknown – Looks like Mommy Dearest is on her way to spend a little quality time with your other Mommy Dearest. You can thank me later. 
 
    Holy. Shit. 
 
    I knew it. Kelly was clean. Anton set her up and my gut is telling me that’s because I told him to make her pay. 
 
    What the hell have I done? I never meant for this to happen. I figure he would scare her a little, let her know what would happen if she ever came near Ari again, but setting her up and putting her in prison? No. That’s too much. 
 
    “I, um…I should head home and tell dad about this,” I tell her, flicking my gaze down to Ari. “Do you think you could hold onto her for a bit? I’ll come by later and pick her up.” 
 
    “Sure,” she says. “Whatever’s easiest.” 
 
    With that, I say a quick goodbye to Aria and head out the door, feeling like absolute shit. Kelly is an awful person who has treated my little sister like trash, but prison? I don’t know. Personally, I’d love for her to rot away there, but being responsible for putting her away for a crime she didn’t actually commit is going to sit on my conscious for the rest of my life. 
 
    I get into my car and I’m home before I even realize it. I don’t think I was able to concentrate on a damn thing on the drive over here. 
 
    I notice dad’s truck in the drive and let out a breath. He got home this morning and was exhausted which was why I took Ari out for the day. I figured he just needs some rest and time to himself to get over the craziness of the past few weeks. I mean, I know I have. 
 
    Pushing through the door, the very first thing I notice is that the house is in complete darkness despite it being the middle of the day. All the curtains are pulled and every one of the lights are off. 
 
    “The fuck?” I grumble under my breath. 
 
    I walk past all the windows and tear open the curtains. I get if dad wanted to get a good sleep in but this is taking it a bit far. 
 
    I come into the kitchen and have to stop myself as I find dad sitting at the stool under the counter with a bottle of whiskey and one hell of a sorry expression on his face. 
 
    “Dad?” I question, stepping into the kitchen to put myself on the other side of the counter to look directly at him. 
 
    It’s as though he doesn’t hear me. “Dad?” I repeat. 
 
    His only response is to reach for the bottle of whiskey and pour it down his throat. He swallows it like water and slams the bottle back down on the counter, surprising me that it didn’t shatter. “Dad? What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    His eyes flick up to mine making it clear that he’s been drinking since the second he got home. “What the fuck is going on?” he demands. “You’re not my fucking kid, that’s what.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I shriek, unable to believe what I’m hearing. “What happened to that whole ‘you’ll always be my daughter’ bullshit you were spouting the other night?” 
 
    “Exactly that,” he tells me, taking another drink. “All bullshit. All the fucking work I put into raising you and you’re not mine. You don’t share my blood. You’re Anton’s problem now.” 
 
    The comments sting and deep down I know he’s just saying it because he’s hurt and had way too much to drink, but it doesn’t change the way his words are making me feel absolutely worthless. 
 
    I gape at him as he grabs the bottle once again. “I should have known. You look nothing like me.” 
 
    I snap and snatch the bottle right from his hand, launching it across the room until it shatters against the dining room wall. “Fuck you,” I yell. “Fuck you so goddamn much. Who the hell do you think you are talking to me like that?” I step around the counter and get right in his face. “I get it. You’re hurt and the last few weeks have been absolute shit. It’s been hard for everyone, not just you. I lost my little fucking sister and I got nothing from you, just scowls or disgust every time you walked past me, but guess what? I was able to hold it the fuck together because that’s the way you raised me. I fucking love you dad, but right now, I couldn’t hate you more. Yes, Anton is my biological father, but you are my dad.” 
 
    His jaw clenches but I don’t give him a chance to fight me on it. “Your pity party is over. It’s time to grow the hell up and move on. If you can’t stand the sight of me, knowing I’m not yours, then it doesn’t matter anyway because I’m moving in with Anton, but that doesn’t change the fact that you need to man up and be there for Aria. She is your baby and she’s going to need you more than ever and I hope to God you can somehow manage to appear like the father I had growing up because right now, you’re nothing but a disappointment.” 
 
    I walk straight past him and turn in the kitchen doorway to look back at him. “I came home to tell you that Kelly was arrested and it’s most likely on me, but what the hell do you care? You’re too drunk to even remember this shit tomorrow morning. I’ll be keeping Aria with me tonight at Tully’s. Hopefully, by morning, you’ll have grown the hell up.” 
 
    With that, I walk straight back out the door, hating how my heart is breaking. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Noah’s hand slowly trails up the back of my thigh leaving me wondering why the hell we’re still fully clothed as his lips move against mine. I sink into him. It’s been way too long since we’ve been able to fool around like careless teenagers. 
 
    Our lives have been crazy but now with Aria back and life going back to how it’s supposed to be, I feel as though we can finally get on with our lives. There’s no more stressing, no more school, nothing that could possibly come to tear us down. We’ve suffered through just about everything people our age could possibly suffer through and I love that we all seem to have come out the other end stronger, wiser, and ready to take on the world. 
 
    Noah’s hand slips up the back of my shirt and a breathy moan pulls from within me. There’s nothing quite like the feel of his skin on mine, even if it is just a hand on my back. No matter what, I absolutely love it. 
 
    Needing more of me, he pushes the fabric of my shirt up my body and I suck in a breath, hesitating for the briefest moment. Are we alone? Because I sure as hell don’t want to be caught getting naked on the couch in the middle of his family’s living room. I’ve done some questionable things in my life but this…I don’t know. I’m not feeling like being drowned in a world of embarrassment today. 
 
    I dropped off Aria with dad this morning which was interesting. He was certainly sober, but he looked like absolute shit and from the guilty expression on his face, I’d dare say that he regretted yesterday deeply, but I wasn’t ready to forgive and forget so I turned on my heel and left. 
 
    I haven’t seen Tully all day so there’s a possibility that she could still be in her room fast asleep on her broken bed. She was out late last night and I’m pretty sure she was with Spencer or Aiden. Hell maybe both. I don’t know but at least she’s out enjoying her summer as she should be. 
 
    As for his parents…I’m really hoping they’re at work.  
 
    Noah’s hands pause, sensing my hesitation. “What’s wrong?” he murmurs, slightly pulling back to see my eyes. 
 
    “We’re alone, right?” 
 
    “Mmhmm. Tully left just before you got here.” 
 
    “Probably to spend the day flirting with Spencer.” 
 
    “Really? You’re going to ruin this by talking about my sister with Spencer?” 
 
    My lips lift into a smirk before I lower myself back down to him, capturing his lips in mine and letting him know that nothing is holding us back. 
 
    Noah’s hand continues traveling up, taking my shirt with it as his other finds my ass and gives it a firm squeeze. I feel him harden beneath me and I groan with anticipation. My shirt comes up over my head and is tossed aside before he reaches for my bra and snaps it open with the quickest flick of his practiced fingers. 
 
    Needing to feel him, my fingertips slip under his shirt and I melt into the feel of his toned abs. He’s carved from stone, perfectly sculptured just for me. I’ve got to have more.  
 
    I push his shirt up and he raises his body off the couch, helping me to pull it over his head before we both go crashing back down, his lips never once leaving mine. 
 
    Noah’s hand runs down my back and over my ass before slipping between my legs and making me groan into him as he teases me with the promise of what he can offer.  
 
    These damn fucking jeans. I need to get rid of them or this game is going to be over before it even begins. 
 
    As if sensing my thoughts, Noah dives for the button of my jeans and I wait impatiently, cursing myself for my obsession with too tight jeans. 
 
    They get halfway down my legs when there’s a knock at the door which has Noah groaning in frustration. I smile against his lips. “If we’re quiet, they might go away.” 
 
    He grins and gets back to work when there’s a second knock followed by a loud, demanding voice coming through the solid wood of the front door. “Noah Cage. This is Officer Langston and Officer Thomas from the Haven Falls Police Department. We have a warrant for your arrest. Please open the door or we will have no choice but to use force.” 
 
    What. The. Fuck. What now? 
 
    Could this summer get any fucking worse? 
 
    Noah looks up at me in confusion with his brows furrowed. “What the hell?” 
 
    I search his eyes as I pull up off him and rip my jeans back up my legs. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing. I swear,” he says, getting off the couch. 
 
    The voice from the door comes again, this time clearly frustrated for having to wait. “Noah Cage?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m coming. I’m coming,” he calls back. 
 
    Noah pulls on his shirt as I scramble around trying to find mine. He makes his way to the door and I only just get my shirt down past my stomach when he pulls it open, finding the two officers standing before us. 
 
    I hurry into Noah’s side before forcing my way in front of him and staring down the cops. “What’s this about?” 
 
    “Ma’am, please step out of the way,” the shorter of the two cops says. 
 
    “Not until you tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    Noah’s hands come to my shoulders. “Henley, it’s fine. We’ll go down to the station and get some answers. It’s probably some kind of mix up.” 
 
    “No,” I demand, throwing both hands up on the doorframe and blocking their way. “I’m not moving until you tell me why the hell you’re arresting my boyfriend.” 
 
    The cop, who I’m assuming is Officer Langston from his badge, sighs. “Ma’am, please don’t make this harder than it needs to be.” 
 
    “I’m not. As soon as you can tell me why he’s getting arrested, then I’ll happily move out of your way. Besides, don’t you have to tell him why he’s getting arrested before you arrest him?” 
 
    The other guy, Office Thomas smirks to himself. “You watch too much TV,” he says, amused before setting the record straight. “Your boyfriend is being arrested due to his involvement with crimes carried out by and for Anton Mathers.” 
 
    “Shit,” I hear murmured behind me. Noah comes down and presses a kiss to my neck. “It’s going to be ok. I’ll get it sorted.” 
 
    I turn to face Noah and gape at him as though he’s going insane. Clearly, he doesn’t quite grasp the fact that this is a big fucking deal. “It’s not something you can just get sorted. You’re getting arrested, Noah.” 
 
    “Trust me, I fucking realize that, but there’s no point freaking out about it,” he says, stepping around me. “Call my mom, ok? She’ll never forgive me if I’m not straight up about this from the start.” 
 
    “Shit, Noah,” I groan, watching him step out of the house and putting his hands behind his back so the officers can cuff him. 
 
    Officer Langston starts reading him his rights and I shake my head, unable to believe what I’m seeing. I thought Noah was in the clear where it came to Anton, but clearly, we forgot the fact that being out from under Anton’s hold means his protection goes with it and now Noah is free game. 
 
    This is not fucking good.  
 
    “Love you, Spitfire,” Noah says, grinning at me as he’s being arrested. 
 
    “Seriously? You’re smiling about this?” 
 
    “Uh huh. What can I say? There’s something amusing about the way you’re worrying about me.” 
 
    “You’re an asshole,” I tell him, turning to the cops. “You have my permission to rough him up a bit, maybe throw him in a cell with some guy called ‘Big Mike’ and leave him there overnight.” 
 
    Both officers grin before pulling Noah away and I watch with a heavy heart as they put him in the back of their patrol car.  
 
    The second the car pulls off the curb, I’m racing for my shoes and my fucking bra. Hell, I don’t even think I’ve done my jeans up. I find my phone and have it jammed between my ear and shoulder as I head out to my car, desperate to get to the police station and make sure Noah knows what the hell he’s doing. 
 
    I mean, he was fucking smiling as though this was a walk in the park. Is he nuts? He just got arrested for Christ’s sake and all he could worry about was the look on my face while it was happening. God, I could kill him for putting me through that. 
 
    Freaking Anton. I swear, every time we take a step forward, Anton is there to push us back two more. 
 
    “Henley?” Violet’s voice says through the phone as I drop down into my Supra. “What’s going on, Sweetie? Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Noah just got arrested,” I tell her, not sugar coating anything. “The cops just took him away. I’m heading down there now to see how bad it is.” 
 
    “What?” she shrieks. "He got arrested? What the hell for?” 
 
    “Anton,” I say bluntly. "My guess is that they already knew Noah was working for him and have a good idea of his involvement, and now that Anton has let him go, that means Noah is free for all. The cops can finally charge him without Anton standing in the way.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Violet groans in frustration. “I’ll be there in twenty. If you see that idiot, tell him to keep his damn mouth shut. I’ll have to call our lawyer.” 
 
    Violet ends the call and I don’t doubt that she’s already busy dialing the lawyer. 
 
    I get my ass down to the police station and end up arriving at the same time as Noah. The patrol car is taken around back while I have no choice but to go through the front, narrowly missing my chance of seeing him. 
 
    I wonder what the hell is going through his mind. I wonder if he’s scared, or anxious, or if he’s just rolling with the punches, not fazed at all. Hell, he’s probably just pissed off that he got pulled away right when things were about to heat up as he and I both know; there’s nothing better then when things heat up. It’s as though our bodies were made for one another. 
 
    I make my way into the station and the first person I see is the cop who tried to hit on me the last time I came in here looking for my boyfriend. He explains that Noah is out back and that I won’t have any access to him until they’ve finished doing everything they need to do, which could take a while. 
 
    He insists that I go home and come back later, but like hell I’ll be doing that. I won’t be leaving this station until I know exactly what’s going on and I don’t doubt that Noah would do exactly the same thing for me. 
 
    I thank the officer and take a seat in the waiting room. After fifteen minutes, Violet comes through the door and has exactly the same conversation with the officer before taking a seat next to me. Next up, a fancy looking lawyer comes strolling in who is let through to the back after Violet demands that he tells Noah that she loves him and not to do anything stupid. 
 
    Before I know it, I’m sitting amongst Violet, Eddison, Tully, Aiden, and Spencer. Every single one of them here to support Noah and do whatever they possibly can to get him out of this fucked up situation. To be honest, I’m not surprised at all.  
 
    Four hours pass before a door is opened down the hallway and I see Noah being led out by the two cops who showed up at his home. Violet sucks in a breath, clearly not enjoying the sight of her son being led around by cops, but unfortunately for me, this isn’t a new thing. 
 
    Noah sees me first and gives me an encouraging smile before realizing that the room around me is packed with his loved ones. He shakes his head but the amusement is clear in his eyes. 
 
    Both Eddison and Violet are on their feet in seconds, anxiously waiting for Noah to get a move on and get his ass over here. An older guy murmurs something to him and Noah nods but there’s an uncertainty in his eyes that puts me on edge. 
 
    Noah comes through to the waiting area and I get to my feet as Violet and Eddison crowd him.  
 
    “What happened?” Violet rushes out as Noah’s lawyer comes up behind him. “What kind of trouble are you in?” 
 
    Noah shakes his head ever so slightly before taking my hand. “Not here,” he murmurs low. “We’ll talk at home.” 
 
    Both Tully and Violet’s brows pull down and they somehow manage to look exactly the same. Everyone glances to the lawyer who gives a firm nod, agreeing that whatever needs to be said, needs to be done in privacy and just like that, we all start for the exit. 
 
    “Are you ok?” I question, leading Noah out to my Supra as his mom stands on his other side, needing to be close. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” he says, giving his mom a reassuring smile that doesn’t meet his eyes. “I just want to get out of here.” 
 
    With that, we drop down into my Supra and the drive home is excruciatingly silent. 
 
    By the time we step through the front door of his home, Tully is already there with the rest of the family, demanding to know what the fuck is going on. “What happened?” she rushes out, throwing herself to her feet as her need to know outweighs her need to be cool, calm and collected. “What’s going on? Are they going to charge you, or what?” 
 
    Noah lets out a breath and makes his way into the living room and stands before everyone. I hurry over to stand beside Tully so I can see his face because hearing the words aren’t going to be enough. His eyes are going to speak volumes and I don’t want to miss a single thing. 
 
    Noah looks to me with that same uncertainty I saw in him earlier before turning to his parents. “They want to offer me a deal.” 
 
    “What kind of deal?” Eddison says slowly. 
 
    “They want to bust Anton’s operation wide open and if I tell them what I know, they’ll drop all my charges.” 
 
    Violet’s face brightens as though it’s the best news she’s ever heard. “That’s incredible,” she beams before attempting to throw her arms around her son. 
 
    “Mom. No,” Noah says, pushing her back. “Don’t you understand what this means? I’d be a rat and if this doesn’t work and Anton finds out what I did…I’d be fucked.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Tully says, her eyes flicking to mine before focusing back on her brother. “It’s too risky and not to mention, things have changed now. He’s not just the guy who took advantage of you as a kid anymore, he’s Henley’s father and the man who saved Aria.” 
 
    “I know,” Noah says, his eyes cutting back to mine, showing me that this is the exact reason for his uncertainty. “What do I do?” 
 
    I shake my head as emotions begin to overwhelm me. Tully is right. This is my father and the man who saved my little sister. I owe him my life and that’s exactly what I’ll be paying with, but on the other hand, he’s the man who destroyed Noah and the man who will have no issue taking him out if he was to find out what the hell was going on.  
 
    “I can’t. I…I don’t know, I can’t answer this for you,” I tell him, struggling to find the words I need to explain what the hell is going on in my head.  
 
    “What happens if you don’t take the deal?” Eddison questions. “What kind of trouble are we looking at?” 
 
    Noah looks to his parents before letting out a heavy breath. “If I don’t take the deal, they will charge me with everything they’ve got. They’re going to throw the fucking book at me and I’ll be spending the next eight to ten years behind bars.” 
 
    Violet sucks in a sharp breath. “They can’t do that.” 
 
    “They can and they will,” Noah says. “I did the crimes, mom.” 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest. “What exactly is it they want from you? If you do this, what are the chances that they get him? Because they’ve tried this so many times before and have failed over and over again.” 
 
    Tully nods. “Not to mention that Anton boasts about the cops he has in his pocket. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “They know about that,” he says. “Their investigation is on the down low. Langston and Thomas are the only two working the case. Between them and their Chief, nobody knows about this. And when I say that they want to bust it wide open, I mean that they want to take down the dirty cops too. Everyone who’s ever been involved with Anton is going down and it looks like they actually have some solid evidence on the guy.” 
 
    I step into Noah’s side. “So, what you’re saying is that you’re backed into a corner here. If you don’t do it, you go to jail, but if you do, there’s a chance that you get caught and Anton retaliates.” 
 
    “But there’s also a chance that he finally gets to put this all behind him,” Tully murmurs. 
 
    Noah nods. “Exactly.” 
 
    Violet steps forward and places her hand on her son’s shoulder. "So, what’s it going to be? What do you want to do?” 
 
    Noah turns to me. “If I do this and his whole empire is burned to the ground then you’ll be free of him too.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t care,” I tell him. “He saved my sister. The idea of going and living with him makes me sick, but that’s the deal I made and I’d pay it a million times over for Ari. Being under Anton’s thumb is my debt, so don’t make this decision on my mistakes. I’m content with what I’ve done and I can live with myself because of it. You need to decide the right thing for you. I’m going to support you either way, but you need to figure out if you can deal with the idea of putting a man behind bars for the rest of his life because that’s a decision that’s going to stay with you forever. You also need to figure out if you’re prepared to handle the backlash that could come if this all goes south.” 
 
    “No,” Noah says, shaking his head. “You’re what matters to me, Henley. I know what I have to do, but I need to know how you’re going to feel about me if I put your father away. I’m prepared to do it and to deal with what I’ve done, but what I’m not prepared to do is lose you over this.” 
 
    I raise my chin and brush my lips over his. “You will never lose me, Noah. Anton may be my blood, but he is not my father. I will always be grateful for what he did for Ari and because of that, I don’t know if I could put him away, but when it comes down to it, his one good deed does not outweigh the many bad ones. He deserves to rot in prison for the rest of his life and I will never hold it against you if you were the one to put him there.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Noah murmurs, brushing hair back off my face. “I’ll do it. I’ll tell them everything they need to know.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I lift my strawberry milkshake to my lips and suck the milky goodness through the straw, loving how refreshing it is. It’s been a huge day. Tully and I have walked from store to store handing in employment applications so Tully can secure a job that’s going to help her pay for college. I even handed a few in myself realizing that if Anton goes down, I’m back to paying for college myself. I guess the more I think about it, the more I want to be able to do it myself. I don’t want any of Anton’s handouts especially as it gives him another thing to hold over me. 
 
    We’ve stopped by the cinemas to hand in applications, café’s, restaurants, even the library though something is telling me that we’ve left it way too late. No businesses are looking for staff as everyone already secured their summer jobs before the end of high school, but we were a little too focused on staying on our own two feet than our futures. 
 
    I guess we’re all a little lucky to be coming out of this with our futures still intact. This past year has been crazy and I’m so glad that it all seems to be over. Well, mostly over. There’s still the big question of Anton hanging over our heads. 
 
    Noah’s still working at the fire station and swears that he overheard the chief making a call about employing him and officially taking him off volunteer status because he’s just that good. I mean, who knew the rebel from Haven Falls Private who illegally raced cars and worked for Anton Mathers would end up kicking ass like that? 
 
    Don’t get me wrong. I always knew Noah was going to be a force to be reckoned with, but no one could have known that he’d find so much joy being a firefighter. It’s dangerous just like everything else Noah seems to do in his life, so really, I should have seen this coming. I should have known that Noah was going to choose a profession that has a bad habit of getting his adrenaline pumping every single day.  
 
    Noah’s hardly talked about racing all summer and something tells me that’s because he’s finding that rush from work, though that doesn’t mean he’s given up entirely. After all, we’re heading out to the races tonight and Noah is going to kick ass as usual and I’m going to stand back getting hot watching him do it. 
 
    God, I love when he races. It’s a part of the reason I love him. He’s not afraid to stand out and show the world exactly who he is. Though it could also have something to do with the fact that he looks incredible while doing it, especially when that cocky smirk spreads across his face when he knows he’s going to win. 
 
    Tully groans as she props her feet up on the seat beside her. “Mmmm, this is good," she says, swirling her milkshake around with her straw. “We should have ditched the last two stores and come here earlier." 
 
    I grin, recalling the last two stores we walked into. One was a produce store and the guy instantly got offended when we asked about working there. Apparently, he doesn’t need any help running his store. He’s been doing it for thirty years and doesn’t need kids like us coming and screwing it up. The second store was one of those places you go to buy crystals and oils which has some woman out the back doing palm readings and tarot cards. It seemed like something Tully could get into until I saw a man walking in with a hard-on who headed straight for the stairs. I quickly realized that there was a brothel upstairs and we got our asses out of there. 
 
    Hard pass, but it’s nice to know that Haven Falls can still surprise me. 
 
    “Yeah, that was a waste of time,” I laugh. “What’s the plan for the rest of the day? Are we going to keep looking?” 
 
    Tully scrunches up her face and shakes her head. “Nah, we’ve already wasted too much of our summer and besides…I sort of invited someone to ha-” 
 
    As she talks, the door of the café swings open and Spencer strides in, already searching out Tully. My eyes cut across the table to her with a raised brow and suspicious grin. “Hanging out with Spencer again, are we?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she says, kicking me under the table as he makes his way towards us. “We’re just friends.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and I look back to Spencer who’s looking at Tully as though she’s his queen. “Do you think he knows that you’re just friends?” 
 
    Tully doesn’t respond as Spencer gets too close to risk answering. She beams up at him. “You came.” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” he tells her, pulling out his wallet. “Are you guys good? Do you want anything else?” 
 
    Tully shakes her head before flying to her feet. “Nope. No way. You bought lunch yesterday. Sit your ass down.” 
 
    Lunch yesterday? Geez. What is this? Are they dating and she just doesn’t realize? 
 
    Spencer rolls his eyes. “Yeah right. I’m not about to let you buy me a milkshake. I’m a gentleman.” 
 
    I scoff up at Spencer. “Tully and I have both had the uh…pleasure of getting down and dirty with you and we both know for a fact that you are no gentleman, so sit your ass down. You know just as well as I do that Tully isn’t going to give in that easy so save us all from having to sit through this fight and just let her buy your damn milkshake.” 
 
    Tully grins down at me. “Well said,” she says before skipping off proudly. 
 
    Spencer shakes his head and drops down into the seat Tully just had her foot propped up on. He only just gets comfortable when Tully’s voice comes shooting across the café. “Chocolate?” 
 
    Spencer looks back and nods and she instantly turns towards the girl standing behind the counter and gets busy putting the order in, only Spencer is having a hard time looking away.  
 
    I can’t help but grin. “See something you like?” 
 
    Spencer whips back around, realizing he’s been completely caught out. “Oh, um…nah. It’s not like that.” 
 
    “You can lie to her all you like, but you can’t lie to me. I see it all over your face, in your actions, and your need to be near her. It’s the same with me and Noah. You like her, don’t you?” 
 
    He shakes his head but the truth is in his eyes. He’s falling for her hard. Hell, he’s probably already fallen. “We’re just friends,” he tells me, using that same line that Tully throws around all the time, only when she says it, she’s mostly telling her truth, whereas right now, he’s lying through his teeth. 
 
    I see through him and something tells me he knows that I see it. “Why don’t you just tell her how you feel?” 
 
    Spencer looks back, taking her in as she chats away to the girl making his milkshake, distracting her from her work and probably making the process twice as long. “I can’t,” he tells me. “She’s not ready.” 
 
    "How do you mean?” 
 
    “She’s still in love with Rivers. I see it on her face every time his name is mentioned and it sure as hell didn’t help when he came back here after boot camp. It was like she took a massive step back,” he explains but really, there’s nothing to explain. I already know. “He hurt her in a big way and she’s not even close to wanting to feel something like that for someone else. Fuck, even if we were to happen, I doubt she’d ever feel that way about me. I’ll always be second place to him. He’s her grand prize and I’m just the guy who happens to be clinging on for second place.” 
 
    “You’re being a little hard on yourself, don’t you think? Without you here, she’d still be sitting in her room day in and day out wondering what she did wrong to make him go away, but look what you’ve managed to do with her. She just needs a little time to heal so she can move on.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “I think she’s happy to keep me friend zoned, but just know, I’m going to put her back together and the second she’s ready, I’m going to be the one she comes to.” 
 
    "How could she not?” I question, sitting back and taking him in. “You’ve helped her more than she could possibly know. Noah and I’ve been so caught up with all this Anton crap and Ari going missing that we haven’t been able to be there for Tully as much as we’d like, but you and Aiden were there and you’ve pieced her back together better than I could ever have done.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” he says. “There’re still some pretty major cracks that I don’t think a day at the beach or a few smiles are going to fix, but I’ll get them eventually and when I do, she’ll be good as new.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff, “that is until Rivers shows up and undoes it all.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not going to lie. Your brother is a cool dude and I applaud what he’s doing, but I kind of hope he doesn’t come back for a while. You know, just long enough to give Tully the space she needs to move on.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh. “I do miss him though and I don’t doubt she does too.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh and I see the struggle within him. It’s killing him that she’s going through this and there’s nothing more he can do for her. It’s probably killing him more than the girl he’s falling for is in love with another man, one who’s not even here. “What’s your take on her fixing up his place?” 
 
    Spencer shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t know to be honest. I think it could go either way. It could help give her a little closure knowing she’s done everything she could to help him and that he’s not some kid without a proper home to live anymore, or she could just be trying to hang onto something that’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “Yeah…I don’t know. I guess we’re going to have to wait and see what happens as I have a feeling she’s going to change her mind about it.” 
 
    “I just don’t know if it’s healthy for her, but at the same time, how can I ask her not to do this when she’s trying to help someone to have a brighter future?” 
 
    “You don’t. You need to remember that this is Tully Cage we’re talking about and if you try to ask her not to do it, she’s going to start pulling away. You need to let her make her own mistakes and move on from this the best way she knows how. I know it’s going to suck for you, but you just need to stand by her side and support her in every way. All she needs is time.” 
 
    Spencer sits back and watches me for a moment. “You know, I don’t think I can remember the reasons we hated each other so much.” 
 
    “Trust me, I remember them all. Do you need a refresher course?” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” he laughs holding his hands up. “I was a bit of a douche back then, huh?” 
 
    “A bit?” I scoff. “You were the king of all the douches. Though, to be fair, you started alright until you had to go and run your mouth and exaggerate what happened between us.” 
 
    “I know. Your boyfriend taught me that lesson the hard way.” 
 
    “He sure did," I say, grinning at the memory. “I’m glad you’re not such a dipshit anymore. I don’t think I could handle you hanging around if you were still like that.” 
 
    “Um…thanks,” he laughs. “Though, do you really think Tully would let me that close if I was still pulling that kind of shit?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tully says, putting the biggest chocolate milkshake down in front of Spencer before dropping down into her seat and grabbing hers. 
 
    “Spencer was just trying to remember why we never got along for most of senior year and I was just about to remind him of all those great reasons.” 
 
    Spencer rolls his eyes as Tully howls with laughter. "Oh, God. You were such a douche.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    Just like that, Tully and I start rambling off every tiny little thing we can remember of Spencer’s senior year that points out exactly how much of a douche he was and it’s not long before he’s hanging his head and trying his best to tune us out. 
 
    Before we know it, Spencer turns the tables on us and reminds us of everything we regret doing over the past year, so we come to a truce, promising to never bring it up again. 
 
    My stomach hurts from laughing and it takes all of two seconds for my milkshake to disappear. We get up and Spencer takes our trash to the garbage before we start filing out of the café. 
 
    As we step out into the sunshine, I can’t help but breathe it in. We’re already halfway through our summer and I can’t believe how fast it’s going. Before I know it, I’ll be living in a creepy, old mansion with my criminal father, forgetting what it was like to have this kind of freedom. 
 
    I shake off the thought. I shouldn’t be thinking about that crap. Noah has spent the last two days at the police station, giving them every tiny little detail he recalls, Anton’s warehouses, his connections, all the way down to his suppliers and who he believes could be the dirty cops. 
 
    There’s so much to cover and something tells me he still has a few days worth of information to give. After all, he’s worked with the guy since he was eleven. He’s probably managed to piece together information that Anton doesn’t even realize he knows. 
 
    My gut is telling me that this is going to be good. I hate that it’s dangerous waters. If Noah treads carefully, this should go down smoothly, but one slip up could cost us dearly. All it would take is one murmured conversation from those cops in the hallway to be overheard and we’d be screwed. 
 
    We start heading down the street, both of us groaning about the decision we made to walk. My feet are aching and I’m silently hating on Spencer when he tells us that he walked here too. I mean, between the three of us, we have three cars yet here we are, stranded and forced to walk in this heat.  
 
    With plenty of daylight left, we start heading down to the beach to take advantage of the sun with the intention to sit on our asses, doing absolutely nothing for the rest of the day. Maybe I could convince Noah to come and get us after he’s finished at the police station, but I doubt he’s going to be in a great mood after having to recap all that Anton bullshit. 
 
    We zigzag through all the bodies coming up from the beach and pass by the ice creamery. I’m more than happy to walk on by as my milkshake sits happily in my stomach, but that doesn’t stop Tully looking through the window. “Hey look,” she says, grabbing my elbow and yanking me to a hard stop. “There’s Ari and your dad.” 
 
    At the mention of Ari’s name, my eyes automatically fly her way and travel over her body, starting at her head, going down to her toes before heading right back up. She has a big goofy grin on her face, her swimsuit, and a massive ice cream cone in her hands, one I know that within the next few minutes is going to end up melted and running down her arm, leaving a sticky trail behind. 
 
    Aria spots me instantly and screams out my name, making everyone around her stop what they're doing and look my way. Dad looks up immediately and searches me out. It’s been a few days since I’ve seen him and the regret pours through his eyes the second they lock on mine. He’s hurting. 
 
    “Shit,” Tully murmurs. “Do you want to get out of here?” 
 
    I consider it a moment but when it comes down to it, this is my dad. He’s the one constant in my life that I’ve had since I was a baby. He’s the one who stood by me all those years and the one who never once tried to give me up or leave. I owe it to him to talk. 
 
    Dad walks out of the ice creamery with Aria in tow and she bolts for me, wrapping her arms around me as dad comes to a stop before us. He gives Spencer and Tully a small smile before looking to me. “How are you, Squish?” he questions. “Haven’t seen you in a few days.” 
 
    I nod my head. “Fine,” I say. “Has Ari been ok?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s been doing alright,” he tells me, glancing down. "Listen, Henley. Can we talk?” 
 
    I look across at Tully who gives me a small nod before glancing down at Ari. “Hey, Squirt. How would you feel about going down to the beach with Tully and Spencer for a little bit?” 
 
    “Really?” she beams, releasing me and rushing to Tully’s side. “We were just at the beach and daddy said that I had to get out because I splashed him too much.” 
 
    “Well, I guess now you can splash Spencer instead.” 
 
    Aria pumps her little fist as Spencer groans to himself. “Yes!” 
 
    Without even looking back, she takes Tully’s hand and starts dragging her back towards the beach and before I know it, I’m left standing awkwardly in the middle of the walkway, staring at my father and not knowing where the hell to start. 
 
    We walk towards the beach, staying a short distance behind Tully, Spencer, and Aria when dad hands me the ice cream cone he’d only just bought for himself. “Here,” he says. “I have a feeling you’d enjoy this more than I would.” 
 
    I automatically take it from him. Despite how hurt I’ve been by him, the man knows me well. “Thanks,” I grumble, wondering how two seconds ago, I was happy to walk right by this place, but now that I’ve got one in my hand, I can’t possibly resist it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Squish,” dad says. “I don’t know what I was thinking to say shit like that to you. Surely you must know that you and your sister are the best things that have ever happened to me and whether we share the same blood or not, it makes no difference to me. You’re my daughter and I love you with everything that I have.”  
 
    Dad shakes his head, but I keep quiet, sensing that he’s not quite done yet. “I would give anything to take back what I said to you. I was drunk and letting my own hurt cloud my head when I should have been thinking about everything that you’ve been going through. This past year hasn’t been easy for you and I failed you when I should have been there supporting you.” 
 
    “It’s ok, dad. I get it. Finding out that I’m not your daughter would have been rough. Especially finding out right in the middle of losing Aria.” 
 
    “No, Squish. It’s not ok. A father should never speak to his child in that way and I should never have made you feel small like that. For a very long time, it was just you and me. You were all I had in this world until Ari came along and turned it all upside down. We’ve had a lot of changes but you should know that no matter what, nothing will ever change between you and me. You’re my little girl and it will always be that way. So, what do you say? Will you come back home? You’ve been giving your old man a hard time.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile. “It’s not like you didn’t know where I was staying.” 
 
    “I know, but that doesn’t change the fact that there’s a boy who also lives there who has an eye for my little girl.” 
 
    “You know, one day, you’re going to have to get used to the idea of me and Noah being together. I have a feeling he’s going to be sticking around for a while.” 
 
    “I’ll do no such thing,” he says, proving to me that he means everything he’s just said. He has absolutely no intention of things changing between us. 
 
    I shake my head as the grin rips across my face. “I love you, daddy.” 
 
    "Does that mean you’ll forgive me and come home?” 
 
    “I guess it depends if you’ll be on dinner duty for the next week or not.” 
 
    Dad groans before letting out a defeated sigh. "Fine. I’ll even throw in the dishes too.” 
 
    I hold out my hand before giving dad’s a firm shake. “Then you have yourself a deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Man, this is the life,” Tully says, propping herself up on her elbows as she looks out at Broken Hill lake. We lay side by side on our towels on the hottest day of the summer, soaking up warm rays while sipping on cocktails as everyone parties around us. 
 
    Aiden pops up on my other side before reaching for the suntan oil and slathering it over his body as though he’s about to make an appearance in a cheap porno. “You got that right,” he says, keeping his eye on Jesse Ryder as he wakeboards behind his boat, driven by his best friend, Tyson. “I live in the wrong town.” 
 
    My mind instantly takes me to Noah, thinking about his deep, green eyes, his strong, defined body, his tattoos, and that piercing, and for the first time since meeting Aiden, I find myself unable to agree with him. Don’t get me wrong, there’s certainly some nice looking man meat in Broken Hill, but Haven Falls is where I need to be. I couldn’t possibly imagine myself anywhere but there. 
 
    The more time that passes, the more clearly I can picture our future. A nice house with my degree framed on the wall, maybe a couple of kids, a dog as big as a horse, and a spare bedroom for Tully to come and visit. You know, assuming Noah doesn’t get locked up in prison right beside Anton. Though, if he did, it’d be like a two for one deal. I could visit both in one trip, but I have a slight inkling that I’m not going to be making a habit of visiting Anton behind bars. 
 
    I grin across at Aiden. “You couldn’t be more wrong.” 
 
    “Trust you to say that,” he grumbles. “You’re practically blinded by Noah. I’d bet every last thing I have that you haven’t even noticed all the hot muscle around here. Literally, every guy is strutting around shirtless with one of those cocky attitudes that you love so much and they’re invisible to you.” 
 
    “Believe me, they’re certainly not invisible to me,” Tully says, sitting up a little higher with a predatory smirk on her face as she watches the guys in the lake. “Especially those deep ‘V’s’ that are practically an arrow pointing towards the goods.” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah,” Aiden grins before high-fiving Tully over the top of me. 
 
    I shake my head and take another sip of my cocktail before laying back down on my towel. “You’re both idiots. I don’t know why I hang out with you.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” a deep voice questions from above me with a disappointed scoff that instantly puts me on high alert, ready to kick some major ass. You know, just as soon as I figure out which one of us the comment was aimed at. 
 
    I find a dirty blonde guy standing before us, staring down at Aiden with a cocked brow and the body to go with it. He looks big like a football player or some kind of athlete. His body is ripped with blonde floppy hair and a pair of thighs to die for. He’s exactly the kind of guy that would land himself on Aiden’s ‘to do’ list.  
 
    I look to Aiden and see him cringing as he watches the guy standing above us. "Oh, hey…umm.” 
 
    “Barker,” he says, clearly irritated. 
 
    “Barker. That’s right,” Aiden says, getting up. 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you were lying about visiting your sick grandmother today,” Barker accuses. “In fact, I’d dare say you don’t even have a sick grandmother.” 
 
    Aiden quickly glances down at Tully and I, clearly embarrassed as we gape at him in shock. He turns back to Barker with an apologetic look. “Guilty,” he confesses. “Nana’s doing fine. But look, I’m not the ‘boyfriend’ type. I’m the ‘have a little fun while things are still interesting’ type. I only said I was visiting my grandmother to let you down easy.” 
 
    “Let me down easy? Dude, I’m not interested in being your boyfriend. I only asked what you were doing today so I could invite you here in the hopes of fooling around a bit more. Don’t get me wrong, but I assumed you were down for that.” 
 
    Tully and I shoot to our feet, both of us stepping in front of Aiden to take over his little game. “Hi,” I beam, holding out my hand. “I’m Henley.” 
 
    Tully barges my hand out of the way and holds out her own. “I’m Tully.” 
 
    Barker grins a delicious grin as he takes both our hands and plants a kiss on each. “Barker, but trust me, no introductions are needed. I know all about you two ladies. You’re practically famous on my side of the tracks.” 
 
    Tully grins at me. That’s like music to her ears. She turns back to Barker, already smitten by the guy. “Tell me, Barker, could you fill us in on the details?” she asks, eyeing Aiden. “As something tells me I won’t be getting them anywhere else.” 
 
    Aiden groans behind us but we settle in for storytime and it seems Barker is all too pleased to share his adventures. “Well, your good friend Aiden was more than happy to show me the best time of my life in a broom closet at Tyson’s party last night and then took off like ‘Cinderella’ when I asked about meeting up today.” 
 
    “Aw, fuck,” Aiden groans under his breath before letting out a sigh. “I didn’t take off like ‘Cinderella.’ I told you I had to go and got the fuck out of there before you wanted to snuggle.” 
 
    I struggle holding back my laugh as Tully narrows her eyes. "You wouldn’t be talking about the same Aiden who ditched me last night for a family dinner.” 
 
    Barker laughs. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “Come on, Tully,” Aiden grins. “If I took you with me, you would have begged to sit in the corner on a mop bucket so you could watch.” 
 
    Tully grins, not ashamed at all as Barker laughs. "I’m down for that.” 
 
    I shake my head as Tully beams at Barker as though she just found her soulmate. “I’m going to keep you.” 
 
    Barker throws his arm over Tully’s shoulder and pulls her into his side. “You know what? I might just let you. Besides, your brother is that dude with all the tats, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Now listen here,” Aiden says, stepping closer. “If Noah Cage is ever going to let another man touch him, it’s going to be me. I’ve already laid all the groundwork, I just need to wait until he decides that Henley can’t satisfy him anymore.” 
 
    I scoff, rolling my eyes as pride surges through me. “Trust me, that’s never going to happen. I have Noah locked down, constantly begging for more. He’ll never get enough of me.” 
 
    “That better be me you’re talking about,” comes that deep, familiar voice that has my insides doing flips. 
 
    I spin around and find that same tatted up bad boy and throw my arms around him before jumping up into him and crushing my lips to his, while also making a point to the two boys that this tatted up bad boy belongs to me.  
 
    Noah looks down at me, studying me closely before grinning and shaking his head. “Are you drunk?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Halfway there.” 
 
    “Wow,” Barker mumbles behind me as Noah’s eyes narrow on the way his arm is thrown over his sister’s shoulder. “It’s Noah Cage in the flesh.” 
 
    “Right?” Aiden agrees as my man puts me down. 
 
    Noah nods towards Barker. “Who’s this guy?” 
 
    “It seems he’s Aiden’s competition,” I laugh, looking between the two boys. “So, what exactly are the rules? The first one to get a piece of my boyfriend’s ass wins?” 
 
    Both Aiden and Barker laugh as Noah’s face drops in horror. “Chill out,” Tully laughs, punching her brother in the arm. “This is Barker, Aiden’s raunchy boy toy from last night.” 
 
    “Last night?” Noah grumbles, turning to Aiden. “Weren’t you supposed to be at a family dinner?” 
 
    “Do we seriously have to keep discussing this?” Aiden groans. 
 
    “Yep,” Tully announces, threading her arm through Aiden’s. “We’ll be talking about this until I get exactly what I want out of it.” 
 
    With that, Tully pulls the two boys away and all I can do is laugh. “Tully’s going to keep him, isn’t she?” Noah grumbles. 
 
    “She’s probably already got their baby names picked out.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head as a worrying crease appears between his brows. “She’s too trusting. I swear she’s going to befriend the wrong person one day.” 
 
    “And you’ll be there to fix it if she does. Besides, her judgment couldn’t be that bad, she befriended me and Aiden, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he scoffs as a teasing sparkle lights up his stormy eyes. “And look what that got me.” 
 
    “The best sex of your life,” I say with an overdramatic wink that has me choking back a laugh, recalling the way Ari seems to wink just like this. 
 
    Noah laughs as he hooks his arm around my waist and starts pulling me away. “Can’t argue with that.” 
 
    I hold back and scoop my cocktail off my forgotten towel before letting him pull me away. “What’s going on?” I question, taking a sip and looking up at him as we weave through all the bodies and start heading down to the lake where it’s nice and quiet. “I thought you were going to be with the cops again all day.” 
 
    “I was,” he says, looking at me in confusion. “I was there for most of the day and then stopped in at the fire station afterward.” 
 
    “What do you mean most of the day?” I question, feeling for my pockets for my jeans only to remember that I’m wearing a black bikini and my phone is…actually, I have no idea where my phone is. “What’s the time?” 
 
    “Around five.” 
 
    I gape up at him. “Are you serious? I thought it was maybe two or three in the afternoon. Shit. Five? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” he laughs, pulling out his phone just to prove his point.  
 
    “The cops kept you there for a while. Is it all done?” 
 
    “Think so. There’s literally nothing else I could tell them.” 
 
    “Hopefully they got what the needed,” I mumble. “So, why’d you stop in at the fire station?” 
 
    His grins to himself and I swear I’ve never seen him look so proud. It kind of looks a bit cocky and I instantly start to melt. I love that look on him. “To get my shifts. I’m officially on the roster.” 
 
    I stop walking and gape up at him, grabbing his shoulders and turning him to face me just to make sure I’m hearing him correctly. “Wait. What do you mean ‘officially on the roster?’ Are you telling me what I think you’re telling me?” 
 
    “They called me in for a meeting and offered me a job,” he says. “They want me on the team. Apparently, it’s been hard for them finding recruits that can actually keep up with the guys, aren’t dickheads, and know how to walk into a situation without shitting his pants.” 
 
    “And they think you’re capable of not shitting your pants?” 
 
    “Apparently so.” 
 
    I grin wide, stepping back from him and throwing my hands in the air. “Fuck, yeah,” I cheer, loud enough for the whole world to hear just how damn proud I am of this guy standing right beside me. “My boyfriend is the bomb.” A girl walking past gives me a strange look and I find it impossible to bite my tongue. “That’s right, you heard me. Noah Cage is the fucking bomb.” 
 
    Noah grabs me around the waist and pulls me into his side, doing his best to silence me. “Knock it off, would you?” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as he continues dragging me down the lake. “Are you sure they really think you won’t shit your pants? Because maybe I should let them know what happened when you thought Monica was pregnant. It could save them having to deal with your sorry ass when shit gets real.” 
 
    Noah’s hand slaps down hard on my ass and has a devilish grin slipping across my face. Is it wrong to have liked that so much? “Really? You want to bring that up now?” 
 
    I grab hold of him, bringing him to a stop before looking up into those dazzling green eyes. I can’t resist him any longer and crush my lips to his. “Congratulations. You’re going to be the best damn firefighter Haven Falls has ever seen, but you better not get hurt because if you do, I’ll have no choice but to kill you myself.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he chuckles. “But don’t worry, there's heaps of training I have to do. Though they’ve already taught me everything I need to know over the past few months, but you know, it has to be ‘officially’ done.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I tell him as he leads me down a long jetty before sitting down at the end and watching Jesse’s boat fly past us. “I guess that makes you the first of our group to make something of himself after school.” 
 
    “You claimed that title the second you got that scholarship.”  
 
    Noah drops his legs over the side of the jetty and sticks his feet in the water. I do the same while placing my cocktail down beside me, but my legs aren’t long enough to actually touch the water and has me sighing in disappointment. A bit of cool water would be refreshing right about now. 
 
    I lean into him and realize that at this moment, I could die a happy woman. I never want this to change but unfortunately, it has to. The summer is going to be over in another month and I’ll be going to college nearly every day while Noah’s working. Hell, it might not even be like that. Noah might be heading somewhere else while I’ll be headed for a lifetime of slavery under Anton’s thumb. 
 
    I let out a sigh. “Is it really over? The cops don’t need you anymore?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s over, but yeah. It’s out of our hands now. We’ve done everything we could possible do and now we just sit back and watch it all unfold.” 
 
    Noah’s hand slips into mine, lacing our fingers together. “So, what actually happens now? What’s the first step of putting him away?” 
 
    “I don’t really know to be honest. I’m assuming they’ll have to corroborate my story and then do their own private investigations, but once they have everything they need, they’ll make a move and take him down.” 
 
    “Well, shit. What about the cops though? The dirty ones? I’m not going to lie, that makes me nervous. I mean, how can you be sure that they haven’t already said something to Anton about seeing you at the station so much?” 
 
    “I guess I can’t be sure, but Langston and Thomas have been spreading the word that I’ve been in there for a separate investigation, so I’m hoping they buy it, but if not, the only way they can get evidence is if they physically take it from Langston and Thomas. Besides, if someone has told Anton that they suspected I was ratting, I doubt I’d be here right now. I’d probably be hanging by my ankles in some dirty meat locker.” 
 
    My face scrunches up and I do my best to ignore those last comments. “What about when it comes time to raid his warehouses? Surely, they can’t keep that quiet. Someone is bound to give Anton the heads up.” 
 
    “It’s possible, but they told me that they’ll be using the SWAT team from Broken Hill because they don’t want shit like that getting out. Besides, they already have their suspicions on who the dirty cops are and it’s exactly the same as who I thought. They’ve already opened investigations on them too. Even dirty judges, lawyers, and half of the city council.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “This is going to get messy isn’t it?” 
 
    “Nothing worthwhile is ever easy, Spitfire,” he murmurs. “But once this is finally over and Anton’s put away like he deserves, you and me will be free to live the rest of our lives how we see fit.” 
 
    I grin up at him. “You’re planning for our future?” I question, getting way too giddy over the idea and grabbing my cocktail that I’d nearly forgotten about. 
 
    “I’m always thinking of our future,” he tells me, taking the drink from my hand and quickly tipping it down his throat before grinning wide in his own irritating way of letting me know that I’ve probably drunk more than my fair share. 
 
    Noah grabs me and hauls me up onto his lap and I shuffle around so I’m straddling him with my arms wrapped securely around his neck, terrified of letting go because one tiny movement backward could have me sailing down into the depths of the lake to be swimming with the fish. 
 
    “I fucking love you, Spitfire,” he murmurs, curling his hand around the back of my neck and holding me close. “One of these days, after all this Anton shit is over and we have our lives figured out, I’m going to make you mine.” 
 
    I lean into him, resting my forehead against his. “I thought I already was.” 
 
    “Not even close,” he tells me. “I want you in every possible way and I don’t just mean the way we are now. I want a ring on your finger and I want to come home from work every day knowing that I’ll be coming home to you.” He pushes hair back off my face, curling it behind my ear and making sure to skim his fingertips across my skin in the process, spreading goosebumps all over me. “I’ve never wanted anything more, Henley. You’re it for me.” 
 
    My heart races and I can’t resist him any longer. I press my lips to his, closing my eyes with the satisfaction of having his lips on mine. 
 
    I don’t know what it is about this man, but he owns me completely. Every little fiber within me is his. My heart beats for him, I breathe for him, I wake up every day purely for him, and I’ll never get enough of it. 
 
    He’s the light in my sky and the warmth in my heart. He’s the whole fucking world and I’m the luckiest girl on earth to be blessed with his love and affection. I’ll never do a damn thing to risk that because that future he speaks of, the one where I have his ring on my finger and share his bed every single night is the future that I crave. It’s the life I want to live and I couldn’t possibly bear it without him beside me. 
 
    Noah Cage is going to be my husband one day and despite us being only eighteen years old, it’s our absolute truth; one that I will stand by until my dying days. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I push the cart down the aisle, stopping by the huge selection of pastas and groaning impatiently as dad goes over all the labels, checking to see which is the healthiest option and has the best value for money when we all know that in the end, he’s going to pick the one that he picks up every week; the unhealthy one that cost a bomb but is certainly the yummiest. 
 
    I have to commend him though; he’s trying to make healthier choices. He’s still exercising and eating better foods, but I’m not going to lie, there’s been more than a few times where I’ve watched him unload the garbage from his truck to hide the evidence from me, but I catch him every time. Old habits die hard. 
 
    He finally makes a decision and throws the pasta into the cart. Aria climbs on the end and I give the cart a big push, trying to get it going under the weight of all the groceries plus the six year old hanging on with everything that she’s got. 
 
    We manage to get through the next aisle without any major issues but as the next one comes; dad begins asking questions about Anton and how things are going. I give him as many details as I can and cringe with every answer. There’s nothing worse than discussing my real father with dad, knowing just how much each word cuts him up inside. I’m not going to lie, when I first came to dad and explained what Noah was going to do, dad was on cloud nine. He even looked as though he was about to escort Noah down to the station himself, just to make sure the job gets done. 
 
    Ever since then, he’s constantly looking for updates which only serves to make me regret the decision of tagging along to the grocery store with them. Here I thought we’d have a great time, Ari and I could sneak a few extra treats into the cart to hide in our rooms, and give dad a hard time for being so slow, but noooo, here we are discussing Anton. Again. 
 
    This sucks. 
 
    I park the cart at the side of the aisle to let others pass as dad stops once again to silently debate over which body wash to pick out. As he distracts himself, it takes all of a few seconds for me and Ari to start screwing around. “Hey,” I murmur, catching her attention with a wicked grin as I begin to back the cart up to the top of the aisle.  
 
    Ari looks to me and the smirk on my face tells her exactly what she needs to know. “Hold on.” She tries to smother a giggle but fails miserably as she refuses to let go of the cart, knowing better than anybody that now is not the time to fall off. 
 
    I wait until the last person has left the aisle, leaving only dad behind, still comparing body washes. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Aria’s head nods up and down so freaking fast that she looks like one of those bobblehead toys that you put in the back window of your car. 
 
    I step one foot up onto the cart and hold on tight as I push off with the other like a skateboard. I give three massive pushes and before I know it, we’re flying down the aisle, the two of us giggling like children. 
 
    Damn, where’s Tully when you need her? She’d love this. 
 
    Ari’s giggles quickly turn into full-blown laughs that has dad spinning around with urgency. “Henley,” he scolds under his breath, trying to be discreet as to not point out to the rest of the store that all this disruptive noise is coming from his kids. “Cut that shit out.” 
 
    I slam my foot down at the end of the aisle and bring the cart to a stop, narrowly avoiding sending Ari into a display of produce. “What do you say, Squirt? Should we stop?” 
 
    She shakes her head violently. “Nope.” She even pops the ‘p’ for good measure. 
 
    I grin back at dad as I make a U-turn with the full shopping cart. “Sorry dad, the child has spoken.” 
 
    “Henley,” dad reprimands but it’s too late as I start pushing with everything that I have. We fly back up the aisle with Ari’s howling laugh most likely heard from every corner of the store. 
 
    We’re just about at the other end when a lady turns the corner, placing herself right in the path of our oncoming cart. “HENLEY! STOP!,” Dad screams out as I slam my feet down while screeching out as the woman looks on in horror. She darts aside, her basket full of groceries spilling out beside her as I desperately bring the cart to a stop.  
 
    The woman throws a hand to her chest, clearly having the scare of her life as I jump off the cart and begin apologizing profusely. “I’m so, so sorry,” I tell her, dropping to my knees and instantly beginning to find her groceries that seem to be scattered all over aisle eight. 
 
    “Oh,” she laughs, hand still on her chest as she attempts to calm her racing heart. “It’s alright, dear. If I still had the strength to hold myself up like that, I would have been on there with you.” 
 
    I laugh but it’s wiped away the second dad comes up behind me. "I’m so sorry, ma’am. Are you alright? Did they hurt you?” 
 
    “No, no,” she says, waving dad off. “I have two boys, about the same age as your girls so I’m certainly immune to their games. This is nothing, you should have seen them at the drive through car wash last week.” 
 
    “I can only imagine,” dad says as he raises a scolding eyebrow at me, making me move a little faster to pick up the woman’s groceries. “You’d think by eighteen they would have outgrown these ridiculous stunts.” 
 
    “Not even close. In fact, I think my eldest son is getting worse, only now it involves cars. Who knows what kind of things he’s going to be teaching his little brother!” 
 
    I grab the last item and quickly tidy up the basket as it looks like a hot mess before getting to my feet and handing it over with a smile. “Here you are,” I tell her. “Hopefully the rest of your trip will be a little less exciting.” 
 
    “Oh, no dear. Don’t worry about it. The excitement keeps me young.” 
 
    I look over at dad and find him smiling like some kind of fool. What the hell? His eyes are soft and he’s laughing along with her in a tone I’ve never quite heard before.  
 
    “Well, thanks for not hating on us, otherwise we would never have heard the end of it from dad.” She laughs as dad rolls his eyes, probably silently cursing me out. “I, uh…didn’t catch your name?” 
 
    “Oh, how rude of me,” she says, passing me her hand. “I’m Jacqueline Frazer but prefer Jackie.” 
 
    “Wait. Frazer? Are you Jared’s mom by any chance?” 
 
    “I am, indeed. Do you know him?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m Henley. Jared is a friend of mine, though he spends a little more time with my boyfriend, Noah.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” she says. “Jared speaks fondly of you two, but there’s one other, isn’t there. Um…what’s her name? Tilly?” 
 
    Ari grins wide. “Tully.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Jackie beams turning back to me. “My Jared says you and your friends are magnets for trouble.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, feigning outrage. “Surely you must have the wrong people.” 
 
    Dad shakes his head. “Surely, she mustn’t. I’ve never heard a truer statement in my life.” 
 
    Jackie laughs as I gape at the way dad seems to melt over it. Seriously? What the hell is happening here? Does daddy dearest have a little crush on Jared’s mom?  
 
    Hmm, she seems nice enough and from the way she’s encouraging dad and not shutting him down, I’d dare say she might even be interested. I wonder if she’s single? 
 
    The two get carried away chatting and I slowly back the cart out, wanting to give them a little time to get to know each other. I hold my finger to my lips, letting Ari know to keep quiet so we can make our escape and she nods along, thinking it’s some kind of game. 
 
    I wait until we’re in the next aisle before pulling out my phone and sending off a quick text to Jared. 
 
    Henley – Hey, what’s the deal with your mom? We just bumped into her in the grocery store and my dad is vibing hard!! Is she single? 
 
    I get busy getting the groceries as I wait for a reply and am just skipping past the baby products when his text finally comes through. 
 
    Jared – What the fuck, dude? You’re not seriously thinking about setting our parents up, are you? 
 
    I laugh to myself as I read over his text before hurrying down to the bottom of the aisle that they’re busy flirting in and take a quick picture, making sure I get one that shows just how happy Jackie looks.  
 
    I send him the picture before hashing out a response. 
 
    Henley – Download Attachment 
 
    Henley – Is she single or what? I mean…look at that smile!!!!! They’d make a cute couple, don’t you think? Besides, I don’t think I need to set them up, they seem to be doing a good job all on their own! 
 
    I can just picture Jared’s face as he reads this. 
 
    Jared – Shit. She’s giving him ‘the look.’  
 
    Jared – Fine, she’s single and lonely. She could really use someone, but he needs my approval first and if he even thinks about treating her badly, he’ll be dealing with me. 
 
    Henley – My dad would rather jump off a cliff than treat a woman badly. Trust me, she’s in good hands! Now, I just need to convince my dad to man up and ask her out! 
 
    Jared – I’m not calling you my sister. 
 
    Henley – Yeah, you will!!!! This is going to be great! You’ll see! 
 
    Jared – I’m going to regret this! 
 
    I grin to myself as I put my phone away and get busy with the groceries. This is going to be great. Dad clearly likes her and seeing as though he’s not come searching for me and she’s not desperately looking for an escape plan, I’d dare say they’re really into each other.  
 
    They’re both single and ready to mingle. They both have two kids and they’re both in Haven Falls. It’s too freaking perfect to be true. I just hope they click like me and Noah. I’d love nothing more than for dad to finally find someone to treasure. Besides, it’d be healthy for Aria to experience having someone in her life to love her the way a mother should. 
 
    We have Violet in our lives but it’s not quite the same as dad finding someone and making her his. Aria needs that in her life and I think I might just need it too. 
 
    I finish the groceries all too soon and I find myself walking back to aisle eight as slowly as possible. When I get there, Jackie is laughing, throwing her head back and brushing her fingers over dad’s forearms. All I can do is grin. She likes him and dad’s a fool if he can’t see it. 
 
    I clear my throat from the top of the aisle, dreading that I have to break this up. “Dad,” I say just loud enough for them to hear. “We’re all done.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says in surprise as though he hadn’t even realized we were gone. “Ok, well, um…,” he turns back to Jackie with a smile that seems just a little disappointed. “It was lovely to meet you, Jackie. Perhaps my girls will try to bowl you over again.” 
 
    Jackie laughs before giving Ari and I a small wave and looking back to dad. “Perhaps they will,” she says, picking up her basket of groceries. “I should get going too. My boys will probably start wondering what’s been keeping me.” 
 
    With that, the two go their separate ways and I can’t help but notice the way dad looks back over his shoulder as we leave. 
 
    Jackie doesn’t get mentioned and we go about our business, that is until we’ve paid for the groceries and are just about to leave the store and dad’s looking back, completely distracted by the woman picking out a loaf of bread. 
 
    It takes me all of two seconds to realize that dad isn’t going to do anything about it. He’s going to think about it for the next few days until he forgets about the connection they had and that’s going to be as far as it goes. 
 
    I let out a sigh. If I don’t intervene, this is going to go nowhere so I turn to dad and hold out my hand. “Quick, give me a hundred bucks.” 
 
    “What?” he says, stopping to stare at me. 
 
    “Just trust me and hand over the goods.” 
 
    Dad narrows his eyes on me and I can hardly believe my eyes as he digs into his wallet and hands it over. Wow, I should try this a little more often. “What’s it for?” 
 
    “None of your business,” I tell him. "Why don’t you go get the car packed and I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    Dad’s lips pull into a tight line but he decides to trust me and pushes the cart with Ari still hanging off it out the door. 
 
    I grin to myself. Showtime. 
 
    I dart back into the store and find the row of fresh flowers the store brings in every day. They’re nothing compared to what Tully plans on doing with her life but they’ll do the trick for today. I pluck out one red rose and walk back to the counter to face the bitter, old woman who couldn’t stop scowling at me and Ari for the noise we were making earlier. 
 
    I give her a warm smile and try my best to win her over. “Hi, would I be able to ask a favor?” 
 
    The woman presses her lips into a thin line and narrows her eyes on me. “That depends, now wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Ugh. Got to love a bitter, old woman. 
 
    I look back to the store in search of Jackie before finding her over by the deli section. I point her out. “Do you see the woman with the brunette hair, peach-colored shirt, and dark jeans? Well, my sister and I kind of disturbed her shopping and we’d like to make it up to her by paying for her groceries.” 
 
    The bitter, old woman suddenly becomes a lot less bitter. A smile graces her face and she looks at me in a new light. “I think I could arrange that. That’s a lovely thing to do. I wish there were more kids like you around. Back in my day, my parents would have given me a good spanking.” 
 
    I give her another smile and nod in agreement before asking for a piece of paper and a pen. I get busy scribbling out a note and hope my father isn’t going to kill me for doing this. 
 
      
 
    Jackie, 
 
      
 
    It was a pleasure meeting you today. 
 
    Again, I’d like to apologize for my children’s behavior and would like to make it up to you by taking you out to dinner. 
 
    Let me know. 
 
      
 
    Harrison 
 
      
 
    I add dad’s number at the bottom before attaching the note to the rose and placing it down on the cashier’s counter. As I look up, I realize that she knows exactly what I’m up to, but upon giving me an amused smile and shaking her head, all I can do is shrug. 
 
    “I’m not sure your daddy is going to be too impressed when he realizes what you’re doing,” she laughs making me realize that she’s still down to help me out. 
 
    “Trust me, it’s going to be the best damn thing to happen to him in a long time.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Definitely.”  
 
    I hand over the cash for Jackie’s groceries and give the woman one last smile before taking off out the store doors to find dad and Ari, knowing that today with what I just did, is going to be a game changer that could only bring greatness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I step out of the grocery store to find dad just about finished loading up his old pick up with our groceries while Ari runs around the parked cars being as unhelpful as possible. 
 
    I shake my head as I watch the scene before me. Perhaps I could help him out a little. After all, I’m kind of hoping that life might change for dad from here on out. We should celebrate the times of it being just the three of us before dad goes ahead and makes it the four, maybe six if we include Jared and his little brother. 
 
    Shit, I’m probably getting my hopes way too high, but I can’t help but want the best for dad. He deserves love in his life, especially after having to deal with me for all those years. It couldn’t have been easy. 
 
    I make my way over to dad and grab the last bag out of the cart and put it away. Once the job is done, I grab hold of the cart and have one last joy ride as I return it to the store. Ari’s scream steals my attention and I watch over my shoulder as dad chases her through the parking lot so he can get her back in the truck. 
 
    Doesn’t he know you’re supposed to entice her with treats? Works every time. 
 
    Dad finally catches her and tackles her into his arms before dragging her ass back to the truck. I laugh to myself, get rid of the cart, and head back when I hear a feminine voice calling out over the sound of the busy street going about their day.  
 
    “Harrison,” Jackie calls from the entryway of the grocery store. 
 
    I grin like a devil child as I watch dad’s head whip around at the sound of his name. He stops what he’s doing, looks dumbfounded at her for a moment before righting himself, and starts heading her way with Ari’s hand firmly clutched in his. Jackie goes to meet them in the middle and I decide it’s probably best that I do too seeing as though dad has absolutely no idea what I just did inside that grocery store. 
 
    I reach them just in time to hear Jackie give the politest scolding I’ve ever heard in my life. "You really didn’t need to do that.” 
 
    Dad’s brows pull down and it’s clear that he’s about to put his foot in his mouth so I discreetly clear my throat and catch dad’s eye, letting him know to play along with it. I see the internal battle inside and smother a grin when he gives in to my games. 
 
    “Really, I insist. It was the least I could do.” Dad’s eyes flick back to mine and I see it all over his face, hoping he just said the right thing and didn’t come off sounding like a complete fool. I give him a little nod and he lets out a silent breath. 
 
    My grin widens. I’ve never seen him look so nervous in my life. It’s fucking hilarious. 
 
    Jackie gives dad a gracious smile that blows him away and I don’t doubt he’s doing his best to work out what the hell I did with that cash. “I don’t know how to thank you,” she tells him, going all breathy as Ari watches on without even the slightest clue of the magic happening right before her eyes. 
 
    I can’t miss the opportunity to play matchmaker once again. “How about dinner? Does tomorrow night suit you?” 
 
    Dad’s mouth drops as Jackie blushes. 
 
    Score one for me…Actually, I guess it’s a score for everyone. 
 
    She nods ever so slightly and I see the big, fat ‘yes’ on her tongue when at least eight massive, black SWAT trucks come tearing down the street with a fleet of police patrol cars right on their tails. Their lights are flashing red and blue, but not a sound is coming from them and it’s clear that whatever is going down here is happening with the intent of not alerting the person they're after. 
 
    The whole street stops to gape as men in black tactical uniforms storm out of the trucks, guns up and ready to go as the cops work quickly to block off both sides of the road, giving them a huge perimeter to work with. 
 
    It all happens within seconds with dozens of people stopping to watch the show. 
 
    Every eye remains glued to the SWAT team as they barge their way into a clothing store, the same very clothing store that Tully and I had only just been in the other day to ask for an employment application. 
 
    Ari tugs on dad’s sleeve. “What’s happening, daddy?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Squirt. Just stay here,” he tells her, clutching onto her a little tighter before stepping protectively in front of me and Jackie despite not needing to. I mean, the grocery store is right next door to the clothing store but we’re far enough away not to be in any immediate danger. I think anyway. Though, he can’t help it. I guess it’s just a father’s basic instinct to protect what’s his from the unknown. 
 
    Before I know it, the local news reporters are turning up and setting up cameras. A lady in a pair of sweats quickly brushes through her hair, puts on some lipstick, and a blazer over the top of an old worn-out shirt before stepping in front of the camera. Clearly, she didn’t expect to be working today. She looks as though she had way too much to drink and just got out of bed, but whatever story this is, it’s got to be a big one. 
 
    Looking around, taking in the magnitude of this raid, it becomes clear that this has got to be about Anton, but I can’t quite work out why the hell they’re raiding a clothing store. Noah had said that Anton had some kind of warehouse, and this…well, this certainly isn’t that. I hope they don’t have the wrong place because, with this shit all over the news, Noah is going to be in a world of trouble. 
 
    We hear shouts and screams coming from within the store as a row of police officers stand outside, guns drawn, ready and prepared to protect themselves and the people around if it comes down to it. 
 
    The people standing around the grocery store and in the streets stand motionless, staring on, waiting and wanting to know what the hell is going on inside that store. I’d give anything to be a fly on the wall right now. 
 
    It takes three minutes for two of the SWAT members to come back out of the store and I suck in a breath as they stand with Anton, handcuffed between them. 
 
    “They got him,” I murmur in disbelief as dad’s hand finds my forearm. Giving me the support he thinks I need, but truth be told, I don’t need anything. All that’s running through me is relief. Relief for not only me but for Noah as well. If they’ve got him and they’ve found the right place, this could all be over. Noah and I are safe and our futures can be whatever we want to make of them. 
 
    It would all be over. 
 
    I watch on as the two SWAT members transfer Anton over to a couple of cops. I instantly recognize them as the two who had shown up at Noah’s door only a few days ago- Langston and Thomas. 
 
    I don’t doubt those two will be getting some kind of bonus this year, maybe a promotion to go with it. People have been trying to take down Anton Mathers for as long as I can remember and here, these two have finally done it. Well, I’m hoping they’ve done it. 
 
    I’m assuming there will be some kind of trial and Anton isn’t exactly afraid of being a slimy bastard. I’m sure he’s going to try and pull every string necessary to wipe his hands clean of this and get back to business, and if that happens, we all better watch our backs. 
 
    Anton is carted across the road towards the rows of police cars which is when his head snaps up, his eyes lock directly on mine and it’s almost as though someone had specifically told him exactly where I was. Either that or he’s been watching me for so damn long that he can just sense when I’m around.  
 
    His eyes narrow on mine and I raise my chin, letting him know that he can’t hurt me. No matter what he does, I’ll always come out on top. I see it in his eyes that he’s trying to work out if I had anything to do with this. He takes in my family standing around me and the old pick up filled with groceries and I hope to God that he must know that my being here is coincidental. 
 
    I knew nothing about this clothing store and I’m wanting to curse out Noah for not telling me about it. On the inside it looks just like any other clothing store, but if I’d known there was something more to it, I would have looked a little closer and busted him myself. 
 
    Shit. I can’t believe I was in there just the other day. 
 
    Anton is put down into the police car and I can’t help but wish that Rivers was here to see this. I hope that those reporters got that on camera because I plan on saving it for him. It’s something he needs to see and hopefully will help to heal something within him. Maybe he’ll finally believe that it truly is safe for him to come home and start building a proper life. He can move on from all the bullshit of his past and create a life for him and Tully. You know, if she’ll take him back. It looks like Spencer is planning on worming his way into her heart and if Rivers isn’t careful, he could risk losing her altogether. 
 
    The police car takes off and the second the car disappears around the bend, I can’t help but feel a strange, uneasiness settle into my stomach. 
 
    Ari’s little voice speaks up from dad’s arm and my eyes shift away from the clothing store for the first time since they arrived here. “Why are the police taking away the man that found me?” 
 
    Jackie sucks in a breath and I resist looking at her, not wanting to see the confusion on her face. “Squirt, that man isn’t a very nice man,” dad explains to her. “He’s done some really bad things and the police have to take him away because of that.” 
 
    “But he found me and brought me back home,” she insists, her little brain not yet capable of comprehending what’s happening before her as she believes Anton to be her saving grace. 
 
    “I know, sweet girl,” dad tells her. “But sometimes when someone does something good, it doesn’t take away the fact that they’ve also done some really bad things, and what happens when you do something bad?” 
 
    “You have to be punished,” Ari finishes for him. 
 
    Dad nods before looking over at me. “Are you alright, Squish?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, slowly nodding, hating that strange uneasiness still in my stomach. “I think so.” 
 
    A few more men start being brought out of the store and I find myself gaping, wondering where the hell all these people were hiding inside that place. It’s not like it was a huge place, just big enough for the racks of clothes, a changing room, and a cashier’s desk. It’s the same as all the stores you’d see inside the mall. 
 
    “What a shame. These men are all so young,” Jackie murmurs over dad’s shoulder, taking them in. I do the same and realize that she’s right. They’re all certainly older than me but I wouldn’t say they’d hit thirty yet and here they are, working for Anton and throwing their lives away.  
 
    I don’t doubt that if everything here goes down as planned that each of these men will end up serving time. That could have so easily been Noah and Rivers and it makes me feel sick. “I don’t know what I’d do if my Jared ever got caught up in Anton’s twisted games.” 
 
    I hold my tongue as dad replies. “You never know with these young ones,” he tells her. “Living in Haven Falls isn’t easy. It’s a kill or be killed kind of town. I guess we just have to be grateful that our kids seem to have their heads screwed on right and want to make something of themselves the honest way.” 
 
    I remember Jared saying something about getting into a college football team and realize that Dad and Jackie must have talked about it earlier. The thought is stolen from my mind as I see Rocko being carted out in cuffs and I have to shake my head in disappointment. Jackie was right, it really is a shame. 
 
    All the men are eventually carted off in the same way that Anton was and I’m left speechless and still a little in shock. The second the place is deemed safe, the cops storm in and begin pulling the place apart. More cops arrive, police tape is put up, and their official investigation is finally underway with their bad guy in custody. 
 
    “I better get going,” Jackie says. “My boys will start to get worried with all this going on.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dad says. “I better get out of here too. Aria here is going to have a breakdown if she gets home to discover the ice cream melted.” 
 
    Jackie laughs and gives Aria a beaming smile. “Well, I, um…it was really nice meeting you.” 
 
    “You too,” dad tells her. “I’d still love to take you out for dinner tomorrow night if you’re interested.” 
 
    She looks at dad for a silent moment with a smile slowly spreading across her face. “You know what? Yeah. I am. I’d love to go out for dinner with you.” 
 
    I’ve never seen dad look so smitten in his life. “I’ll pick you up at seven.” 
 
    “And I’ll call you with the address.” 
 
    Dad nods, clearly not picking up on the fact that he didn’t give her his number, but it’s fine as I’d put it on the note earlier. It just goes to show how out of the game dad is. It’s going to be fun watching him tomorrow night working out what to wear and getting all sweaty as he tries to pump himself up. 
 
    Jackie picks up her grocery bags off the ground and walks away. She looks back once over her shoulder with an intrigued, flirty smile before unloading her bags. I want nothing more than to kick dad in the shin for not offering to take the bags for her. I guess I’ll need to train him up a little over the next twenty four hours. 
 
    The second she drives off, Dad puts Aria down and grabs me, practically shaking me with his excitement. “Whatever you did in there, squish, it was fucking brilliant. Did you see that? Your old man’s still got it. She was practically eating out of my hand. I’m a fucking machine.” 
 
    “Woah, calm down there, old man,” I laugh, having to peel myself out of his arms. “Without me, you would have been watching her from a distance like some kind of stalker.” 
 
    “Whatever,” he says, ruffling my hair as his excitement gets the best of him. “I’m the fucking man and you know it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. There’s nothing I could possibly say to help bring him down a notch. I just hope that by the time his date comes around, he’ll be able to act like the perfect gentleman. 
 
    Dad starts singing ‘T.N.T’ by ‘ACDC’ and all I can do is listen along as he puts Ari into her carseat and gets himself ready to head home. “Are you coming?” he questions as I step back from his pick up. 
 
    I shake my head. “Nah. I think I might walk.” 
 
    “Huh? You sure? Why the hell would you want to do something crazy like that?” 
 
    I indicate across the road to the clothing store. “Just want to clear my head a bit,” I tell him. “I should probably stop by the fire station and let Noah know what’s going on too.” 
 
    “Ok,” dad says in understanding. “Just don’t be a pain at the fire station. That boy’s working not volunteering anymore.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and step back again, leaving enough room for dad to back out of his parking space. Within the blink of an eye, his car is disappearing out of the lot and I’m left standing here, staring across at the clothing store, wondering for the millionth time how I could have possibly missed this. 
 
    I start walking and as I do, I notice cops walking in and out of the store, taking boxes upon boxes of evidence and putting them in the backs of their cars, filling them up with everything that could possibly be inside that place. 
 
    I can’t help but think that inside every one of those boxes is a mystery to unfold about my father. I have no intention of getting to know the guy but within those boxes are his secrets and the answers I’ve been looking for. Hell, they’re the answers the whole town has been searching for.  
 
    I don’t doubt there’s evidence of the drug deals he’s made, money laundering schemes, people who have wronged him and what kind of ‘payback’ they received. Hell, I wouldn’t even be surprised if there’s evidence on how he found Ari stashed in there somewhere. 
 
    He’s too smart to keep that shit at his home and this place is the perfect cover up. No wonder it’s taken so long for the cops to bust him. But what it really comes down to is that he was a bad man through and through. He may have claimed to love his son and be protective of his daughter, but as far as I’m concerned, he was doing it for the wrong reasons. Everything he has ever done has been to benefit his own selfish needs and it’s that very thought that helps me not to feel bad about letting this happen after he went to the effort to save Ari. He may have done that one good deed, but that will never make up for the crimes and horrendous acts that are all there within those boxes. 
 
    Anton Mathers deserves to rot in jail and I hope to God that’s what’s going to happen. 
 
    It takes me all of ten minutes to get to the fire station and when I do, the first person I see is Noah working away and doing who the hell knows what at the side of the big, red truck. As if sensing me here, he breaks away from his duties and hurries over to me, instantly throwing his big, warm arms around me. “Are you ok?” he murmurs, pressing his lips to my forehead. 
 
    “Anton was arrested,” I tell him, not sure how to answer his question. 
 
    “I know, Spitfire. It’s been all over the radios. They wanted us for back up in case anything went down.” 
 
    I nod my head. “I was in the grocery store’s parking lot when it happened. I watched the whole thing.” 
 
    “Shit. I was hoping you didn’t see that.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” I tell him. “I think watching him go down helps. It makes it more…final.” 
 
    “It’s not final yet,” he reminds me. “Anton still needs to be sentenced and you know how long that can take, especially when he most likely had half of the justice system owing him favors.” 
 
    “I know, but for now, I won’t need to go and live in that house and I can live my life hoping for the best.” 
 
    Noah kisses me again before pulling me back by my shoulders and looking down at me. “Fuck yeah, we can, Spitfire. From now on, we work on building a future for ourselves. No more looking back. It’s just you and me.” 
 
    “And Tully…and maybe Spencer and Aiden too. Possibly Barker if Tully has her way.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “For fuck’s sake, Henley,” he laughs. “You sure know how to ruin the mood. I was trying to be romantic and sweet.” 
 
    “Romantic and sweet isn’t your style,” I tell him, grinning at his attempt, but loving it either way. “I prefer it when you’re domineering and in alpha mode.” 
 
    “Really, now?” he questions with that sparkle in his eye that I love so much. “In that case, the second I get home tonight, I’m taking you out and I’ll be showing you just how domineering and alpha I can get.” 
 
    I bite down on my lip, the anticipation almost too much to bear. “You’ve got yourself a deal,” I tell him, pushing up onto my tippy-toes so he can press those lips of his against mine once again. 
 
    Noah digs into his pocket before pulling out his keys. “Here, let me drive you home, Spitfire.” 
 
    I shake my head and push his hand back into his chest. “No, don’t worry about me. I quite enjoyed the walk and besides, I like the way you always seem to stare at my ass each time I walk away.” 
 
    “I fucking like it too,” he murmurs. “You sure though? It will only take a minute to get you home.” 
 
    “No, I’m sure. I don’t want you getting in trouble, and besides, you never know when they might need you. Just know that the second you’re done, I’ll be waiting for you, more ready than I’ve ever been before.” 
 
    With that, I turn and walk away, only looking back when I get to the street to find Noah’s eyes firmly on my ass, enjoying the view as I sway my hips from side to side. I can’t help but grin as he winks my way and mouths, ‘love you.’ 
 
    “Love you too,” I tell him seconds before disappearing behind a row of bushes and walking the few minutes back home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    After spending the night racing at the track, Maxen was more than happy to let us stay behind and party into the early hours of the morning. It was incredible. He kept all the lights on for us and it was just our small group left behind to have the time of our lives. 
 
    Tully and I sped our cars around that track over and over again, each one of us desperate to beat the record that Noah had set earlier in the night. Aiden attempted but was too chicken to really give it a good go, and Spencer knew he wasn’t going to beat it so didn’t even try which only had me and Tully calling him all sorts of names under the sun. But me and Tully, we had no issues making fools of ourselves.  
 
    Noah quickly put us all to shame though, unable to resist taking advantage of the empty track. 
 
    It was one of the best summer nights of my life. I had my best friends with me and my boyfriend at my side. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the cars to be put away and we were all sitting out in the middle of the track, taking it all in. I guess when you have friends like mine, you don’t need a massive party to have a good time.  
 
    Which brings us to now, all five of our cars are lined up on the grass of Noah and Tully’s front lawn and I stare at them with dread. My yellow Supra is a brown mess of mud, there’s hardly any white visible on Noah’s Camaro, Tully’s Jeep…well, that’s always a mess, and Spencer’s car somehow missed the mud, but is still covered from top to bottom in a thick layer of brown dust. Aiden didn’t drive fast enough to mess up his car but that didn’t stop him from adding his car to the line. 
 
    Noah and I head into the garage to get everything we need while the boys get started hosing down mine and Noah’s cars, opting to do two at a time. All I know is that by the time I come out of the garage with my arms filled with buckets and sponges, Tully is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “That rat bastard,” I grumble. “She better not be trying to get out of this because I swear, I’m not cleaning her hunk of shit if she’s not here to help me with mine.” 
 
    “Relax,” Spencer laughs, briefly aiming the hose at me and making me squeal and drop everything. “She went to go get everyone a drink.” 
 
    I pick up the bucket and start pouring in the car wash. “I guess I can deal with that.” 
 
    Noah and the boys ignore me as best they can and get started while I screw around apparently doing it all wrong. I mean, it’s washing a car. I don’t know how I could possibly be doing it wrong.  
 
    All I know is that one minute I was holding the hose up in the air, distracted by the way the sun hit the falling water and made a rainbow and the next, I was moved away and told to sit my ass down while the boys took care of business just as boys should do. 
 
    So here I am, sitting on the porch shaking my head at the idiots who think they have it all sorted out. 
 
    Spencer’s phone rings and before I know it, he’s walking across the street, getting just as distracted as I had. I let out a frustrated huff. If Spencer is getting distracted, shouldn’t he be side-barred as well? I mean, especially now that he’s over there pissing off the neighbors chihuahua. Stupid boys.  
 
    I guess it doesn’t matter too much because now I get to sit back and watch as Noah gets all wet washing the car while Aiden too, gets distracted. I guess none of us are capable of maintaining concentration, except for Noah of course. 
 
    Tully comes out of the house a moment later with as many cans of soda as she can fit in her arms. She places them all down on the little porch table before scrunching up her face at the sound of the yapping dog next door. “Who the hell set off Toto?” 
 
    “Spencer,” I laugh. “He got a call and went walking over there.” 
 
    Tully looks out at the yard and cranes her neck to see if she can find Spencer and upon realizing that he’s nowhere to be seen, a devilish grin takes over her face. 
 
    Oh no. I know that look all too well. 
 
    Tully grabs the hem of her shirt and tears it up over her head, leaving her in nothing but her bright pink bikini. “Come on, bitch. You take the other side.” 
 
    “What?” I grumble, watching her in confusion as she darts down off the porch and runs towards Spencer’s dusty car. Her laughing steals Noah’s and Aiden’s attention and before they can stop her, she drapes herself over the hood, placing her tits right in the middle. 
 
    She peels herself off and all that’s left is the perfect outline of her hot little body, her tits being the masterpiece. 
 
    A roaring laugh is torn free of my body and I can’t help but tear off my shirt and join her. “Seriously?” Noah grumbles. “Spencer doesn’t need your tits all over his car too.” 
 
    “Tough shit,” Tully laughs. 
 
    “Leave some room for me,” Aiden booms as I lay myself over the hood, making sure not to disturb Tully’s artwork in the process. “I’m more than happy to leave an imprint of something on there too.” 
 
    Noah just shakes his head and gets back to washing his pride and joy as I peel myself off Spencer’s car. It’s harder than it looks as I don’t want to ruin it by putting my hands down to help me up, but I somehow manage and come to stand beside Tully at the front of the car. 
 
    “Your tits look bigger than mine,” I grumble, looking down at the hood, comparing the two bodies. 
 
    “I know, I made sure to really smoosh them in there,” she laughs, looking down at herself and pointing out just how much dust is covering her bikini top. 
 
    Like a flash of lightning, the hose is put on full blast and is turned on us, making Tully and I scream out, though luckily for Noah, he doesn’t destroy our masterpieces. 
 
    The water is freezing at first, but in this warm weather, it’s not long before I’m welcoming the cold water. As if sensing that we’re actually enjoying it, the water is then moved up from washing away the dust off our bodies to getting us each square in the face. 
 
    Serves us right, I guess. 
 
    Needing payback, I force myself through the heavy stream of water slapping against my chest and throw myself at Noah, trying my hardest to take him down, but he’s just too big, too strong. That is until Tully gets in on the action and we take him down like a little bitch. 
 
    I plant my lips on his and not two seconds later, Tully is pulled off him and thrown over Spencer’s shoulder. She screams out but Spencer seems to be in too good of a mood to bother putting her down.  
 
    “Guess what?” he says finally putting her down on the hood of her Jeep and placing himself between her legs, his hands falling to her thighs. He doesn’t have the patience to wait for her reply. “That was the coach at BHU. They had a last minute pull out and they’re offering me the spot.” 
 
    Tully’s eyes bug out of her head. “What? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. How fucking cool is that? BHU has an awesome team. I mean, kind of sucks knowing I was their last resort but still fucking awesome.” 
 
    “But…I thought you already accepted upstate?” 
 
    “I did but if it’s a choice between there and here, well, I’m going to stay here. I don’t think mom was coping with the idea of me living away.” 
 
    “So, you’re staying? You’re actually going to stay?” 
 
    Spencer grins wide as Noah, Aiden, and I begin crowding around, ready to congratulate him. “Damn right, I’m staying,” he tells her proudly. 
 
    Before anyone can even utter another word, Tully throws herself forward, crushing her lips to his, making us all pause and gape in shock. She kisses him as though she couldn’t possibly live without him and within the blink of an eye, she’s pulling back and sucking in a shocked breath. 
 
    Tully gapes at Spencer as though she has no idea what the hell just happened and to be honest, I think we all are. Noah confirms that thought in his very next breath. “Ummm…what the fuck was that?” 
 
    Tully shakes her head as Spencer stares at her, looking pretty damn pleased while also a little stunned. I mean, I know he wants it but we were all pretty damn sure she wasn’t ready for anything like that, especially so soon after Rivers. I was thinking in another year or so she’d possibly start to think of other things but certainly not yet. 
 
    Tully pulls back a little more and pushes Spencer’s hands off her thighs. “I’m sorry,” she whispers, shaking her head as she slips down off her Jeep and steps around him. Her eyes grow watery and Spencer attempts to reach out for her, but she moves out of reach, absolutely shattering him. “I just…I can’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
    With that, Tully darts off towards the house, hurrying inside, not even stopping when Violet calls out, cursing at her for tracking mud all through the house. 
 
    Noah goes after her but I catch his arm and pull him back. “Trust me, she’s not going to want to talk about this with you.” 
 
    “But…I’m her brother.” 
 
    I resist rolling my eyes. “Exactly.” 
 
    I move around him, leaving the three boys staring after me in confusion. Noah wondering why his twin sister wouldn’t want to talk about boys with him, Spencer wondering if he did something wrong or moved too fast and ruined what little chance he had, and Aiden probably wondering what white lie he’s going to tell so he can slip away and screw Barker down at the beach this afternoon. 
 
    Sometimes boys simply can’t understand us girls, but then there are times when I couldn’t even begin to make sense of the things those morons say. 
 
    I follow the muddy footprints down to Tully’s room being careful not to make any of my own. I push my way through her bedroom door and she’s two seconds from throwing something at me when she pulls back. “Oh, it’s just you.” 
 
    “Who did you think it was?” I ask, closing her door behind me and propping myself on the edge of her desk, not wanting to get her bed all wet, though it seems she doesn’t have the same issue. 
 
    “Noah…maybe Aiden.” 
 
    “And they’re not allowed to be here right now?” 
 
    Tully looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind and I agree, I must have. That was a stupid question. “So…” I say slowly. “Are you going to explain what the hell just happened out there because I’m a little confused.” 
 
    “You and me both,” she grumbles. “I’ve got no fucking clue. One minute the word ‘congratulations’ was going to come out of my mouth and the next thing I know, I was kissing him. I didn’t even know it was happening until it was too late.” 
 
    “Well, shit, huh?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And that’s when you decided to run away.” 
 
    Tully scoffs. “I didn’t run away.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me.” 
 
    Tully glares up at me from under her lashes with a less than impressed look on her face. “Really? You’re not just going to let me forget about this?” 
 
    “No way in hell. I’m going to dissect every second of it until I know exactly what happened,” I say, glancing out the window to see the boys and watch Noah walking back and forth in front of his car while speaking on his phone. As if sensing me, he glances up and gives me a small smile before getting back to concentrating on the call. “Besides, do you really think they are going to let you forget about it?” 
 
    “If they know what’s good for them, they will.” 
 
    I let out a sigh and move across her room until I’m sitting on her bed, deciding not to give a shit about getting the sheets wet. I mean, she’s already sitting on them so I guess it makes no difference if I am too. She’s going to have to change them anyway. 
 
    I look at her and wait until I have her undivided attention. “You have feelings for Spencer, don’t you?” 
 
    Tully sighs and I see the indecision on her face. “I…I don’t know. I’m confused.” 
 
    “What do you mean confused? About what specifically?” 
 
    “About everything. About Rivers.” 
 
    “You know it’s ok to have feelings for more than one guy at a time, right? Besides, Rivers told you he wanted you to move on.” 
 
    “I know but…” she lets out another sigh. “How could I even begin to have feelings for someone else when Rivers has always been it for me? I’m so freaking in love with him that it doesn’t make sense that I’m liking Spencer.” 
 
    “I guess it kind of does,” I tell her. “Spencer has been there to put you back together every step of the way. He makes you smile and just when your world was falling apart, he was there to help you through it. It’s only natural for you to want to cling to that with everything you have, and I guess the news that he was staying around and was going to be near you was overwhelming and you acted on instinct.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say? That you’re all team Spencer now?” 
 
    “No. I’m a firm believer in team Rivers and I believe the Rivers and Tully train will roll once again and make the best kind of magic, but in case I’m wrong and that’s a lost cause, then don’t you think that once you’re ready, you owe it to yourself and to Spencer to explore what you two have? You never know, it could lead to something amazing.” 
 
    “It could also lead to another broken heart.” 
 
    “I don’t think Spencer has it in him to break your heart. He follows you around like a lost puppy. I think you’re the real deal for him. Besides, he’s pined after you all senior year after you dated briefly last summer. If he’s already waited that long after getting a little taste, then I think he’ll wait as long as it takes.” 
 
    “Ok. So, say I get together with Spencer and then Rivers show up out of the blue. What am I supposed to do then? He’s not the kind of guy I’m just going to forget about. Just thinking about exploring my options with Spencer makes me feel as though I’m being unfaithful to him. Rivers is my guy and he always will be.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell her, leaning forward and squeezing her thigh. “That’s something only you can answer, but what I do know is that Rivers left saying that he couldn’t give you what you deserve, and despite how badly I want you two to make it work, he wanted you to move on. So, I guess you need to ask yourself if you’re prepared to wait around for something that could never happen or if you want to give it a shot finding happiness with Spence.” 
 
    Tears pool in Tully’s eyes as she looks up at me. “But what if I can’t find that same happiness with Spencer that I had with Rivers?” 
 
    “I…” I shake my head, unable to answer that in the way she needs. “Then you buy yourself ten cats and visit me on the weekends.” 
 
    “Yo,” the door flies open and Noah comes storming in, looking proud as punch. “What’s going on in…shit. Tears?” He comes to an alarming stop. “I knew there was a reason I let you talk me out of coming in here.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and throw one of Tully’s old teddy bears at him. “What do you want?” 
 
    Noah eyes his sister warily before turning his gaze on me. “I was just talking to Officer Langston,” he starts, making me sit up a little straighter. “They fucking got him. They’re pushing for trial in three months and with the list of charges against him, he didn’t get bail so he’ll be sitting in prison until then.” 
 
    “What?” I say, throwing myself off Tully’s bed and crashing into Noah. “Are you kidding? That’s incredible.” 
 
    “Yep,” he says. “You’re free of him.” 
 
    “Well, that’s assuming the trial goes as expected and he doesn’t get off on some ridiculous technicality.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he says, pulling me in. “They made sure to dot all their I’s and cross their T’s. They’re ready for this and a case this big they’re not going to screw up by messing up the paperwork. They had my statement, so they had probable cause to arrest and I don’t doubt that someone remembered to read him his rights. Everything is going to be ok. Remember that this is probably the biggest arrest of their careers. They’re not going to let him slip through their fingers. Every step is going to be checked, double checked, and then triple checked.” 
 
    “He can afford the best lawyers in the country,” I remind him. 
 
    “Not when his assets and accounts are frozen.” 
 
    “Really?” I question in surprise. 
 
    “Uh huh. Anton’s empire is going down and there’s nothing he can do about it from the confines of his cell,” he grins. “Now, are you two finished with your little ‘girly’ moment or are you going to come and wash your own damn cars? Because God knows I fucking love you both but I’m not washing all of them myself. Besides, Aiden is a cool dude, but when it comes to cars…” 
 
    Tully groans and looks out the window. “I don’t want to go out there.” 
 
    Noah scoffs. “Why? Did you turn into a pussy during the last ten minutes?” 
 
    Tully flies off her bed. “Fuck you,” she says in a show of defiance, storming past Noah and right out her bedroom door just to prove her point. Tully Cage is no pussy, but she had no reason to worry anyway. Spencer’s not going to ask her about the kiss unless she brings it up. He didn’t use to, but he respects what she’s feeling and he’ll do just about anything to make sure he holds onto what little hope he has. 
 
    “You know what I don’t understand?” I murmur as Noah takes my hand and leads me back outside. “Where did all those boxes of evidence come from? That clothing store was way too small to fit all of that inside it.” 
 
    Noah grins as though he enjoys that I’m not in on the big secret. “Anton’s warehouse is underground. There’s a door in the fitting rooms that looks like it leads to a storage closet, but it’s actually stairs that lead down into his warehouse. It’s massive, probably runs as far as the grocery store and back towards the gas station.” 
 
    “Well, shit. That’s huge.” 
 
    “Yep. Everything is in there. Guns. Drugs. Money. He’s going down and no expensive lawyer is going to stop it.” 
 
    My head spins as we walk back out into the mid-afternoon sun. Noah’s phone rings, drawing my attention. He pulls it out with an irritated groan, always hating being disrupted when he’s having his special ‘Noah and Camaro’ time.  
 
    “What’s up?” he says into the phone, leading me over towards his car before reaching for the hose. He pauses for a slight moment before a seriousness comes over him. “Fuck. Yeah, ok. I’ll be there in a second.” 
 
    I gape at him. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Noah digs for his keys in his pocket, pulling them out a second later as he shakes his head in disbelief. “The fucking warehouse just went up in flames. I guess someone is trying to cover their tracks.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not surprised.” 
 
    Noah leans in and presses a quick kiss to my lips and within the blink of an eye, he’s gone, careening down the street with desperation to save as much as that shit as possible. Though, something tells me it’s already too late. The cops raided that place good and well, even the evening news showed they were still there until the late hours of the night, hauling boxes upon boxes of evidence out of there. I doubt there’s anything left in there to burn. 
 
    Anton can try, but he’s not getting out of this one. He’s a goner and he knows it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I walk into Castle Rock Maximum Security Penitentiary for Men and my blood runs cold as I join the line of visitors. It’s one thing visiting my mother a few miles down the street at the facility for women but visiting my father…this is seriously insane. 
 
    I don’t know what I was thinking coming here. Maybe I needed some answers and to set the record straight or maybe I just needed to see him behind bars to make sure everything I’ve been hearing on the news was true. 
 
    Hearing news reporter after news reporter talking about it day in and day out is one thing, but actually seeing it with my own eyes and knowing that Noah and I are finally free from Anton’s hold is something I couldn’t pass up. 
 
    Noah would probably kill me if he knew I was here without him. I had the same fight with him after visiting my mother for the first time and he finally came around. After visiting her with me and seeing that it’s really not as bad as he thought it was, he’s now fine when I go by myself, but this…I have a feeling is going to take a little more than the ‘I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself’ speech. He’s going to lose his mind and probably won’t be talking to me for a few days. But it’s worth it to get this closure. 
 
    I’m hoping that once I walk out of these doors after visiting my father, it’s the last time I’ll ever see him again. I mean, I’m more than happy to go stand at trial and be a character witness if it comes down to that, but something tells me they have more than enough evidence to bother dragging little old me into it. 
 
    Hopefully, this is it. I’ll walk out of here and close the door on my father for good. 
 
    Visiting my mother? That’s something I plan to make a regular occurrence. The more I go there, the more I seem to break through her barriers. She’s rough around the edges, but I would be too if I was put in prison for partaking in something that I was doing solely to protect my son.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I know deep down that the story she told me could have been a lie to get me on her side, but something right down in my gut told me that she was finally telling me her truth. Everything made sense when she told me that. The reasons she told me my father was Harrison, the reasons she gave me away, the reasons she lost her mind when she was first asked about Anton, it was always to protect me, to keep me safe from a life that no child should ever have to be part of. 
 
    She loved me just as a mother should have and if I take into consideration the way the love shines out of her eyes when she speaks of Rivers, it’s clear that she loves him with everything she has, and I’m assuming that she would have felt the same for me at one point. Giving up her baby girl to some stranger you met in a bar would have been the hardest thing she could have possibly done especially considering the way she spoke of always wanting to be a mother and a wife. 
 
    I couldn’t possibly imagine giving up my child and I’m so grateful that Gina did. She did everything in her power to make sure her baby girl had the life she always wanted for her. 
 
    All these years I’ve struggled with the fact that I was abandoned. I’ve always thought of myself as unlucky. I lost Kelly which turned out to not be such a bad thing and I lost Kaylah and Jackson when I thought I needed them most. What I didn’t realize at the time was that those events would lead me to where I am today.  
 
    Without losing Kaylah and Jackson, I never would have Tully and Noah in my life. Without losing Kelly at twelve years old, I never would have grown into the strong, independent woman I am today. And without Gina abandoning me on dad’s doorstep, I never would have had the life I’ve been blessed with. 
 
    All these years I thought I was unlucky, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. I’m the luckiest girl to have ever graced this planet and I have Gina to thank for it for placing me in the home of Harrison Bronx.  
 
    Yes, there were hard times, and yes, there were occasions where I wanted to scream at my father for being an overbearing, overprotective asshat, but I wouldn’t change it for the world. 
 
    I move up in the line and I snap out of my head. What was I thinking of getting lost inside my mind? Now is certainly not the time. I should be concentrating on not screwing up or saying something that’s going to get me shot. 
 
    I move up to the front of the line and I give the man my name, pleased that I’d done right this time and made an appointment. I have a feeling this place isn’t going to look so kindly on teenage girls who come wandering through the door unannounced. 
 
    The guard before me ticks off my name and gets me to sign in before requesting as many forms of ID as possible. He even goes as far to take a photocopy before questioning if this is a one time visit or if I plan to visit Anton regularly. 
 
    I let him know that if everything goes as I’m assuming it will go that this will be my first and last visit to a maximum-security prison ever. 
 
    The guard gives me a blank look and suggests that I should take my ID off the counter and move my ass along. Apparently, he’s not one for small talk. 
 
    I do just that and scram. I get caught up in three separate security checks, each one worse than the last and it takes nearly an hour to get from the front door through to the last security checkpoint. 
 
    By the time I’m finished, everything I own from my phone, keys, and purse have been stashed away for me to collect when I sign out and before I know it, I’m being ushered into a room much different than what I was expecting. 
 
    This isn’t the open room with tables and chairs for everyone to sit and have an open chat about their lives. This is a line of booth like tables with a solid glass down the middle and the old raggedy phones on the inner wall. 
 
    I’m led down to a chair and told to sit patiently. I don’t know why I feel so nervous but when the guard steps away, my fingers begin tapping. Maybe it has something to do with the whole ‘maximum-security’ thing. Maybe it’s knowing the men on the other side of the glass, the ones with tattoos on their faces and gang-related bandanas who all leered at me as I walked through the room, having all done something sickening to land themselves in here. I’m literally sitting in a room among murderers. 
 
    I’m sure Anton will fit in just perfectly with these guys. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if Anton already knew them all. Perhaps he’s the reason half of them are in here. 
 
    I’m too busy wondering about the other men sitting around me to notice Anton approaching our table and before I can give myself another second to mentally prepare, he’s dropping down in front of me with a proud smile. 
 
    Anton leans in and takes the phone before slowly bringing it to his ear, his smile growing further across his face as he does. 
 
    I sit there staring at him before remembering that I’m going to need the phone too, otherwise I won’t be able to hear shit. Though, now that I come to think about it, maybe I’m not here to hear anything at all. Maybe I’m just here to tell Anton how it's going to be and then get the hell out. 
 
    No, that’s just going to leave me with unanswered questions, and I’ll end up back here when I really don’t want to be making another trip. 
 
    With that sorted, I grab the phone and press it to my ear, wondering when the hell this thing was cleaned last. I can only imagine the type of people who would have been sitting in this chair before me.  
 
    “Henley Mathers,” Anton says proudly. “I was wondering when you were going to come and visit your old man. It’s been two weeks already. I was expecting you a while ago.” 
 
    “It’s Bronx.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My surname. It’s Bronx. My name is not Henley Mathers or Henley Rivers, it’s Bronx. I had it officially changed. So, if you’re going to address me, then I expect you to do it correctly.” 
 
    Anton’s eyes narrow on me and it’s clear as day that he does not approve of me officially changing my name. “I don’t care what your name says on paper. You’re my daughter and my blood runs through your veins. You’re a Mathers and you always will be. No piece of paper is going to change that. Though,” he adds as an afterthought. “I could probably get that piece of paper changed.” 
 
    Over my dead fucking body. 
 
    I sit in silence, not wanting to respond to his bullshit and he quickly gets the hint. He lets out a sigh and gets on with it. “What are you doing here, Henley? Not sure if you’ve noticed, but I can’t exactly do you any favors at the moment.” 
 
    “I’m not after a favor,” I tell him. “I’m after some answers.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for answers.” 
 
    “Really?” I say, indicating to the dull room around us and reminding him exactly where he is. “Because it seems as though you have all the time in the world.” 
 
    Anton raises a brow before sitting back in his chair and acting as though nothing can touch him. “You know, I’m very aware that it was your boyfriend who squealed to the cops.” 
 
    I sit back in my chair, mimicking his stance. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell him. “You told Noah that a condition of his release was that he keep his mouth shut and he stood by that. Not sure if you noticed but Noah’s an honest guy, unlike the ones you surround yourself with.” 
 
    A flicker of doubt flashes through Anton’s eyes and I let out a discreet breath of relief. He has no idea who spoke with the cops and was just taking a wild guess. Either that or he really wants to believe that his own daughter wouldn’t lie to him, and if that’s the case then he’s in for a rude shock because I’d protect Noah a million times over the scum sitting before me. 
 
    “What is it you want to know?” 
 
    “There are a few things,” I tell him. 
 
    “I thought that much,” he murmurs. “Why don’t you start with the easy things and work your way up?” 
 
    I nod, for once finally being on the same page as the guy. “Was it your actions that sent Kelly to prison?” 
 
    Anton’s face scrunches up in confusion. “Kelly?” 
 
    “Aria’s mom. My little sister. The mother of the girl I asked you to find.” 
 
    Recognition flashes in his eyes and he shakes his head. “Funnily enough, I had nothing to do with that. You requested that I make her pay and I did that with a good old-fashioned terror inducing threat. It was fun actually. I got to go back to my roots. I haven’t done that shit in years. Worked like a charm too. You should have seen her face. Fucking priceless.” 
 
    “The drugs?” I prompt, not wanting to get carried away with storytime. 
 
    He lets out a sigh, clearly seeing that the fun is over. “They were already there. My sources tell me the cops were actually going in to check on one of the guys she was living with who skipped out on a meeting with his parole officer and found her with it. She did that all to herself. A case of wrong place, wrong time.” 
 
    “So, me asking you to make her pay had absolutely nothing to do with her winding up in prison?” 
 
    “None at all.” 
 
    I nod my head and let out a breath, not realizing until this very moment just how badly I was needing that clarified. I don’t think I could live with that on my conscience. Sending someone to prison for a crime they didn’t commit is taking it a little too far, but considering she did commit the crime while on her probationary period and I had nothing to do with it – well that I can live with. 
 
    Alright. Onto the next thing. I take account of everything I need to sort through and hit him with the next question. “You lied about being my father, or well, knowing that you were my father. When you didn’t know at all, did you?”  
 
    Anton’s lips pull into a tight line and the slight shake of his head is the only indication that I get confirming what I already know. “When your mother left me, she took your DNA results with her. I knew there was a baby and I knew there was a possibility that you could have been mine, but at that stage, I was focusing more on getting the three of you back. By the time I’d found Gina, you were gone, and I’d had no way of discovering the truth.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You could have had the DNA test redone or gotten them to send you a copy.” 
 
    “That was my first thought,” he says with a darkness in his eye, clearly still pissed off about everything that went down all those years ago. “When I contacted the lab, I found that the files had been deleted and the DNA contaminated. I don’t know how, but I know Gina was the one who did it. Since that day I’ve always done my own in-house DNA testing.” 
 
    “Ok, so…what happened then? Something tells me you’re not exactly the kind to just give up.” 
 
    Anton smirks proudly. “I’m not. I didn’t have the resources back then as I do now, but I searched for you for a very long time. I knew the second those DNA tests had gone missing that you were mine. I’ve always known that. I just didn’t know where to find you. Gina had told me that your name was Meadow Mathers and all these years, that’s the name I’ve been searching.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Meadow is my middle name.” 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “I know that now. You wouldn’t have believed my shock when I found you all these years later living right under my nose, in my town, roaming my streets, and befriending your own brother.” 
 
    I square my jaw and try to put my emotions to the back of my mind. “When did you work it out? Was it when you tried to shoot Noah or when you had Rocko kidnap me?” 
 
    “Neither,” he says, sitting up in his chair. “It was just after last summer in that burger joint down by Haven Falls beach. I’ll never forget it. I walked in right behind you and watched you place your order. The second I laid eyes on you I just knew.” 
 
    “Because I look just like Gina.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “You destroyed her life,” I say, a little unsure why I’m even bringing up the topic. “And Samuel’s. The three of us could have had a happy life living together as a family. I never would have gone my whole life not knowing them, but you destroyed that.” 
 
    “No. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Your mother took you away from me and I’m not about to apologize for that. She got what she had coming for her.” 
 
    “So, you admit it then? Gina was telling the truth. You made her do it all and then put her behind bars just for the fun of it.” 
 
    Anton looks away with the slightest hint of regret in his dark eyes. “I did what I had to do.” 
 
    I suck in a breath, unable to believe what I’m hearing. I thought maybe Gina had been exaggerating about her involvement with the prostitution ring, but she wasn’t. She’s an innocent victim in Anton’s web just as me and Noah were. 
 
    “You’re a monster.” 
 
    Anton shrugs. “So be it. You’ll understand it one day.” 
 
    “I’ll never understand putting the mother of your children in prison.” 
 
    “I’ve told you what you need to know and now it’s your turn to do something for me,” he says. 
 
    “That wasn’t part of the deal, remember? I recall you saying something about not being able to hand out favors. Why should I be doing one for you?” 
 
    “Because you owe me,” he says, “and because I’m your father.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him and wait patiently, but the very next words out of his moth have me nearly falling off my chair in shock. “This changes nothing. You’re going to stick to your original deal and you’re going to take your place in the family business. With me stuck in here, it’s going to be hard, but you need to save everything I’ve built or at least hold the fort until I get out of here, and I promise you, Henley, I will be getting out of here.” 
 
    All I can do is stare. “Are you serious, right now? Or are you just delusional? I won’t be doing anything for you. All your people are incarcerated. Money. Gone, Assets. Gone, House. Swarming with cops, And Your Warehouse. Ashes.  When are you going to understand that you have nothing left? You’re done. Anton Mathers is no longer the name people fear in Haven Falls because all he is, is a washed-up gangster who crossed the wrong person and lost it all. With no money in your pocket, who’s going to support you? People are only out to save themselves and now that you're locked up, you’re no one worth saving.” 
 
    I get to my feet with the phone still glued to my ear. “You’re nothing, Anton, and you’re never getting out of here. Your empire burned right along with you and all that’s left are ruins.” 
 
    I’ve gotten every last thing I could possibly need from this visit and with those final words, I hang up the phone and turn on my heel, walking out of the room without daring to ever look back, the sounds of Anton’s screams following behind me. 
 
    I smile at the guard, walk my ass out of there, and get myself home, ready to finally put this shit behind me. 
 
    Anton Mathers? Who the hell is that?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    There’s only a week left of my summer and I let out a sigh as the lightest shade of cream paint I’ve ever seen rolls effortlessly onto the walls. Rivers is going to love this and if he doesn’t, I’m going to kick his ass. 
 
    Tully, Ari, and I have been working our ass off on this place over the past few weeks. Though, we can’t take all the credit. Noah has been helping out where he can, but he’s been working heaps. Spencer’s here a bit but feels like he’s intruding so never really stays long, and Aiden helps out until he gets frustrated with the way we do things. Apparently, we’re a little unconventional in our methods of fixing up a home. Who would have known? 
 
    Today we were lucky because we have Spencer and Noah up on the roof trying to fix the leaks and have Lacey in the bathroom, giving it a good scrub and preparing it for a lick of paint while replacing the old, torn shower curtain. 
 
    We had to convince Aria that Rivers wasn’t going to like the shower curtain with the bright pink love hearts and made her settle for a plain, white one. I don’t know how we got through that argument. The one where we had to choose the wall color was almost more than I could handle. I threw back a few drinks that night. 
 
    Dad’s been loving all this time I’ve been spending here with Aria because it frees up his time to see Jackie. He’s so freaking smitten by her, it’s the cutest thing. It’s been just over a month and so far, they’ve been joined at the hip, falling for each other almost quicker than Noah and I had. 
 
    Jared was weird about it at first and demanded to meet dad like he was her father inspecting her date for the high school prom. He even gave them a curfew and set a few boundaries. Jared’s going to make a great father one day. He even came over with his little brother and the four of us sat on the couch, eating pizza waiting anxiously for our parents to return home. It was great fun, though something tells me we were anxious for very different reasons. 
 
    All I seem to know is that so far, it’s going really well, and I hope to whoever is above that it stays that way. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it a million more times; dad deserves someone special in his life who’s going to treat him with love and respect. He deserves to be happy, and he deserves to put himself first for a change. 
 
    The roller glides up and down the wall as Aria does a great job of rolling up the old, damp carpet. I had to deck her out in old clothes with big gardening gloves and one of those disposable face masks. She absolutely loves it and it makes me feel so much better about her touching all the crap found in this home. 
 
    We all chipped in and bought some new carpet for the living room and bedrooms. It’s basically the cheapest one we could find, but it looks good and doesn’t smell and that’s all that matters. 
 
    It’s going to look so fresh when we’re done. The boys are eventually going to get around to fixing the front yard and adding a little landscaping. When they’re done, it’s finally going to feel like a home. Hell, I’ll even get them to fix up the mailbox. 
 
    It has me wondering if Rivers is even aware that this is his home now. I’m sure if he did, he would have made these changes himself years ago. He’s not the kind of guy to disrespect the things he’s worked for. This home though, it probably just reminds him of the bad times growing up, but not anymore. It will be like coming home to a brand new house that will welcome him in and have him proud to call it home. 
 
    Tully helps Aria roll up the old carpet before she takes a step back and instantly drops her foot into my tray of paint. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    I groan as I look at my best friend. “Really?” I say, putting down the roller and searching out the old towel that was tossed down on the floor earlier. “That’s the third time in two hours. What the hell is so important going through your head that you can’t remember not to stand in the tray of fucking paint?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she laughs, jumping around on one foot while trying not to get paint everywhere. She eventually falls to her ass with her foot in the air and I toss the towel at her, though, it doesn’t do much good because it’s already covered in paint. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 
 
    I raise a smug brow. “Could it have anything to do with the murmured conversation we can hear coming from above us?” 
 
    “No…yes. I don’t know. I just know Noah’s giving him a hard time and it doesn’t help that they’re on a roof. I keep checking out the window, waiting to see Spencer ‘accidentally’ tumble off of it.” 
 
    “Come on,” I laugh, helping her back up once her foot is clean. “Noah’s not that bad. He’ll give him a hard time, but he’d be respectful of the fact that you’re still trying to work it out and he won’t overstep until you decide that you actually like him.” 
 
    “What do you mean until I decide?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and get back to painting. “Just that the second you want to make it official; he’ll probably make Spencer want to run away and never come back. Until then, he’ll be satisfied just playing with him.” 
 
    In the next moment, we hear a muffled grumble coming from above followed by the loud banging sounds of the hammer. “Yeah, he’s definitely going to have some fun with this.” 
 
    We get back to work and before I know it, the living room is completely painted and Tully has finally finished putting up some curtains so the world can no longer see inside. The floors are bare and we’re hoping that the new carpet will go in over the next few days. Then I’m assuming we’ll even get him some furniture to make this place a little homier. 
 
    I take my paint tray and walk down to the laundry room to start washing everything up and soon have Lacey right by my side, waiting for me to finish so she can use the paint tray in the bathroom. 
 
    The hammer sounds again on the roof and I let out a dreamy sigh. “Damn, that boy sure loves to use his hammer.” 
 
    A soft chuckle sounds behind me and I whip myself around, taking in the overdramatic smirk on Noah’s face. “Really, now? You like what Spencer can do with his hammer?” 
 
    My eyes bulge out of my head as a gasp comes sailing out. “I thought that was you up there.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    I walk into him, leaving the tray behind in the running water, though Lacey quickly picks up where I left off. I wrap my arms around him and he holds up his dirty hands, not wanting to get crap all over me. “You know, maybe I am interested in a little hammering by Spencer. He’s managed to keep Tully clinging on so maybe he’s got something going on that I should be looking into.” 
 
    Noah suddenly has no issue putting his dirty hands on me as I end up with a perfectly, dusty handprint on my ass. “Sometimes I forget how funny you are, and then you go and say something like that…Wait. No…no, I was right. You’re not funny at all.” 
 
    I’m two seconds from cursing him out when Tully’s loud, booming voice shoots down the hallway, pulling my attention away from the man I’m madly in love with. “What’s the holdup?" she demands, looking to her brother. “If you’re finished with the roof then I need you to help me get all this old carpet out.” 
 
    Noah groans. "Really? How did I get roped into this? Who’s to say that Rivers is even going to want this? He’s a complicated kind of guy, you know. Fuck, he’ll probably come back here and have the shits that you changed his home around.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” she throws back at him. “He’s going to love it. You’re just too tired to care because you’ve been working so much. Besides, doesn’t it make you feel all tingly inside knowing you’re doing something special for your best friend?” 
 
    Noah grins and I shake my head, knowing perfectly well what’s coming now. “Do you really want to know what makes me feel all tingly inside?” 
 
    Tully groans and stomps her foot before spinning on her heel and stalking away. “Geez, maybe I should ease up on Spencer. If he ends up with her then he’s already in for a lifetime of pain as it is. I really shouldn’t be making life harder for the poor guy.” 
 
    “Nah,” I laugh. "Keep hounding him. It’ll make him stronger and therefore more capable of keeping up with your sister. If you think about it, you’re really doing him a favor.” 
 
    Tully’s voice rings out from the living room. “NOAH! STOP BEING A PANSY ASS BITCH AND COME REMOVE THIS OLD CARPET!” 
 
    Noah lets out a deep sigh. “Do you think she’d come looking for me if I slipped out the laundry room window?” 
 
    “I think she’d force everyone else to stop what they’re doing and go looking for you with pitchforks and flames, only to make you come back here and do it all by yourself.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re probably right.” 
 
    I wink. “Haven’t you learned by now that I’m always right?” 
 
    “Haven’t you learned by now that you couldn’t be more wrong?” 
 
    I grin up at him, loving the way his eyes sparkle with mirth. “Well, I agreed to be with you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “No, no,” he says. “That’s on me. I got that one right.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You were running away to be Monica’s fake baby daddy. I was the one who came to you with the truth.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I was the one who got drenched in spaghetti sauce and forced you to take me home and clean me up. I don’t recall ever letting you out of my sight from that point on, even though you tried your damn hardest.” 
 
    “Trust me,” I say, rolling my eyes and stepping around him. “There were plenty of times. You’re not going to win this one, Noah. I was all in from the start, you were the one who had shit to deal with first.” 
 
    “Hey,” he says, hurrying up the hallway to catch me. “I was in from the start even during all that Monica bullshit. You were still mine. I knew it and you knew it too. Even that fucker up on the roof knew it and he still tried his luck.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “That wasn’t the best night for me.” 
 
    “Trust me, it wasn’t the best night for my bathroom either.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve always wondered. That night…when you made me sleep in your bed. Was it really because you didn’t want me throwing up and choking on my own vomit or was it because you just wanted me to sleep in your bed so you could touch me all night long?” 
 
    Noah chuckles as a wide grin spreads across his face. He walks past me, leaving me in the kitchen before looking back over his shoulder with a devilish smirk that has my heart racing and my thighs clenching. “You’ll never know.” 
 
    He walks into the living room and just as he’s getting there, Spencer walks through the front door and makes his way towards the old carpet. Tully gives Spencer a beaming smile that has him startled for a moment before he rights himself and gets on with it. 
 
    She turns towards her brother. “Would you look at that?” she laughs. “A guy who comes and helps without needing to be asked a million times.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Noah scoffs. “Take away the possibility of getting in your pants and watch how helpful he is then.” 
 
    Silence claims Tully and Spencer while Noah and I get overwhelmed by our own smothered laughs. 
 
    The boys get busy and I make sure to remind them not to ruin my freshly painted walls and before I know it, they’re hauling shit out of the house, and the second the old carpet is removed, the smell seems to go with it. 
 
    With the boys busy and Ari happily bossing them around, I find myself walking down to the room at the end of the hallway. I’ve been dreading coming in here, but I know this job is never going to get finished if I don’t do something with it. Rivers’ scars will never fade if he comes home to see this reminder every single day. 
 
    I stand in the open doorway looking in at the mess of papers, torn mattress and knocked over shelves and tables, wondering what the hell I’m going to do. A part of me wants to just leave it, but then a part of me is telling me that it’s the least I could do for the woman who gave me a better life. 
 
    Two warm arms circle my waist before a hard body presses up against my back. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I shrug and lean into him as a deep sigh is pulled from within me. “I don’t know. I’m thinking of cleaning this up for her and burning anything that links her to the prostitution bullshit.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s wise?” 
 
    “It’s not like they can get her for it again. I just…one day she’s going to get out of there and she’s going to have nowhere to go but here and when that day comes, I don’t want her coming back to the reminder of how shitty things were. She deserves a fresh start.” 
 
    "You’re too good for me.” 
 
    I turn in his arms and look up at him. “I’ve kind of been thinking the last few days…” 
 
    “Why do I feel like I need to prepare myself.” 
 
    “Because I think you do.” 
 
    “Go on,” he says slowly. 
 
    “I think…I’m going to get Gina out.” 
 
    Noah studies me for a moment before pulling me in tight and pressing his lips against mine. “No matter what you want to do, Spitfire, I’ve got your back. If you want to get her out, then I’m behind you all the way.” 
 
    “You mean that?” 
 
    “Sure fucking do, babe.” 
 
    My eyes flick back over to my shoulder before glancing back up at Noah. "Do you really think I can do it?” 
 
    He smiles down at me as though I’m some child that just did the sweetest thing. “You’re Henley Fucking Bronx, of course you can do it.” 
 
    “What would I ever do without you?” 
 
    “Everything you’re doing now,” he tells me. “You’re a force to be reckoned with Henley, and you don’t need me, Tully, or anyone in your life helping you out. You would have still discovered your own truths on your own and you still would have rocked it at the same time. You’re so much stronger than you give yourself credit for. I’m just lucky that you decided to bring me along for the ride.” 
 
    I shake my head, willing the tears to stay at bay. “No,” I tell him. “I’m the lucky one.” 
 
    Noah’s lips come down on mine and he kisses me with everything’s he’s got. His arms circle my waist until his hands are firmly gripping my ass and the touch has me pressing my body harder into his as my hands slide up his strong body and curl around his neck. 
 
    His tongue darts into my mouth and if my eyes were open, I’m sure as hell they’d be rolling into the back of my head. The deeper he kisses me, the more I need. 
 
    He lifts me effortlessly and my legs instantly wrap around him and hold on tight. Noah presses me into the wall, and I try to remember which walls have already been painted, but it’s too hard so I give in and hope for the best. 
 
    Noah’s hips grind into mine and I feel just how ready he is for me and I curse myself for getting into this position. It’s not like he’s about to screw me right here in the hallway for everyone to see. We’re at a loss and I don’t see a way out. How the hell am I possibly going to concentrate on cleaning all this mess up now that he’s set my body on fire? I can’t go on until he’s left me completely satisfied. It’s just not possible. 
 
    “We can’t,” I murmur against his lips, hating the words as they come out of my mouth. 
 
    “Fuck that,” he tells me, lifting me off the wall. “We can and we will.” 
 
    Not a second later, Noah takes a few steps down the hall and walks into the open laundry room before discreetly closing the door behind him. He reaches for the old blinds on the window and releases it before placing me down on the washing machine with a proud grin. 
 
    “What were you saying?” 
 
    I can’t even fault him for being a cocky dick. I reach out and grab his shirt before hauling him into me. “Shut up and kiss me.” 
 
    Noah falls into me and before his lips have even reached mine, his hands are at the waistband of my shorts. He hastily tears them down my legs as I work on freeing him from the confines of his pants and before I know it, he’s gripping me by the thighs and sliding me forward on the washing machine, instantly lining himself up with my entrance and slamming into me, giving us both what we’ve been needing and satisfying that craving I’ve been feeling for him all damn afternoon. 
 
    He pounds into me. Quick, hard, and fast. My head is thrown back, our bodies grow sweaty, his fingers dig into my thighs, and not a moment later, my world is thoroughly rocked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I look down at my phone as a text message comes through and let out a groan. Really? Right now? They couldn’t have just given me ten minutes to myself? We’ve been working on Rivers’ place for the past few days and I’m freaking exhausted but it’s going to be incredible when it’s done. I mean, I’d move in there myself if I ever needed to get away from life. 
 
    I dry my hands of the bubbles and lean over to grab my phone, hoping to God that I don’t drop it in the bath. The last thing I need to worry about a few days before starting college is paying for a new phone. 
 
    I open it up to a text from Noah and a smile instantly spreads across my face before it’s replaced with a heavy scowl. 
 
    Noah – What did you do to Tully? 
 
    Henley – What do you mean? I didn’t do anything to her. 
 
    Noah – She’s pissed off and it wasn’t me or Spencer…so that only leaves one. 
 
    Henley – Are you forgetting about Aiden? 
 
    Noah – Aiden wouldn’t know how to piss off Tully, and even if he did, he’d just shake his dick at her and it’d all be right in the world. 
 
    Henley – Shit. Are you sure one of her authors didn’t just kill off a character? You know how she gets when that happens. 
 
    Noah – Nope. Not that. No Kindles, books, or phones have been thrown through the window all night. 
 
    Henley – PMS? 
 
    Noah – I don’t fucking know. Just get over here and fix it before it turns into World War Fucking Three. 
 
    I let out a sigh. Don’t get me wrong, I love my Tully, but all I want to do is close my eyes in this warm bath and let the world take me away until I’m a pruney mess and the water starts getting cold. 
 
    Henley – Fine. I’ll be there in 15 but you owe me. 
 
    I get my ass out of the bath and look down at it with nothing but heartbreak. “I’ll be back,” I whisper to the bath. “So long my fair prince.” 
 
    I get myself dressed in a pair of sweatpants and one of Noah’s old shirts before tying it at my waist to avoid looking like one of those rappers from the ’90s. I creep out to the living room to see Ari sitting up at the dining table coloring, concentrating with everything she’s got to the point her tongue is poking out. 
 
    I wave at dad, trying to silently get his attention. If Ari saw me leaving, she’d want to come with me, and I have a feeling that I won’t be walking back through this door for a long few hours. 
 
    Dad looks over and I mouth a goodbye before grabbing my keys and slipping out the front door. 
 
    I pull up to Noah and Tully’s place twelve minutes later and grin to myself for a job well done. Getting out of my car, I grab my phone, slip it into the back pocket of my jeans, and get on with it. The sooner I make sure my best friend is ok, the sooner I can snuggle up in my bed and rest. Hell, I might even go looking for a new Netflix series and binge before my nights go back to studying. 
 
    Just as I reach for the front door, it’s pulled open from the other side and Tully comes storming through it. She doesn’t even startle at seeing me standing here so she must have heard my car pull up and assume that Noah had called for back-up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask as she walks straight past me with her keys in her hand. “What happened?” 
 
    Tully unlocks her car and dives for the door as I follow behind her, trying to get a read on her face before she takes off. “Nothing, I just…I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “But you’re ok, right? You’re not about to go and drive your Jeep into the beach, are you?” 
 
    She scoffs and I hear a sigh by the door. I glance back to find Noah standing in the open doorway with his hands upon the doorframe, leaning into it with concern etched on his face. 
 
    “Look,” Tully says, stealing my attention right back. “I just need a little space to clear my head. I’m fine.” At my look, she rolls her eye. “Really. I’m fine. I just need an hour or two to be alone.” 
 
    “Ok,” I tell her, giving in and stepping back from her Jeep. “Call me if you need me and I’ll be happy to come be alone with you.” 
 
    Tully gives me a nod and closes her door before turning the key and taking off like a bat out of hell, leaving me facing Noah with an accusing look. “You did something, didn’t you?” 
 
    His hands fly out in front of him in innocence as he shakes his head “I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “You didn’t put one of her prized possessions in the freezer again? Hair dye in her shampoo? Tied her shoes together?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Damn,” I murmur, walking towards him as I try to figure it out. “Are you sure Spencer didn’t say something? He didn’t try to force the topic of ’them’?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he says. “If he did, I’ll beat the shit out of him and he knows it. He’s pretty fucking stupid, but I don’t think he’s that stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” I say, pursing my lips as I think it over, though my thinking quickly morphs into daydreaming about the nice relaxing bath that I could have been in right now. I mean, what was the point in all this? Tully isn’t even here. 
 
    Noah’s arm falls over my shoulder as I walk into the house and the second the door closes behind us, he pulls me in tight to his side, making sure to press a kiss to my temple despite us only seeing each other a few hours before. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Violet murmurs from the entryway of the kitchen. “Tell me you’re here to talk to that daughter of mine? She’s in the worst mood. Has been since she got home.” 
 
    “Well, I thought I was coming to talk to her, but she seems to have done a runner.” 
 
    “What?” Violet grunts, peering around the corner and down the hallway. “When was this? I didn’t see her leave.” 
 
    “Like two seconds ago,” Noah grumbles in amusement. 
 
    Violet sighs again as she looks back to me. “Damn. Do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    Noah turns on his heel and starts stalking down the hall towards her bedroom. “Fuck it. I’m going in.” 
 
    “What?” I rush out, hurrying down the hall after him. “If you go snooping in her room, she’s going to kill you.” 
 
    He looks back over his shoulder and grins. “We’re a team, Spitfire, and no matter what, I’m taking you down with me so you might as well get your ass down here and help. It’ll be quicker this way.” 
 
    Shit. He has a point…a really shitty point, but nonetheless, a point. 
 
    I scramble after him. After all, two sets of eyes will get the job done so much faster. Not to mention, boys have a habit of looking for things with their eyes closed. Besides, if there’s anything we find that Tully would really prefer Noah not to see, then I’ll be there to save the day. 
 
    Now that’s a much better point that gets me on board. 
 
    I push through the doorway of her room to find Noah pulling the room apart and I roll my eyes. “Have you never snooped before? You’re supposed to be discreet so she doesn’t realize you were in here.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for that discreet bullshit. What if she comes back now or she forgot something? Shit, maybe she has a feeling we were going to snoop and is coming back to hide the evidence right now. What then? Wouldn’t you want to get to it before she does?” 
 
    Crap. There he goes making shitty points again. 
 
    I throw my hands up and groan. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be looking for.” 
 
    “Well, if you stop wasting time whining and start searching then you’d probably be able to figure it out.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and get looking. “You’re an assface.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t love me if I was a sweet as pie push over.” 
 
    Again…point. 
 
    Noah searches in all the obvious spots like on the bed, shelves, and desk while I think like a girl and go for the less obvious places. I go through the wardrobe and cringe every time I see something out of the corner of my eye flying across the room. 
 
    Tully really is going to kill us. 
 
    Noah moves away from the desk and throws himself into her bedside table. He rifles around for a moment and I suck in a terrified gasp. If she was going to have something hidden in here that she wouldn’t want him to see then her bedside table is a very likely place. 
 
    He moves on without any issues and I let out a silent breath of relief, though I’m not fooled. I don’t doubt there’s something X-rated hidden in here somewhere. This is Tully after all. 
 
    Noah checks under the bed as I double check the desk because let’s face it, he’s just throwing things around. I don’t think he’s even looking, just enjoying making a mess of her room. 
 
    “HEY! This is where she hides all the fucking popcorn.” 
 
    A laugh comes tearing out of me. “I know. She used to hide it in the top of her closet.” 
 
    Noah’s head pokes out from under the bed and I can’t help but remember Tully crawling under there just a few weeks ago when she was looking for her acceptance letter. “How long exactly have you known about this?” 
 
    “Umm, well…let’s see. You remember that very first day that I came over here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says slowly. 
 
    I grin. That day changed it all. “That’s when. I saw the box up in her closet and asked about it. She said she hides her popcorn because you and Rivers would steal it.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Whose side are you on here?” 
 
    “In this particular case, definitely hers. Do you have any idea how often Tully and I get to crash in her bed, watching Netflix and dig into a bowl of popcorn without having to share it with a hog like you? It’s great. You know, sometimes we even have a bag each.” 
 
    Noah just shakes his head in total disbelief…though maybe it’s in disgust. I guess it’s a little hard to tell when he’s looking up at me from beneath his sister’s bed. 
 
    I get back to searching and do my best to put her room back together. A groan pulls from me as Noah crawls out from under the bed and stops by her trash can. I’m two seconds away from telling him not to go through it, but I’m too late and the contents spill all over the ground. 
 
    “Seriously?” I snap. "Did you really have to dump it out? I hope you’re not expecting me to clean that up for you.” 
 
    Noah rifles through the mess before his fingers curl around a piece of paper. “I knew it,” he murmurs under his breath. 
 
    My brows draw down in confusion. “What is it?” I ask, crossing the room to him as he pulls himself up off the floor and drops down onto the edge of her bed. 
 
    He holds up the piece of paper between two fingers and my eyes instantly roam over it. It doesn’t take a genius to realize that it’s a letter and it doesn’t take much more to figure out who it’s from. 
 
    “We’ve been thinking about this all wrong,” he tells me. “Who’s the one person who could ruin Tully’s day without even being here?” 
 
    I let out a sigh as my heart breaks for her. “Rivers.” 
 
    Noah slowly nods and I see the hesitation in his eyes to take this any further and more so, the regret for snooping in the first place when this is clearly something very private between the two of them. 
 
    I look at the letter and I can’t help but wonder why she’d put it in the trash. It couldn’t be that bad, right? What could he have possibly said that could have had her desperately needing to run out of here to avoid speaking to me about it? 
 
    I sit down beside Noah, each of us looking anywhere but at the letter in his hands, both of us wondering how this is going to play out. Do we or don’t we? 
 
    If we do, we risk reading something we shouldn’t, but if we don’t, we risk missing important information about him, and I don’t think I can hold back. My curiosity is going to win out in the end and whether it’s now or in a few weeks, I have a feeling I’m going to end up reading the words my brother wrote to the love of his life. 
 
    “Shit,” I say, taking the letter from his fingers and holding it before me. It’s better to ask forgiveness than to seek permission. 
 
    I hope she’s not going to hate me for invading her privacy like this. Not only are we reading a private letter from Rivers, but we’ve snooped through her room. 
 
    What kind of shitty people are we? 
 
    I put the thought to the back of my mind and get busy reading with Noah leaning into my side, looking over and reading the words right along with me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tully, 
 
      
 
    I’ve been staring at this piece of paper for four days now trying to figure out how to tell you what the hell is going on with me, but every time I go to write something down, all that comes to mind is how much I miss you. 
 
    I finished training a few weeks ago and have been stationed at my unit since then. It’s not been easy. The training was hard and brutal, but I’d take it over the bullshit of boot camp any day!  
 
    There’s a certain type of discipline they expect from us and I’m not going to lie, conforming and not putting some of these fuckers in their place has been a challenge, but every day it’s getting easier. 
 
    What’s not easy is being away from you.  
 
    Noah and Henley have got each other and I know that they’re ok, but you…I don’t know. I hate how we left things and I hate that you’re hurting because of me. Every single fucking day your face runs through my mind. It’s like a constant loop telling me that I’ve fucked it all up.  
 
    The only thing that keeps me going is knowing how damn strong you are and that no matter what, you’re going to be alright. It might not be now and it might not be tomorrow, but eventually, you’re not going to be hurting every time you hear someone mention my name. 
 
    I don’t know what my plans are from here. I don’t know if or when I’ll be deployed and I don’t know when I’ll get another chance to come back home, but for now, I’ll be staying right here. 
 
    There’s so much shit going on in Haven Falls, shit that you couldn’t even begin to understand when it comes to my family and I need to keep away from that. I’ve had a shit ride with my father. You wouldn’t even begin to understand the kinds of things that I’ve done under his hold. I’m sure if you knew, this would be so much easier to understand, but I can’t risk getting sucked back into that life when I’ve only just broken free. 
 
    I know life in the military isn’t what you ever hoped for me or even expected, but it’s a better option than the life planned out for me since I was a child. It’s a world I could never risk bringing you into. It’s dark and filled with secrets that would haunt your pure mind. The things I’ve had to do in that life I could never bring down on you. 
 
    You’re so fucking beautiful, Tully. You’re like the fucking sunshine that comes after a storm. You keep me breathing day in and day out. 
 
    I know that you’re still only getting bits and pieces of the information you need to make sense of all this and know that I get how frustrating it must be, but if I could tell you about me, about where I come from, I would.  
 
    I’ve pictured sitting down with you time and time again and telling you every last thing there is to know about me. You wouldn’t believe how desperately I want you to know the real me, but I can’t, and I know that it only makes it that much harder to understand and be ok with it. 
 
    My training went really well and I aced everything which means that I have everyone’s attention, so I wouldn’t be surprised if I was to be deployed quickly. I don’t know if I will tell you if that happens. I’m still trying to work it out. I don’t want you worrying about me. Just know that I’m going to be fine and no matter where I am in the world, I’ll be thinking of you. 
 
    As much as it pains me to say, I don’t know when I’m going to see you again and because of that, I don’t want you holding onto hope that I’m going to be coming home because I just don’t know if I am.  
 
    I have a lot of shit to sort through, but that doesn’t change the fact that all I’ll ever want for you is to be happy and if that means falling in love with someone else and living the life I always wanted to live with you, then so be it.  
 
    I don’t want you to wait for me. I don’t want you holding onto hope that I’m going to come back and everything is going to fall right into place because I can’t guarantee that it will. 
 
      
 
    I love you, Tully Cage. 
 
    This isn’t goodbye. 
 
      
 
    Rivers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stare down at the letter, hardly able to see the words before me through the thick tears pooling in my eyes. “He’s not coming back,” I whisper. 
 
    Noah’s arm wraps around me and me pulls me into his chest where the tears silently fall down my face. “There’s still hope,” he murmurs. “This is Rivers we’re talking about. He’ll come back when he’s ready.” 
 
    “I don’t think he will,” I tell him. “What he wrote. Those words. That was goodbye. He was trying to let her down gently as to not break her heart.” 
 
    “Well,” comes Tully’s familiar voice from the doorway, taking us in with the letter in my hand, the tears in my eyes, and the mess of her room; though she doesn’t seem to care as the tears are just as heavy in her eyes. “It didn’t work. He broke me well and good this time.” 
 
    Noah holds out his other arm and Tully can’t resist crashing down into him before the tears really start to fall. 
 
    The tears run their course and twenty minutes later, Tully and I are laying on her unmade bed, each with a spoon and a tub of ice cream between us while Noah sits silently at her desk chair, staring at the letter before him but not actually seeing it. 
 
    Tully nudges me with her foot, making me look up at her while she stares up at the roof, not wanting to meet my eyes. “Will you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Will you write him back? I don’t think I can bring myself to do it, but I think he needs to know everything that’s been going on with Gina and his dad before he decides to never come back. He needs to know that we’ve got his back and that it’s all over. We’re safe here now and Anton can’t hurt him anymore.” 
 
    I nod into the pillow. “Ok,” I tell her, dropping the spoon into the ice cream and grabbing hold of her wrist. I give it a slight squeeze and try my best encouraging smile, but I don’t think I quite succeed. “Anything else you want me to tell him?” 
 
    I wait for her to tell me to say that she loves him and I see the words right there on the tip of her tongue, but she lets out a sigh instead. “No,” she says, swallowing the lump in her throat. “Don’t mention me at all, just tell him what he needs to know.” 
 
    “You got it,” I tell her before picking up the spoon and silently taking another scoop. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The sun streams through the window and I wake with a smile on my face. 
 
    It’s my first day of college. Summer is over and I have no choice but to pull up my big girl panties and finally move forward with my life. 
 
    Anton is behind bars and hopefully will be for a long time. Aria is safe at home with a father who loves her. Noah seems to have his whole world sorted out and Rivers has made the changes in his life to make it possible for him to keep moving forward.  
 
    That just leaves me and Tully. Summer started off horrendously but by the end, we were able to enjoy that last bit of freedom which we took complete advantage of, and now, we’re both going off to college and I can’t freaking wait. 
 
    Well, we’re not exactly ‘going off’ in the typical sense of the word. It’s not like either one of us have bothered looking into the campus dorm rooms. We live close enough to make the drive every morning, and besides, finding alternative living is an extra expense neither one of us can afford. 
 
    All my life I always thought this was never going to happen so the fact that I’m waking up this morning and get to scream at the top of my lungs to remind all my neighbors that I’m going to college today is a big deal. Like a big freaking deal. I wouldn’t dare be that obnoxious about it, but the idea does happily enter my mind for a few fleeting seconds. 
 
    I thought I’d end up working some boring nine to five job that gave me no chance of moving up in the world and I was going to learn to be content with that. How wrong was I? 
 
    This past year has opened my eyes to so many possibilities and I’ve never been so proud of myself for being able to make some of those possibilities a reality. Don’t get me wrong, the next few years of my life aren’t going to be easy. There’s going to be times when I want to give it all up and go searching for that dead end job. If college was easy, everyone would be doing it. It’s going to be a challenge, and something tells me there’s going to be sleepless nights, tears, fights, late night calls to Noah, and extreme emotional overload, but I’ve never been so ready. 
 
    I want it all. 
 
    Broken Hill University can hit me with it as hard as they like. I’m ready. I’m a fucking machine and I’m going to dominate. 
 
    My bedroom door is thrown open and I have just enough time to prepare myself before my monster of a six year old sister comes charging at me. She throws herself high into the air and as though she’s practiced this precise move over and over again, she comes flailing down on top of me, punching me in the boob in the process. 
 
    The wind is knocked out of me and a sharp, guttural groan comes tearing from within. “It’s college day,” she cheers, making it impossible for me to be mad with her. Though, to be honest, I should be impressed that she waited until the sun was up. She must have been standing outside my door for ages just waiting until it was a good enough time. Either that or the monster heard my alarm go off. 
 
    Before I can get a word in, Aria plants a foot on either side of my waist and begins jumping up and down, making me fear for my life. I mean, if she were to fall right now, I’d be in all sorts of trouble.  
 
    “It’s college day! It’s college day! It’s college day!” she cheers. “You’re officially a grown-up.” 
 
    My arm snakes around her tiny little waist and I throw her down on my bed beside me. “What do you mean I’m officially a grown-up? I thought I already was. I’m eighteen, you know?” 
 
    Ari shakes her head before rolling her eyes as though my inferiority is embarrassing to her. “No. I’m a big girl because I go to big girl school and now you’re a grown-up because you go to grown-up school. Duh.” 
 
    Well, shit. How could I argue with that logic? 
 
    I manage to free myself of Aria and somehow climb out of bed without any further insults or injuries. I stretch like there’s no tomorrow, slip my feet into the comfiest pair of slippers I’ve ever owned and get myself to the bathroom to make me feel human again. 
 
    Instead of wasting my morning away and taking my time, I decide that from now on I’m going to be adulting. I throw myself into a quick shower and shave my legs because I couldn’t possibly attend my first day of college without looking my absolute best. I get my hair done, pick out a nice outfit that doesn’t make me look as though I’m trying too hard, but won’t have me laughed out of there for shitty taste. And then finally, I make my way into the kitchen with the plan to annihilate the biggest breakfast known to man. After all, breakfast is the most important meal of the day. 
 
    I hear voices coming from the kitchen as I make my way towards it and a smile instantly spreads across my face, but I think it’s the heavenly smell that accompanies the voices that has me feeling like the luckiest girl in the world. 
 
    I walk through the kitchen and straight up to Noah, curling my arms around him as he slaves away over the stove making the crunchiest looking bacon I’ve ever seen. “What are you doing here?” I murmur into his back, loving the feel of his strong body against mine. 
 
    “You didn’t think I was going to miss your big day, did you?” 
 
    I can’t help but grin as I peel myself off him and lean against the counter, making sure he doesn’t turn those crispy pieces into burnt ones. “You didn’t need to do that. I thought you were working today. Aren’t you late already?” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “I switched shifts so I could be here.” 
 
    Butterflies start making a mess of my stomach and I find myself leaning into him again. There’s nothing better that finding out the man you love did something incredibly sweet just so he could be there for you. I don’t know why it still surprises me. It shouldn’t, but the fact that it does couldn’t be a bad thing because it means each time it happens, I fall just a little harder for him. 
 
    Dad clears his throat by the fridge and I shake my head. Did I seriously just walk straight past him and forget he was here all because Noah had gotten himself up and over here to cook me breakfast? 
 
    “So, do I not even get a good morning or is that reserved only for boyfriends now?” 
 
    “That better not have been a plural I just heard,” Noah mutters softly. 
 
    I ignore Noah’s comments and take the four steps across the kitchen and throw my arms around my father. “Good morning,” I say with exaggerated enthusiasm before planting a big kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” dad grumbles. “Now, what’s going on? Have you got yourself ready for today? Got all your textbooks, pens, pencils, laptop? Do you have your class schedule and orientation pack?” He looks at me expectantly but doesn’t leave a moment to respond before he’s diving in again. “Did you go for another tour with Tully? I don’t want you showing up for a nine am class and then realizing you have no idea where you’re going. Perhaps you should leave a little early.” 
 
    “Dad.” 
 
    “Did you read up on your professors? You know, I didn’t do the whole college thing but I’ve heard that it’s good to know a little something about your teachers. If you show that you’re more than a pretty face sitting in a room they’ll be more likely to pick on you and be a little more lenient if you need it, though I’m hoping you won’t.” 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “You keep yourself out of trouble, you hear. I don’t want to be hearing that my kid was mucking up and ruining this shot at making something of herself.” 
 
    “Dad, would you stop? I’m prepared and I know what I’m doing. You’re acting as though I’m not going to be right back here at the end of the day. I’m not moving away. BHU is only twenty minutes down the road.” 
 
    Dad purses his lips, watching me for a moment before he desperately starts to blink back tears. “I’m just so damn proud of you, kid.” He gets all choked up and before I know it, I’m throwing my arms around him once again and having flashbacks of my very first day of ‘big girl school.’ 
 
    “I’m going to be just fine,” I tell him. “You taught me everything I need to know to make it in this big world. You’ll see. I’m going to go in there and come back out a fucking Rockstar.” 
 
    I glance up and notice Noah leaning against the counter, right where I had been only a moment ago. He watches us with an assumed smirk on his lips and pride shining out of his green eyes and something tells me it’s that ‘Rockstar’ comment I just made that has him looking at me like this. 
 
    Noah wants nothing more than to watch me succeed and hearing how determined I am to do just that stirs something within him. 
 
    Aria comes bounding into the kitchen before throwing herself up on a stool and demanding something to eat. It’s her first day back at school and she’s just as excited as I am. No wonder dad is so thrilled, he gets to get both of us out of the house at the same time. 
 
    We get her fed before treating ourselves and as the clock ticks away, I find my eyes constantly on my phone, checking the time and making sure I’m not going to be late. Dad’s little pep talk earlier has me a little too conscious about being the idiot left wandering around campus completely lost 
 
    I think my nerves are getting the best of me. Tully and I have this all sorted but I can’t help but feel jittery. We even have it worked out where we’re going to meet for lunch and at what time. We know which part of the library we plan on using for studying, we know all the places to stay away from to avoid getting caught up in the wrong crowds, and we even know which outdoor seating area is going to be the best for trolling for Tully’s potential boyfriends. We got this sorted. 
 
    Though, something tells me we won’t be needing to search for guys. Spencer is doing a pretty good job of keeping her in his sights. I can’t wait to see what happens there. It’s going to be an absolute trainwreck and it’s going to be incredible to watch. Something tells me there’s going to be more than a fair share of shutdowns and epic rejections. 
 
    Before I know it, it’s quarter past eight and dad is grabbing my things and shoving them into my hands. “I told you, I’m going to be fine.” 
 
    “And I told you that no kid of mine is going to be unprepared for her first day of college. I don’t care if you’re the first person there, sitting on the front steps like a loner. It’ll give you a chance to look over your textbooks.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and get up from the table. “Fine, I’ll get going.” 
 
    Dad seems to relax and I smother a grin. He’s getting so easy to torture in his old age. 
 
    I walk to the door and can hardly make it through it with Aria attaching herself to my legs. “Don’t be nervous about making new friends,” she tells me. “If you’re really nice and share your lunch, then everyone will love you.” 
 
    I grin down at her. “Thanks, Squirt. I’ll give it a try and report back at the end of the day.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says, beaming up at me as dad peels her off my leg. 
 
    I give her a little wave and head out to my car with Noah right by my side, knowing dad would prefer that I skip over the whole ‘goodbye, have a great day’ bullshit with him. After all, he’s already choked up once this morning and would never put himself through that a second time in as many hours. So instead, he simply just smiles, knowing that he’s done everything he possibly can ensure that I come out of this new adventure with my head held high. 
 
    I walk around to the passenger side of my car as Noah unlocks the door for me. Placing everything down on the seat, I double check that I have what I need despite having already gone over it a hundred times. 
 
    As I close the door and make my way around to the other side, Noah catches me and pulls me into his arm. “You’re going to be the best damn scientist this country has ever seen.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I laugh, knowing that’s definitely a stretch. I mean, I just want to be able to study DNA. There are people out there who are able to do incredible things with their minds and I’d just be happy to even get to study the kind of work they’ve already accomplished. But then, who knows where this next chapter of my life could take me. College could open my eyes to things that I haven’t even discovered about myself yet, and I’m so damn excited to see where it takes me. 
 
    My hands find his chest as he looks down at me. “You’re going to do incredible things, Spitfire, and I can’t wait to see you shine.” 
 
    “Is Tully going to be mad that you came over here to see me off instead of her? You know, today is a big deal for her too.” 
 
    Noah shrugs. “She knows I love her.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “You know, I kind of love you too.” 
 
    Noah leans his head into mine. “Just kind of?” he questions with a teasing sparkle in his eyes. 
 
    I smile, absolutely loving his games. “Mmhmm.” 
 
    “Then I’ll just ‘kind of’ give you a goodbye kiss then.” 
 
    I suck in a breath. A ‘kind of’ kiss is nothing compared to his full blown, give-it-all-he’s-got-kiss and I refuse to get in my car without getting what I need to start my day off. But then, playing him at his own game is too good to pass up and I know for a fact that he won’t let me leave today without kissing me like he’ll never taste my lips again. 
 
    “Oh, ok then,” I shrug stepping out of his arms and giving him an innocent smile. “I’ll see you later then. Be safe at work.” 
 
    I go to walk away, but Noah’s hand catches onto my wrist. “Well played, Spitfire.” He yanks me back into him and catches me with ease, one hand around my waist and the other tilting my chin up to meet his. 
 
    As if on instinct, my hands travel up his chest and loops around his neck, holding him close as he closes the gap. Then finally, his lips come down on mine and just as I knew he would, he kisses me as though his world begins and ends with me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Four Years Later 
 
      
 
    Tully comes kicking her way through the door with boxes upon boxes piled up in her hands, each one of them filled with the most beautiful arrangement of flowers, some for tables, some for vases, some for suit jacket pockets, but the one I’m most excited to see is the one with the bouquet that I’ll be holding as I walk down the aisle in less than two hours. 
 
    It’s my freaking wedding day. I don’t know how this happened. One minute, Noah and I were lying in bed, fighting over who was going to get up and double check that our front door was locked and the next thing I knew, he was pulling a ring out of the little black box from his bedside table and asking me to be his wife. 
 
    That was ten months ago and now, here we are about to get married. 
 
    He was pretty damn pissed with himself. Apparently, he had this whole big thing planned when he was going to propose, but the need to ask just got too much for him and he caved, but I don’t care. A big extravagant proposal isn’t really us. It was absolutely perfect the way it was and I wouldn’t change it for a thing. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Tully says as both Aiden and Barker dive in to save the boxes from falling out of her hands because that’s really the last thing I need today. “The store was crazy busy, and Candice wasn’t feeling great so I had to send her home and close up early myself. Apparently, today is the day for everyone and their fucking dog to buy their girl flowers.” 
 
    “Really?” I laugh, way too relaxed as I sit back in my chair and take a sip of champagne. “What was wrong with Candice?” 
 
    “Oh, who knows?” Tully shrugs, putting the last of the boxes down and checking over them just as she should. After all, I paid for the best in the business so I expect my flowers to be absolutely perfect. “She took two days off last week and now this on today of all days. She knows how important today is.” 
 
    All I can do is smile. “It’s all good. You’re here now and that means we can get me married to that brother of yours.” 
 
    Tully rolls her eyes and drops down beside me before grabbing a glass of champagne and throwing back half of it. She stops herself and puts it straight back down. “I should probably pace myself if I plan on making it through to the end to the night.” 
 
    To be honest, I was surprised she was able to squeeze me in. Between all the weddings she does in Broken Hill, the day to day business, and the constant deliveries she’s having to do, I’m amazed that she made it through the door. 
 
    Tully set out to be the best florist in the area and she easily nailed that goal. Noah and I think she should be taking it further by franchising but she’s not there yet. She’s happy with how things are going and doesn’t want to ruin a good thing. 
 
    The makeup artist comes knocking at the door and Violet ushers her through the door and has to keep it held open for the hairdresser who pulls up a second later. The giddiness begins to seep into me. Everyone is here on time, even dad remembered to drop off Aria earlier. Nothing could go wrong. 
 
    Tully hurries into the bathroom and comes out a second later in a white, fluffy bathrobe that’s identical to mine before pulling the elastic from her hair and shaking it out. “Ok,” she declares. “I’m ready.” 
 
    I start with hair as Tully gets her makeup done and I find myself finally relaxing. I’ve been so stressed trying to get everything perfect for today. I never thought I’d be one of those brides, but apparently, I am. Without Violet and Aiden, I’d probably be a mess. 
 
    Who knew that Aiden would be so damn good at event planning? 
 
    “So, how’s Gina?” Tully questions, sneaking a look in the mirror as the makeup artist turns her back. 
 
    I let out a sigh. “Annoyed that she’s missing my wedding. The appeal was pushed back another month.” 
 
    “What? That’s bullshit. You have Anton’s confession. There shouldn’t be anything holding them back.” 
 
    At the mention of his name, my mind instantly takes me back to the last few years. It was one hell of a mission, but eventually the case was closed and Anton was sentence to life in prison. Since then, he’s apparently turned over a new leaf and is all about righting his wrongs. Some people are buying into his charm, but to me, it’s just a new game he’s playing. Luckily for Gina though, that meant he was willing to give a confession and so far, it’s looking good, but something tells me it’s going to be another long road to travel. 
 
    “Don’t get me started,” I tell her, wanting nothing more than to start hating on our justice system. “It’s going to get me all riled up when I should be relaxing and having a great day,” I say, trying my hardest to put it to the back of my mind. Apparently getting someone out of prison isn’t as easy as you think it is. “Tell me about you? I’ve hardly seen you all week.” 
 
    “I know. It’s been busy.” 
 
    I side-eye her. That’s not a very Tullyish response. She handles busy like a pro and always makes sure she has time for me. “Bullshit. What’s going on? And don’t even think about lying. It’s my wedding day.” 
 
    She lets out a sigh and throws back what was left in her champagne glass. “Spencer proposed again.” 
 
    “Again?” I laugh as Barker and Aiden decide the conversation is too good to pass up and make their way over. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” Barker says. “That boy is head over heels for you. You should snap him up while you still have the chance. This is his…what? Third proposal?” 
 
    “Fourth,” she grumbles making the brows of her makeup artist shoot up. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re waiting for,” Barker says. “Spencer is hot.” 
 
    Tully’s eyes meet mine as we both know exactly what she’s waiting for, and it’s something that we’ve spoken about a million times over the past four years; Rivers. 
 
    It took us both a while, but we eventually realized that he wasn’t coming back. It’s been four years. The last time I saw my brother was the night he got into that taxi and drove off to complete his military training. Since then, I’ve had the occasional letter and by occasional, I’ve had a total of three. 
 
    Barker is right. Tully should be snapping Spencer up. He’s done nothing but be patient with her and he was lucky that she even agreed to move in with him at the beginning of the year. Though that was over six months ago now, and she keeps coming up with excuses to prolong the inevitable. 
 
    Something is missing though. When she looks at Spencer, that spark in her eyes just isn’t there; not the way it was whenever she looked at Rivers. I think she’s waiting to feel that same pull with Spencer, but I’m afraid it’s never going to happen and at times like this, when the world is telling her what she should be doing, she feels lost. 
 
    I reach across the table and take her hand. “If you don’t want to marry that boy, then you politely ask him to back the fuck up and figure out your chances of keeping the ring.” 
 
    She gives me a grateful smile across the table and just like that, knowing that she has my support, all her worries fade away. 
 
    We get back to focusing on getting ready and before I know it, I’m standing in front of a full-length mirror, watching as Tully reaches up over me and pins the veil into the back of my hair before draping it over my face.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” Violet whispers with tears of joy in her eyes. “He’s one lucky boy.” 
 
    My eyes run up and down the mirror, taking in the dress that’s been sitting in my closet for the last two months. It’s stunning. Simple. Just the way I like it. 
 
    The silk dress fits my body like a glove and dips down low on my chest but not too low to cause any heart attacks. I’ve already been there with my dad and I don’t intend on doing it again. 
 
    Noah is going to love it. I can’t wait to see him. 
 
    I slip my heels on and let out a shaky breath as Tully hands me my bouquet. “Are you ready?” she questions as her golden, strapless gown makes her look like some kind of exotic goddess. “It’s not too late to back out. We can run away and leave all this shit behind. I stand by ‘Helly’ one hundred percent.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” I tell her. “Let’s get me married.” 
 
    With that, we walk out into the living room to collect the boys only to find Aiden struggling with his tie and Barker insisting on helping him with it. His hand gets slapped away at least five times before Aiden gives in and lets Barker help him. 
 
    I find myself grinning at the sight. They’ve pretty much been together since the moment they met, but neither one of them have been able to admit how they feel about the other. Sometimes it’s infuriating and other times it’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Tully makes sure we have everything and that the boys have put the flowers in their suit jackets correctly before racing ahead and grabbing the door. 
 
    Violet’s in the middle of scooping up the bottom of my dress as the door swings open before me, only instead of seeing the limo parked out on the curb, a very large body stands in the doorway with his hand up in preparation of knocking while blocking the view as his eyes roam desperately over Tully like a man starved of oxygen. 
 
    Tully sucks in a breath, rendered speechless as Barker grins in delight. “Who’s this tall drink of water?” 
 
    With Tully gaping in shock and unable to form a sentence and Violet’s attention focused on my dress, I take this into my own hands. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Rivers grins back at me with pride shining strong in his eyes. “You didn’t think I was going to miss my best friend and little sister’s wedding, did you?” 
 
    Seems Tully isn’t the only one rendered speechless. Unable to figure out what to say, I reach into Aiden’s pocket and pull out his phone before making a call. 
 
    Noah answers on the second ring. “What’s up, man. How’s my girl looking?” 
 
    “Noah, it’s me.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he rushes out, his tone turning to one of fear, probably assuming the worst. 
 
    “I think you should get over here,” I say, pausing as I try to believe the words coming out of my mouth. “He’s here. Rivers has come home.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Unstoppable – Haven Falls (Book 7) 
 
      
 
    Just when you thought it was all over… 
 
    Unstoppable is the final book in the Haven Falls Series and is written as Dual POV between Tully and Rivers. 
 
    Will they or won’t they find their happy ending? 
 
    Find out here! 
 
      
 
    Exclusive to Amazon 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07YBNMH2G 
 
    Pre-Order now! 
 
    Release: 5th November 2019  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review.  
 
    www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07XFQ47CZ 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Broken Hill High Series, find me on Facebook or Instagram –  
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
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